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Gravesham Borough Council

Report to: Performance & Administration Committee

Date: 18 February 2020 

Reporting officer: Head of Revenues and Benefits
Assistant Director (Corporate Services)

Subject: Collection of council tax, business rates and housing benefit 
overpayments and the corporate debt approach.

Purpose and summary of report:
To provide Members with information on collection rates and the level of arrears within the 
Cabinet portfolio.
To inform Members on corporate arrangements to collect outstanding debt and support those 
who are vulnerable and less financially able to make payments to the council.

Recommendations:

1. This report is for information only.

1. INTRODUCTION

1.1. A report published by the National Audit Office found that in 2017/18, of reported debt 
problems, 40% of debt was owed to government departments, compared to 21% in 
2011/12. At Gravesham the importance of efficient and effective debt collection and 
management has been recognised for some time but, as highlighted in the National 
Audit Office report, efforts have been impeded by the lack of ability to effectively data 
share across different departments.

2. CURRENT HISTORIC DEBT

2.1. The three key areas of debt for the Committee are Council Tax, National Non-
Domestic Rates (NNDR) or Business Rates and Housing Benefit Overpayments. The 
Revenues and Benefits service is responsible for the billing and ultimately collection 
of these debts. 

2.2 The total level of debt outstanding in respect of these areas as at 31 March 2015 was 
£13,060,041.  As at the 31 December 2019 the total level of debt outstanding had 
reduced to £12,012,410. This reduction is despite nearly five years of additional 
liability being incurred in the meantime. It is anticipated that by the end of the 
financial year the total debt outstanding will be similar to that as at 31 March 2019.
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2.3 The table below shows how this is split across the relevant service debts and 
provides a comparison with previous years.

Debt Type Debt Outstanding
As at 

31.03.15
As at 

31.03.16
As at 

31.03.17
As at 

31.03.18
As at 

31.03.19
As at 

31.12.19
Council Tax £7,477,418 £4,245,344 £4,555,411 £4,596,462 £4,910,356 £5,935,492

NNDR £1,179,871 £1,201,221 £1,070,134 £886,944 £610,192 £766,071
Housing 
Benefit 

Overpayments
£4,402,752 £5,289,127 £5,193,946 £5,540,281 £5,217,826 £5,310,847

TOTAL £13,060,041 £10,735,692 £10,819,491 £11,023,687 £10,738,374 £12,012,410

2.4 The details above show the full value of council tax and NNDR that are outstanding.  
Whilst the council has a statutory responsibility to collect this debt, only a proportion 
of this will be retained by the council.  Taking this into account, the total monies that 
are actually due to Gravesham is:

Debt Type Debt Outstanding due to the council
As at 

31.03.15
As at 

31.03.16
As at 

31.03.17
As at 

31.03.18
As at 

31.03.19
As at 

31.12.19
Council Tax £822,516 £466,988 £501,095 £505,611 £540,139 652,904

NNDR £235,974 £240,244 £214,027 £177,389 £122,038 £153,214
Housing 
Benefit 

Overpayments
£4,402,752 £5,289,127 £5,193,946 £5,540,281 £5,217,826 £5,310,847

TOTAL £5,461,242 £5,996,359 £5,909,068 £6,223,281 £5,880,003 £6,116,965

This table shows that, whilst the actual amount of money due to Gravesham is 
smaller there is still a significant amount of debt owed to the council.

2.5 The council measures in-year collection in respect of Council Tax and NNDR. This 
collection rate is reported internally monthly and quarterly to central government. The 
annual outturn collection rates are reported nationally. There is no equivalent 
measure for Housing Benefit Overpayments. However, the service does monitor the 
amount recovered during the year as a percentage of overpayments raised in the 
year. The table below 

Debt Type In- year collection rates

2014/15 2015/16 2016/17 2017/18 2018/19
2019/20 as 
at 31.12.19

Council Tax 96.9% 96.9% 97.0% 97.0% 96.9% 84.3%

NNDR 98.4% 98.5% 99.1% 98.0% 99.1% 83.4%
Housing 
Benefit 

Overpayments
48.5% 46.4% 71.6% 72.2% 85.2% 73.6%
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3. COLLECTION OF DEBT

3.1. Council Tax and Business Rates

3.1.1. Whilst the vast majority of tax/rate payers pay their council tax and/or business rates in a
    timely manner in the event of non-payment the Revenues and Benefits service issue a    
    series of notices including a reminder; in specific circumstances a second reminder ; a 

final notice and a summons to attend the Magistrates Court . At the hearing the council 
applies for a court order called a liability order which gives the council extra powers to 

   recover the debt. 

   These include (Council Tax only except where indicated):-

 Customer required to supply financial information including where they work (if 
they do) , the amount they earn , any benefits they receive;

 Issue an attachment to benefits and earnings. The amounts are set at a statutory 
amount dependent upon value and frequency. In respect of benefits it is specific 
benefits namely, Pension Credit Guarantee Credit, Income Support, Job Seekers 
Allowance; Employment & Support Allowance and Universal Credit;

 Apply for a Charging Order at the County Court where debt is more than £1,000;

 Make an application for bankruptcy where debt is more than £5,000;

 Pass the case to the Enforcement Agents (often referred to as bailiffs) in respect 
of both council tax and business rate debts;

 Committal proceedings – this is rare and is used only as a last resort (after an 
enforcement agent has been unsuccessful and all other possible ways of 
recovery have failed) in respect of both council tax and business rate debts.

3.2. Housing Benefit Overpayments

3.2.1 The Benefits team issue an invoice in respect of any debt. In the event of non-payment, 
a reminder and final notice are issued. In the event of non-payment or no contact to 
make an appropriate repayment arrangement then the service will undertake additional 
recovery action including:-

 Reducing any ongoing housing benefit entitlement at a prescribed amount until 
the full amount is repaid

 Request the Department for Work and Pensions to reduce the amount of 
(specific)  benefit(s) at a prescribed amount until the full amount is repaid

 Direct Earnings Attachment 

 Pass to a debt collector

 As a last resort and where debt is more than £600 apply for a  County Court 
Judgement (CCJ),at which stage the case is referred to the Income Team who 
refer the case to the Sheriff’s Office for enforcement of the CCJ through the High 
Court.
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4. Current arrangements for supporting customers who have debt

4.1. It is recognised that there can be a myriad of reasons why a customer is in debt. 
Some of these reasons can be complex and through no ‘fault’ of the customer. The 
service trains staff to look holistically at a case when any customer contacts the 
service in relation to a debt.

4.2. In some circumstances it may be that a debt can be reduced by the application of an 
appropriate discount, exemption, relief or benefit. 

4.3. The council has a page on its website to assist customers who have problems in 
paying. https://www.gravesham.gov.uk/home/council-tax/problems-paying/overview.  
This page provides an overview, signposting money advice including free money 
advice services

4.4. Provides the service vulnerable persons policy together with an online income and 
expenditure form for an individual to complete. This information is then considered by 
the service and appropriate action taken including repayment arrangements or if 
identified as potentially vulnerable then steps in 3.4 are implemented. Should the 
case currently be with an enforcement agent for collection then the customer will be 
invited into the council offices to attend, discuss (in confidence) their circumstances 
at a debt surgery. An enforcement agent will be available together with a member of 
staff with a view to advising a way forward to clear this debt

4.5. There may be signs that an individual could be recognised as belonging to a certain 
group and potentially may be a vulnerable person. In such cases the service in 
accordance with its vulnerability policy  ensures that it :-

 liaises with the customer to agree the best method of recovering outstanding 
arrears and the easiest way for them to pay.

 updates the Revenues and Benefits computer system by marking the record that 
the customer is a vulnerable person when vulnerability has been identified.

 carefully considers each case where vulnerability has been identified before 
taking any recovery action.

 takes no action such as bankruptcy, charging order or committal where 
vulnerability has been identified without firstly making an appointment with the 
customer to discuss further.

 adapts the recovery process where the service is aware that a customer is 
vulnerable to minimise any hardship or distress.

 clearly explains the decisions regarding any action and reasons for refusing any 
requests.

 signposts customer to any help that is considered may be useful in their 

5. Corporate Debt approach

5.1.  The Corporate Debt Strategy sets the framework for a consistent and sensitive 
approach to collecting debt whilst at the same time ensuring the council continues to 
maximise collection performance (see Appendix 2). The document is currently in draft 
form and subject to further review.

5.2. In June 2018 a data hub system iDis was purchased, whereby debtor information 
across several council services could be uploaded and automatically matched, 

https://www.gravesham.gov.uk/home/council-tax/problems-paying/overview
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usually by name and address. The aim of the system was to provide a consistent 
service to our customer where they owned a debt to more than one department, and 
in turn, improve efficiency in the deployment of recovery resources and collection 
rates. 

5.3. The total level of debt outstanding across the council at the end of the 2018-2019 
financial year (as per figures provided by the Corporate Debt working group) was 
£14.2m.

5.4. The council’s Corporate Debt approach was launched in May 2019.  Corporate debt 
cases are overseen by the Income Team and the existing recovery officers who 
provide the single point of contact to the debtor; there is liaison and input to cases 
required from departmental recovery teams to ensure compliance with the recovery 
arrangements for each type of debt, understanding of the recovery arrangements 
agreed with debtors and to ensure that individual system records remain up to date. 
The Income Team have instigated monthly meetings to discuss potential corporate 
debt cases with departmental recovery teams and agree how these are to progress.

5.5. To continue the improvement of debt collection the availability of timely and good 
quality information is important.  Whilst the IT solution has assisted with this, officer 
interaction, effective communication and sufficient resourcing also play an essential 
part. For the corporate debt approach to be properly tested the Recovery Officer has 
been given permanent responsibility for administering the iDis System, including the 
creation and oversight of corporate debt cases and ensuring effective liaison with 
departmental recovery teams.   

5.6. This approach has been in place for less than a twelve month period but some very 
good results have been achieved already (corporate debt dashboard below). The 
case study examples following also illustrate some successes of the corporate debt 
approach so far for both the customer and the council.





6. Corporate Debt Case Studies

Customer 1

Total amount owed to the Council £1,114.07, made up from £82.00 sundry debt, £1,032.07 
council tax (including £795.61 with the Enforcement Agency Service, nil collected to date). 
Any debts referred to an enforcement agency we are unable to incorporate as part of a 
corporate debt.

The last 4 year’s council tax debts were all summonsed with only very low value payments 
made to these accounts; assumed from the DWP. 

The remaining arrears of £1,114.07 have been identified by the corporate debt team as a 
corporate debt.

Since July 2019 an arrangement has been in place to make monthly payments of £25.00; 
£20 towards the current council tax account, together with £5 towards the outstanding 
sundry debtor invoice. The customer is on track to clear by the end of March 2020.

Customer 2

Total amount owed to the Council £1,050.03, made up from £20 sundry debt, £1,030.03 
council tax (over last 4 years, all with a summons).

Following identification as a corporate debt an arrangement was put in place for repayment 
of council tax arrears and the sundry debtor account; the sundry debtor account has been 
cleared and the arrangement has been maintained. 

Old year’s council tax is being paid by monthly instalments of £22, 

The current council tax account should be clear by the end of February 2020.

Customer 3

Total amount owed to the Council £766.02, made up from £676.00 housing rent, £90.00 
sundry debtor.

Identified as a corporate debtor, whilst council tax arrears had accumulated they had been 
referred to an enforcement agency.

An instalment plan was agreed to pay £30.00 per week, split £10.00 towards the sundry 
debtor account and £20.00 towards the housing rent account.

The sundry debtor account is now clear and the housing rent arrears due to clear by June 
2020.
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Customer 4

Total amount owed to the Council £9,213.25, made up from £1,221.00 sundry debtors, 
£2,485.00 council tax (£1,827.81 is referred to the enforcement agency), £630.90 former 
housing tenant arrears, £5,977.00 in parking fines.

Very little effort was made by the customer to pay towards the council tax account over 4 
years, making payments totalling around £178.00.

No payments had been made towards the parking fines.

On identification by the corporate debt team, an arrangement was agreed totalling £100 per 
month, all payments allocating to her current council tax account until the new year bills and 
then the instalments will increase to £100 per month, plus full payment of the current council 
tax instalment. This will be equally split monthly between the sundry debtor invoice, the 
former tenant arrears and the parking fine. The debtor is currently maintaining this 
instalment plan.

Compliments: - Since implementing the corporate debt approach the corporate debt officer 
has received face-to-face compliments and over the telephone compliments. Examples are 
as follows: -

 Thank you for helping me deal with my finances in a positive and pleasant manner.

 Thank you for assisting me in applying for financial help and informing me of what I 
am entitled to.

 I feel like a big weight has been lifted from me.

 Sorting my finances has made me feel so much happier.
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IMPLICATIONS APPENDIX 1

Legal There are no specific legal matters arising from this report.

Finance and Value 
for Money 

This report is for information only – there are no direct financial implications.

Risk Assessment

A data protection impact assessment (DPIA) should be carried out at the start of 
any major project involving the use of personal data or if you are making a 
significant change to an existing process. 

a. Does the project/change being recommended through this paper involve the 
processing of personal data or special category data or criminal offence data? 

A definition of each type of data can be found on the Information 
Commissioner’s Office website via the above links.
N/A

b. If yes to question a, have you completed and attached a DPIA including Data 
Protection Officer advice?

N/A

Data Protection 
Impact Assessment

c. If no to question b, please seek advice from your nominated DPIA assessor or 
the Information Governance Team at gdpr@medway.gov.uk.

N/A

a. Does the decision being made or recommended through this paper have 
potential to cause adverse impact or discriminate against different groups in the 
community? If yes, please explain answer.

No decision – paper is for information only.

b. Does the decision being made or recommended through this paper make a 
positive contribution to promoting equality? If yes, please explain answer.

N/A

Equality Impact 
Assessment

In submitting this report, the Chief Officer doing so is confirming that they have 
given due regard to the equality impacts of the decision being considered, as noted 
in the table above

Corporate Plan Strategic Objective #3 Progress; Sound Financial Management & Succesfully 
Managing Key Business Risks

https://ico.org.uk/for-organisations/guide-to-the-general-data-protection-regulation-gdpr/key-definitions/what-is-personal-data/
https://ico.org.uk/for-organisations/guide-to-the-general-data-protection-regulation-gdpr/lawful-basis-for-processing/special-category-data/
https://ico.org.uk/for-organisations/guide-to-the-general-data-protection-regulation-gdpr/lawful-basis-for-processing/criminal-offence-data/
mailto:gdpr@medway.gov.uk
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Crime and Disorder No direct implications.

Digital and website 
implications

No direct implications.

Safeguarding 
children and 
vulnerable adults

No direct implications.


