
Corporate Debt Strategy

Purpose of Strategy 

Gravesham Borough Council is required to collect monies from both residents and businesses for 
the provision of a variety of goods, services and taxes. The council recognises that prompt income 
collection is vital for ensuring the authority has the resources it needs to deliver its services. The 
council therefore has a responsibility to ensure that appropriate mechanisms are applied to enable 
the collection of debt that is legally due.

The council aims to achieve a high and prompt income collection rate. It endeavours to keep 
outstanding debt at the lowest possible level by instigating a payment culture which minimises bad 
debts and prevents the accumulation of debt over a period of time. 

This 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. 

The Corporate Debt Strategy also links to the following documents which are explained in further 
detail in the sections below:

 Corporate Fair Debt Policy
 Charging Strategy
 Bad Debt Provision and Write Off Policy

Scope of Strategy

This strategy covers all debts owed to the council including:

 Council Tax
 Non Domestic Rates (NDR, known as business rates)
 Council House Rent
 Council Garage Rent
 Sundry Debts (including Housing Benefit Overpayments and Former Tenant Arrears)
 Parking Debt

Objectives of the Strategy 

The objectives of the strategy are to:

 Set out a clear prioritisation of debts, with regard to the Citizens Advice Bureau guidelines
 Maximise income and collection performance for the Council
 Ensure that all council taxpayers’ interests are protected by striving to collect all debts as 

quickly as possible 
 Identifying solutions for customers on debt issues at the first point of contact 
 Be firm but fair
 Take decisive, preventative action at the earliest opportunity for example offering a variety 

of payment options
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 Understand customers’ circumstances and ability to pay to distinguish between a customer 
who won’t pay from a customer who can’t pay 

 Help where possible to maximise customers’ income, including referral to help and support 
agencies if appropriate. This includes making repayment arrangements based on the 
council’s corporate income and expenditure form 

 Ensure consistency in dealing with customers 
 Share knowledge, information and expertise across the council where appropriate
 Apply best practice in relation to all types of debt collection 

Understanding Our Customers 

There are those customers whose personal circumstances or poor health cause problems, which 
may temporarily affect their ability to pay. The council will, at all times, try to help customers who 
are experiencing difficulties in paying. Wherever possible the council will try to distinguish between 
those who cannot pay with those who will not pay. 

The council will work in partnership to assist both the council in its debt recovery and the customer 
in obtaining the correct benefit and debt management advice to enable them to pay their bills. The 
council also offers customers the option to pay by instalments where they have difficulty making a 
single full payment. 

The council will ensure that all written communications are appropriate for the intended recipient 
and that plain English is used wherever possible. We will explain complex terminology when it is 
required. All documents will be issued in a timely manner, in accordance with statutory deadlines 
were appropriate and will explain the legal options open to the council to collect debts in a factual 
manner, taking into account the stage of recovery achieved. The policy will also take account of 
customers’ numeracy and literacy skills. We will assist customers with language and 
communication difficulties, by offering translation, interpreting and other services wherever 
possible. 

The council will ensure that all of our customers are treated in a fair and equitable manner. This 
includes complying with the Human Rights Act, The Equality Act and any other legislation or 
policies, which may have an impact.

It is recognised that people do not pay their debts for various reasons and some will have difficulty 
in paying while others may set out to deliberately delay payment. For those who can’t pay we will 
make every effort to assist in a sensitive approach and minimise the impact of debt on them. For 
those who won’t pay we will use a more robust arrangement.

1. Priority of Debts and order /allocation of payments 

The Citizens Advice Bureau has stated that some debts are more urgent to settle than others 
because the consequence of not paying them can be more serious than for other debts. These are 
known as priority debts.  Using these guidelines as a basis, the council has identified what it 
considers to be priority debts and therefore the order of allocation of any payment corporately will 
be as follows: -

 Housing Rent arrears
 Council Tax arrears
 Non Domestic Rates
 Sundry Debt arrears/ Overpaid Housing Benefits/ Garage Rent
 Parking Debt arrears
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2. A range of payment options and affordable payment plans

It is acknowledged that the easier it is to pay, the more likely the payment is to be made. Payment 
by Direct Debit is the Council’s preferred method of payment and for instalment plans this is the 
arrangement that would be expected.

We provide a wide range of payment methods including a web-based payment system, 24 hour 
telephone line and bill payment. Some methods are considerably more expensive than others and 
an area of concern that is constantly being worked on.

3. Affordable repayment arrangements: -

It is the Council’s expectation that monies owed will be paid by the due date. Dependant on the 
debt type if it is not possible to be paid by the due date a mutually acceptable payment plan may 
be entered into. 

4. The Council ensures fair, efficient and effective debt collection

Customers who fall into arrears should be advised to contact the Council at the earliest 
opportunity, allowing the customer to make an arrangement that reflects their individual 
circumstances to reduce the effect of debt such persons of low income. This is achievable by 
informing of various income related benefits, for example Localised Support for Council Tax, 
Pension Credits and signposting to other support services, such as the C.A.B.

5. Collection of monies

It is the responsibility of individual departments to collect monies owed to the Council within their 
department and to ensure that robust recovery methods are in place with proper regard to relevant 
legislation and this strategy as follows: - 

 Collect current year plus an amount from any outstanding arrears – to ensure debts do not 
continue to increase 

 The debtor should be able to make consolidated payments which the Corporate Debt Team will 
allocate appropriately to clear their liability on multiple debts 

 Processes and controls must ensure that debt data is up to date, accurate and complete 

 The system must be continually monitored by the relevant department so the correct action 
occurs – e.g. recovery on default 

 Designated officers must be empowered to make corporate decisions 

 Case conferences should be held in the more complex cases.

 Any un-collectable debts to be written off in accordance with the financial regulations 

6. What to expect when paying the Council 

The council has produced a number of customer facing documents to provide customers with help 
and support in paying the council. These are available on the council’s website and have been 
produced for the following areas: 

 Council Tax 
 Non Domestic Rates 
 Rents 
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 Housing Benefit Overpayments 
 Invoices 
 Parking

The documents set out the following information for each of the above debt types: 

 When invoices will be sent out and when payment is due 
 How payment can be made 
 When reminders and court letters will be sent 
 What will happen if you do not pay your bill 
 What to do if you have difficulty paying your bill (and contact details for advice & support) 

7. How we will review debts owed to the council

Performance against this strategy will be monitored and reported on a regular basis to all 
stakeholders. Reporting measures will be continually reviewed to ensure they are fit for purpose 
and provide a mechanism for continuous improvement to income collection whilst promoting 
understanding of the cost to the council and its customers of uncollected or late paid debt. 

Corporate Debt Working Group (CDWG) meets at least bi-monthly to review performance against 
targets.
Monthly statistics are maintained identifying trends across each service area comparing debts 
across like for like time periods. These statistics will be reported to Management Team on a 
monthly basis, together with explanation of any high or low spikes in data.

Targets are set by each department to meet the provision required to write off bad debts based on 
age and collectability. 
The aim for each department is to reduce the bad debt provision from the beginning of the financial 
year to the end of that same year. A reduction in aged debt is also an aim although there are 
reasons why this debt maybe retained on the departmental systems.

8. Corporate Fair Debt Policy 

This corporate fair debt policy sets out how the council will undertake to manage and collect all 
types of debt in a ‘firm but fair’ manner. The policy covers how debt will be communicated to the 
customer, how customer disputes will be resolved and aims to offer flexible payment frequencies 
and methods to encourage payment. The policy also covers how the council will provide help and 
support to customers who cannot pay through benefit and financial management advice in 
partnership with other external agencies. 

The debt recovery policy sets out the full range of recovery methods available to the council, which 
may be used depending on the customer’s circumstances, these include: 

 Attachment to earnings 
 Deductions from benefit 
 Enforcement Agent action 
 Insolvency / bankruptcy 
 Charging orders 
 Committal proceedings 
 Withdrawal of service e.g. eviction of council housing tenant 
 Third Party Debt Order 



Appendix 2

The policy also sets out where responsibility for collection of different types of debts lies.

9. Charging Strategy

The charging strategy is in place to ensure that fees and charges for council services are set in a 
consistent manner, with the desire to maximise the council’s financial position to achieve the 
council’s policy objectives.

The ability for council’s to charge for services falls under three categories:

1. Statutory prohibition on charging
2. Statutory charges
3. Discretionary services 

Details of the criteria to establish whether the council should or should not charge for a service is 
itemised within the document. 

Members will scrutinise charges in line with the charging strategy to ensure that income streams 
are maximised or support policy objectives.

Service Managers set the levels for fees and charges and the Finance Team present periodic 
reports to Management Team for those income streams to ensure that they are accurately 
reflected in the Medium Term Financial Plan. If income is not at the predicted level appropriate 
early management action must be taken to address this and advised to Management Team.

10. Corporate Debt Approach

The Council recognises that a person may have debts in more than one area of the Council’s 
departments.
For such multiple debt cases a single point of contact is in place by which an officer can work with 
departments and progress the outstanding debts in total as a case management approach; 
prioritisation of the debts and allocation of monies received will be adhered to at this point.
The corporate debt management cases will sit within the Finance Income Department but the 
departments included in these cases will be obliged to assist in the decisions required to progress 
the case and any follow up recovery and/or collection of money as required.

A joined up approach between departments will also be undertaken should a decision be made by 
a recovery officer to instigate further action such as bankruptcy, winding up or a charging order. 
Any such cases must be advised to all departments by the use of the corporate debt internal email 
address and should form part of the agenda discussed at the four weekly meeting of council 
recovery officers.

11. Vulnerability

It is important that persons considered vulnerable are identified as soon as possible as guided 
within the corporate fair debt policy and the principles of the Council’s Vulnerable Person’s policy 
applied immediately.  

12. Use of Enforcement Agents

The Council use Enforcement Agents, Collection Agents and High Court Enforcement Agents 
where it is deemed appropriate in line with the department procedures for that debt type and 
usually as a last resort.
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Such Enforcement Agents must be members of the CIVEA Civil Enforcement Association relevant 
professional body and practise the higher industry standards under the code of practice. 

13.  Bad Debt Provision and Write-Off Policy 

The council recognises that not all debts are collectable and therefore it will be appropriate in 
certain circumstances to classify debts as irrecoverable where pre-determined criteria are met. 
As set out in the Constitution of the Council, Annex 2.6 – Financial Procedure Rules (6.4 of the 
constitution, write off of debts and losses), the corporate fair debt policy sets out the circumstances 
in which debts are considered as non-recoverable and details the authorisation required to write off 
irrecoverable debt. The policy states that the presentation of write off accounts is to be made on a 
quarterly basis and also sets out the roles and responsibilities of those involved in the process, 
together with the limits of write off authorisation as follows: -

 Services Manager – individual debts or losses up to £10
 Directors and Assistant Directors – individual debts or losses up to £1,000
 Section 151 Officer and Deputy Section 151 Officer – individual debts or losses up to 

£10,000
 Section 151 Officer and Deputy Section 151 Officer – individual debts or losses up to 

£15,000 in conjunction with the relative Cabinet Portfolio holder
 Cabinet will write off individual debts or losses exceeding £15,000.

. 
The Medium Term Financial Plan ensures that there is adequate provision within the budget each 
year to meet the costs for bad and doubtful debts. This is an estimated amount set aside to cover 
income that the council may be unable to collect. The provision should have regard to the age and 
risk profile of the debt and the percentages applied to calculate it will be reviewed on an annual 
basis for each department.

The Council will ensure that there are effective guidelines in place which detail the action to be 
taken prior to an account being written off. It is also recognised that accounts below a certain value 
will be uneconomic to collect. A write off list will be submitted, reconciled quarterly and then 
authorised in line with the write off policy.

14. Write On and Credit Balances

If a credit remains on an account for more than thirteen months, the account balance is considered 
for writing off of the system, therefore “write-on”. 
Policy rules should then apply prior to accepting that the credit cannot be refunded and the account 
write on is then presented to the appropriate manager for approval.

If a debtor wants to pay an account that has been written off from a system, then the details of the 
corporate fair debt policy should be adhered to.

15. Information Sharing

Data held electronically can only be shared between departments relating to the same debtor if it is 
accessed by the officer requiring that information i.e. under the correct permissions of the systems 
administrator.
For every other case data can only be shared between departments if it is stated so on the bills, 
statements and invoices to the customer that data maybe shared between departments. General 
Data Protection Regulations (GDPR) May 2018 will be adhered to at all times.  
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16. Monitoring and Review of the Strategy  

The strategy will be made available on the council website and communicated to through the 
Council’s Network Consent System for relevant staff to view the document. 

The strategy will be reviewed annually.

Further details of these areas of corporate debt can be found within the Council’s Corporate Fair 
Debt Policy and individual department recovery policies. 


