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We are pleased and honoured to have been invited to appear before your Committee to 
answer questions on council tax reduction in 2014-15. Since we cannot anticipate what 
your questions might be, we set out briefly below our main conclusions regarding the 
English experience – in the hope that this will at least allow you to anticipate what our 
answers might be. 

1. In considering whether to move away from the current arrangements (the 
former council tax benefit in all but name), it is important to understand 
exactly what it does. Referring to it by its old name, CTB was not properly a 
benefit but a tax rebate. It was, moreover, a tax rebate that fundamentally changed 
the nature of the council tax that households entitled to CTB actually paid, from a 
form of property tax, to a form of local income tax (at 20%). Even so, it is a form of 
income tax that has to be paid on a level of income that is still far below that which 
would be liable to ordinary income tax.  

2. The working-age households who currently benefit from council tax support 
(CTS) are among the very poorest. Some of 80% of those who receive CTS in 
England are single adults, both with dependent children (i.e. lone parents) and 
without. The value of working-age means-tested benefits (for example the some 
£72 a week jobseeker’s allowance) have not risen in real terms (that is, in relation 
to inflation) for more than 40 years. Reforms in recent years to housing benefit can 
mean that a portion of this amount now has to go on rent. The money left over for 
everything else is now less than it has been for decades. Were Scotland to 
introduce a minimum payment as most English local authorities have, that too 
would be a further bite out of this ever dwindling sum. 

3. The most important aspect of the localisation of CTS in England is not the 
local design of the schemes but the localisation of the financial risk away 
from the UK Treasury. At the UK level, this reform is aimed at reducing spending 
and giving (English) local authorities a reason to want to. Prior to April 2013, the 
financial resources for CTB were met as part of Annual Managed Expenditure – 
the Treasury (and behind it, taxpayers in general) picked up the bill. From April 
2013, the monies for CTS are provided to local authorities as part of the fixed 
grant. This has shifted the financial risk (or reward) for a local area arising from 
having more (or fewer) CTS recipients. In short, local authorities (and their council 
tax payers) now have a direct financial interest in reducing the number of CTS 
recipients in their area. Combined with local design, this has created the conditions 
for a ‘race to the bottom’ in terms of the levels of CTS provided.  



4. Local design introduces complexity, burdening advice agencies and making 
it harder for people to understand what they may be entitled to. In England, 
not only has a single national scheme been replaced by more than 200 different 
local ones, some of these are going to change again in April 2014. This makes the 
job of advice agencies many times harder, but it also represents a further erosion 
of real entitlement – that is, the support that someone can actually get rather than 
what they are entitled to in principle. 

5. It cannot be taken for granted that curtailing current entitlements will save 
money for the public finances as a whole – and if it does, it is likely to be the 
result of considerable hardship. It remains to be seen whether there is actually a 
business case for what has happened in England, that is, whether the extra tax 
paid exceeds the costs of designing and administering a new system. In England, 
the result of CTS in the first year has been to collect an average of less than £3 a 
week from more than two million households. The key unknown here for councils 
is the proportion of households who actually pay the tax sought from them. The 
households who do not pay face debt, court action, and in due course the bailiffs. 
The unpleasant consequences of seeking tax from people really too poor to pay it 
can only be avoided by not seeking it from them in the first place. 
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