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Cheltenham Borough Council 
Cabinet– 17th July 2012 

Local Support for Council Tax Scheme 
 
 

Accountable member Councillor John Rawson, Cabinet Member Finance 
Accountable officer Mark Sheldon, Director of Resources 
Accountable scrutiny 
committee 

Overview and Scrutiny Committee 

Ward(s) affected All 
Key Decision Yes  
Executive summary Council tax benefit is due to be abolished and replaced by a localised 

council tax support scheme with effect from April 2013. The Council is 
required to design and consult on a local scheme before implementing it. 
Approval is being sought to consult on the scheme being proposed.  

Recommendations a) To approve the principle that existing council tax benefit claimants will 
not be affected by the introduction of a local support scheme for council 
tax in 2013/14 and 

b) To approve that consultation is undertaken with interested parties as 
set out in the report. 

 
Financial implications The Government are reducing the funding for council tax support by 

approximately 10% of the current funding level. If the local scheme 
designed does not reduce the cost of council tax support in line with the 
reduction in funding, the cost to the Council will be in the order of £90,000 
each year. 
It is not possible to be too specific about the cost as the Government 
proposals are still in draft and the actual level of funding will not be known 
until December this year. The impact of changes to the scheme on the 
number of people who might apply for support is also difficult to forecast 
but is clearly a risk the Council has to provide for. We are currently looking 
at various ways in which we can mitigate this, with all Gloucestershire 
Councils as part of our joint working arrangements on these proposals. 
Contact officer:  Mark Sheldon, mark.sheldon@cheltenham.gov.uk,                          
01242 264123 

Legal implications None specific arising from the recommendations. 
Contact officer: Peter Lewis, peter.lewis@tewkesbury.gov.uk,               
01684 272012 
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HR implications 
(including learning and 
organisational 
development)  

None arising from this report 
Contact officer: Julie McCarthy, julie.mccarthy@cheltenham.gov.uk, 
01242 264355 

Key risks  
Corporate and 
community plan 
Implications 

The proposals to consult on a local council tax support scheme as outlined 
on the report  will support the following outcome 
• Build strong communities 

 
Environmental and 
climate change 
implications 

None 
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1. Background 
1.1 At Spending Review 2010, the Government announced it would localise support for council tax 

from 2013/14 reducing expenditure by 10%. This reform is part of a wider policy of 
decentralisation, aimed at giving councils increased financial autonomy and a greater stake in the 
economic future of their local area. 

1.2 This effectively means that from 1st April 2013, council tax benefit will no longer exist and in its 
place must be a scheme designed by the council that gives support for council tax. Funding for 
this scheme will be at least 10% less that is currently received. 

1.3 The Welfare Reform Act 2012 contains provisions for the abolition of council tax benefit paving 
the way for new localised schemes. The Local Government Finance Bill, introduced to Parliament 
on 19th December 2011, makes provision for the localisation of council tax support in England by 
imposing a duty on billing authorities to make a localised council tax reduction scheme by 31 
January 2013 and to consult about the scheme with major precepting authorities and such other 
persons as it considers likely to have an interest. 

1.4 The Government has also taken powers in the Bill that will effectively give protection to vulnerable 
pensioners. Eligible pensioners will continue to receive the same level of support for council tax 
as they currently receive under the council tax benefit system. 

2. Council Tax Benefit 
2.1 The Council currently pays approximately £7.1 million in council tax benefit each year and 

receives the same in benefit subsidy from the Government. A 10% reduction in funding will mean 
having to design a local scheme that reduces support for council tax by £710,000. 

2.2 A relatively simple solution would appear to be to cap all council tax benefit to 90%, i.e. those 
claimants currently receiving 100% support with their council tax, will have to pay 10% from 
2013/14. 

2.3 The protections in place for eligible pensioners however will mean that a higher cut will have to be 
borne by working age claimants. So for example, if eligible pensioners make up 50% of the total 
number of claimants, a 20% cut would have to be applied to working age people. 

2.4 The table below shows the total caseload for all districts in Gloucestershire and the split between 
pensioners and working age claimants: 

 Table 1 – Gloucestershire Council Tax Benefit Caseload 2011/12 

Caseload CBC  CDC FoDDC GCC SDC  TBC  Total 
Pensioners  3,458 3,082 3,639 4,472 4,006 2,212 20,869 
Working Age  5,007 2,173 2,997 6,346 3,488 2,857 22,868 
Total Caseload 8,465 5,255 6,636 10,818 7,494 5,069 43,737 

 
2.5 Of the working age claimants in Cheltenham, about 68% receive other benefits and allowances 

from the DWP and so automatically qualify for council tax benefit. These claims are referred to as 
‘passported’ claims and very little data is held by the Council for these people in order to assess 
their eligibility for support from a local scheme. 

 
2.6 The Government has only legislated for the protections afforded to eligible pensioners. However it 
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has stated that councils should consider the impact of their local schemes on other vulnerable 
groups, e.g. disabled people, low income families with children. With the lack of information held 
about ‘passported’ cases, it would not be unreasonable to assume that given their eligibility for 
other forms of financial support, they will fall into the category of ‘vulnerable’. 

2.7 We have undertaken some analysis of the impact on some individuals of making cuts of 20% or 
more to their current levels of benefit and it is clear that this approach would cause individuals 
and families on low incomes even more hardship.  

2.8 In addition, should our local scheme cap benefit at 80% for example, we will be charging people 
for a small amount of council tax which they will not have had to pay before and these amounts 
will be costly to recover. 

 
3. Impact of the Reduction in Funding 
3.1 The Government have issued a consultation paper on the funding arrangements for local council 

tax support schemes. It is proposing to distribute the funding to each of the precepting bodies of 
the Collection Fund which will have the effect of spreading the financial risk between the billing 
authorities, County Councils, Police and Fire Authorities and possibly, the parish councils. 

3.2 The table below shows what the total reduction in funding for council tax support will be across all 
Gloucestershire councils based on 2011/12 data and what the financial impact will be for each 
council: 

 Table 2 – 10% Reduction in Funding for Gloucestershire 

 CBC  CDC FoDDC GCC SDC  TBC  Total 
Precepting body  £'ooo £'ooo £'ooo £'ooo £'ooo £'ooo £'000 
County Council  522 355 433 647 481 327 2,765 
Police Authority 96 65 79 119 88 60 507 
District 90 47 63 107 82 30 419 
Parishes 0 17 21 0 26 13 77 
Total  707 485 596 873 678 430 3,768 

 
3.3 The table shows that the cost of support for council tax may have to be reduced by nearly £3.8m 

across Gloucestershire in order to bridge the funding gap. It also shows that there is a significant 
financial impact on the County Council and the Police Authority if each of the district councils 
decide to design a local scheme that does not reduce the support currently given. 

3.4 The cost to Cheltenham of not reducing the amount of support given for council tax, assuming 
that billing authorities pick up the parish and town council share, is in the order of £90,000. It is 
not possible to be more specific about costs as the actual level of funding will not be known until 
December. 

3.5 It is also difficult to forecast what impact the implementation of a new scheme will have on 
demand. It is possible that the number of applicants for council tax support will increase. 

3.6 The Government have taken the view in the funding arrangements that current caseloads have 
peaked and will reduce as the economy grows. Whilst there is evidence in Cheltenham that 
caseload has levelled out, we are not anticipating a reduction in applicants in the short to medium 
term.  
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4. Joint Working on a Local Scheme 
4.1 Billing authorities are the lead authorities in the design and implementation of local schemes but 

have a duty to consult with major preceptors and other interested parties. 
4.2 Cheltenham has been actively engaging with all Gloucestershire councils with a view to taking a 

countywide approach in the design of a local scheme. This will enable a joint approach to 
consultation with those interested parties, risk assessments, communications and reduce the risk 
of legal challenges to the scheme finally approved and implemented. 

4.3 The County Council and the Police are obviously concerned about the impact on their budgets of 
decisions taken by the districts in their scheme design. However, it is widely acknowledged that 
the hardship caused to individuals and families on low incomes by reducing support for council 
tax is not a palatable solution and therefore a very difficult decision for any council to make. 

4.4 There is also concern that whilst the funding gap is currently estimated as shown in Table 2, this 
will increase in future years as further cuts are imposed on Local Government and that in future, 
all the risks associated with fluctuations in demand for support with council tax will be firmly with 
local councils and not central government. 

4.5 For this reason, the Gloucestershire councils, like many councils nationally, are looking at 
alternative ways of bridging the funding gap. 

5. Reasons for recommendations 
5.1 The proposals are a practical response to the implementation of the new scheme given the 

challenging timetable proposed by the government. 
6. Alternative options considered 
6.1 Revising the current benefit scheme to make compensating savings has been considered. 

However this is likely to impact on the most vulnerable members of the community. Furthermore 
the timetable for implementation makes it difficult to give full consideration to the impact of any 
changes.  

7. Consultation and feedback 
7.1 Council officers have been working with all Gloucestershire district councils on these proposals 

and have consulted with the major precepting bodies, Gloucestershire County Council and 
Gloucestershire Police Authority. 

7.2 Consultation is scheduled to take place over the summer period and a final scheme presented for 
approval by Council in December. 

8. Performance management –monitoring and review 
8.1 Impact to be reviewed on an on going basis and reporting in the quarterly budget monitoring 

report 

Report author Contact officer:  Jayne Gilpin,  jayne.gilpin@cheltenham.gov.uk,  
01242 264323 
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Appendices 1. Risk Assessment 
 

Background information • DCLG Statement of Intent ‘Localising Support for Council Tax, May 
2012 

• DCLG Funding arrangements consultation, May 2012 
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Risk Assessment                  Appendix 1  
 

The risk Original risk score 
(impact x likelihood) 

Managing risk 

Risk 
ref. 

Risk description Risk 
Owner 

Date 
raised 

Impact 
1-5 

Likeli- 
hood 
1-6 

Score Control Action Deadline Responsible 
officer 

Transferred to 
risk register 

 If there is a delay in 
consulting on a proposed 
scheme it may result in a 
final scheme not being 
approved before 31 
January 2013  

Mark 
Sheldon 

 2 3 6 Accept Commence 
consultation as 
recommended in the 
report 

31/08/2012 Jayne 
Gilpin 

 

            
            
            
            
Explanatory notes 
Impact – an assessment of the impact if the risk occurs on a scale of 1-5 (1 being least impact and 5 being major or critical) 
Likelihood – how likely is it that the risk will occur on a scale of 1-6  
(1 being almost impossible, 2 is very low, 3 is low, 4 significant,  5 high and 6 a very high probability) 
Control - Either: Reduce / Accept / Transfer to 3rd party / Close 
 
 

 
 


