Community Impact Assessment - Localised Council Tax Support scheme 2016/17
Section 1 — Overview

1. What is the title of the policy?

Localised Support for Council Tax 2016/17

2. What are the objectives of the policy? For example, what are we aiming to
achieve? Who does it benefit? Please provide a brief description

The national Council Tax Benefit (CTB) scheme came to an end on 31* March 2013 and
was replaced by a locally determined system of Council Tax Support (CTS). The Council
consulted on the local scheme in 2012 and designed a scheme that is fair, encourages
people to work and remain in work and reduces the impact of the most vulnerable claimants
where possible.

The aim of the Council Tax Support scheme is to provide financial assistance to council
taxpayers within the Council’s area who have low incomes.

The Council currently pays Council Tax Support to around 15,900 claimants and 9,264 of
these are of working age. We recognise that Council Tax Support is paid to greater
numbers of women than men and in particular females who do not have a partner.
Therefore, we acknowledge that any change to the Council Tax Support scheme will have a
disproportionate affect on female claimants.

We have included a breakdown of our current caseload in Appendix 1 (as of 31 October
2015).

Persons who are of state pension age (a minimum 60 years or greater) are protected under
the scheme, in that the calculation of the support they are to receive has been set by
Central Government. For working age applicants however, the support they receive is to be
determined by the local authority.

This equality impact assessment looks at the potential for not only protecting pensioners
(as required under the legislation) but also providing full support to all working age
claimants who are considered vulnerable as defined below;

e The claimant or partner is in receipt of a severe disability premium within the
calculation of council tax support or within any means tested benefit (Housing
Benefit, Income Support, Employment and Support Allowance (Income Related) or
Job Seeker’s Allowance (Income Based); or

e The claimant, partner or any dependant is in receipt of a enhanced disability
premium within the calculation of council tax support or within any means tested
benefit (Housing Benefit, Income Support, Employment and Support Allowance
(Income Related) or Job Seeker’s Allowance (Income Based); or

e The claimant, partner of any dependant is in receipt of Personal Independence
Payment (daily living component) at the enhanced rate.

e The claimant or partner is in receipt of a support component within the calculation of
council tax support or within their Employment and Support Allowance; or

e The claimant or partner receives War Disablement Pension or a War
Widow’s/Widower's Pension, or any similar payment from another country.
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The objective in adopting this policy would be as follows;

a. To protect pension age claimants (in accordance with the requirements laid down by
Central Government);

b. to protect a specific section of the existing claimant group deemed to be highly
vulnerable and independently verified as being the most seriously sick and not likely
to be able to obtain work; and

c. to protect the Council’s armed forces covenant

The main issue for the Council is that the funding for support by Government has been
reduced significantly. Continuing to protect these two additional working age groups
(bearing in mind that pensioners are already protected under the scheme by Central
Government) increases the shortfall in funding to be borne by the remaining working age
claimants who are not deemed vulnerable.

Central Government has not been prescriptive in how an authority should protect vulnerable
groups but points to the Council’s existing responsibilities including the Child Poverty Act
2010, the Disabled Person Act 1986 and the Housing Act 1996 as well as the public sector
equality duty in section 149 of the Equality Act 2010.

In relation to disability, no definition has been given as to the level which would lead to
protection being given, although it is acknowledged that where a person is in the longer
term able to undertake work, that they should be incentivised to do so.

This would not apply to those who are deemed severely disabled.

3. Who does this policy affect?

o Customers/service-users

o Partners

o Employees

o Other — interested parties and organisations representing claimant groups
4, What period does the policy cover?

1% April 2016 until 31* March 2017.
Reviewed November 2015

5. Your contact details:
Name of person completing impact Lee Higgins —
assessment and their post Benefit Service Delivery Manager
Telephone 01952 383838
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Section 2 —Impact Assessment

1. Will this policy have a significant impact on any of the following groups of
people with regard to the General Equality Duty?

Positive and negative impacts should be assessed with regard to the General

Equality Duty;

e eliminate unlawful discrimination, harassment and victimisation
e advance equality of opportunity
o foster good relations between different groups

Please mark all boxes indicating whether an impact has occurred, this could

be positive or negative.

People of different ages

People with ill health or people with a
disability

People of different gender

People who are transgender

Different racial groups

People with different religion or beliefs
People of different sexual orientation

Women who are pregnhant or breast-
feeding

People that are married or in a civil
partnership

People affected by deprivation
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Impact (X)
Positive Negative None
Working age Pension age and
18-65yrs protected groups

Disabled persons
not in protected

group

Severely Disabled
persons are in
protected group

Women of working
age will be affected
more than men as
they represent a
higher number of
claimants and tend
to be in lower wage
employment.

No evidence to
indicate impact

No evidence to
indicate impact

No evidence to
indicate impact

No evidence to
indicate impact

No evidence to
indicate impact

No evidence to
indicate impact

Working age
18-65yrs (although
there is in-built
protection for low
incomes)
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What is the expected impact?

All persons within the Council’'s area who have a low income may apply for support and
assistance with their Council Tax.

By making an application, providing evidence of their income and household
circumstances, their potential entitlement for support will be calculated in line with Central
Government prescribed requirements for the Council Tax Support (Reduction) scheme.

In the case of all claimants, it will be essential for the authority to correctly process claims
for support based on the new regulatory requirements and to ensure that all existing benefit
claimants continue to receive support through the transition and onwards

The desired outcomes are as follows;

Pension Age Claimants

e That all pensioners receive the level of support required by regulations set by
Central Government (Council Tax Reduction Scheme (Prescribed Requirements)
Regulations 2012);

e That all new pensioner claimants or existing working age claimants who rise to
pension age are able to receive Council Tax Support in line with the regulations; and

e That all pensioner claimants continue to receive the correct level of support at all
times.

There are currently 6677 pensioner claimants for Council Tax Support
Severely Disabled Working Age Claimants (as defined above)

e That all working age severely disabled claimants receive the level of support
previously provided under the abolished Council Tax Benefit scheme;

e That all new working age severely disabled claimants or existing working age
claimants who become severely disabled are able to receive Council Tax support in
line with the abolished Council Tax Benefit scheme; and

e That all working age severely disabled claimants continue to receive the correct
level of support at all times.

Working Age Claimants who receive a war widows pension or war disablement
pension

e That all working age claimants who meet the criteria, receive the level of support
currently provided under the abolished Council Tax Benefit scheme;

e That all new working age claimants or existing working age claimants who meet the
criteria are able to receive Council Tax support in line with the abolished council tax
benefit scheme; and

e That all working age claimants who meet the criteria, continue to receive the correct
level of support at all times.

Remaining Working Age Claimants (not protected)

e That the remaining (non protected) working age claimants receive the level of
support decided by the Council;

e That all new working age claimants or existing working age claimants who are not in
the protected categories are able to receive Council Tax Support in line with Council
policy; and

e That they continue to receive a sufficient level of support that enables them to be
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able to afford to make the contribution towards their Council Tax that is required

There are around 9,264 remaining working age claimants who would not be protected from
the impact of any changes in the new Council Tax Support scheme unless they were
defined as vulnerable.

A breakdown of those affected by Parish area is included at Appendix 1.c. We recognise
there are areas within the Borough where there are higher numbers of people claiming
Council Tax Support and acknowledge therefore that claimants in these areas will
disproportionately be affected when compared to the whole Borough.

There are a number of factors which will contribute to the outcomes of the changes to the
existing Council tax Support scheme namely;
e That the new Council Tax Support scheme broadly replicates the existing Council
Tax Benefit scheme for pension age and working age disabled claimants;
¢ That management and staff are experienced in delivering means tested support /
benefit schemes;
e That the existing Council Tax Support scheme has been in operation since 2013
and only minimal changes are being made and that those changes are to specific
groups.

The factors / forces that could detract from these outcomes are as follows;
e The failure of the Council’s software suppliers to deliver the necessary changes to
existing software systems to enable the correct processing of the changes to the
support.

2. What engagement and consultation have you already carried out?

The Council has consulted with major preceptors and has consulted with the public
commencing on 9" August 2015 ending on 23" October 2015.

The information has been collated and will influence the decisions made by the Council
prior to the 31 January 2016 in order to allow the implementation of the scheme for the April
2016.
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3. Please give brief details of any further engagement/consultation you plan to
carry out with any of the above groups, particularly where you feel you don’t
have sufficient information.

All major precepting authorities have been consulted on the implementation of the new
Council Tax Support scheme and a full consultation with the public was undertaken as
required by the legislation (Local Government Finance Act 2012) from 9" August 2015 to
23rd October 2015.

The consultation delivered responses regarding the principles used to identify the changes
and the thoughts of people regarding the individual proposals.

The consultation detailed the existing Council Tax Support scheme and 4 proposed
alternatives to the current scheme and responses regarding the 4 separate options have
been collated.

Whilst pension age claimants are protected, the Council still, as part of the consultation
process, looked to pension age claimants and pensioners generally to respond to the
consultation itself.

In respect of working age severely disabled claimants and the protected groups generally, it
was essential to consult with the group as, being of working age, they will be directly
affected by any changes decided by the Council.

For working age claimants generally or those who are not classified as protected within this
policy, extensive consultation was undertaken to obtain their views given that the level of
support they receive will be reduced significantly where these other groups are protected.

For working age claimants not classified as protected within this policy, individual
consultation was undertaken to obtain the views of those who were identified as self
employed and for those who were identified as receiving income from state benefits at a
level above the proposed cap given that the level of support they receive will be reduced
significantly.

The consultation process was robust, comprehensive and encouraged a full response to
the new support scheme itself (notwithstanding the fact that the authority is obliged to
implement the scheme determined by Central Government for pension age claimants).

The consultation process has utilised a number of communication channels and delivered
maximum coverage throughout the Borough through the production of a specialised
consultation document available in electronic and paper format. Direct written engagement
with potentially affected claimants was also undertaken.

In advance of the commencement of the Council Tax Support scheme from 01 April 2016
the Council will again contact each claimant identified as directly affected by changes to the
scheme. The Council will work with affected claimants to mitigate the effects of the changes
to the scheme, for example advising on hardship applications, signposting to agencies for
financial advice etc.
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Section 3 — Mitigating Actions

1. For each significant negative impact identified in Section 2 (Questions 3 & 4),
what action have you taken, or will you be taking, to reduce/manage these
impacts?

Not all working age claimants will see a reduction in support from the current Council Tax
Support levels.

Where claimants are not protected, the level of support will only be reduced in certain
circumstances, for example:
e where claimants have been self employed for more than 12 months and declare
self employed income below the equivalent of the national minim wage;
e where claimants receive income from state benefits at a level above the cap.

This will be mitigated to some degree by the Council having the ability to assist
claimants, by awarding additional support, where they are facing exceptional hardship
and each case will be examined on a case-by-case basis taking into account their full
personal and financial circumstances.

The Council has already contacted claimants identified as directly affected during the
Consultation period. In addition, in advance of the commencement of the 2016/17
Council Tax Support scheme the Council will be further contacting each and every
claimant identified as directly affected by the changes to the scheme. The Council will
work closely with each claimant to make them aware of the effect of the changes in each
of their individual circumstances. Each claimant identified as affected will be apprised of
the exceptional hardship fund and will be given advice and assistance on how to make
an application. The Council has a dedicated team dealing with applications which are
considered in depth and all individual circumstances are closely examined. The team will
signpost claimants to the Department for Works and Pensions where income from other
benefits is not being claimed and ensure each claimant is receiving all the income to
which they are entitled. Hardship claims are regularly reviewed to take into account
changes in claimants circumstances to ensure that payments are relevant and up to
date.

It is not possible to protect all claimants given the significant reduction in funding
available to the Council.

The Council has maintained the core aspects of the abolished Council Tax Benefit

means tested scheme that provides additional assistance where there are dependants,

disability and caring responsibilities by continuing to grant;

disability premiums;

enhanced disability premiums;

severe disability premiums;

work related activity components (where the person is in receipt of Employment

and Support Allowance);

e support component (where the person is in receipt of Employment and Support
Allowance);

e disabled child premiums (where dependants are in receipt of Disability Living
Allowance or are registered / certified blind; and

e carer’s premium where the claimant or partner is in receipt of Carer’s Allowance

The scheme also provides significant work incentives with the continued used of;
e earnings disregards;
e additional earnings disregards;
e childcare disregards; and
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e extended payments (reductions)

The Council, in creating its policy, has looked to protect families from child poverty by
maintaining

o Dependants Additions — an allowance for each child is used within the
calculation;

e Disabled Child Premiums — where a child is deemed to be disabled under the
policy an additional premium is granted for each child within the calculation;

e Enhanced Disability Premium (where the child is entitled to Disability Living
Allowance Care Component at the highest rate); and

¢ Family premium — where any claimant has at least one child, a family premium is
awarded. This will continue to be included in the Council’s scheme for existing
claimants but will be removed for new claims and new births.

In addition child benefit, child maintenance and other income payable to children will
continue to be disregarded in full.

The engagement activities have identified that consideration should be given to those
with limited financial management skills, mental health problems and anxiety in
completing forms. As part of the wider changes to Welfare Reform being delivered
through a number of Council services, the Council will continue to proactively engage
and work with interested groups and third party organisations (including but not limited to
Citizen’s Advice Bureau) to maximise opportunities to support and advise customers
affected by the changes, especially but not exclusively limited to customers who may
share these characteristics.

Also, to some extent some of the concerns identified above will be mitigated by the fact
that the Benefit Service operates a telephone and face-to-face application process that
alleviates the requirement for a paper based application to be completed and guides the
claimants through the process in a much more supportive manner. Home visits are
available to customers in exceptional circumstances, particularly where the customer
may have mobility difficulties or complex needs.

2. For each significant positive impact you identified in Section 2 (Questions 3 &
4) what action have you taken, or will you be taking, to maximise the
opportunity?

N/A

Remember to integrate any actions you have identified in to your service/team plans.

3. How do any of the above actions contribute to the aims of the General
Equality Duty;
e eliminate unlawful discrimination, harassment and victimisation
e advance equality of opportunity
o foster good relations between different groups

The above actions eliminate unlawful discrimination and maintain the level of support to the
most vulnerable within the Council’s area.

We believe the current proposals are objectively justified to achieve the legitimate aim of
protecting the most vulnerable in our society whilst budgetary reductions are implemented
locally in relation to available council tax support.
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Where negative impacts have been identified we have made attempts to lessen the impact
on those affected; for example, a reactive hardship fund.

We will also continue to review the situation and seek to provide further mitigation as and
when opportunities and budgetary constraints allow.

Section 4 — Review and Monitoring

1. From what date will this policy be implemented?
1% April 2016
2. How will the actual impact of the policy be monitored and reviewed?

Monthly and quarterly collection of data is to be undertaken by the Revenues and
Benefits Service.
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APPENDIX 1

Current Council Tax Support Caseload Breakdown

la. Breakdown by case group

Case Group Number of Current Council Tax
Support claims

Pension Age 6677

Working Age 9264

1b. Working Age claims breakdown by gender by the person claiming Council

Tax Support

Gender Number of claims
Female with partner 1465
Female without partner 4685
Male with partner 1206
Male without partner 1908

1c. Working Age claims breakdown by Parish area

Parish Number of Council Tax Support
claims
Dawley Hamlets Parish Council 247
Donnington & Muxton Parish Council 747
Ercall Magna Parish Council 33
The Gorge Parish Council 107
Great Dawley Parish Council 1128
Hadley and Leegomery Parish Council 725
Hollinswood & Randlay Parish Council 358
Ketley Parish Council 269
Lawley & Overdale Parish Council 369
Madeley Parish Council 1696
Newport Town Council 300
Oakengates Town Council 469
St Georges & Priorslee Parish Council 386
Stirchley & Brookside Parish Council 878
Wellington Town Council 1149
Wrockwardine Parish Council 66
Wrockwardine Wood &Trench Parish Council 234
Others* 101

*Represents Parish areas with fewer than 20 claimants and have been combined to
protect against the potential identification of individuals.

Information extracted from Telford & Wrekin Council Tax information management
system 31 October 2015. The number of claimants can change daily so this
information is only accurate at the time of extraction
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