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The Public Accounts Committee is a Standing Committee established in accordance with
Standing Orders under Section 60(3) of the Northern Ireland Act 1998. It is the statutory
function of the Public Accounts Committee to consider the accounts, and reports on accounts
laid before the Assembly.

The Public Accounts Committee is appointed under Assembly Standing Order No. 56 of the
Standing Orders for the Northern Ireland Assembly. It has the power to send for persons,
papers and records and to report from time to time. Neither the Chairperson nor Deputy
Chairperson of the Committee shall be a member of the same political party as the Minister
of Finance and Personnel or of any junior minister appointed to the Department of Finance
and Personnel.

The Committee has 11 members including a Chairperson and Deputy Chairperson and a
quorum of 5.

The membership of the Committee since 23 May 2011 has been as follows:

Ms Michaela Boyle! (Chairperson)
Mr John Dallat (Deputy Chairperson)
Mr Sydney Anderson

Mr Trevor Clarke®

Mr Michael Copeland

Mr Paul Girvan

Mr Paul Girvan

Mr Ross Hussey

Mr Mitchel McLaughlin

Mr Dathi McKay®

Mr Adrian McQuillan®

Mr Sean Rogers’
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List of Abbreviations used in the Report

The Committee Public Accounts Committee

The Department/DFP Department of Finance and Personnel
LPS Land and Property Services

REH Rating on Empty Homes




Executive Summary

Executive Summary

Land and Property Services is responsible for the billing and collection of rates on
approximately 840,000 properties in Northern Ireland. Over £1 billion was raised in rates
revenue in 2011-12. The Comptroller and Auditor General provided a qualified audit opinion
on the Rate Levy Account 2010-11, and his report covered a number of important issues.

There is a significant backlog of valuations waiting to be completed by LPS. Although this
has been reducing over the past number of years, it is still a significant number. At 31 March
2012 over 26,000 cases were outstanding, the largest category being domestic alterations
which took, on average, over two years to process.

LPS also administers the various reliefs and allowances associated with the rating system
which amounted to over £190 million in 2011-12. Over £67 million of this relates to vacancy
relief. Although LPS is working with a number of local councils across Northern Ireland to
verify the accuracy of vacancy exemptions awarded, more needs to be done. The Committee
strongly believes that co-operation should soon be extended to all councils.

The level of fraud and error in the housing benefit administered by LPS is significantly higher
than is the case for other public sector bodies administering benefits in Northern Ireland.
Approximately £4.2 million of fraud and error is estimated to be included in the 2010-11
financial statements. The Department acknowledges that its performance is poor in this
area, and the Committee welcomes that candid attitude. However, LPS has not set targets to
reduce the level of fraud and error.

The level of rate debt has almost doubled in the last five years, rising from £88 million in
2006-07 to £160 million in 2011-12. Since 2008-09 £53 million of rate debt has been
written off. Whilst the current recession has had an impact, LPS should explore all options
to rigorously pursue these outstanding rates. The Committee considers that DFP should
evaluate the effectiveness of LPS debt collection.

The Committee is acutely aware of the financial pressures currently being faced by rates
payers, particularly small businesses in the retail sector. It is important that LPS ensures that
the rates burden is distributed equitably. Where there are delays in making assessments,
reliefs are incorrectly awarded, or debt is not collected this may result in increased rates bills.
It is imperative that those paying rates are not subsidising those who should be paying but
are not.

LPS faces a number of challenges in the next few years. Welfare reform, non-domestic
revaluation and the changes that the Review of Public Administration will make to Local
Government will all impact on the work of LPS, and it needs to be well prepared and plan
early to meet those challenges, particularly given the significant difficulties experienced when
major reforms last occurred.
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Summary of Recommendations

Recommendation 1

1. The Committee recommends that the Department should set a challenging target for LPS
to further reduce the time taken to process cases and report back to the Committee on
progress against this target in twelve months’ time.

Recommendation 2

2. The Committee recommends that LPS takes appropriate steps to improve the quality of initial
valuations and the time taken to settle challenges. In addition, the Department should take
any action necessary to ensure that local councils are not penalised as a consequence of
LPS’ performance.

Recommendation 3

3. The Committee recommends that the Department reinstate the target for the collection of
revenue to 98% of Net Collectable Revenue.

Recommendation 4

4. The Committee recommends that ownership details of vacant properties are identified as
quickly as possible and that DFP should consider what additional powers, if any, are required
by LPS to enable the timely identification of property owners in Northern Ireland.

Recommendation 5

5. Given the issues faced in identifying owners of properties the Committee recommends that
DFP should explore how properties with no apparent owner can be used to settle rating debt.
The Committee considers that there may be a case for such properties to be vested by the
Department in settlement.

Recommendation 6

6. The Committee recommends that DFP undertake an appraisal of the effectiveness of LPS
debt collection and identify the possible options for more effective collection of debt.

Recommendation 7

7. The Committee recommends that the Department must work with other public bodies
to identify private landlords who are in receipt of housing benefit rent allowance and are
not paying rates on a timely basis. The Department should investigate how it can work
collaboratively with these bodies to minimise any loss of rates and ensure timely payment.

Recommendation 8

8. The Committee recommends that consideration is given to making LPS a preferential creditor
in cases of bankruptcy as bankruptcies account for an increasing proportion of debt written
off.




Summary of Recommendations

10.

11.

Recommendation 9

The Committee recommends that prompt action is taken to reduce the number of cases of
debts being written off because they are statute barred.

Recommendation 10

The Committee recommends that the Department should set challenging targets to reduce
the levels of fraud and error in housing benefit. LPS should liaise with other public bodies
such as the Social Security Agency and Northern Ireland Housing Executive to critically
evaluate why its procedures are failing and how they can be improved.

Recommendation 11

The Committee recommends that LPS improve the transparency of the Rate Levy Trust
Statement by providing more detailed information in its annual report and accounts.
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Introduction

1. The Public Accounts Committee (the Committee) met on 24th October 2012 to consider the
Comptroller and Auditor General’s reports “Statement of Rate Levy and Collection 2009-10
and 2010-11".

The main witnesses were:

m  Mr Stephen Peover, Accounting Officer of the Department of Finance and Personnel;

®  Mr John Wilkinson, Chief Executive, Land and Property Services;

®  Ms Patricia McAuley, Director of Revenues and Benefits, Land and Property Services;

®  Mr Alan Bronte, Director of Mapping and Valuation Services, Land and Property Services;
m  Mr Kieran Donnelly, Comptroller and Auditor General; and

®  Mr Richard Pengelly, Acting Treasury Officer of Accounts.

2. Collection of rates is a very significant area of revenue in Northern Ireland with receipts in
excess of £1 billion in 2011-12. Land and Property Services* (LPS) is responsible for the
billing and collection of rates on approximately 840,000 properties in Northern Ireland. It also
administers the various rate related reliefs, benefits and allowances.

3. The Public Accounts Committee reported on the financial and operational difficulties at Land
and Property Services in November 2008. It is acknowledged that the Agency has made
significant progress over the past four years in improving its processes and implementing the
recommendations. However, the Agency still experiences difficulties in a number of areas.

4, In taking evidence, the Committee focused on:

B gction being taken to reduce the number of outstanding assessments and the time taken
to process valuations;

m the extent of monitoring and control of various reliefs and allowances;
B the effectiveness of debt management and collection activities; and

B gction being taken to reduce the level of fraud and error in housing benefit.

Properties awaiting valuation

5. There were 22,971 domestic cases and 3,515 non domestic cases in progress at 31 March
2012. The Department provided the Committee with data on the number of cases in progress
at each year end since 2008 at Table 1 below.

1 On 1st April 2007, Land and Property Services was established as an executive Agency within the Department of
Finance and Personnel. The Agency is responsible for mapping, land registration, rating and valuation.




Introduction

Table 1 : Valuation Casework In Progress at Year End 2008-2012

Valuation Casework — Case Numbers In Progress at Year End

Domestic Non Domestic
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2008 8,644 | 37,528 318 445 | 50,332 | 462 2,769 | 1303 249 | 4,869
2009 5,228 26,713 666 310 | 36,379 | 486 3,020 | 1441 329 | 5,287
2010 1,240 24,121 702 129 | 29,341 | 428 1,897 | 1194 275 | 3,809
2011 1,257 20,747 675 46 | 24,501 | 525 1,498 690 290 | 3,031
2012 3,292 16,721 | 1753 63 | 22,971 | 569 2,081 645 153 | 3,515

The Committee notes that the number of outstanding cases has reduced since it last

reported on Statement of Rate Levy in 2008. However, this reduction appears to be due at
least in part to inactivity in the property market rather than efficiency on the part of LPS. The
Committee considers that LPS needs to maintain a strong focus on reducing this backlog
even further.

In its evidence to the Committee, the Department pointed out that the majority of outstanding
domestic cases relate to alterations which are a lower priority. The Committee acknowledges
the need to prioritise new builds, however alterations must also be dealt with in a timely

manner.

The Department also provided the Committee with the information in Table 2 below relating to

the average number of days valuation casework was outstanding from 2008 to 2012.

Table 2: Number of Average Days Valuation Casework Outstanding at Year End 2008-2012

Valuation Casework — Average Days Outstanding

Domestic Non Domestic
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2008 178 919 318 185 187 612 1,014 480
2009 199 813 188 257 171 657 818 546
2010 50 762 233 175 90 637 484 456
2011 51 906 33 19 116 300 130 341
2012 53 770 65 19 165 250 93 176
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The Committee is disappointed that LPS is taking over two years to process alterations,
however it is acknowledged that there are fluctuations mid-year. The length of time taken to
undertake valuations is unacceptable, and the Committee is surprised that LPS does not
have any targets to further reduce the time taken.

Recommendation 1

The Committee recommends that the Department should set a challenging target for
LPS to further reduce the time taken to process cases and report back to the Committee
against this target in twelve months’ time.

Successful challenges to valuations continue to arise, and the effect of these can be

further exacerbated by the length of time taken by LPS to carry out reassessments. It is
important that initial valuations undertaken by LPS stand up to scrutiny and that challenges
are resolved on a more timely basis. The Committee welcomes the closer relationships
between LPS and local councils. However, financial planning in local councils is difficult
when these large clawbacks occur. Local councils’ revenue must not suffer as a result of
successful challenges to LPS’ valuations or the time taken to resolve such challenges. Our
predecessor Committee in its report on the Statement of Rate Levy and Collection 2006-07
recommended that revenue forgone and additional costs of collection as a result of problems
with LPS’ new system would not be passed on to Councils. In the Department’s response

it stated the Rates Regulation (Northern Ireland) 2007 set out how the cost of collection

is apportioned between councils in line with rateable values. The Committee believes that
local councils should not have to bear the financial burden of LPS’ poor performance and the
Department should ensure that this is not the case, if necessary by reviewing the regulations.

Recommendation 2

The Committee recommends that LPS takes appropriate steps to improve the quality of
initial valuations and the time taken to settle challenges. In addition, the Department
should take any action necessary to ensure that local councils are not penalised as a
consequence of LPS’ performance.

Efficiency

The delay in processing valuations is resulting in a loss of potential revenue. In particular, the
backlog of alterations is a cause for concern. The Department told the Committee that advice
received from the Institute of Revenues, Rating and Valuation confirmed that timeliness

and accuracy of billing improves collection, which, in turn, drives down debt. The Committee
concurs with this advice and encourages LPS to continue improving the timeliness and
accuracy of bills.

The Department said that it had reduced the target for collection of revenue from 98% to
95.5% of Net Collectable Revenue. Land and Property Sevices is overachieving on this target
and the Committee considers that a more challenging target should be set for the collection
of revenue.

Recommendation 3

The Committee recommends that the Department reinstate the target for the collection of
revenue of 98% of Net Collectable Revenue.

The Department provided the Committee with details of the cost of collection since 2007-08
(see Table 3 below) and explained that the increase in costs of some £3 m between 2008-09
and 2009-10 arose as a result of the introduction of a series of rating reforms and a new IT
system. The Committee notes that costs have remained fairly constant since that date.
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18.
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20.

Table 3: Total Cost of Collection and the District Council portion of cost of collection

Year Total Cost of Collection District Council Portion

2007-08 £13,423,555 £5,671,450
2008-09 £14,498,711 £6,270,692
2009-10 £17,679,934 £7,691,186
201011 £17,870,203 £7,939,547
2011-12 £17,800,000 £7,959,186

Exclusions and Allowances

There are in excess of £190 million of exclusions and allowances in the account, of which
£67 million related to vacancy relief in 2011-12. The Department provided the Committee
with a useful analysis of vacancy reliefs as set out in Table 4 below and explained that the

decreased amount of domestic relief is due to the introduction of the rating of empty homes
initiative in October 2011 which removed vacancy relief on domestic properties.

Table 4 : Vacancy Reliefs

Domestic Relief Non Domestic Relief Total Vacancy Relief
Year £ million £ million £ million
2009-10 32 35 67
201011 26 49 75
201112 14 53 67

The Committee is concerned that LPS is not doing enough to validate exclusions and
allowances. Good controls need to be in place to ensure that exclusions and allowances

are not being abused. The Committee recognise the important part that the National Fraud
Initiative has played in identifying issues in the past and commends LPS for considering new
areas of the rating business where data matching could be employed. However, LPS should
operate sufficient controls to prevent these issues arising in the first instance.

The Committee acknowledges the role local councils have played in verifying the accuracy of
vacancy rate reliefs awarded. However, LPS told the Committee that it is only working with 14
councils at present with a view to extending this to 20. The Committee strongly believes that
co-operation should be extended to all councils as quickly as possible.

The Committee was deeply concerned to learn that LPS do not know the ownership details

of almost 10,000 vacant properties identified as part of Rating on Empty Homes (REH). This
represents almost one third of the total number of properties which became liable for rates
under REH. In the absence of ownership information LPS cannot issue a bill. The Department
told the Committee that tracing the owners of properties can be difficult in some cases and
that more innovative techniques are being employed by LPS to trace owners. Nonetheless
there are still some 10,000 properties for which LPS cannot issue a bill, and the Committee
is concerned that there may be some property owners who are deliberately avoiding paying
rates on properties.
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Recommendation 4

The Committee recommends that ownership details of vacant properties are identified
as quickly as possible and that DFP should consider what additional powers, if any, are
required by LPS to enable the timely identification of property owners in Northern Ireland.

Recommendation 5

Given the issues faced in identifying owners of properties the Committee recommends that
DFP should explore how properties with no apparent owner can be used to settle rating
debt. The Committee consider there may be a case for such properties to be vested by the
Department in settlement.

Rating Debt

Level of Debt

The Committee recognises that the recession has had an impact on rate debt. Notwithstanding
this, LPS should rigorously pursue debt.

The Committee is concerned at the increases in the level of debt. Debt has increased
significantly, rising from £88 million in 2006-07 to £160 million in 2011-12. LPS should focus
on timely and accurate billing, which should lead to lower debt — particularly in relation to
backlog cases and re-assessments.

The Committee acknowledges that £60 million of debt is being taken through a court process
and that £11 million is in payment arrangements. However, there is also approximately £90
million of debt which is not being pursued through either of these methods. It is essential
that LPS maintains a focus on the reduction of debt at a time when it faces a number of
other challenges including welfare reform, non-domestic revaluation and a review of public
administration.

The Committee is appalled to find that some public bodies are included on the debtor list and
are not paying rates when they are due. The Committee considers that public bodies should
not be paying rates late and the Department should ensure that this is the case.

The Department helpfully provided details of landlord debt which totals some £13.5 million,
over £13 million being owed by private landlords. The Committee is concerned that landlords
who are in receipt of housing benefit rent allowance may not be paying their rates. The
Department should consider what collaborative measures can be taken forward with other
public bodies such as the Northern Ireland Housing Executive to identify such landlords and
put appropriate procedures in place to minimise any loss of rates and ensure timely payment.

Recommendation 6

The Committee recommends that DFP undertake an appraisal of the effectiveness of LPS
debt collection and identify the possible options for more effective collection of debt.

Recommendation 7

The Committee recommends that the Department must work with other public bodies

to identify private landlords who are in receipt of housing benefit rent allowance and are
not paying rates on a timely basis. The Department should investigate how it can work
collaboratively with these bodies to minimise any loss of rates and ensure timely payment.
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Debt Written Off

Approximately £53 million of debt was written off between 2008-09 and 2011-12. The
Committee is concerned about the sharp increase in the amount of debt that is being written
off. The Committee expects to see LPS putting more focus on the collection of rates debt.

The Department told the Committee that bankruptcy was an increasing problem in the current
economic climate both at an individual level and at a business level. The Department pointed
out that LPS is not a preferred creditor in cases of bankruptcy. However, rates are the only
means through which the Northern Ireland Executive can raise revenue and an essential
source of income for councils, and the Committee feels that a reconsideration of this position
is appropriate.

Recommendation 8

The Committee recommends that consideration is given to making LPS a preferential
creditor in cases of bankruptcy as bankruptcies account for an increasing proportion of debt
written off.

The Committee is concerned that £0.8 million has been written off in 2011-12 as a result

of being statute barred and that the Department is unable to provide similar information for
previous years due to the unavailability of an appropriate management reporting tool prior to
2011-12. The Committee considers that such cases should never arise and expects to see
all public bodies actively following up debts to ensure that their collection is not prohibited by
this legislation. The Committee views this very seriously as statute barred debt represents a
loss to public funds as a result of poor administration.

Recommendation 9

The Committee recommends that prompt action is taken to reduce the number of cases of
debts being written off because they are statute barred.

Fraud & Error

The Committee is deeply concerned that the level of fraud and error in housing benefit
administered by LPS is significantly higher than that of other bodies administering benefits
in Northern Ireland. In 2011, the level of fraud and error in LPS was 11 per cent whereas the
level in the Northern Ireland Housing Executive was three per cent and the Social Security
Agency was two per cent. The Department acknowledged that LPS has performed poorly

in this area. However, officials indicated that they did not consider this area to be a core
business function. The Committee disagrees with this assertion and considers that it is an
integral part of LPS’ core business. Housing Benefit is a credit to the Rates Account just as
other reliefs and allowances are and as such LPS should consider housing benefit part of its
core business.

The Department has accepted that there is a gap in the skills set and experience of staff,
and the Committee welcomes the commitments given by the Department that it is addressing
this weakness. However, the Committee believes that this should have been identified at an
early stage and actions put in place to improve the skills and experience of staff more quickly.

The Committee is disappointed that the Department has not set appropriate targets and
milestones for a reduction in the levels of fraud and error.
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Recommendation 10

The Committee recommends that the Department should set challenging targets to reduce
the levels of fraud and error in housing benefit. LPS should liaise with other public bodies
such as the Social Security Agency and Northern Ireland Housing Executive to critically
evaluate why its procedures are failing and how they can be improved.

Customer Service and Future Challenges

The economic downturn has resulted in many people finding that they are reliant on Government
for support. Land and Property Services administers this support in the form of housing
benefit, and the Committee wishes to emphasise the importance of frontline LPS staff being
properly trained to provide information to ratepayers in relation to all aspects of the business:
it is not sufficient simply to send out a form. The Agency needs to ensure adequate training
of frontline staff and should review the delivery of initial customer contact with a view to
providing customers with an enhanced level of support.

Conversely, there are ratepayers who want to get assessments completed and pay their rate
bill, and the Committee is concerned that these ratepayers are not being allowed to do so
because of the length of time taken by LPS to process cases. The Committee acknowledges
that it will always be difficult to set an acceptable level of cases in hand and recognises that
LPS cannot operate on the basis that every application received is immediately processed.
However, LPS should continue to reduce the time taken to process cases.

The Department acknowledged that “real issues” lie ahead for LPS and that 2015 will be a
very difficult year. The Committee considers that LPS needs to be well prepared and properly
plan for the challenges ahead, such as welfare reform, non domestic revaluation and the
Review of Public Administration.

The Committee wishes to ensure that lessons have been learned from the previous issues it
reported on in 2008 when LPS was faced with major reforms.

Financial Reporting

The Committee welcomes the new accruals account which has been introduced in response
to a recommendation made by the Committee in 2008. It also welcomes the additional
information provided by the Department following the hearing and considers that much of
this information should be included in the annual report and accounts of LPS on an ongoing
basis. The Department should consider including a breakdown of reliefs and allowances and
of year-end debt, both in terms of the source of the debt and its age, along with explanations
for variations. The Committee also recommends that details of caseloads and backlogs
should be disclosed in the annual report.

Recommendation 11

The Committee recommends that LPS improve the transparency of the Rate Levy Trust
Statement by providing more detailed information in its annual report and accounts.
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Minutes of Proceedings

Wednesday, 17 October 2012
Room 29, Parliament Buildings

Present: Ms Michaela Boyle (Chairperson)
Mr John Dallat (Deputy Chairperson)
Mr Sydney Anderson
Mr Trevor Clarke
Mr Michael Copeland
Mr Paul Girvan
Mr Ross Hussey
Mr Dathi McKay
Mr Mitchel McLaughlin
Mr Adrian McQuillan
Mr Sean Rogers

In Attendance: Miss Aoibhinn Treanor (Assembly Clerk)
Mr Phil Pateman (Assistant Assembly Clerk)
Mr Gavin Ervine (Clerical Supervisor)
Mr Darren Weir (Clerical Officer)

Apologies:

2:00 pm The meeting opened in public session.

Briefing on Northern Ireland Audit Office Reports on Statements of Rate Levy and
Collection (2009-2010) & (2010-11)

The Committee considered the above reports and updated information from the Department
of Finance and Personnel on Statements of Rate Levy.

Mr Kieran Donnelly Comptroller and Auditor General; Ms Louise Mason, Assistant Auditor
General; Richard Emerson, Audit Manager; and Joe Campbell, Audit Manager briefed the
Committee on the reports.

3:06 pm The meeting went into closed session after the C&AG’s initial remarks.

3:19 pm Mr Dallat left the meeting.

3:22 pm Mr Clarke declared an interest stating that he is a Councillor for Antrim Borough Council.
3:25 pm Mr Girvan left the meeting.

3:26 pm Mr Girvan entered the meeting.

3:26 pm Mr Anderson declared an interest stating that he is a Councillor for Craigavon
Borough Council.

3:28 pm Mr Anderson left the meeting.
3:32 pm Mr Dallat entered the meeting.
3:40 pm Mr Anderson entered the meeting.

3:43 pm Mr Copeland declared an interest stating that he is a Councillor for Castlereagh
Borough Council.

4:24 pm Mr Copeland left the meeting.

The witnesses answered a number of questions put by members.

[EXTRACT]
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Wednesday, 24 October 2012
The Senate Chamber, Parliament Buildings

Present: Ms Michaela Boyle (Chairperson)
Mr Sydney Anderson
Mr Trevor Clarke
Mr Michael Copeland
Mr Paul Girvan
Mr Ross Hussey
Mr Daithi McKay
Mr Mitchel McLaughlin
Mr Adrian McQuillan
Mr Sean Rogers

In Attendance: Miss Aoibhinn Treanor (Assembly Clerk)
Mr Phil Pateman (Assistant Assembly Clerk)
Mr Darren Weir (Clerical Officer)
Ms Andrienne Magee (Clerical Officer)

Apologies: Mr John Dallat (Deputy Chairperson)

2:14 pm The meeting opened in public session.

4. Evidence on the Northern Ireland Audit Office Report ‘Statement of Rate Levy and
Collection 2009-10 and 2010-11".

2:32 pm Mr Clarke declared an interest stating that he is a member of Antrim Borough Council.
2:34 pm Mr McLaughlin left the meeting.

The Committee took oral evidence on the above report from:

®  Mr Stephen Peover, Accounting Officer, Department of Finance and Personnel (DFP);

®  Mr John Wilkinson, Chief Executive, Land and Property Services (LPS);

®  Mr Alan Bronté, Director of Mapping and Valuation, Land and Property Services (LPS); and

m  Ms Patricia McAuley, Director of Revenue and Benefits, Land and Property Services (LPS).
2:32 pm Mr Clarke declared an interest stating that he is a member of Antrim Borough Council.
2:34 pm Mr McLaughlin left the meeting.

2:35 pm Mr Clarke declared an interest stating that is a sole trader.

2:36 pm Mr McLaughlin entered the meeting.

2:53 pm Mr Hussey declared an interest stating that he had previously received a summons
for outstanding rates which later transpired to be an error.

2:55 pm Mr Copeland left the meeting.
3:01 pm Mr Rogers left the meeting.

3:02 pm Mr Copeland entered the meeting.
3:14 pm Mr Hussey left the meeting.

3:26 pm Mr Copeland left the meeting.

3:42 pm Mr Girvan left the meeting.
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3:47 pm Mr Girvan entered the meeting.

3:52 pm Mr Rogers entered the meeting.

3:57 pm Mr Clarke left the meeting.

4:05 pm Mr Clarke entered the meeting.

4:20 pm Mr Girvan and Mr McKay left the meeting.

4:29 pm Mr Anderson left the meeting.

4:31 pm Mr McKay entered the meeting.

4:33 pm Mr McLaughlin left the meeting.

4:37 pm Mr Girvan entered the meeting.

4:37 pm Mr McKay left the meeting.

4:45 pm Mr McQuillan left the meeting.

4:47 pm Mr McQuillan entered the meeting.

4:49 pm Mr McQuillan left the meeting.

4:56 pm Mr McQuillan entered the meeting.

5:02 pm Mr Girvan left the meeting.

5:07 pm Mr Girvan entered the meeting.

The witnesses answered a number of questions put by the Committee.
Agreed: The Committee agreed to request further information from the witnesses.
5:15 pm The meeting went into closed session.

5:15 pm Mr Rogers left the meeting.

[EXTRACT]
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Wednesday, 7 November 2012
The Senate Chamber, Parliament Buildings

Present: Ms Michaela Boyle (Chairperson)
Mr John Dallat (Deputy Chairperson)
Mr Sydney Anderson
Mr Trevor Clarke
Mr Michael Copeland
Mr Paul Girvan
Mr Daithi McKay
Mr Mitchel McLaughlin
Mr Sean Rogers

In Attendance: Miss Aoibhinn Treanor (Assembly Clerk)
Mr Phil Pateman (Assistant Assembly Clerk)
Mr Darren Weir (Clerical Officer)
Ms Antoinette Bowen (Clerical Officer)

Apologies: Mr Ross Hussey
Mr Adrian McQuillan

2:00 pm The meeting opened in public session.

5. Issues Arising from the Oral Evidence Session on ‘Statement of Rate Levy and Collection
2009-10 and 201011’

3:46 pm Mr Clarke entered the meeting.

The Committee considered and added to an issues paper relating to the evidence session
held on 24 October 2012.

4:02 pm Mr McKay left the meeting.

[EXTRACT]
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Minutes of Proceedings

Wednesday, 12 December 2012
Room 29, Parliament Buildings

Present:

In Attendance:

Apologies:

Ms Michaela Boyle (Chairperson)
Mr John Dallat (Deputy Chairperson)
Mr Sydney Anderson

Mr Trevor Clarke

Mr Michael Copeland

Mr Paul Girvan

Mr Ross Hussey

Mr Daithi McKay

Mr Mitchel McLaughlin

Mr Sean Rogers

Miss Aoibhinn Treanor (Assembly Clerk)
Mr Phil Pateman (Assistant Assembly Clerk)
Mr Darren Weir (Clerical Officer)

Mr Adrian McQuillan

2:05 pm The meeting opened in public session.

Consideration of Draft Committee Report on ‘Statement of Rate Levy and Collection 2009-

10 and 2010-11’

Mr Anderson and Mr Clarke declared an interest as members of Craigavon Borough Council
and Antrim Borough Council respectively.

The Committee considered its draft report on ‘Statement of Rate Levy and Collection 2009-

10 and 2010-11".

2:26 pm Mr Copeland left the meeting.

Paragraphs 1 - 5 read and agreed.

Paragraph 6 read, amended and agreed.

2:34 pm Mr Dallat left the meeting.

Paragraphs 7 — 9 read and agreed.

2:38 pm Mr Dallat entered the meeting.

2:39 pm Mr Hussey left the meeting.

Paragraph 6 read, amended and agreed.

Paragraphs 10 - 11 read, amended and agreed.

Paragraphs 12 read and agreed.

Paragraph 13 read, amended and agreed.

New paragraph added.

Paragraphs 14 — 15 read and agreed.

Paragraphs 16 — 18 read, amended and agreed.

Paragraphs 19 — 20 read and agreed.
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Report on Statements of Rate Levy and Collection 2009-10 and 2010-11

2:47 pm Mr Hussey entered the meeting.
Paragraphs 21 — 22 read, amended and agreed.
2:50 pm Mr Girvan entered the meeting.

2:51 pm Mr Copeland entered the meeting.
Paragraph 23 read and agreed.

2:55 pm Mr Rogers entered the meeting.

2:56 pm Mr McKay entered the meeting.

3:00 pm Mr McKay left the meeting.

Paragraph 24 - 25 read, amended and agreed.
3:02 pm Mr McLaughlin left the meeting.
Paragraph 26 read and agreed.

Paragraph 27 — 29 read, amended and agreed.
Paragraph 30 — 34 read and agreed.
Paragraphs 35 — 36 read, amended and agreed.
3:11 pm Mr Clarke left the meeting.

Paragraphs 37 — 41 read and agreed.
Consideration of the Executive Summary
Paragraph 1 — 7 read and agreed as per the main report.
3:15 pm Mr Clarke entered the meeting.

3:17 pm Mr Copeland entered the meeting.

Agreed: The Committee agreed the correspondence to be included within the report.
Agreed: The Committee ordered the report to be printed.
[EXTRACT]
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24 October 2012

Members present for all or part of the
proceedings:

Ms Michaela Boyle (Chairperson)
Mr Sydney Anderson

Mr Trevor Clarke

Mr Michael Copeland

Mr Paul Girvan

Mr Ross Hussey

Mr Daithi McKay

Mr Mitchel McLaughlin

Mr Adrian McQuillan

Mr Sean Rogers

Witnesses:

Mr Richard Pengelly Department of Finance
Mr Stephen Peover and Personnel

Mr Alan Bronté

Land and Propert
Ms Patricia McAuley operty

Mr John Wilkinson ¢! Vices

Mr Kieran Donnelly Northern Ireland Audit
Office

1. The Chairperson: | welcome you all to

the meeting. Mr Stephen Peover, the
accounting officer in the Department of
Finance and Personnel (DFP), is here
to respond to the Committee. You and
your team are very welcome. Can you
introduce your team?

2. Mr Stephen Peover (Department of
Finance and Personnel): With me
are John Wilkinson, chief executive
of Land and Property Services (LPS),
Alan Bronté, who is commissioner of
valuation, and Patricia McAuley, who
looks after revenue and benefits in LPS.

3. The Chairperson: Thank you, Mr Peover.
| will begin, and members will then have an
opportunity to put their questions to you.

4. When we looked at this area in a 2008
evidence session, we found that there
were huge problems. Mr Peover, can
you indicate to the Committee where
you feel Land and Property Services
has improved and where more work is
needed?

Mr Peover: OK. That is an exercise

in self-criticism. There have been
improvements. The Comptroller and
Auditor General’s (C&AQG) report on the
statement of rate levy account shows
those improvements. We have increased
the level of collection. We have set
challenging targets for LPS over the
past couple of years. Not only has it
met them but it has exceeded them
to the point where we have now raised
the target for the current year to £1-1
billion. So, we have a record collection
of rate income by LPS.

We set targets for debt reduction, which
have not been met. However, there

has been an improvement. Over the
past couple of years, we have seen the
beginning of a downward trend in debt
for the first time in many years. Indeed,
that comes after quite steep increases
in the level of debt. So, | am encouraged
by the downturn in debt. It is slightly
wrong of me to say this, but when we set
the target of £145 million, John and |
spoke about it, and | thought that it was
an overly ambitious target. | am sorry to
have been proved right. LPS has done
well. It has coped with a whole range of
rating reforms over a period, including,
more recently, the rating of empty
homes. We have tried to push more
resources into Patricia’s directorate to
help to improve collection. So, | think
that it is a mixed picture. There have
been successes and improvements.
There has been a sustained level of
improvement in collection.

Debt is still a problem for us, and

it is one that we will have to tackle.
However, in that sense, we are no
different from any other private or public
sector billing authority. People are under
pressure at the moment, whether they
are private individuals or businesses.

It is to be expected that recovering
debt is increasingly difficult. However,
we will come back to the detail of that
later. We are seeing increasing levels
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10.

11.

12.

of bankruptcy, both at individual and
business level. We are seeing a huge
increase in the number of people who
are entering into payment arrangements
with us to try to pay off debt. We are
conscious of the pressure on people.
Indeed, the Minister’s postbag has
many more letters in it about trying to
reduce the pressure on individuals or
businesses than letters from people
urging us to get on and enforce debt.

So, it is an issue of public concern.

We recognise that. Our job, and John’s
job as chief executive of LPS, is to

do the job that we have set, which is
to maximise the rates take. That is
because that money is ploughed into
public services at both regional and
district council level. So, it is a balance
that we have to strike. | think that it

is an improving position. It is far from
perfect, but | would not claim otherwise.
However, it is improving.

The Chairperson: What are you actively
doing to recoup money that has been
lost because targets have not been met?

Mr Peover: Are you referring to the debt
target in particular?

The Chairperson: Yes.

Mr Peover: We put a lot of resources
into debt collection. We have recruited
additional staff. We have tried to
simplify procedures. We have tried to
employ more innovative techniques in
tracing people. Part of our problem is in
finding people who owe us money and
finding out who they are. That can be
quite difficult. So, we have put a lot of
resources into that tracing effort and
into trying to enforce debt. | am trying to
think of the figures now. About 40% of
the debt that is on our books is in court
processes. That is worth around £60
million. So, around £60 million-worth of
debt is being taken through the courts.
We are increasing the level of cases that
we take to the courts. All that takes a
lot of time and staff resource. It is not
something that we particularly relish,
because we do not want to force people
into those situations. Nonetheless, we
have a general duty to ratepayers to

13.

14.

15.

make sure that some people do not get
away with not paying their rates when
others are legitimately paying what they
are required to.

So, we have put a lot of effort in. Patricia
may want to comment on some of the
specific initiatives, but, generally, it is

an area that we have prioritised. We
have put additional financial and human
resources into this area of activity, and |
think that is beginning to pay dividends.

Ms Patricia McAuley (Land and Property
Services): In 2010, we introduced a
debt action plan and took a number of
actions that have now become normal
business for us. For example, we have
set up a team in the directorate to

look at targeting historical debt. We
have looked specifically at accounts
that have been end-dated and have

sent them out to be traced through our
tracing services, and we have done

the same with any returned mail that
has come back. So, as Stephen said,

a number of actions have been taken.
We initially started that work as a one-
off exercise, but we have now moved
those actions into normal business as
usual. That is the sort of work that is
ongoing on a daily basis to try to tackle
the debt. However, as Stephen said, it

is becoming increasingly difficult. We
have had significant increases in the
number of people who are looking for
payment arrangements. That figure has
gone from just over 2,000 in 2009-2012
to around 12,000 last year. So, | think
that that is a very good indication of how
difficult it is for people to pay their bills.

Mr Peover: Our aim is to get the

money in — that is our prime objective.
Although some of it counts as debt,

if someone enters into a payment
arrangement and keeps it up, it is debt
in a notional sense, in that it is money
owed for a previous year. However, our
usual way is to try to get someone to
pay their current year’s bill and to pay
something towards the arrears and to
cover those within a reasonable period
of time. It still counts as debt while they
are paying. We have about £11 million in
payment arrears being secured through
those means, and although it is debt in
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16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

the strict sense of the term, provided
that people keep up with their payments,
it is money coming in.

The Chairperson: | have one more
question before | let other members in.
Sometimes we hear about ratepayers
who get their rates bill and the next
correspondence that they receive may
come eight months later when they

get a letter summoning them to court.

| presume that that is not how things
should work out. Can you talk me
through the process from the time a red
bill is received to the point where people
end up in court?

23.

Mr Peover: That is quite an extensive
process. We go through a lot of steps
with ratepayers before we take them

to court. Court action is a very last
resort for us. There may be exceptions,

and | would not want to guarantee that 24,

we always make the contacts that we
should in every case, but there should
be repeated contact with a ratepayer.
There should be an attempt to agree an
arrangement with them long before we
get to court. Even when we are going to
court, quite a few of the ratepayers will
come to us on the steps of the court
and agree an arrangement at that stage.

The Chairperson: What would those
arrangements be?

Mr Peover: To pay off the arrears within
a reasonable period.

The Chairperson: Through a payment
plan?

Mr Peover: Yes, a payment plan. It is not 25.

in our interest or in the person’s interest
to end up in the courts. Fees have to be
paid for a court process, it is a time-
consuming process, it draws on our staff
time and it is time that we could have
spent better doing other things. So,

rather than going to court, we will try and 27

make an effort to work with ratepayers

as far as we can to agree an acceptable 28.

arrangement for payment. We do go to
court; we have about 18,000 or 19,000
cases that have gone to court.

29.

We encourage people to come and
tell us whether they are in difficulty, as

26.

most organisations do when they have
people who owe them money. We will
see what we can do to work with them.
It should be a last resort. One of the
problems that we often have is that
ratepayers do not tell us things. For
example, they do not tell us when they
move into a property or when they have
extended the property. We then find
out by some means one, two, three or
maybe many years later, and we end up
with back-dated assessments. Again,
that is not in our interest, and it is not
in the ratepayer’s interest. We would like
people to engage with us.

The Chairperson: How would you work
with councils on that if, for example,
someone fell into arrears over an
extension to their property or something
like that?

Mr Peover: They are not real problems.
If someone has an altered domestic
case and they come to us looking for a
revision, that will take effect only from
the next rating year. | will check that
with Alan.We work with councils to try to
identify properties that may be occupied
but where rates are not being paid, and
to identify an occupier of non-domestic
properties, so we have contact with
councils to try to ensure that we have
sufficient information to bill someone
promptly. Again, that is something that
we have been improving. We have a far
from perfect record on it, but we have
improved in that we have been getting
the numbers of cases in hand and the
average age of cases in hand down.

The Chairperson: Mr Clarke wanted to
ask a supplementary question, and then
Mr Hussey.

Mr Clarke: | could probably blend my
supplementary in with my main question,
if that is OK.

The Chairperson: Yes, that is fine.

Mr Clarke: | will go to my main question
first, and | will bring this in as a
supplementary if that is OK.

In the table at paragraph 12 of the
2010-11 report, the number of domestic
cases has reduced from 50,000 to
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30.

31.

32.

25,000. Your letter states that this
figure has reduced to 23,000. Although
that is acknowledged, there is still a
very significant backlog, and | wanted
to pull that into something you said in
response to the Chairperson. | think
you have been fairly complacent. You
have congratulated yourselves on
meeting your first target, but what that
says to me is that you have penalised
those people who are prepared to pay
and have let off those who are not
prepared to pay. Although you have met
a challenging target, as you described
it, in the collection of rates, you have
let those who are refusing to pay for
whatever reason go. | think you have
got things in reverse; that is my opinion.
What assurance are you giving us and
the wider public who pay their rates, and
| declare an interest as a ratepayer, and
| pay on time, that you are reducing the
backlog on valuations?

Mr Peover: Let me take the first point: |
do not regard getting people to pay the
rates they are due to pay as penalising
them. We all have a rates bill and we
should all pay it. Improving the level

of collection is simply improving the
efficiency of our organisation in making
sure that we get the rate liability
realised. | do not think that that is
penalising people.

| take your second point, that if
someone is persistently refusing to pay
their rates or avoiding rates, then they
should be pursued and we will pursue
them. We will pursue them with a degree
of sensitivity, as | said to the Chair. If
they have real problems, we will work
with them to try to help.

The number of cases in progress, the
24,000 or whatever the figure is — it

is lower now — is made up of different
categories. Most of them are domestic
alterations, which are relatively small
scale and, when incorporated into the
valuation, will make very little difference
to the rates due. Those have been

a lower priority for us, and | think we
will have to accept that we could have
devoted more resources, but we devoted
our resources to the higher-priority,
bigger-value cases over recent years.

33.

34.

35.

36.

37.

Mr Clarke: Sorry, | cannot accept that
being a lower priority. If we were to
apply a figure of £70 on the outstanding
16,000, which | think is a fairly liberal
average figure of what an alteration
could cost, that would bring in an extra
£1 million. Again, for those who have
paid their rates on time, the system is
as it is, and those who have abused it
have been let off again.

As well as that, you said that you were
working hard. | do not think that you
afforded the credit to councils that you
should have, because the councils are
also working hard. | am led to believe
that they notify you on completion. In
your statement to the Chairperson, you
said that some people do not tell you
that they have moved or that they have
extended. They do not have to tell you
that because someone else is doing
that for you. Local government is doing
that for you; it is advising you in terms
of their inspections. | see you nodding
your head, Patricia.

| should declare an interest as a
member of Antrim Borough Council. We
are regularly told through our building
services that the building control officers
notify Land and Property Services
whenever completion certificates have
been realised, and the reason they

are doing that is obviously because

they are a beneficiary in terms of the
collection. However, you have said to
the Chairperson today that people do
not tell you. Well, if they do not tell

you, that is fair enough, but someone
does; someone is doing that job on your
behalf, and | think that you have failed.

Mr Peover: They are different things,

Mr Clarke. When an extension or a new
property is completed, then we get a
notification of it, but if someone simply
moves or if someone extends their
commercial premises into the shop next
door or whatever, we may not know and
they may not tell us.

Quite often, the complaints that the
Minister gets from MLAs about cases
where we are imposing payments for
arrears are to do with cases where
someone just has not told us what they
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38.

39.

40.

41.

42,

43.

44.

have done or where they are. They have
taken on premises and have not let us
know about it. We have problems with
people such as sole traders who do

not leave a paper trail. They may open

a shop for a while, close it and move
somewhere else. There are issues about
notification.

We have no difficulty with councils
notifying us in general terms on
completion; that is fine. | was not
implying any criticism of councils in that
regard. Indeed, we have worked well
with councils over the years in doing
vacancy inspections and having council
staff provide us with information about
vacant premises and whether they are
occupied. We have a good working
relationship. We are currently working
with 14, soon to be 20, of the existing
26 councils on the non-domestic vacant
inspections. That process is working
well and | pay tribute to the councils

for their involvement over the years. |
intended no criticism of councils.

Mr Clarke: What about the calculation
based on the 17,000 valuations that
have not been done and applying a rate
of approximately £707?

Mr Peover: We reckon that it is about
£60. There is a median valuation
change of about £10,000 for those.

Mr Clarke: So you are talking about
£800,000 as opposed to £1 million?

Mr Peover: Well, it is around that sort of
figure, yes. You are in the right ballpark.
Compared with the total rate take of
£1-1 billion it is relatively small, but

like all public bodies, we have budget
limitations on the number of staff that
we can employ. We have to prioritise the
higher-value cases.

We want to get that backlog down. | am
trying to avoid sounding complacent
about this. It is important, and we have got
it down, but there are other cases that
we regard as higher priority, and which
need more resources in the interim.

Mr Clarke: | appreciate that, but given
the climate we are in today, the reduction
in certain aspects of the public sector

45,

46.

47.

48.

49.

50.

51.

and the redeployment of staff, and
where you came from previously in the
Department of the Environment (DOE)
and Planning Service, | am surprised
that you could not use some of those
staff because there are fewer planning
applications in the system. There would
be opportunities for them to gather this
money.

You mentioned sole traders; | have to
declare a further interest as a sole
trader and as a partner in another
business interest. We asked for a
calculation and were told that it would
take at least 90 days. We are ringing
up Land and Property Services offering
to pay money but we are being told that
it will take at least 90 days for them to
come and make that assessment. How
many other people in Northern Ireland
are in that situation? How much more
are we losing because of that?

Mr Peover: Well, in a sense, we are not
losing it.

Mr Clarke: | would say that we are
losing it, because some people are
honest and make an application to you
to pay it. You are telling them publicly
that they will have to wait at least

90 days for an assessment. There

are others who are not making that
application.

Mr Peover: We cannot operate on the
basis that every application that comes
to us can be processed immediately it
is received. We have to have a volume
of work in hand, otherwise Alan’s staff
would be sitting waiting for the phone to
ring and for letters to arrive.

Mr Clarke: There is no danger of that at
the moment.

Mr Peover: The figures have come down.
They have improved significantly over
recent years. The work in hand is down
to what, Alan, a few per cent?

Mr Alan Bronté (Land and Property
Services): At this point there are just
slightly over 20,000 cases. However, as
the permanent secretary said, we have
brought down considerably the number
of altered properties at the year end, but
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52.

53.

54.

55.

56.

57.

in doing that we have completed some
53,000 cases. Cases come in all the
time; they do not stop coming in.

We have taken decisions in terms of
prioritisation. For example, with the
introduction of rating of empty homes
we thought that it was very important to
deal with applications from people, for
example, who said that rates had not
been paid on their house for a long time
and that because it was in ruins they
believed that we needed to inspect it.

We would deal with personal applications
from people who feel that their valuation
is too high or wish to appeal or make

a case to the valuation tribunal. We

have also prioritised new houses that
are being built, because putting a new
house on the valuation list is much more
important for customer service, so that
people are not faced with backdating,
and for councils, so that they can keep
what growth there is in the valuation list.

As Stephen said, we have had to
prioritise. It would be great to be able

to clear up all those cases, and that

is what we are doing. The figures for
altered properties are now down further,
but those properties have a minimal
effect on the valuation list. Indeed, by
law, they do not come into effect until
next April. Councils are able to anticipate
that in their rateable valuation list.

Mr Clarke: That is if you get them in the
same year.

Mr Bronté: Yes, that is if you get them
in the same year, but £10,000 of
capital value would be £60 of revenue
in the great round of things. It is more
important, for example, to put a new
property on the valuation list, either

a new house or a new non-domestic
property than deal with a challenge or
appeal.

We have to take those decisions. We
try to deal with people who are in a
position of hardship; who, for example,
are faced with a bill from the rating of
an empty house where we believe that
we should inspect. Indeed, many of
those properties have had to be taken
off the valuation list. Those are the

58.

59.

60.

61.

62.

64.

65.

66.

67.

68.

prioritisation exercises that | have to
take every week.

As | said, it would be good to be able to
push all the cases to zero, but that will
not ever be the case. We have looked
very carefully at the altered domestic
properties and | think we have made
considerable progress. We are not
finished there, but we are very close to
being there.

Mr Clarke: Sorry, on that same question
about the 17,000; if you do not collect
that and you do not make a more
reasonable approach than you are
currently making, Stephen, it is money
lost. You said it was not money lost, but
if it is not captured in the same year, it
is. If we carry over 17,000 year on year,
we are losing £800,000.

Mr Peover: Yes, if we carried over
17,000 year on year, but we do not
usually do that.

Mr Clarke: How many are we carrying
over?

Mr Peover: | can check the figures for
how many are outstanding over a year-
end —

Mr Clarke: If you take that almost
17,000, some of those will not be for
this year, possibly were last year. They
will not be completed this year, so that
is two years’ of lost money, because you
only collect it in a year.

Mr Peover: The average time outstanding
for an altered domestic property — Alan,
have you got the figures for that?

Mr Bronté: The figure has gone down,
now. The average age is around 500
days, so it is in average terms —

Mr Clarke: A year and a half?
Mr Bronté: Yes.
Mr Clarke: So, that is two years.

Mr Bronté: You declared an interest as
a councillor. | have spoken with many
councils, and | think that their priority
would be putting a new house on to the
valuation list. They would see the priority
of dealing with the challenge that is
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70.

71.

72.

73.

outstanding, so that that takes away the
risk from the council of the rate base
being eroded. We do talk to councils; we
have working groups; and we discuss
the prioritisation of our casework.

Every single council sees putting new
properties on the list and dealing with
significant challenges as the most
important thing. We are tackling the
altered domestic property, and the
figures show that.

Mr Clarke: It will be interesting to see
where the growth is with all these new
houses being built, even though they
cannot get to alterations. Building
control officers tell me they are focusing
more on extensions and adaptations as
opposed to newbuilds. It is interesting
to hear that Land and Property Services
is inundated with all these newbuilds in
Northern Ireland. They are certainly not
in the Antrim Borough Council area.

The Chairperson: Mr Hussey, before |
bring you in, | will bring Mr Girvan in,
because his question is around that point.

Mr Girvan: Thank you, Chair. Thank you
for coming along to the Committee this
afternoon.

Trevor mentioned revaluations: paragraph
10 of the report refers to one that had

a very marked negative impact on a
council. Had it happened in the year

in which it was requested, it would not
have been as damaging. However, it
happened in 2003-04, and was not
resolved until 2010. That was in relation
to a major valuation of a commercial
property; the large Tesco warehouse site
in Antrim. When it was recalculated, the
ratepayer had to take a hit of almost
half a million pounds in one financial
year. The council had no mechanism to
ease that in over a period of years; it
had to take the hit on capital because
the finalisation figure hit the council
within the financial year of 2010-11.

It had to make a calculation reducing

its budget by half a million pounds
because LPS was off on that point.
What measures are you taking to ensure
that those sorts of major impacts on a
council do not happen? You mentioned
17,000 that are worth £1 million, here

74.

75.

76.

7.

78.

we have one that was equating to half

a million over a period of years and

was allowed to accumulate, and | have
to believe that someone had their eye
off the ball. That had a major impact,
not just on one person, but a whole
community. We really need to focus in
on why that happened when we prioritised
it. | appreciate that bringing in new
houses is important. However, we are
dealing with a revaluation. When the
revaluations came out, they proved that
a number of people were paying in excess
of what they should have been paying.

What you doing to ensure that they are
being dealt with in a timely manner?
How will you prioritise to ensure that
they are not going to have a major
impact upon a council’s budgeting
process for a year? It could potentially
put the council in difficulty.

Mr Peover: | will let Alan speak about
the detail of those sorts of cases, and
they have arisen. By way of reassurance,
| can tell you that, currently, 97% of

our cases relate to 2011 and more
recently. There have been backlogs and
there have been those sorts of difficult
appeals in the system which have taken
far too long to clear. However, we are
actively striving to resolve that.

Mr Bronté: | know very well the case

to which you refer. John and | went
personally to the council and apologised
for an extraordinary delay. It was a
delay at which we were not very pleased
ourselves. We readily acknowledged
that it was a very lengthy case and that
we would have liked to have resolved it
much earlier.

There are two sides in an appeal.
Ratepayers are quite often represented
by an agent. We strive to get a case
agreed. | absolutely agree that this
case took a very long period of time. It
emphasises the point that we want to
prioritise appeals-type cases, because
we are aware of the knock-on effect that
those can have on a council.

Indeed, we now work very closely with
council finance officers, more closely
than we ever have done before, and
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79.

80.

81.

82.

83.

84.

85.

86.

certainly over the last couple of years, to
flag up cases that are outstanding.

Mr Girvan: | welcome that. Historically,
it has not been the case, but in recent
years it has improved dramatically and |

really do welcome it. 87.

Mr Bronté: Thank you.

We have taken now the average age of
that type of application. In 2008, the
average age of an application to the
district valuer was 1,000 days; in 2012,
it is 93 days. That shows the measure
of how we have looked very closely at
those cases.

However, | should say that, after a
revaluation, all the appeals come in at
the one time, and it always takes a few
years before those appeals come out of
the system. This clearly took too long.

It was a large property and we are very
aware of the impact that it had on the
council. However, the assurance that |
can give to the Committee is that the
average age of such cases is now 93
days. They continue to be looked at and
scrutinised both at local and regional level.

Mr Girvan: The worrying thing is that we
are on the mouth of another revaluation.

Mr Bronté: Absolutely.

Mr Girvan: The difficulty is that that will 89.

not necessarily throw up in the first year.
The first year that those rate bills hit
will be a year that will be fraught with all
sorts of difficulties. What mechanisms
will be put in place to ensure that,

when that happens, we are not in the
same position as we are now, of dealing
with stuff which has already had a

long history, when we are well into the
process. Once those hit, we are going to
be in big trouble.

Mr Peover: | will comment just on the 90.

general point of relationships — it is
one of our most important relationships.
John and | have spoken about this a
number of times since | took over in
DFR three years ago. We have made it a
priority to build those relationships, both
at a personal level and a structural one.
We now have much better engagement

88.

on this, with the penny product
throughout the year with the finance
officers. That relationship — and thank
you for the tribute you paid to it — is
very important to us.

There are real issues about 2015. The
Mayans talked about 2012 as the end
of the world. From our point of view,
2015 will be a very difficult year. As

a senior management team with me,
John and his colleagues involved, we
are dealing with those issues. There
are a lot of things happening in the run
up to and during that year. Changes

to welfare reform will be kicking in;
there is the revaluation; and the shift
to the reformed structures of local
Government. All of that will come
together to make that planning period up
to 2015 a difficult period for us all, and
the implementation period, post-2015,
will be difficult. We are very conscious
of the challenges that we face, and are
actively working our way through those
at the moment.

Mr John Wilkinson (Land and Property
Services): In response to Mr Clarke

and Mr Girvan, we did start — going
back five or five and a half years — with
some backlogs of work, and some of the
questions and issues that we have just
discussed are representative of that.

In 2007 we had something like 55,000
cases outstanding in the valuation part
of the business. Working over the last
five years and prioritising — dealing
with appeals first of all, with the Tescos
and the new properties that bring the
big amounts of money into the valuation
lists and support the councils in terms
of their finances — we have brought
that down to just under 25,500, so we
have almost halved the total number of
outstanding cases.

Running parallel to that, in Land and
Property Services we have been looking
at all of our processes and looking at
an end-to-end approach to rating. That
starts with the information and the
working relationships we have built up
with councils. It includes some mapping
and valuation, billing and benefits. We
have been rolling out what we call a
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service delivery model to improve our
processes and our efficiency, because,
at the end of the day, in the rating
system, the sooner you bill and the
more accurate the information you have,
the better your collection levels and
arrears levels are. That is what we have
been focusing on. Apart from dealing
with the year-to-year volumes of work —
over this period, for example, with the
domestics, on top of the work that is
shown in the figures, we have also dealt
with 170,000 cases — we are looking
to improve those processes, again, with
an eye to the future and that post-2015
period.

Mr Hussey: In your introductory remarks
you made several comments about
staffing. How many additional staff have
you employed, and how much has that
cost?

Mr Peover: We have 1,069 full-time
equivalent staff in LPS. That increased
by about 80 staff from 2008, when

we had 984. In terms of expenditure,
the staff budget for LPS is about £32
million, if | remember rightly. We have
put additional resources in. We bid for
and got money from the Executive —
£500,000 at one stage — to improve
the level of collection. We have improved
it. We bid for more staff and got a
number of staff in on Patricia’s side to
try to improve the quality of our work.
We will be coming to housing benefit
later, but we put additional staff in there.

So, we have actually allocated additional
resources, in a time of significant
budget constraint for the Department.
Bear in mind that DFP’s budget has
been reducing over the years. We have
been subject to the same strictures as
all of the Departments, but we have
prioritised LPS and provided additional
resources for it.

Mr Hussey: Will you clarify how many
court cases there were for the year
2010-117

Ms McAuley: About 19,600 court
processes or court decrees issued.

Mr Hussey: How many objections to
the issue of the summonses have
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you received? You say that there is a
process to be followed. | will make a
declaration, Chairman; | received one

of those summonses, and there was
absolutely no communication at all. It
was not actually due, so therefore | was
not sent to jail and | did not actually owe
any money. How many have you received
complaints about?

Mr Peover: How many complaints have
we got about people getting summonses
when they were not due them?

Mr Hussey: Yes.

Mr Peover: | do not know off-hand. |
would need to find out, but | would not
think there were very many.

Mr Hussey: Clearly the process does not
work all the time.

Mr Peover: Nothing is perfect.

Mr Hussey: Exactly, but you say that you
have repeated contact and attempts

to resolve — there was absolutely no
repeated contact, no attempt to resolve.

Mr Peover: We have a process —

Ms McAuley: In terms of the figures,
we obtained 19,600 decrees from
the court. We actually issued 45,900
processes to individuals who had not
paid their bills.

Once the process is issued, the
ratepayer is very often prompted to
contact us. In almost half of the cases,
ratepayers will pay the bill or enter into
an arrangement with us. The 19,600
figure is the number of people who have
actually gone through the court system,
and the court has awarded a decree.

Mr Hussey: Some 26,000 were issued.
Are you telling me that not one of those
26,000 people complained?

Ms McAuley: | would not say that not
one of them complained. | am not sure
that we have records on complaints from
people. Very occasionally, somebody

will contact us and tell us that we have
issued them with a court process but
that they have paid their bill. However,
that does not happen very often.
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Mr Hussey: There is obviously a cost
involved in the court process.

Ms McAuley: Yes, there is a cost in
issuing the court process. It is about £30.

120.

Mr Hussey: It may be a small figure.
There are 26,000 people, 13,000 of
whom may then enter into arrangements
and everything else, but there will

be a percentage that were issued
erroneously. | would like to know how
many were erroneously issued.

Mr Peover: We can have a look at it.
We do get correspondence from MLAs
occasionally complaining that someone
has got a bill, but had already paid it,
or was not due to pay it. There are very
few. | saw one today before | came out,
but | do not see very many of them.

Mr Hussey: It is not the bill | am
referring to. Obviously, | am more worried
about someone receiving a summons to
appear in court. If that were an elderly
person, they would not be overly happy.

| was not happy to receive one, and | am
not elderly, | hasten to add.

Ms McAuley: | am sorry, Mr Hussey, but
may | clarify the figure of 26,0007

Mr Hussey: If you are saying that there
were 45,900 issues processed —

124,

Ms McAuley: You mean the difference.
That is not people who were not to get a
court process. The court process is an
ongoing process.

Mr Hussey: | accept that. The figures
you gave were 45,900 processes issued
and 19,600 decrees. Take one from the
other and you get 26,000. You actually
get 26,300; | was being generous. Then
you made reference to the 13,000,

but there must still be an erroneous
element. | would like an indication of
how many.

Ms McAuley: We can certainly look to
see if we have that information.

The Chairperson: The Committee is
requesting that information.

Mr Peover: Those are the sorts of things
that would come to the Minister. We
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tend to see very few of them, but we
will check to see if we have figures. It
is certainly not in our interest to pursue
people who do not owe us money.

Mr McKay: What resources do you need
to meet the challenges ahead?

Mr Peover: If someone could write me a
cheque, | would be happy.

Mr Clarke: There are loads of cheques
waiting for you.

Mr Peover: Those cheques would alter
domestics. We are working our way
through the various challenges. We sat
down together and brainstormed the
sorts of things that need to be done
over the next five to 10 years. There

is a focus on 2015, because 2015
brings together a number of things,
such as non-domestic revaluation,
local government reform and, probably,
welfare reform. The scheme that we
have for rating relief for owner-occupiers
and housing benefit needs to be
addressed at that stage as well. So
there are a number of things coming
together. | cannot give you a figure for
what resources we need to deal with
those, because we are working —

Mr McKay: Have you made any
projections in respect of staff?

Mr Peover: | do not expect the staff

of LPS to change significantly over the
years. By and large, it is a matter of
reprioritising staff to deal with issues.
At the moment, we are talking about
identifying the challenges, looking at
the actions and policies that need to be
implemented to meet those challenges
and developing procedures to do it. |
would not want to hazard a guess at
the moment at what resources we will
need. It is a key priority for us, and we
will prioritise resources within LPS. If
John comes to me and says that he
cannot manage and needs a short-term
injection, it is my job as the accounting
officer of the Department to try to
make sure that a key business for the
Department does not fail.
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Mr McKay: What level of pressure do
you feel LPS is under at the moment,
compared with 20087

131.

Mr Peover: | think the Department has
done quite a bit to try to help LPS.

We spend quite a lot of our corporate
collective time thinking through LPS
issues. We have tried to provide support
to John and his senior management team.

Nobody likes paying bills or rates. |
understand the situation that many
people find themselves in. They are
having to prioritise their bills, and they
may need to pay their electricity bill

or their gas bill, for instance, ahead

of their rates bill.People are in a very
difficult situation, and we understand
that. Our job on the other hand is

to try to maximise the collection of
rates. We have allocated additional
resources to LPS. John can say whether
he feels adequately supported by the
Department. We feel that we have done
quite a lot to support LPS.

| do not want to get into history, but

LPS is a relatively young organisation.

It is the amalgamation of four different
organisations from the past. It was not
even a clean single-year amalgamation;
it was done over two financial years.

It involved bringing together four
organisations that had different cultures,
policies and processes and staff who
had not worked together before, and
trying to meld them into a single
organisation with a single culture that
has a clear view of its overall corporate
organisational priorities. That is easy to
say, but it is very difficult to do in practice.

| pay tribute to the senior management
team, which has changed over the years.
We have been moving and reducing the
size of the senior management team
too. They are doing a job in bringing the
organisation together, particularly one
that is scattered over a large number

of buildings and which does different
things. John made reference to the
service delivery model and trying to unify
the processes so that the various bits
of the organisation work better together.
They have done a creditable job over the
years against the challenges that they
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faced, plus the rating reform that was
introduced at the same time.

They could always do with more resources,
and | am certainly always willing to
listen to a case for resources. However,
we in DFP do not have any additional
resources; we would have to prioritise
them from somewhere else. My senior
management team’s job is to look at
where the pressures and priorities are
and to make a determination on how
we allocate the Department’s overall
resources to key areas of business.
LPS is a key area. It is our main
forward-facing, outward-facing bit of the
organisation. It is the one that interacts
with all 840,000 ratepayers in Northern
Ireland, and its reputation is important
to the reputation of the Department. If
LPS is seen as an inefficient or failing
organisation, or if it is taking people to
court when it should not be, it affects
DFR not just LPS. It is important to us
to get it right, and we will work our way
through the pressures.

Mr Wilkinson: The pressures have
changed. In 2008, we had a relatively
new IT system, and some backlogs
were causing a great deal of difficulty.
We were in the early stages of the
merger. Four years on, some of the
early pressures, such as the IT systems
and the backlog of work, which have
cleared, have eased. However, the big
issue for me has been a combination of
pressures. First, there is the economy,
which has not eased; it has got worse.

| see that day to day in the letters

and correspondence that | deal with
from people who are struggling to pay
their rates bills. Secondly, as we have
settled as an organisation and started
to improve, other pressures have come
along. For example, we do not deal only
with rates. One of the other big areas
of work that we do is with the national
mapping organisation for Northern
Ireland. We have also been doing a huge
job for DARD over the past 12 months.
The pressure is still there; it is just
changing.

In respect of what the permanent
secretary said, there is a bit of déja vu
for me. | came into this shortly after a

31



Report on Statements of Rate Levy and Collection 2009-10 and 2010-11

134.

135.

136.

137.

revaluation, and, very soon, we will be

in the same situation, with the policy
changes, IT changes and the things that
accompany those.

Mr McKay: How big a pressure were
initiatives such as the rates relief for
small businesses and the rating of
empty homes?

Mr Peover: The rates relief for small
businesses is not a particularly large
pressure. However, the rating of empty
homes was a big issue for us, because
we had never had to concern ourselves
with vacant property, except to find out
whether it had become occupied. There
was no rating liability on vacant property.
As Alan said, we had some 6,500
appeals, if you want to call them that, in
the first year from people claiming that
they should not be liable. We are still
getting correspondence from people who
do not like the policy and who think that
it is inequitable. Recently, we had one
from someone who said that he had a
share in a property that had been left by
parents who had died. He asked why he
and his family should have to pay rates
on a vacant property that was being
sold but which had not yet been sold.
There are the human sides that are still
coming through the system. It was a
challenge for LPS.

Mr Wilkinson: In the year before the
introduction of the rating of empty
homes, the valuation directorate did
some 10,000 inspections to start
clearing up the list so that we did not
end up doing a lot of nugatory work
serving bills and rates demands and
aggravating people when properties
were derelict. In a normal year, domestic
challenges to a district valuer run at
1,800 on average. In the year of the
introduction of the rating of empty
homes, we received more than 6,000
applications and cleared more than
5,000. Those are the sorts of ups and
downs and cyclical pressures that we
deal with.

Mr Peover: With regard to your point
about staffing, and Mr Clarke’s point
about using the planners who are
now underemployed in DOE, we are
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using some of the planners, not on
the revenue and benefits side but on
Alan’s mapping side. They are working
on the project for DARD that John
mentioned, improving the mapping

for Northern Ireland so that we can
avoid disallowance. We are making
very productive use of some planners,
who would otherwise be twiddling their
thumbs.

Mr Wilkinson: We are remapping some
730,000 field boundaries across
Northern Ireland.

The Chairperson: You talked about
simplifying procedures and improving
efficiencies and the extra resources
that you have in place. May | make a
suggestion or request on behalf of the
people out there? Take the example

of someone who was recently made
unemployed who comes into my office
and is not sure what they are entitled
to. | am talking about people who have
never been in the system. They ask me
to contact the DHSS office, who can
tell me over the phone whether they
are entitled to jobseeker’s allowance or
another benefit.

When | ring Land and Property Services
for them, | get the retort, “I will send
them a form.” | understand that you
need to fill out the form to see whether
you are entitled. However, if | tell LPS
that they are on jobseeker’s allowance
or disability or whatever benefit, | still
do not get a response other than, “I
will send out a form.” That is what

is happening, and it is frustrating

for individuals who were never in the
system before. They go out frustrated,
not knowing whether they will get relief
for their rates.

Mr Peover: That is something that

we can perhaps look at. We operate
with two groups. Those passported

on the normal benefit system come to
us seeking rate relief when they are
owner occupiers. Those are relatively
straightforward. The SSA will tell us that
that person is entitled to whatever the
benefit is, and we will process it.
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There are others who have to provide us
with evidence and information because
they are not on a passported benefit.
That is more difficult. | know that we will
come to that later. We would certainly
not want to mislead a caller, to say

to someone that they are likely to be
entitled and then find that they are not
or vice versa.

The Chairperson: It is striking a balance.

Mr Peover: We want to provide as much
information to the public as we can and
we want to help people.

Ms McAuley: | can understand the
frustration. The award of housing benefit
for rate support is quite complicated.

As Stephen said, some people will be
passported. For example, if someone
has been awarded income support, they
will get housing benefit rate relief. Until
that award is made, however, we cannot
passport them into housing benefit.
Therefore we need to know whether they
have been successful.

Similarly, many people who are on
jobseeker’s allowance or employment
and support allowance will be
passported through into housing benefit.
| do not want to get too technical, but If
they are on, for example, contribution-
based JSA as opposed to income-
based JSA, they may not be eligible,

or they may not be eligible until their
contribution-based JSA runs out and
they move on to income-based JSA. It
is about trying to strike a balance. You
do not want to mislead people and tell
them that they will get housing benefit,
only for them not to be eligible and
suddenly get a bill through the door. As
Stephen said, we could look at that.

Mr Peover: It is a useful suggestion. We
are keen to see it from the other end

of the telescope. If people are having
difficulties and are uncertain, we will see
what we can do to try to resolve it.

The Chairperson: You talked about
applying your resources evenly across
the Department. Perhaps that is
something that you could look at so
that your employees who take the calls
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are aware of the type of passports or
benefits that could make someone eligible.

Mr Peover: Increasingly, we take calls
through NI Direct on that. That is
another issue that we might want to
think about in that context. Thank you,
Chair; that is a useful suggestion.

Mr Copeland: Mr Peover, the report
clearly indicates that, during the time

in question, you corporately failed to
adequately reduce the time taken to
process the valuation of domestic
alterations. | can understand where the
report’s authors are coming from. It
takes 900 days or 2-6 years to process
a domestic alteration, yet it takes only
90 days to build a house. That is a bit of
a difference. | know that you would not,
under any circumstances, seek to justify
that. What | am asking you is what
target you have set to reduce the time to
conduct revaluations and alterations. Is
that challenging enough, or was it set to
be achieved?

Mr Peover: | think that the points that
Alan made earlier are relevant. We have
been reducing the time taken. It is still
at an unacceptable level, but we have
prioritised the other bits of the valuation
work. They have been the higher priority
for us as they are the higher-value ones.
You asked what we would like to achieve
with altered domestics. We do not have
a specific target for that, but perhaps Alan
would like to say something about it.

Mr Bronté: | know that we are dealing
with two years ago, but, during this
financial year, we set ourselves a target to
reduce the number of altered domestic
proprieties that we had at the start

of the year by 70%. Today, we are well
ahead of that.

Mr Copeland: Therefore you have a target.

Mr Bronté: Absolutely. That is a target in
LPS. We had 16,700, let us say 17,000,
cases outstanding at the start of this
year. Today, even with all the properties
that we have received, we are at just
over 12,000. | hope that you would
agree that considerable progress has
been made.
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| think that we are very close to a point
at which we are in a steady state with
domestic alterations. We will always
have domestic properties coming in to
be valued. We do not want to be in a
position in which we are sending one
person out to drive 30 miles to value
one house. We are trying to deal with
things in an efficient way. | said that
the number was much higher than any
of us would like. However, before | left
the office | checked the figure and it
is 12,300. That includes some 4,000
cases that we received this year.

Mr Copeland: | want to press you on
that. Rates adjustments that arise from
adjustments do not always increase.
There are 180,000-odd people on
disability living allowance in Northern
Ireland, and, if adaptations are made
to their homes, they are entitled to

a rates decrease. Could there be a
consequential case on the other side
of the coin that some people are
paying too much rates? The alterations
to their homes entitle them to rates
adjustments on the basis of their receipt
of DLA.

Mr Bronté: If | understand the question,
there are, perhaps, two sides to

the coin. If someone carried out an
alteration to a house, by law, we need
to revise the rateable value or capital
value assessment of that house. That
is a standalone issue, and a rates bill is
calculated on the basis of that capital
value. If, as a result of the occupier’s
personal circumstances, there may be
reliefs and exemptions from their bill, my
colleague Patricia will deal with that. It
is important that the rateable value be
correct. That is a basic for every citizen.

Mr Copeland: Are there implications
for that particular mechanism in the
proposals in the Welfare Reform Bill?
Disability living allowance will, in effect,
disappear.

Mr Peover: Welfare reform is a big
issue for us. We are not really a social
security benefit provider, and we have
worked very closely with the SSA in the
existing system. What we have under
welfare reform is a radically different
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system. The system that we have at

the moment for housing benefit rates
relief is going to have to be completely
replaced and we are going to have to
devise and operate a new system. That
is a major challenge for us. We will not
have the benefit of passporting as we
have had up to now for many of our
claimants. That is one of the challenges
in the list of challenges that we will have
to address. The existing system will run
on for a while, but it cannot continue
indefinitely. It will have to be replaced
by a new policy, which we will have to
operate.

Mr Copeland: There was a bit more to
the first part of my question, but it was,
more or less, covered by the answers to
previous questions.

John’s predecessor, lain Greenaway,

will probably have told him that, at one
stage, | sent so many questions to Land
and Property Services it was struggling
to answer them. | did that for a very
specific reason —

The Chairperson: Sorry, Michael. Could
you speak up a bit for Hansard?

Mr Copeland: | did that for a very
specific reason, as a member — |
should have declared an interest — of
Castlereagh Borough Council, and,
particularly, of the rates estimate group.
If I remember the figures correctly, the
uncollected rates and those still owed
were somewhere like £25 million, £48
million, £68 million, £96 million, £106
million, £148 million, and £168 million
over the number of years. At the same
time ,the cost of collecting the rates
went from about £6 million to £18
million. That seemed to be a massive
expenditure of public money to create

a much larger debt than had existed
before. | understand the difficulties,
but understanding the difficulties and
counting the losses are a balance that |
have to make.

How does the cost to local councils for
collecting rates for this year, or the last
year you have figures for, compare to
the previous year? Is it the case that
LPS is costing more and more? All we
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seem to get from that is a rising debt
and difficulty in getting estimated penny
products (EPPs) and the information that
we need. It got so bad in Castlereagh
that, at one stage, we actually almost
broke our primary legal obligations

— the Wednesbury principles — as

we were not in possession of all the
financial facts to enable us to make a
decision.

Mr Peover: On that last point, | said
earlier — | think, in response to Mr
Girvan — that we have highly prioritised
the improvement of our relations with
the councils and the engagement with
council financial officers, to ensure that
people are not unsighted or get shocks
from the process of the estimated penny
product and the actual penny product. A
great deal of work has gone into that.

The cost of collection for the past three
years that | have data for has been
broadly the same, at £17-6 million,
£17-8 million and £17-8 million. Our
average cost of collection is about the
same as a council in Great Britain.

We think that we have held the cost of
collection relatively stable for the past
few years. We benchmark against GB.

Mr Copeland: It went from about £6
million-odd in the last years of the
former Rates Collection Agency. That is
quite a jump.

Mr Peover: It depends; you have to
divide it in two. The bit that goes to the
district councils is between £7.6 million
and £7-9 million. That £17 million is the
total cost of collection of the regional
rate and the additional output.

Mr Copeland: | understand that. Finally,
how do you check that you are operating
efficiently? Councils, more than any
Department that | am aware of, are best-
value driven. In other words, they have
to go to the doors and explain what the
rates are to the ratepayers in a way in
which, with respect, the Department of
Finance does not. We get it in the ear

if the services that we provide are not
mirrored by the level of expense that

we burden ratepayers with. Sometimes,
it seems that councils do things more
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efficiently and less expensively. | have

a colleague on Castlereagh Borough
Council, a former chief executive, whose
first job was rates collector for Ards
Borough Council. One person in an A35
van. | know that it was not as complex
then. | am just wondering whether we
have made it that complex.

Mr Peover: All that | can point to is
that, comparatively speaking, we spend
about the same money per occupied
property as GB authorities do. Therefore
John and his colleagues engage with
the Institute of Revenues Rating and
Valuation in those terms.

Mr Copeland: Do they have equivalency
with rates? | thought that they had
council tax.

Mr Peover: They have council tax, but
they have to collect it in the same way
that we do, so they have processes and
staff to collect council tax. Their cost of
collection is about the same as ours in —

Mr Wilkinson: Can | just make a couple
of comments in response to your
question? The first thing that | would like
to say is that, over the past five years,
we have substantially increased the
amount of money that is collected. That
has gone up year on year by more than
the rate of percentage increase to the rate.

The other response that | would like
to make is that, with regard to how we
know that we are efficient, one thing
that we have been doing in LPS is to
work through a process of business
improvement. We started that work

in revenues and benefits. We have
done a lot of work to re-engineer the
business from end to end. At present,
we are working on a valuation review.
We have been looking at processes
and improving efficiency. We have

also been rewriting various manuals
and guidance notes to staff. We have
trained to improve efficiency. We have
had staff training and development.
We have done things like try to improve
communications. For example, in
Patricia’s area of the business, we have
a little staff magazine called ‘Quality
Matters’, in which we try to get out the
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messages on how we are improving and
what we are doing to drive efficiency.
Therefore, we are quite focused on that.
We are conscious of the fact that we
charge councils for collection. We seek
to drive efficiencies continuously.

Mr Peover: To take the point at a more
general level with regard to how we
know that we are efficient, | am not
sure that there is an easy answer to
that question. As you know, all Northern
Ireland Departments have been subject
to efficiency requirements, probably
over the past 10 years — for as long
as | can remember. We have to make
year-on-year savings in our departmental
budgets. When my departmental board
sits down to look at budget issues, all
my directors have efficiency savings
applied to their programmes and

they have to meet them. We just take
them from their budgets, so they are,
effectively, enforced. Therefore, if you
ask me whether | can prove in absolute
terms that we are an efficient operation,
the answer is that | probably cannot.
The Department is very diverse; it is

a different sort of Department that

has a whole range of functions that

are very different from one another.
However, where we have benchmarks,
as with LPS, we can hold our heads

up reasonably high in comparison with
GB authorities, which are councils.
They are like the organisations that

you described. They are out there
facing their constituents day in, day
out, with the pressure to keep their
operations effective. So, in that sense,
| am reasonably comfortable that LPS,
as a collection authority, is an efficient
organisation in national terms.

Mr Copeland: Efficient or becoming
efficient?

Mr Peover: Well, over a number of
years, it has managed to keep its cost
of collection at about GB levels. That
is against a context in which GB has
had a very stable system of council tax
for a long time. We have had a number
of significant policy changes that have
made life difficult for us.
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Mr Copeland: What accounted for the
seeming peak in the graph from the end
of the Rates Collection Agency, when
LPS began? Was it additional work,
extra investment or more people? What
caused it?

Mr Peover: | would need to look at the
history of it. | think that it was partly
due to the influence of a number of
rating reforms that changed the system
significantly. | suspect that LPS as a
whole is operating in a more difficult
environment now than the RCA was in
its heyday, when the economy was rather
stronger. We are having to put a lot of
resources into collecting rates money
now, which you would not expect to have
to do if the economy was flourishing.

Mr Copeland: With the Chair's permission,
I would like to get a written response to
that.

The Chairperson: OK.

Mr Clarke: Following on from my
question about properties, can we

look back at the letter that you wrote
to the Committee? | think it was your
letter; the one that you wrote to the
Committee Clerk on 14 June. There is
an appendix in it. In 2008, there were
8,644 new properties and 37,528
altered properties. Can you give us an
idea of how long it took you to process
those applications per day in 2008,
and the up-to-date figure for 20127 |
am usually critical of most government
Departments, because you like to pat
yourselves on the back, but some of
the change in the numbers that you are
working with now is obviously driven
more by the downturn than by the great
work that LPS has been doing. What

| am trying to get my head around is
how many days it took to process the
2008 figure as opposed to the figure
for 2012. While | am on that, | was told
that the revaluation of properties took
approximately 500 days, but the report,
unless | am reading it wrong, says that,
in terms of the new properties and
backlog properties — | presume that the
backlog properties are the alterations —
at that stage it took 813 to 949 days. |
am sure that you were not trying to put
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me wrong by suggesting 500, but we
should clear that up.

Mr Peover: The 813 was the figure at
the end of 2009, and in 2010 it was
762. The figure that the Audit Office
recorded in the report was the July figure.

Mr Clarke: That was July 20117
Mr Peover: Yes.
Mr Clarke: The 9497

Mr Peover: The figure at the end of
2011 was 906, and in 2012 we reckon
it will be 770.

Mr Bronté: There is a range of figures
there. | will complete the story on the
altered domestic properties.

Mr Clarke: Sorry, just before you
complete the story, it is difficult for us,
given that we have a report that the
Audit Office compiled, and | thought we
were talking to the report as opposed to
the new revised figures. What | want to
be critical of is that we are talking about
949 and not what | was led to believe
earlier, which was 500.

197.

Mr Peover: The figures that we normally
operate on are annual figures, as at the
end of whatever year it happens to be.
The Audit Office quoted that figure but
it also quoted the figure for the end of
July, and | think one for October. The way
the rating year operates is that people
get their bills in April and, if they think
they are being asked for more than

they should, they come in and make
applications or query it. There is always
a period at the start of the year when
workflows will increase because there
are people querying what has happened.
We think it is much better to look at

an annual cycle and look at the end of
each rating year, because then you are
comparing the same date each time. At
the end of 2009 the figure was 813, at
the end of 2010 it was 762, and at the
end of 2011 it was 906. Those are the
figures that —

Mr Clarke: So it has actually got worse?

Mr Peover: Yes.
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Mr Clarke: But you were patting yourself
on the back earlier when you suggested
500.

Mr Bronté: | will pick it up there. The
report looks at the end of the 2009-
2010 year and the 2010-11 year. As the
permanent secretary said, in the text

of the report, the Audit Office has also
given the figures for July 2010 and July
2011. Those figures show 762 days at
the end of 2010. It rises to 813 in July
2010 and then rises again to 906 at the
end of 2011. There is a further figure of
949 at 2011, but that figure of 949 is
now at — | said 500, but it is actually at
461 days.

Mr Clarke: That is your argument at the
moment, but if we go back to —

Mr Bronté: No, it is the fact of the
argument.

Mr Clarke: It might be the fact, but it
suits your argument because you are
picking that point of time in the year.
Can we go back to the end of each of
the financial years that you are referring
to and stick with the figures for those?
Can we have the figure at the end of
2009-2010 again?

Mr Bronté: In March 2009 it was 813,
in March 2010 it was 762 and in March
2011 it was 906. | am saying to you
that —

Mr Clarke: | was good at maths. | am
not asking about now. | am asking about
the end of each financial year, because
that is the argument you wanted to
present a few moments ago.We have
gone from 813 days to 762 days. It
actually got worse because we are now
at 906 days. We cannot talk about
where we are now because we do not
know where we will be until the end of
this financial year.

Mr Bronté: | assumed that the Committee
would want to understand that because
we recognised that it was a serious
issue. We have prioritised altered
domestic properties as we have looked
at other properties. At the end, if you
want a figure for March 2012, it is 770,
which shows the start of the decline.
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Mr Peover: If we leave those out, Mr
Clarke, you are right. The figures that
you have quoted are right. | am content
to accept those figures. We can work
off those figures. In a sense, it suits us
to work off a consistent set of figures,
rather than to have different figures.
You are right to point to the fact that
they have increased. What | would say
is that the other areas of work that we
talked about, such as new properties,
applications to the —

Mr Clarke: But they increased in a
decreasing market, which makes it more
alarming in my mind.

Mr Peover: But the others have reduced.
What Alan said is now the case: we
prioritised the area of work where we
had not been making any progress. We
are now making progress in it. | am not
disputing the point that you are making.

Mr Bronté: As | said to you earlier —
and you also mentioned new properties
in the first part of your question — the
average age of new properties has also
fallen. There is an enormous amount

of extra work. Although you might say
that the economy is decreasing and
people are not building houses, there
are a lot of properties out there that are
partially complete. The rating of empty
homes has put a burden on LPS to
check out whether those houses are at
a stage where, within three months, they
could actually be put on the valuation
list. We go through the building notice
process. So, although, at any one point
in time, we may actually have very few
houses that are at a state at which they
could go onto the valuation list, there
are many properties about which we

will have to try to get information from
building control to ensure that we can
value them at a point in time under the
new legislation.

At the same time as we have been
tackling new and altered properties, we
have brought down considerably the
time taken to deal with applications and
appeals, because we believe that that is
important for customer service reasons.
We believe that it is important that, when
there are difficulties with hardship, we
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deal with people’s rating applications in a
timely way. Again, the figures prove that.

Mr Clarke: The bit that | cannot get my
head round is that, in 2008, you had a
total of 50,000 properties for valuation,
which went down to almost 23,000 in
2012, but the length of time that it has
taken you to get those valuations done
has not really improved. So, you are
working on almost half the workload, but
the timescale is still as long. Surely, that
suggests that somebody is not working
hard enough.

Mr Bronté: What we are looking at here
are the cases that are outstanding at
any point in time. Over the period of

five years, we have completed some
185,000 domestic cases. So, we are
looking at what is outstanding at any
one point in time. We can look at the
figures that we complete. Certainly, earlier,
John Wilkinson provided information
about the 10,000 cases that we needed
to do before the introduction of rating of
empty homes. We have dealt with 6,500
appeals because of the rating of empty
homes. Those are figures that have
been introduced that were not previously
in our workload.

Mr Clarke: Chairperson, it would be
useful if we could get information
forwarded to us on all the figures from
2008 to 2012 and on everything that
has been completed.

Mr Peover: We will certainly do that, Chair.

Mr Girvan: | refer back to the same
letter, which states that there are almost
23,000 domestic cases outstanding.
How do we know how accurate that
figure is and how complete it is? Could
there be other newbuilds or alterations
about which you have not been notified?
| appreciate that that is a somewhat
crystal-ball question, but | would like to
know. What other tools would you like
to have to actually try to address that
right away and deal with the figure of
23,000, if you can see exactly where |
am coming from, Mr Peover?

Mr Peover: We are reasonably confident
in the figures. There may be some
issues, but hopefully they would be
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very few. | am not sure that we need
any further tools to deal with the
backlog. As Alan said to Mr Clarke, we
are trying to bring that down further.

It has now become an area of priority
for us, because we have managed to
get the other areas of backlog down to
levels that are relatively low, certainly,
in historical terms. So, we can afford to
devote some resources to this. | do not
feel any great sense of unease about
the figure of 22,791.

Mr Girvan: | appreciate that, but it

just leads me back to another point.
Are a lot of those issues related to
finalisation certificates from building
control just being brought forward to
you to end up on the list? Are you very
much reliant on that mechanism as the
sole reason for it? | wonder whether
you have ever thought of going down
the following route. Say, for argument’s
sake, that you register with Customs
and Excise in order to claim back the
VAT paid on a newbuild. The VAT can be
claimed back, and has been claimed
back on many buildings. It could be
years before building control issues a
finalisation certificate on that building,
simply because the person who built it
does not wish it to end up on a rating
list, so they hold back on putting it in
for building control. Yet, you might find
that they have claimed VAT back on the
building, without even having submitted
a finalisation building control certificate,
which should be one of the criteria for
claiming back VAT. Unfortunately, it does
not appear to be always required.

Mr Peover: | will let my colleagues deal
with that.

Mr Bronté: | am very interested in

what you are saying. We put a lot of
effort into trying to make sure that we
value every new property. | could not sit
here and say that we have found every
new property in Northern Ireland — of
course | could not. There will always be
properties that, in some way, are over the
top of the hill and have been missed.

Mr Girvan: It is not the ones that have
been missed. It is the ones that have
been wilfully held back.
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Mr Bronté: What | am saying is that,
from our point of view, we have not yet
put those buildings on the valuation list.
When we do put them on the valuation
list, we can backdate a new property

to 1 April 2007. We work very closely
with colleagues in building control. We
do not wait until there is a finalisation
of the building control certificate
because, in many cases, people will
have occupied the property long before
that finalisation. We work with building
control to start when a commencement
certificate comes to building control. We
immediately put that property into our
system and, as it were, electronically
date it to bring it back at a time when
we believe that that house will be ready
to value. If the property is finished, it will
go onto the valuation list.

As | say, there is this further complication
of properties that can be put onto the list
if they are vacant and not yet complete
but are windproof and waterproof. We
can serve a completion notice on the
owner, and that property can go into

the valuation list some three months
before it could be completed. Otherwise,
people would avoid the rating of empty
homes. However, there is a developers’
exclusion at the minute, and people do
not actually pay even though we get that
property into the list.

So, yes, we work very closely with
building control, and | have to say that
work with building control is the primary
source of notification. People also make
applications to the district valuer to say
that they have built a new house and
they would like it valued, because most
people, | find, are honest. Most people
do not want to be faced with backdated
bills. So we have personal applications
from people saying that they have built
a house, it is ready and they want to pay
rates on it, and we will go out and value
that house.

We can also use, for example, the
Pointer address process. In my directorate,
we work closely with councils on that.
When a council decides the address of
the property, we match addresses. So, if
a new address is created within Pointer,
it is matched across to the valuation
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system and again to the collection
system. In that way, if a new address
has been created for which we have
nothing in the valuation list, that, too,
will help us to raise the case. So, by a
variety of different means, we can obtain
information that a new property exists
and get to it.

We also have the process of aerial
photography that John described earlier,
and we have looked at that. So, in areas
where we are remapping, we will find
information that will become available to
us, and the valuation list will be revised
by a number of various processes.

The Rates Order places Departments
under a statutory obligation to revise
the evaluation list when something
comes to their attention that means
that it should be revised. In fact, it is
under that statute that Building Control
informs us of the process.

So, no, | do not think that we have got
every new property, and, yes, | am sure
that some people try to avoid having
their properties valued. However, on the
whole, | think that we must be very close
to getting most properties valued.

Mr Girvan: Do service providers, such
as utilities, and the electoral register
also feed in information? Are all those
tools being used or are some not? |
appreciate that people can have their
electricity provided by different suppliers,
such as Airtricity or Power NI.

Mr Wilkinson: One of the things that we
have been doing is to move away from
pure physical inspections to look at the
myriad other resources that we can use
within and without LPS. We have set

up a central team to focus that activity.
That is the sort of work that is driving
collection levels by making sure that we
get the correct dates of occupation. The
electoral register, through the national
fraud initiative (NFI), is an example, as is
using the aerial photography unit that we
have in LPS.

Another point that | will mention is

that we have a lot of dedicated and
motivated staff. Some months ago,
there was an instance in an office where
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staff had been out to do a valuation of
one property but checked, while out and
about, and picked up another that was
not on the list. So that is another source
of intelligence and information by which
we add properties to the list.

The Chairperson: Going back to Mr
Girvan’s original question; LPS depends
on the goodwill, honesty and integrity
of the public coming forward with
information, but that is not always the
case.

Mr Peover: The vast majority of people
are honest and want to pay their bills
rather than face backdated ones, but
there are always people who will not
want to.

Mr Anderson: Thank you for your
presentation so far. To pick up on Mr
Girvan’s point; it never ceases to amaze
me that we have so much information
now about where people live and what
they do and do not do. | am amazed that
LPS has not tapped into that resource
as much as it would wish to. It may be
that it could not do so. | can go back to
2008; was that when you came onto the
whole scene?

Mr Wilkinson: It seems like yesterday.

Mr Anderson: | am a councillor in
Craigavon, and | think that you came to
meet us at that time. The council did
great work at the time to identify people
who were living in properties but not
paying rates. | do not know if you used
that resource to the full, because shortly
after that you moved out of that scenario
again. Do you still use that resource —
the council and its staff — to full effect?

Mr Peover: We have used a variety of
resources over the years. We had an

arrangement with councils, where we

paid them —

Mr Anderson: Something like £7 a
house; it was not a lot of money, but it
was good value, was it not?

Mr Peover: It was, and they sent back
something like 61,000 returns in total.
Through that process, we identified
some properties that were obviously
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vacant and some that were obviously
occupied. We had to work through
other information to find the details

of the occupier so that we could bill
somebody. To pick up on John’s point
about inspections; we used to do a lot
of inspections, but they often do not
tell you who is the liable ratepayer, even
though we may know that a place is
occupied rather than unoccupied. To go
back to your point about data sources;
we use lots of data sources. We use
utilities, telecommunications people,
building control, the electoral register,
and we can serve notices on providers
to give us information about when
someone occupied a property.

So, we are tapping into those sources
of information. As | said earlier, we

are also working with councils on the
non-domestic side, where we have 14
councils actively working with us and
another six coming on board. That
partnership helps us to confirm that

a property is vacant, and, in cases of
doubt, it can give us information that we
can work on to try to bill somebody.

Mr Anderson: Why are there only 147

| keep coming back to the good work
that the councils did way back in 2008.
Where is the discrepancy?

Mr Peover: There were 25 in the past,
but there are now 14. We are about to
get up to 20.

Mr Anderson: |s there work to be done
there? Are some councils reluctant?

Mr Wilkinson: No. | will pick up on that
point. | remember the afternoon that |
spent in Craigavon.

Mr Anderson: | am sure that you do; it
was a fairly robust discussion.

Mr Wilkinson: It was. | have had a few
of them over the years. It was not the
only one.

| will expand on the points that Mr
Peover made. In that year, we did a very
successful exercise with, | think, 25

of the 26 councils, and about 61,000
properties were inspected. To go back
to the point | made in response to Mr
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Girvan’s earlier question, even after
61,000 physical inspections, there was
a lot more work to do with about 17,000
of the cases. That exercise told us
about the importance of the partnership
with councils, and, shortly after that,
we set up a strategic steering group

to work with councils on a number of
things, such as penny product issues
and the financial side, and we also set
up a property services liaison group.
Over the years, we have been building
on that work and looking at the most
efficient ways of doing things. It is not
always about physical inspections and
looking at all the sources of data and
information. That work has continued,
and there was an exercise the following
year. At the moment, we are building
that capacity, but we are trying to do so
in bite-sized chunks.

Mr Anderson: John, we are four years on.

Mr Wilkinson: Other things have
happened in the meantime, and when
councils are working with us, there is
an expectation that we will return the
results of the work that we have done.
We are building the capacity in stages
and doing a lot of other work with data.
For example, we have established
relationships with estate agents across
Northern Ireland and are collecting
information. We have to be careful of
data protection issues. So, there is
information that we can use and other
information that is protected. However,
we have moved the work on a lot, and
we are rolling that out at the moment.

Mr Anderson: When councils got
involved in 2008, a lot of properties
landed on your desk. Could | suggest
that the LPS maybe could not cope with
getting bills out at that stage because of
the number of properties? It came to my
attention at that time that it took up to a
year, or maybe even two years, for some
people to get a domestic bill. In one
case, a person had to take a personal
bank loan to pay the rate bill because

it was backdated so many years. Could
it have been the case that the resource
was not there in your Department?
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Mr Peover: A number of cases required
further work, a lot of further work in
some cases, and that probably delayed
the issuing of bills. The only point |
would make — maybe this is a point
that | should not make — is that people
need to tell us when somebody occupies
their property or there is a change.

Mr Anderson: In all fairness, Stephen, |
know a lot of people who did inform you
and who asked to get the rate bill sent
out, and it took over a year or maybe
longer. Even when they asked LPS to
send a bill out, it was not forthcoming.
What was the problem? Was it a
resource problem?

Mr Peover: It may have been. | would
need to look at individual cases. When
we pick up large numbers — thousands
of people in an exercise of that type —
who have not notified us of their —

Mr Anderson: The councils maybe came
in with an avalanche. They landed in with
a lot of properties and said, “We are
lifting the bin there and people are living
there.”

Mr Peover: They returned 61,000 cases,
which was a lot to handle. Some were
obviously vacant, and we write those

off immediately. In some cases, we had
information on the occupier and we
could bill them, but, in other cases, we
did not.

Mr Anderson: We indicated that there
was a big job of work.

Mr Peover: There was a big job of work,
yes.

Mr Anderson: That was in 2008, and we
are now four years on. Have we caught
up or are we still in that position?

Mr Wilkinson: No, we have caught up on
that. Indeed, as part of the agreement
with the councils, when they are
providing us with information as to —

Mr Anderson: Fourteen of the councils.

Mr Wilkinson: Soon to be 20. We have
agreed with them — | think it is within

a month or two — to provide feedback
and information on what has happened
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in the billing process. We have moved
things on. Yes, in 2008 and 2009 there
were something like 72,000 inspections
and 61,000 inspection sheets coming
back to us, of which 14,000 resulted

in bills and 21,000 were confirmed

as vacant. There was a lot of other
work to do, so there may have been
occasions when we did not get the bills
out as quickly as we would have liked,
but we have moved on from there and
are responding more quickly to the
information that we are given.

Mr Anderson: Let us just quickly finish
off. You said that there are 14 councils
now and that you hope there will be

20. How are we going to get to the 267?
What is the problem in getting all of the
local authorities on board? Is there a
problem with those councils?

Ms McAuley: We are engaging with all
councils to seek their agreement to
work with us. We have learned lessons
from previous inspection exercises with
councils, and we have put a system

in place whereby we send out a list or
bundle of properties to the councils that
are currently working with us and the six
that have now agreed to work with us.
They do the inspection, and we agree

to come back to them within six weeks
to let them know what we are actually
doing with the information that they have
given to us.

Mr Anderson: Do you pay them to do that?
Ms McAuley: No.

Mr Anderson: Would that be a problem?
Might that be why there is a reluctance?
Previously it was £7 a property; now it is
nothing.

Ms McAuley: There are a number of —

Mr Anderson: Why do you not propose
to give them something to do that work?

Ms McAuley: One of the issues that
arose with the payment in the previous
exercise is that there is then a cost to
Land and Property Services if we pay
them that money. What then happens is
that that goes into the cost of collection,
and the district councils end up paying
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45% of that money back to us. That

is one of the issues that arose in
2008-09, when we were paying for that
information. Council finance officers
are very keen on this approach and the
majority of councils have now agreed it.
The bottom line is that councils will gain
from it. It is a win-win situation both for
us in LPS and for the councils, because
if they, for example, go out and identify
that —

Mr Anderson: If it is a gain and a
win-win for everyone, why are the 26
councils not on board?

Ms McAuley: To pick up on the point you
made earlier; the other lesson that we
learned was that, when we get 60,000
returns back within a short period, it
takes an awful long time to go through
them. This time we have staggered the
councils joining the inspection. We want
to make sure that, when the information
comes back from them, we can actually
cope with it; in other words, that it is not
going to sit somewhere.

277.

Mr Anderson: We have now established
that, previously, you could not really
cope with it.

Ms McAuley: What happened previously
was that it took longer to get the bills
out than we would have liked.

Mr Anderson: Could you cope with it
previously? You are more or less saying
that you could not.

Ms McAuley: It took longer than we
would have liked because we got a
bundle in altogether.

Mr Anderson: That is like a political
answer. Let us say that you could not
cope with it previously. | accept that.

Ms McAuley: | do not think that anybody
could cope with 60,000 pieces of paper
landing on their desk in a short period
of time.

Mr Anderson: So you could not cope
with it?

Ms McAuley: Not in a short period of
time, no. | think you got there eventually.
[Laughter.]

273.

274.

275.

276.

278.

Mr Anderson: | think | did. | think |

am getting to the bottom line here,
which is to get the councils on board.
We could talk a lot about it, and | do
appreciate the answers, but | think that
councils played a big part in getting
there eventually given the number of
properties that needed rated and were
not rated.

Ms McAuley: Yes, absolutely.

Mr Anderson: It will be interesting to
see, but | am happy enough to leave
that at the moment.

The Chairperson: It is important to

note the good work that the councils
that are involved do with LPS. On that,

| will throw the boundary changes

into the mix. Will councils continue

to exercise these functions when the
review of public administration (RPA) is
implemented? If so, are you prepared for
that, and will there be any changes or
differences?

Mr Peover: | would like to think so.

The same functional relationship will
continue between us and councils,
whether there are 26 of them or any
other number. We will want to work with
councils, and we have established good
working relationships with them, which
will need to be deepened and made
closer over the next few years because
we will have to work with them as they
manage the transition from the current
number to the new structures. We are
involved with our colleagues in DOE in
the planning process for all of that. We
will have to work with councils in the
transition year to ensure that we get
the calculation of rate income and get
information to councils in time so that
they are not, as Mr Copeland said, left
at the time of setting the rates without
the information that they need to
establish the rates for the new council
authorities. That relationship is vital for
us, and we do not see RPA disrupting
the working relationship between LPS
and councils. It will just change who it is
we are working with.

The Chairperson: That is good to hear.
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Mr Clarke: | am still a bit intrigued
about where Sydney was going. We are
part of a devolved institution in Northern
Ireland, and we all welcome that.

There are Ministers in the Executive
who should have an interest in this,
and, as Patricia said, local government
is a beneficiary. The reward for local
government should be higher, and

it should be mandatory that the 26
councils are in the programme. | can
appreciate, reluctantly, why it would be
difficult to deal with 61,000 applications
at one time, but if we are getting more
than 61,000 applications and all the
councils are involved, we are not losing
opportunities for revenue to come to
Northern Ireland, as opposed to always
playing catch-up. | have a problem with
catch-up. Stephen, you said in earlier
answers that you sometimes have
difficulty in finding these properties,
and there all sorts of excuses that you
can hide behind around that. | do not
mean that in the way that it has come
out, but there would be no excuse if
councils were being rewarded for doing a
particular job. You cannot do it, and they
are equipped to do it, given that they
are involved with the assessments to
do with building control certificates and
the likes of that. | take Patricia’s point
about taking 45% of £7, but that would
be better than giving them nothing. Give
them slightly more. Bring the money

in. That is the important aspect here.
From your point of view, Stephen, if you
know year on year what the councils are
bringing in, you know where to target
resources. If you are under-resourced,
look at the extra revenue that you are
bringing into the coffers. | think that

we are hiding behind excuses. | do not
mean to be rude, but that is what it is.
As it turned out, you could not cope,
but we are in an institution now where
all the Departments should be working
together, and there should be benefit for
everyone involved. The councils should
be getting rewarded for doing it, and

we would get more money back into

the purse. Stephen, that is something
that you should be looking at bringing
forward.
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Mr Peover: It is a point that is worth
considering. The situation has changed
a bit now because, with the rating of
empty homes, we are in a different
position than we were in back in 2008-
09. We are still working with councils.
It is an important relationship, and | am
happy to look at any option that might
improve that relationship and bring
councils more on board. | appreciate
that it is in both our interests. It is in our
interests at a regional level and in the
interests of councils at a district level
to get as much revenue as possible for
public services.

The Chairperson: It is in the interests of
everyone.

Mr McKay: How much revenue has been
generated through the rating of empty
homes?

Ms McAuley: We generated, | think,
between £24 million and £25 million.

Mr McKay: How many empty homes are
there in total?

Mr Peover: We started off with 50,000
or so.

Ms McAuley: Currently, there are
35,000-0dd domestic properties that
are vacant. The majority of those will be
rateable.

Mr McKay: Did you not say there were
50,0007

Mr Peover: We started with 50,000, but
some of those were taken out because
they turned out to be non-occupiable.

Mr McKay: So, there are 35,000
domestic homes. How many qualify for
the rating?

Ms McAuley: In October 2011, we
issued about 26,500 bills for properties
that qualified for rates because they
were empty.

Mr Peover: Others required further work.

Mr McKay: How many exemptions were
there?

Ms McAuley: There are exclusions for
developers. They get 18 months if their
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property was on the list before 1 April
and 12 months if the property went
onto the list after that. In addition, any
property with a capital value of less than
£20,000 is excluded. There are also a
number of application-based exclusions
that apply in cases where a property

is held by personal representatives of
the deceased or where occupation is
prohibited by an environmental health
order or something like that. So, there
are not that many of them. We are
talking about 2,000 to 3,000.

Mr Peover: We will give you a table
that shows the numbers in the various
categories.

Mr McKay: Does that mean that there
are 26,500 that qualify, a couple of
thousand exemptions and a gap of
6,000 to 7,0007

Ms McAuley: At the end of March
2012, there were approximately 11,000
properties for which we did not have any
owner information. So, we have been
working to try to obtain that information
so that we can issue the bills to those
properties.

Mr McKay: There were 11,000 in
March. How many are there now?

Ms McAuley: Just under 10,000, but
you need to understand that that figure
does not necessarily represent the
same 10,000 properties. In the interim,
we have had about 3,000 properties
where, for example, someone has
moved out. We may know that Mr X has
moved out of a property, but we need to
find out who moved in or who owns the
property so that we can issue a bill for
that vacant period. So, it is a constant
churn when it comes to the number of
properties that we will be trying to seek
ownership or occupation details for.

Mr McKay: You are talking about 30% of
all empty homes, which is a big loss in
revenue.

Ms McAuley: The assessment is
generated, and, if the amount owed

is not paid, it is only down the line
that that impacts. We cannot collect
money unless we know from whom we
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need to collect it. That is one of the
issues that we have been working on
with all the various organisations that
Steven and John mentioned to try to
trace ownership or occupation. We also
have a contract with a tracing services
company, which can, for example, look at
whether there have been any credit card
dealings at an address, whether any
benefit applications have been made,
whether there are any loans outstanding
or whether there is a mortgage. There
are all sorts of pieces of information
that that company can access, and it will
come back and give us an assessment
of how likely it is that the property is
occupied and who it thinks is occupying
it. We then take that forward and try to
build a picture of the individual.

Mr McKay: When do you foresee
significant progress on this?

Ms McAuley: We would hope that,
during the course of this year, we will
reduce the number of properties that we
do not have details on to about 1% of
the total number of domestic properties,
bearing in mind that properties are
changing hands all the time, even in the
current climate.

To go back to the rating of empty homes
exclusions; from 1 October 2011 to

30 September 2012, we received

3,185 applications for exemption from
the rating of empty homes. We have
awarded exemption to 2,618 homes,

at a total cost of £1-2 million. In
addition, we have just under £6-5 million
developer exclusions.

Mr Peover: | should say that some of
those properties will be quite difficult
to track down. They may have been
unoccupied for a long time and there
may be no utility provision — no
electricity, gas or water. There may be
no record of who owns the property. It
may have been owned by somebody
who died 15 to 20 years ago and may
have passed into the family, but it

has never been re-registered in Land
Registry and so on. In most cases, the
normal sources will get us to the point
of identifying the liable ratepayer but, in
some cases, it will be very difficult.
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Mr McKay: The vacancy relief figures for
the 2010-11 accounts show an increase
from £67 million in 2009-2010 to £75
million in 2010-11. Given the amount

of work that was undertaken to identify
properties that were not vacant and to
issue bills for those properties, would
we not have expected that figure to
decrease rather than increase?

Mr Peover: Sorry, which paragraph is that?

Mr McKay: | just have the figure in front
of me from the 2010-11 accounts.

Mr Peover: It depends. In looking at
vacant property, whether it is domestic
or non-domestic, we are trying to find
out whether there is a liability. The
better your information, the more likely
it is that you will find out that someone
is entitled to an exemption. It may
have been in the system, and we are
now discovering that there is a real
entitlement, so the exclusions could
go up in that situation. | will look at the
figures and come back to you on that.

Ms McAuley: Since 1 October 2011,
the issue of a vacant domestic property
does not really exist anymore because
the property will be liable for rates
unless it meets the conditions for one
of the exclusions. The issue now is this:
who owns the property and to whom can
we send the bill?

Mr Wilkinson: With the continuing state
of the economy and the recession,

and, as Patricia mentioned, the record
number of bankruptcies, we are finding
that we are running hard to stand still.
More properties are being vacated. Over
recent months, we have seen reports in
the press about the number of empty
shops and so on. That is probably
another factor in this, but we will provide
you with more detailed information.

Mr McKay: Regardless of the explanation
that you are giving, why was there no
explanation for those variances in your
accounts?

Mr Peover: | suppose we assume that,
if those exemptions are given, they are
valid. They are given a set of criteria,
and | have no reason to believe that
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they are not appropriate. What you are
asking for, in a sense, is the reason why
it happened, and we need to have a look
at the reason to see whether we can
find any categorisation of those various
properties to explain which ones went
up and which ones went down. We will
have a look at that, but the assumption
has to be that they are valid.

Mr McKay: From the accounts, | can see
that rate reliefs and other discharges
increased from £19 million to £29
million, again from 2009-2010 to 2010-
11. What was the level of those reliefs
for the past year, 2011-127

Mr Peover: Sorry, | missed the start of
that question.

Mr McKay: The rate reliefs and other
discharges have increased from £19
million to £29 million over the two years.

Mr Peover: Are you asking for the
current level?

Mr McKay: Yes.
Mr Wilkinson: | do not have that figure.

The Chairperson: Maybe you could write
to the Committee giving the figure.

Ms McAuley: Yes.

Mr McKay: What controls have you in
place to ensure that the safeguards
around the reliefs are not abused? How
would you know if a family moved into

a property where the ratepayer was in
receipt of a lone pensioner allowance?
How would you guard against that?

Ms McAuley: Interestingly, that is one of
the issues that we have recently talked
to the Northern Ireland Audit Office
about in the context of the next national
fraud initiative exercise, which is due

to take place next year. Because the
issue of whether a domestic property

is occupied or vacant is no longer
relevant, the matches that we have
done previously through the NFI for
those types of properties are not really
going to produce an awful lot when it
comes to finding properties that are not
paying rates but should be. We have
been talking to the Audit Office about
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looking at particular types of relief, like
the lone pensioner relief, to see whether
there are any data matches that we can
do through the NFI exercise to identify
exactly the sort of thing that you are
talking about, which is where we may
be paying a relief to somebody who is

a lone pensioner or is supposed to be
a lone pensioner and somebody else is
living in the house. | hope that the NFI
exercise will help us to identify where
that might be happening.

Mr McKay: Could you also provide us
with a breakdown of the value of each
of the various types of reliefs? That
information was not provided in the
accounts.

Ms McAuley: You mean like the reliefs
for lone pensioners, disabled persons,
and so on?

Mr McKay: Yes.
Ms McAuley: That is no problem.

Mr Girvan: My question is about

the Housing Executive and housing
associations. It goes back to the very
first question about vacant properties. |
understand that the Housing Executive
sometimes uses Sitex screens to board
up properties that are not condemned
and that do not have an environmental
statement against them. They could

be occupied, but, for one reason or
another, they are not. Those properties
are sitting there. It may be that, because
there has been trouble in a certain area,
it has just closed them up. How does it
deal with the rates on those properties?
I would like some clarification of that
issue. | could take you into probably four
areas in my constituency and show you
blocks of houses that have absolutely
nothing wrong with them. Their windows
are intact, the doors are on them, the
heating is working and everything, but
they are boarded up with Sitex screens
simply because there is a problem in the
area and the Housing Executive probably
wants to demolish them ultimately,

but they have not been condemned or
anything. From October of last year,

have the housing associations and the
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Housing Executive paid rates at the half
rate on those properties?

Ms McAuley: If the property is on the
valuation list, they should be paying
rates. The Housing Executive collects
the rates for its tenants. If the property
is on the list, they should be paying rates.

Mr Girvan: But there is no tenant in
them, so you are not collecting rates
from a tenant, nor should there be

a housing benefit claim against that
property. What mechanism do you have
to recover money from the Housing
Executive where there is no tenant

in the property for it to achieve the
revenue stream to pay the rates? |
can understand getting the rates for
properties for which it receives rent or
housing benefit, or using the housing
benefit to pay the rates, but what
mechanism do you have to recover
money for properties that it owns that
have no revenue stream?

Ms McAuley: Even before the rating

of empty homes was introduced, if a
Housing Executive property or an estate
or whatever was on the valuation list,
we calculated the amount that the
Housing Executive owed in rates for all
its properties, whether or not they were
occupied. The Housing Executive paid
that money to us. It is a bit like what we
do with landlords. In the past, landlords
could enter into an agreement with us
to pay rates for a property, regardless of
whether or not it was occupied.

Mr Girvan: To get a reduction.

Ms McAuley: And they got a reduction
to take account of the fact that,

for periods, it might not have been
occupied. It is a sort of similar position
in relation to the Housing Executive; it
pays for all the properties and gets a
reduction. Currently, it does not matter if
a property is vacant, but, in the past, it
may have been vacant. It gathers up all
that money for us and passes it to us.

Mr Girvan: As this is just new, | would
like some information to be fed back to
the Committee.
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Ms McAuley: Yes, that is no problem, |
will check that.

Mr Girvan: It is an accounting issue for
the Housing Executive and yourselves.

Mr Peover: Yes. OK.

Mr Rogers: | apologise for having to
step out to go to another meeting. |
want to go back to the 26,000 vacant
properties that received a rates bill. How
many paid their rates?

Mr Peover: How many in total?
Mr Rogers: Out of the 26,000.

Ms McAuley: We do not have a figure
for the number of properties.

The Chairperson: Perhaps we could get
that in writing.

Mr Clarke: You may have answered
Daithi’s questions about the fraud
initiative and about lone pensioners. |
hope that that will not just be for lone
pensioners. There are obviously people
on benefits who are in receipt

Ms McAuley: Oh yes; that will continue.

Mr Clarke: Will it come under the

same initiative as the one for lone
pensioners? | can imagine all sorts

of ways in which you could do that for
people who are receiving social security
benefits. Are you working with them at
the moment on benefits that are paid to
households?

Ms McAuley: | am sorry; | should

have explained that we looked at two
separate things under the previous

two national fraud initiative exercises.
We looked at the normal ratepayer and
at matches done on people who were
claiming housing benefit. Those housing
benefit matches will continue to be
done in the same way as they have been
done in the past. It is only in the case of
domestic properties that we are looking
at other types of matches that may
produce more payments of outstanding
rates.

Mr Anderson: | want to go back to the
issue of establishing ownership. It has
already been touched on. There has
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obviously been a decrease from 21,000
to 11,000 properties at the end of
March. Do not be giving yourselves a
pat on the back, because there are still
11,000 properties that we know of.

Are there any other ways to work with
agencies? What other help do you need
to establish ownership? In the past, |
have asked about ownership outside the
jurisdiction of Northern Ireland. Over the
years, quite a number of speculators
and developers, call them what you
wish, have moved into Northern Ireland
and bought up houses and other
properties and have then moved on and
we do not know where they are. Is that
an issue? How can we move forward on
that, or are we caught in a trap?

Mr Peover: | am not aware of it being

a particularly significant issue. It has
certainly not been raised by LPS.

We use all the mechanisms that we
described earlier, including tracing
services, so if we have a particularly
recalcitrant problem with a property or
set of properties, we will use tracing
services to try to find evidence of
ownership. We mentioned that we have
a variety of different sources. We look at
the land registry to see if we have that
information. We use tracing services,
the utilities and councils. We use any
source of information that we can get.
We have some statutory powers under
article 26 to require people to give us
information. Just under 200 enquiries
a month go to the electricity supply
bodies, which are quite a good source
of information about who is being billed
and when the supply was established
and so on. | cannot think offhand of
many other sources that we could try.
We are also working with the councils as
part of that process.

Mr Anderson: Now that you have got
the figure down from 21,000 to 11,000
properties, is it becoming more difficult?
If you get it down to 10,000 or 8,000,
will it become increasingly difficult,

or will you come to the point at which
you will never know who owns those
properties? If that is the case — you
mentioned powers under article 26

— would you say that you may need a
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change in the legislation to establish
other ways to identify owners? Would
you see that as a way forward? Maybe |
am putting you in a bit of a spot.

Mr Peover: On your first point about

the harder cases, the answer is yes.

We are dealing with the ones we can
reasonably deal with, and, as we go on,
it will get harder. As | said to Mr McKay,
some cases will be very difficult if there
is no history of occupation or record of
ownership, if the property was never
transferred from Mr X to Mr Y or if it was
passed down in the family after a death
in the family and there was no follow-

up registration. So, in some cases, it
will be extremely difficult, maybe even
impossible, to establish who is liable for
the rates on that property.

| cannot think offhand of what sorts of
changes we may want in the legislation
to facilitate that. It is an intriguing point,
and we will certainly think about whether
there is anything more we could do
within our armoury. It is not obvious to
me what else we could do other than
use the sources of information we are
already using and collaborate with the
main partners, such as councils.

Mr Anderson: Can there be a charge or
something put against that property?

Mr Peover: That could be done. | am
thinking of the analogy in the Republic,
where, if you do not pay your household
charge or your non-principal private
residence payment, it goes up by a
factor of interest. The property cannot
be sold on without that debt being paid.

Mr Anderson: Is that something you
would consider?

Mr Peover: Yes.

Ms McAuley: We can take cases
through the Enforcement of Judgements
Office. We can, for example, have an
order charging land, so that, if the
property is sold, the amount of the
rates is taken out of whatever amount
is received for the property. We need to
know who the person is in order to do
that.
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Mr Anderson: Has anything like that
been done up to now?

Ms McAuley: Yes, we have quite a
few cases of orders charging land
on properties at the Enforcement of
Judgements Office.

Mr Anderson: You said quite a few. How
many is that?

Ms McAuley: Since April 2011, we have
had about 2,500 orders charging land.

Mr Wilkinson: There were about 1,500
last year, and there have been 1,000 so
far this year.

Ms McAuley: But that will not help us
with the —

Mr Anderson: They are greatly
increasing, then, we could say. From
15,000 to 2,500 in a year; is that what
you were saying?

Ms McAuley: No.

Mr Peover: We said 1,500 last year and
1,000 so far this year.

Mr Anderson: OK, thanks. Sorry.

Ms McAuley: But we can do that only
when we have found the liable person
and been able to take them through the
court. The issue is trying to find who the
person is in the first place.

Mr Anderson: The difficulty is
establishing who the person is or who
has ownership.

Ms McAuley: Yes.

Mr Anderson: | am keen to understand
your system of identifying vacant
properties since it came in last October.
| know of cases where old buildings in
the middle of fields out in rural areas
are being rated. People are getting
bills. | know there is a system, but it

is causing a lot of pain and hardship.
People are saying, “What do we do with
this?” They come to elected Members
with the bills. What system do you use
to identify those old buildings? How to
you arrive at a situation where you go
out and set a rate on the three walls of
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a place that is ready to collapse or that
has collapsed?

Ms McAuley: Alan may want to say
something about this, but when rating of
empty homes was introduced, we sought
to bill any property on the valuation list.
Some properties would have been on
the valuation list for a very long time,
and people may, for example, have built
a new farmhouse. The old walls could
be falling down and they may be using it
as a barn or some sort of a store. There
could be a tree growing out through the
roof.

Mr Anderson: As rural dwellers do.

Ms McAuley: As rural dwellings are.
However, there was never any pressure
on anybody to have those properties
removed from a valuation list because
they were not paying a rate on them
anyway. People probably forgot that
they were on the valuation list at all.
That is why, when we introduced the
rating of empty homes, there was a
flood of applications to the valuation
side for people to go out and look at
the properties and assess whether
they were still habitable. Quite a high
percentage of the properties that
valuation colleagues looked at were not,
in fact, habitable at that stage. However,
we had to start somewhere, and we
started with the properties that were
on the valuation list. It was the best
information we had at that time, and
there is a system in place for people to
apply to have the property removed.

Mr Anderson: Hopefully, you will have a
pretty good updated list shortly.

Mr Clarke: There are two things, and |
think Sydney let you off the hook on one
of them. Can you give the Committee

a report of the number of properties

for which you cannot find the owner?
That has been over the past four or

five years. If we have not been doing
something about that historically, we
have missed an opportunity.

Mr Peover: It is only since October
2011, when the rating of empty homes
came in, but we will certainly have a look
at it.
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Mr Clarke: Fair enough. | appreciate
that it is difficult if you do not know who
the owner is, but the property has to be
registered with Land Registry.

Mr Bronté: Not necessarily.

Mr Clarke: | take your point, Alan. In
terms of the number that you have,
can we have a list of those that are
registered and those that are not
registered? We will then know whether
you have done that piece of work on
that, Alan.

Ms McAuley: We have gone through the
Land Registry records, and, where we
have been able to identify an owner, we
have gone after people. As Stephen said
earlier, in rural parts of Northern Ireland
in particular, an awful lot of properties
have been passed down through
families, but not necessarily from father
to son or father to daughter. They have
gone to nephews or nieces, and they
have gone from them to somebody
else, and the registration could have
been a very long time ago. Therefore,
there is nothing up to date in the land
registration.

Mr Peover: We can give you figures on
the properties that we picked up.

Ms McAuley: Yes.

Mr Clarke: | have lost my train of
thought. | will come back to the other
question.

Mr Mitchel McLaughlin: | have a very
quick supplementary question. We
passed legislation recently in respect of
dormant accounts. The process involves
publishing a notice to give any persons
with an interest the opportunity to
register that. It seems to me that that
might provide a solution. If the property
is there, you may or may not succeed in
identifying whoever the beneficial owner
is; it would be a matter for decision.
However, | would be concerned that
there are people who have sufficiently
covered their tracks and are just sitting
it out. All sorts of things could kick

in, such as a statute of limitations for
rates debts. Is it not worth considering?
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Obviously, it can be done if the dormant
accounts process can work.

Mr Peover: In the dormant accounts
case, people are getting a benefit out of
letting us know that they have accounts.

Mr Mitchel McLaughlin: It is the same
thing.

Mr Peover: In this case, they are getting
a penalty rather than a benefit.

Mr Mitchel McLaughlin: Sorry; let me
just follow the logic of what | am saying.
This is taking longer than | intended it
to take. In a sense, you gather up the
resource because no one has claimed it.
| am assuming that there are genuinely
people around who do not stake their
claim.

Mr Peover: Do you want us to
expropriate vacant property?

Mr Mitchel McLaughlin: If you can do it
with dormant accounts, why not?

Mr Clarke: | agree.

Mr Peover: | will reflect that issue back
to my Minister.

The Chairperson: That is a very valid
point.

Mr Clarke: | like Mitchel’s point. At the
end of the day, if no one owns it and

no one wants to put their hand up for

it and there is a debt against it, and if
somebody else legitimately has that and
is paying their debt for that, why should
the state not take it? If somebody does
not own it, or they do not want to pay for
it, we could see a day when that could
be put on the market.

Mr Mitchel McLaughlin: You could mark
it off your books.

Mr Peover: It is an interesting policy
issue.

Mr Clarke: | like that one, Mitchel.

Mr McQuillan: Mr Peover, the level of
debt has risen from £124 million in
2008 to £156 million in 2010-11. Your
letter tells us that it has risen further

398.

399.

400.

401.

402.

to £160 million. What are you doing to
stop that trend?

Mr Peover: | need to clarify slightly:

the £160-8 million — | think that

was the figure — includes the debt

for the rating of empty homes, which
only came into effect in October last
year. The other figures relate to the
other debt, not including that figure.

In making a comparison across time,
therefore, we need to exclude the rating
of empty homes because it is a new
policy initiative. In comparison with that
time series, we are seeing a downward
movement in the rate debt now. It has
dropped over the past couple of years.
You have to take, | think, £10-8 million
off that £160 million —

Ms McAuley: It was £7 million.

Mr Peover: Sorry, take £7 million off
the £160 million to get down to £153
million, which is the level of debt in the
last financial year. We are doing quite a
lot to tackle that. It is a difficult issue
because of the economic circumstances
that we find ourselves in. People are
under pressure and will prioritise what
bills they pay. Also, as John said, there
are increasing levels of vacancy in the
retail sector, for example, because of
businesses going out of operation,

and we are seeing increasing numbers
of bankruptcies and liquidations and
people making all sorts of arrangements
with us. When it comes to debt, our
first step is to try and establish whose
debt it is and issue the bill. We will

try to come to an arrangement with

an individual, as | described to the
Chair at the start of this. There may

be exemptions, and | am sorry that Mr
Hussey was faced with a threat of court
proceedings out of the blue —

Mr Clarke: It will harden him up.

Mr Peover: We want to avoid that. We
want to engage with ratepayers before
we get to the point of taking them to
court. Ultimately, we will take them to
court, and, as Patricia said, many people
will settle when they get to that stage.
They will push it as far as they can

and then either settle in full or make
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an arrangement with us as we go to
court. There are increasing numbers in
court. | think | said earlier that about
40% of the debt in that total figure

of £150 million goes through some
form of court process at some stage,
so there is about £60 million worth
that is being processed through those
arrangements. We have another £10
million or so in payment arrangements.
A lot of people pay their rates through
the direct debit systems. That comes
in month by month, and we are trying
to tackle the debt. We are also writing
off debt. This is a bit of a worry for us
because any billing authority — certainly
GB billing authorities — would reckon
on writing off around 1% to 1-5% of their
debt on an annual basis. Historically,
RCA and LPS in its early days did not
write off debt at that sort of level. It
has increased significantly over recent
years. It has gone up. | think we wrote
off £21-8 million in the last year. About
half of that was through bankruptcies.
When someone goes into bankruptcy,
we are a creditor like anyone else, but
we are not a preferential creditor. We
may, in due course, get something out
of the proceeds of the liquidation of the
assets —

Mr McQuillan: Why is that?

Mr Peover: Why are we not a preferential
creditor?

Mr McQuillan: Yes.

Mr Peover: The Cork Committee looked
at debt a number of years ago, and the
policy that the Government adopted at
the time was that private businesses
and individuals were more likely to
suffer greater detriment from the
liquidation or bankruptcy of a person or
firm than government. To put it crudely,
they thought, “It comes off a broad
back”. If you are a private individual
and somebody owes you £3,000 and
goes into liquidation, you are more
likely to feel the pain of that than the
Department of Finance and Personnel or
HMRC or whatever.

Mr McQuillan: HMRC has as broad a
back as —
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Mr Peover: Yes, but the policy is that
public bodies should not be preferential
creditors and the first people to get
money out of the system should be
either employees, for example, in
pensions schemes or individuals who
are owed debts rather than government.
You can take a different view on that,
but that is the policy that has been
adopted. When a firm goes bankrupt

or an individual goes bankrupt, we may
recover something in due course, but —

Mr McQuillan: Just on that point

about bankruptcy and repossession,

a lot of the financial institutions have
repossessed property over the past
number of years as well. Is any charge
put on such property to reclaim some

of the rates owed on it before it was
repossessed? Also, do they pay rates on
a property if they still hold it?

Mr Peover: Yes, they do. If a financial
institution takes over a property that it
has repossessed and that is capable
of ownership — it is usually a domestic
property — it is liable to pay rates on it.

Mr McQuillan: This year, £22 million
was written off. What are we doing to get
some of that back through charges on
the property? | think Sydney touched on
that as well. How much of that do you
think you will get back in due course?

Mr Peover: We will not get any of that
back in due course. Sorry, we may get
a small amount through the bankruptcy
bit. We only get to the point of writing
off debt after following the guidelines
set out in the LPS guidance and those
derived from the ‘Managing Public
Money’ document. So we expect LPS
to exhaust every avenue for recovery
before a debt is written off. There are
specific circumstances. | can send you
a copy of the guidance, if you think that
that would be helpful. Once we write a
debt off, it will not be recovered, except
in circumstances where we get some
sort of payout from a bankruptcy. We
are always reluctant to write debt off,
but some becomes statute-barred,

and sometimes there is just no way of
tracing the individual. | mentioned earlier
— with apologies to Mr Clarke — that
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sole traders move around and go in and
out of business. People open a shop,
and, if it does not do well, they close it
down and move on. They are peculiarly
difficult to trace in our system, because
they do not leave a record. They may go
into employment and not run a business
anywhere else. So there are some
categories of debt which, we think, have
to be written off.

The number of bankruptcies is
increasing, worryingly. The figures for
bankruptcies and the losses through
bankruptcy are increasingly worrying.
Therefore, it is a struggle for LPS to
recover debt, particularly old debt. We
would like to try to stabilise that, and
we have done so. We were on a rising
trajectory for a number of years, but we
have made some inroads into that, not
by a huge amount, but it is nice to see
the top of the curve turn. | hope that it
will stay that way.

Mr McQuillan: Have you any targets set
for next year? Where do you hope to be?

Mr Peover: Yes. Let me say one thing
first: the target for debt is £145 million,
against £153-2 million at the turn of
the last financial year. | wrote to the
Clerk in June and quoted a figure of
£149-2 million. It turned out that that
was wrong. We talked to the Audit Office
about it. It was not that the overall debt
was wrong. The figure of £160 million
that you quoted was right, but we had
underestimated the amount of debt

for occupied domestic properties and
others and overestimated the amount of
debt for vacant domestic properties. So
the total was right, but the balance was
a bit wrong. The actual figure for the last
year was £153-2 million, and that will be
recorded in the trust statement in due
course.

The target is £145 million, against an
out-turn last year of £153-2 million. |
thought that we were unlikely to achieve
that target of £145 million last year,
but it seemed that we had got down to
£149 million. However, that then turned
out to be £153 million. | would not
want to bet my house on LPS achieving
£145 million. However, | want to see it
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achieve the collection target. Collection
— getting money in — is important.
Getting debt down is important, but |
think that that will be a struggle, given
that domestic rates are rising after a
period of being held steady and given
the increasing financial pressure that
everybody — individuals and businesses
— is under and the sheer effort of
putting those things through the system.
In a sense, some of the weaponry we
have is a bit lacking compared with
what some of our colleagues in Great
Britain have. We do not enter people’s
premises and take their TV away and
those sorts of issues. So we have fewer
arrows in our quiver. We are still striving
to get the debt down. To my mind, it is a
very important indicator of the standing
and reputation of LPS that we should

try to tackle that debt. It does not really
matter whether it is £150 million or
£145 million; it is still a huge amount of
money.

We can provide you with reasons — you
call them excuses — why some of that
is not recoverable. There is a core that
we need to work on. We know that we
will never get some of it because it will
have to be written off. Some of it is
already in the court system, and we are
relying on the courts to attach people’s
wages or whatever it may be to get that
money back. We will never be able to
trace the people who owe some of the
money. However, | want to see LPS work
hard on the bits that we can act on.
Patricia and her staff are doing that, and
we are trying to improve the process

as we try to increase staffing on the
revenue and benefits side. It is a matter
of equity for the ratepayers who pay their
rates, to whom Mr Clarke referred. It is
reasonable for them to expect us to try
to ensure that other people also pay
their rates.

Mr McQuillan: It may be that a certain
number of people who do not pay rates
cannot pay them, but there are some
who just will not pay. How do you get
round that? | know it is a difficult job.

Mr Peover: Hopefully, we eventually take
to court the people who just will not
pay. We will work with those who cannot
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or are in difficulties to come to an
arrangement. The only difficulty is that,
like everything else, if you do not make
some sort of reasonable arrangement,
the bills keep rising. If people do not pay
their current year’s rates and owe money
from previous years, all that they get is
a snowball running down a hill. We need
to find a way to get people to pay what
they owe this year and to make some
contribution towards previous years and
to do so not over 20 or 30 years but
over a reasonable period — preferably
the same length of time over which the
debt built up.

Mr Wilkinson: While working with the
Institute of Revenues, Rating and
Valuation (IRRV), we were advised that
everything that we do that improves

the timeliness and accuracy of a bill
improves collection, which, in turn,
drives down debt. We start each year
with £1 billion of debt and then we start
collecting. Each month that goes by,
that £1 billion is reduced, until we get
to the end of the year and the remaining
amount is the debt figure. So, everything
that we do is to improve the speed and
accuracy of our billing.

All that we have talked about this
afternoon — specific issues such as
tracing services’ information streams,
working in partnership with councils,
driving improvements to our business,
merging bits of our business so that
we use aerial photogram to support

the rate collection and using the
registration information that we have
got to support the rate collection — is
aimed at driving forward that point. Each
week and month that goes by, you find
a different tool, a different approach, a
different arrow in your quiver, and it goes
on. However, all of that is against the
difficult backcloth of the economy that
we are in. Each day, you see requests
from ratepayers who are struggling in
the current economic circumstances. It
is a difficult and daily judgement call,
day after day, for my staff to separate
the “Won’t pays” from the “Can’t pays”.

Mr McQuillan: We see some of those
people in our offices and face the same
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thing in balancing who cannot pay and
who just does not want to pay.

Mr Peover: It is a real issue for us.
Target setting worries me as the
accounting officer for the Department.
Although LPS has done well against its
rate collection targets and John was a
bit upset with me when | pushed this
year’s target even higher because it had
done well last year, the figure for debt
is a difficult one. When setting targets,
we reduced the percentage target for
collection. We were setting a target of
98%, which the staff were never getting
anywhere near. They were constantly
failing to achieve their target, and |

do not find that a terribly motivating
way of doing business. Likewise, the
debt target of £145 million will be
extraordinarily difficult to achieve,
certainly this year and probably in future
years. We do not want to change it but
we have to be realistic about it. If | am
back here to talk to the Committee
again this time next year, | would not
bet my house that | will be able to give
you a better story about meeting all our
targets. It is getting increasingly difficult.

Mr McQuillan: We do not want your
house now, so your rates bill cannot get
any higher. [Laughter.]

Mr Peover: That is all right. | live in a
very modest house, and the rates are
not that high.

Mr Clarke: Following on from what
Adrian said and going back to debts
again, | take on board what you said
about public bodies. The Housing
Executive is obviously one of those in
terms of its tenants. | am sure you saw
me going to the Audit Office to get this
wee piece of paper. | remember reading
the report and asking this question.
This question came up last week. The
Housing Executive was not included in
the write-offs, and | was intrigued by
that, given that, yes, it is an individual,
but the Housing Executive is the owner,
so why is it not being held liable? |
think there has been a clarification of
that from the Audit Office and that has
changed slightly. We are now talking
about housing associations, which
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surely do not have the same protection
as the Housing Executive. So, according
to the last piece of paper | read, there
was still approximately £13 million in
2012.

Mr Peover: Of debt?
Mr Clarke: Debt.
Mr Peover: For housing associations?

Mr Clarke: Sorry, housing associations
and landlords. Why are housing
associations not being pursued, given
that, in more cases than not, they have
been given public land to build houses,
a client base to fill those houses and,
in many cases, they are receiving the
money to pay for the rent for those
houses? How are they still in a debt
situation?

Mr Peover: | need to check the figures
on that. We did have a problem with
public body debt a couple of years ago.
It was not that they did not pay, but
some of them were quite slow to pay.
We had to do a fair bit of work to chase
up public bodies to pay their rates.

441.

Mr Clarke: The other thing that gets

me — | realise that it is housing
associations, and we are all familiar
with it from our own offices — is when
a Housing Executive customer pays

X pounds but the same house from a
housing association is actually more
expensive. On top of getting land for
nothing, getting assistance in planning
and what have you, getting tenants from
the Housing Executive select list, getting
housing benefit and getting more than
the Housing Executive, how are they not
paying their debts?

Ms McAuley: | do not have figures
splitting that £13 million between
housing associations and landlords.

| suspect that the bulk of it is normal
private sector landlords. We will try to
get that information.

Mr Clarke: | do not think that housing
associations should be on it at all. |
cannot see how your offices cannot
pursue housing associations.
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Mr Peover: No public body should be on
a debtor list. We will check.

Mr Clarke: People who are interested

in this subject and people who are

in difficulties — we are all faced with
people in our offices with difficulties —
who may follow debates like this will be
really disappointed that they are being
pursued, whereas a housing association
is on the list and seems to be getting
preferential treatment, let us put it like
that.

Mr Peover: It should not be.

Mr Clarke: | am amazed that they are
even on the list. The other thing that you
said, Stephen, in relation to something
that you said to Adrian, was that
domestic rates were rising. | thought
there was still a freeze.

Mr Peover: No, there is a slight increase
with the rate of inflation. They are not
rising in real terms.

Mr Clarke: OK. You had me worried
there.

The Chairperson: Before | bring in Mr
Rogers, | want to ask a question. How
does LPS limit the amount that you will
accept in terms of debt recovery for
commercial and domestic properties?
How do you come to the decision on

a payment plan showing what people
can pay back and the smallest amount
you will accept of them? Do you cross-
reference with the creditors, banks or
any credit agencies to find out what
people have in their bank account?

Mr Peover: The basic rule of thumb is
the one | described of trying to recover
arrears over a period not longer than the
period that the arrears accrued over, so,
if they accrued over three years, they
should be paid off within three years,
along with the current liability. That is
our rule of thumb, although there is
discretion for staff to take account of
specific circumstances and look at other
options. We want to avoid driving people
deeper into debt rather than helping
them get out of it.

55



Report on Statements of Rate Levy and Collection 2009-10 and 2010-11

443.

444,

445,

446.

The Chairperson: If | had a domestic
property and fell into a situation where |
could not afford to pay my rates, would
you say that that is OK and you would
take £10 a week or £20 a week? How
do you actually come to that decision for
someone who is in dire straits, which is
the case for most people out there at
the moment?

Ms McAuley: We look at a number of
things. For example, if the individual has
had a good payment history and has
paid their rates for the past three or four
years and suddenly fallen into some
difficulty, we ask them — normally, rates
are paid over a 10-month period — if
they could pay if we spread it over 12
months. With prior year debt, we look, as
Stephen says, at how long the debt has
been accumulating and try to spread it
over that period. Sometimes, depending
on people’s circumstances, we might
say that they should pay it within two
years but we will extend it out to two
and a half years so that their monthly
payment is a bit less. However, at the
end of the day, if somebody has a debt
of £800 or £900 and pays £10 or £20
a month, they will never get it cleared.
We sometimes have to say that it is not
enough because the only outcome of
that is that the person will get into more
and more debt. We sometimes suggest
to people that they talk to a citizens
advice bureau or to debt advisers to see
how they can manage their debt. It is a
very difficult balance.

The Chairperson: | am trying to delve
into that question. If people cannot
afford the £10, £15 or £20 a month
and the advice is to seek advice from
whoever, it is a circle. They will get

into debt to pay a debt. That is a very
difficult situation for somebody to be in,
and it is happening at the minute with
some people.

Ms McAuley: We understand that,

but, at the end of the day, we have a
statutory requirement to collect the
rate, and we have to try to balance
that statutory requirement against an
individual’s circumstances. | have seen
situations where, for example, we have
entered payment arrangements with
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individuals and they have consistently
broken those arrangements. You may
have personal sympathy with the
individual and empathise with their
circumstances, but, at the end of the
day, from a business perspective, there
comes a point where we have to draw
and line and say, “l am sorry, but we
will have to take you to court because
we are not convinced that we can
recover that debt”. We have difficult
circumstances like that, and staff are
trying to deal with difficult situations. It
applies to individuals and businesses,
and, to some extent, businesses can
be even worse because the upshot of
taking them to court or into bankruptcy
may be that the business has to close
and people could be made unemployed.
Difficult decisions have to be made,
and, at the end of the day, we have to
see evidence that the individual is trying
to pay the debt and that it will be paid
over a reasonable period. Otherwise,

all we are doing is racking up more and
more debt for individuals, and they will
get to a point where they are not able to
manage at all.

The Chairperson: On the flipside, with
those who can pay and will not pay, can
you cross-check with a credit agency to
see what is in their bank account?

Mr Peover: No, we cannot do that. We
can use tracing services to find them,
but we will take them to the courts and
the courts will ultimately deal with those
issues.

Mr Rogers: Mr Peover, you mentioned
earlier that your target of 98% was
reduced to 95-5%, and you said that
the 98% target was unrealistic. Why
was it there in the first place if it was
unrealistic? You talked also about the
demotivating factor on staff of having a
target that they could not reach, but it is
demotivating for the public to know that
you gave up on £25 million.

Mr Peover: It is not so much a case
of giving up on it; it is a question of
whether you ever realistically expected
to get it. Anybody can set a target at
any level, but, if it is not going to be
achieved, do you stick with it and keep
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it there as an aspiration? We still want
to get to 98% and, indeed, beyond

it, if we can. Do you set a series of
interim targets? We set 95-5%, but the
organisation achieved 96-3% or 96-4%.
It overachieved on the lower target that
we set. In a sense, | would rather see
them overdeliver than overpromise and
underdeliver. It is better for the staff

to see the organisation making real
progress and to do better than the
target that they are set. Then, of course,
we can increase the target.

When | came to DFR the net collection
levels were £960 million in 2009-2010,
£1,016 million in 2010-11 and £1,065
million last year. We have set a target
for £1-1 billion for this year. So we

have increased the absolute levels of
figures we want recovered. That is the
money that comes into the Consolidated
Fund and helps councils and the
Executive to deliver public services.

To me, that is the headline figure. Can
we get collection up? Can we get more
money into the system? Can | help my
colleagues in the financial planning side
of DFP to programme in a reasonable
figure to go into the budget?

The debt figure is useful as well. Debt
will help. If we can recover debt, it helps
out councils and others in the short
term. | am keen to set targets that are
achievable and, preferably, capable of
being exceeded, rather than targets that
are out on the horizon somewhere and
which nobody can reasonably expect to
achieve. | do not think that that helps.

| think staff are more motivated by a
lower figure. Since | have been there, we
have reduced the figure.

Mr Rogers: So you are saying that you
have achieved the target of 96-4%, and
it is likely that that target will go up.

Mr Peover: Yes, we want it to go up.

Mr Rogers: My other question relates
to fraud and error in the housing benefit
system. Why is the LPS rate so much
higher than that in other agencies? The
Social Security Agency has 2% fraud and
the Housing Executive has 3% fraud, but
LPS comes out at 11%.
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Mr Peover: There are a number of
issues there. | do not want this to
sound like a series of excuses. | am
trying to give you reasons, rather than
excuses. The first thing is that this is
not our business; it is an ancillary bit of
our business. We are a rates collection
authority, and applying reliefs through
housing benefit to rates is a small issue
for us. It is not our core business. We
have a difficult caseload of people.
There are lots of people coming to us
needing an assessment. They are not
being passported in through the social
security system. They need to provide
us with information and evidence of
their income and outgoings, and we
need to make an assessment. We have
relatively few staff doing that, and |
think we have to admit that we have

not been particularly good performers
at that in the past. We need a better
set of quality assurance arrangements
to make sure that, when staff do the
assessments, they are accurate. So

we are trying to strengthen the staffing
in that area. We are bringing in more
supervisors who will perform that quality
assurance role. In the past, quite a lot
of temporary staff were employed in that
area and, perhaps, they did not have the
time to develop the skills, knowledge
and experience that are needed to deal
with what is complex work. So we have
improved the permanent staff in that
area.

| would like to see it improve
significantly as we go ahead. It is not
something that | am particularly proud of
or pleased about. We have not covered
ourselves in any sort of glory in that
area of work, but it is difficult, and it

is not our core business. We are not a
benefit agency; we are a rate collection
authority. However, we need to improve,
and we are clear that we need to
improve that area of activity.

| have given the outline of the sorts of
things that we have been doing. We have
rewritten guidance manuals for staff,
given training to staff and increased

the staffing.We are doing quite a few
things to try to improve the quality of our
handling of those cases.
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Patricia, is there anything that | have
missed?

Ms McAuley: | will focus a bit on quality
assurance. Previously, we did not

have any separation of duties for who
calculated the claims and who quality-
assured them. We have now separated
those functions. We have a review

team in place to go in and review cases
regularly. We also have a dedicated
team to manage higher-risk cases. For
example, the income of individuals who
are self-employed can fluctuate quite
substantially, and that can impact on the
level of housing benefit. We have tried to
identify the claimants who are likely to
be the highest-risk cases, and we have
staff specifically focusing on those types
of cases.

As Stephen said, over the past

few months, we have brought in
additional staff, and we have recruited
27 additional staff for the housing
benefit unit. Those staff are going
through training consolidation at the
moment, and they will all be trained

and consolidated by February. They

will then be put into the unit to do the
work. We are also trying to manage the
workflow pressures and concentrate on
prioritising the claims. Given the current
economic climate, we want to prioritise
new claims coming in. We do not want
to have people, especially those in
financial difficulty, waiting for three
months to know whether they are getting
their housing benefit. We are doing a lot
of work to try to improve. However, as
Stephen said, we are not starting from
a great place. We have a lot of work

to do, but we are very determined that
we are going to do it, and we will make
improvements in fraud and error over
time.

We have tried to make things clearer
for our customers. A lot of them do
not realise that their rate relief is a
social security benefit. For example,
we changed the letter in April 2011 to
make it clearer that it was a benefit
and what the award would be. We had
literally thousands of phone calls from
individuals who said that they were not
getting housing benefit.
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This is a credit: it is not like another
benefit where people are handed a
cheque or money goes into their bank
account. It is a credit on the rate bill,
and an awful lot of people do not even
realise that it is called housing benefit
and that it is a social security benefit,
because they just see that they do not
pay any rates or they pay only £50, or
whatever it is. We need to do a lot of
work, in the unit itself and on how we
process the claims. There also has to
be more education of the customer
base.

Mr Rogers: When we talk about realistic
targets, and considering everything that
you have said, do you have a target for
fraud and error? OK, we would like it if
it were zero, but | am talking about a
realistic target.

Ms McAuley: Our target is to address
the level and reduce it. In the longer
term, | would like to see it being much
closer to the SSA and the NIHE levels,
but we have to be realistic and accept
that that will not happen overnight. It
will take time. However, we need to start
now, and we need to start focusing on
trying to reduce it below its current level.

The Chairperson: A high percentage

of shops have been boarded up as a
result of the economic recession. It has
been reported that in Belfast alone a
quarter of the shops are vacant. In my
home town of Strabane, we have over
50 vacant commercial properties in the
town centre and 346 right across the
district. To what extent is the erosion
of the rates base putting an additional
financial burden on the remaining
businesses in towns?

Mr Peover: | do not think that it is
putting an additional burden on the
remaining businesses. The valuation

is what it is for a set of premises,

and whether the premises next door

are empty or not does not reduce or
increase the rate take from the one that
is occupied. It does, however, reduce the
overall revenue. The Minister has done a
number of things over recent years to try
to improve the position of businesses
so that vacant premises are reutilised or
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468.

469.

470.

471.

472.

reliefs are provided to encourage people
to remain in properties rather than move
out of them. Therefore, it is a concern
at the regional level, because the more
vacant properties that we have, the
lower the rate take.

There will be a domestic revaluation in
2015, which is another complicating
factor. A perception around the system
is that a revaluation will lead to a drop in
everybody’s rates. That is not the case,
and the Minister has reminded people
that a revaluation will be a redistribution
of liabilities.

At a regional level, the Executive have
to decide how much money they want

to take from the rating system. It is our
job to deliver that through the rating

of property, whether it be domestic or
commercial. That process is part of a
budget-setting process. The sum is what
it is: we are given a figure to deliver, and
that it our job. It is a problematic issue,
and we get representations made to us
that rates is an issue for businesses. It
may be, but if a business is at the point
at which it is going under, it is unlikely
that the rates are the only or main
contributory factor in that.

The Chairperson: In Strabane, the

level of rates is a big issue for small
businesses. They would say that it is the
number one factor for them. The most
common complaint that | hear from
small businesses concerns the level of
rates.

Mr Clarke: | support you on that,
Chairperson.

| am disappointed, Stephen, that you
have been so complacent. Your answer
was misleading. The Chairperson made
a clear challenge in the way in which
she framed the question to you. She
talked about how businesses are feeling
the impact of other businesses closing.
You are saying that the rates are what
the rates are. The rates would be less
if some of the empty properties were
occupied. Therefore, | am disappointed
by the complacency with which you
responded to that question.

473.

474.

475.

476.

477.

Whether it be Strabane, Coleraine,
Antrim or anywhere else, the businesses
that are sticking it out are telling us

that they are finding it very difficult. The
complacency in your answer came when
you said that if a business is at breaking
point, there must be something else
wrong. That is a very unfair assumption
to make. | do not know how much you
know about business, whether you have
been involved with businesses or have
family members who are involved in
businesses, but if you knew how much
the they are for small shopkeepers in
some of the larger towns, you would
know that rates are the difference
between staying open and closing the
shutters.

We should be looking for some other
initiatives to get some of the vacant
properties back on the market to reduce
the overall burden on those who have
tried to stick it out. To assume that
things would be the same regardless of
the level of rates is very complacent.

Mr Peover: Complacency was not
intended. | take your point that if all
paid everything that they were liable

to pay, we might be able to reduce the
overall rate burden for everybody. That
applies to debt, ordinary domestic rates
or commercial rates. The impact would
probably be relatively small, but there is
still a decision to be made about how
much revenue needs to be raised. At the
moment, rates are the only significant
local tax that we have, and it is the

only significant input to the Executive’s
Budget.

Should we do more to support

small businesses through rate relief
schemes? That is a policy issue for
Ministers and the Executive. They may
take a view on that. At the moment, the
reliefs that we have are the ones that |
described to you already.

Mr Clarke: The Executive have done

a fair degree of work on helping small
businesses. However, in your response,
you were complacent about some of
the pressures that some businesses
face. If you take any reasonably sized
town, it would not be unknown for some
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479.
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481.

482.

483.

484,

485.

486.

businesses to be paying £30,000 or
£40,000 a year for rates.

| appreciate what the Executive have
done, but | am concerned that you, as
the chief accounting officer of Land and
Property Services, were so complacent
about the businesses that we have in
the Province that are struggling and
suggested that there must be more
going on in the background. | must
admit that | am dismayed by that. | am
really dismayed.

The Chairperson: Mr Clarke, the
Committee can look at that next week
and discuss it further.

Mr McQuillan: Trevor touched on this

a wee bit, but | want to add that the
Minister realised how hard rates are

for small businesses. That is why he
introduced the small business rate relief
scheme, as well as, | think, 50%, relief
on empty premises?

Ms McAuley: Empty properties, yes.

Mr McQuillan: We heard an update at
the Finance and Personnel Committee
this morning that 32 businesses went
into —

Ms McAuley: That is right.

Mr McQuillan: It is still 32 more than
there were last year. That should
continue. | know that that was meant to
be only a one-year thing, but —

Mr Peover: A review was built in to see
how the system worked. We are putting
an evaluation to the Minister. That was
the point that | was trying to make —
probably not very well — to Mr Clarke.
There are initiatives to support small
businesses. They are in the system.
Those are the reliefs that exist, and that
is the policy as it is. We will operate
within that policy to deliver the rating
system.

Mr McQuillan: | understand that. If you
talk to any chamber of commerce, the
one thing that comes across clearly is
that rates is a big burden on any small
business.
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The Chairperson: Finally Mr Peover, with
all the changes that are likely to affect
Land and Property Services in the years
ahead, particularly with universal credit,
non-domestic revaluations and the new
IT system, how well equipped are you
to deal with them? What assurance can
you give the Committee that we will not
be sitting here in a few years discussing
the same problems, albeit — | take on
board what Ms McAuley said earlier —
that you are determined to improve?

Mr Peover: You saved a hard question
for the end.

That is our job. We are here to try to
improve the delivery of the services that
Land and Property Services is involved
in. We only talked about some of those
services today. It does other things,

but those are the high-profile areas of
its business. We are working our way
through the challenges that | described
earlier, and there are lots of them. They
include everything from the mundane
operational, right through to the high-
level strategic, with things such as local
government reform.

| cannot say anything other than that

| believe that we are addressing the
issues and are capable of addressing
them. As the senior management team
in this bit of the organisation, our job is
to work together to try to identify where
the pressures and priorities are, and

to try to address the difficulties and
allocate or reallocate resources to meet
them. | am quite happy to be held to
account for that again in due course —

The Chairperson: In a couple of years’
time?

Mr Peover: Well, | will be there for a
while yet. Hopefully, | will have a better
story to tell you.

Mr Wilkinson: For me, it is about all the
work that we are doing at the moment,
such as the forward planning work with
the permanent secretary to anticipate
what is coming down the track, and

all the work that we are doing in the
meantime to improve all our systems,
our efficiency and the investment that
we are making in training our staff. All
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494.

495.

496.

497.

498.

those things are the preparations that
we are making for the future. A very
important issue for me is learning from
the past — from what we have been
through over the past five years — and
forward-planning round that. Those are
some of the important issues for me.

The Chairperson: It was mentioned
earlier that rates are rising. That, in
itself, will create a particular problem in
the years ahead.

This has been a useful session on a
very important and relevant issue, and
one that, no doubt, many people will
be watching. The Committee notes
the progress that Land and Property
Services has made since our previous
evidence session and the overall
improvements in the system.

Rates collection provides a significant
contribution to the block grant, and the
Committee acknowledges the collection
of over £1 billion of receipts for the

first time. However, with increasing
pressure on public funds, it is important
that the rates revenue be maximised.
The Committee will consider today’s

evidence today and report in due course.

Mr Peover: Thank you, Chair. We will let
you have the material that we promised.

The Chairperson: OK. Thank you.
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Memorandum from the Clerk to the Committee to
Mr Stephen Peover

Public Accounts Committee
Room 371
Parliament Buildings

Tel: +44 (0) 28 90521208
Fax: +44 (0) 28 90520366
Email : pac.committee@niassembly.gov.uk

From: Aoibhinn Treanor
Clerk to the Public Accounts Committee

To: Stephen Peover, DFP Accounting Officer
Cc Fiona Hamill, John McGinnity, Paddy Hoey
Date: 01 June 2012

Subject: Update to Statements of Rate Levy
Dear Stephen,

In preparation for the evidence session on 27 June 2011, | would be grateful if you could
provide the Committee with updated information as at end March 2012. In particular, the
update should address the following specific areas.

B Value of assessments raised;

®m Value of all reliefs awarded;

m Value of receipts collected;

® Value of outstanding debt;

® Value of debt written off during 2011-12;

B Number of outstanding domestic and non-domestic valuations and revaluations;

®  Number of properties listed as being vacant for which the ownership has not been
established.

| am aware that next week is a short week but it would be most helpful to receive your return
by 15 June.

Thanks for your assistance in this matter. With kind regards,

Aoibhinn Treanor
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Correspondence of 14 June 2012 from
Mr Stephen Peover

From the Permanent Secretary
Stephen Peover

Rathgael House

Balloo Road

Bangor, BT19 7NA

Tel No: 028 91277601
Fax No: 028 9185 8184
E-mail: stephen.peover@dfpni.gov.uk

Aoibhinn Treanor

Public Accounts Committee Our Ref: SECCOR/81/2012 Room 371
Parliament Buildings

BELFAST

14 June 2012
Dear Aoibhinn

Please find the information requested by the Committee set out below, reported on both a
cash and accruals basis. The cash basis refers to the monetary value of the assessments or
discharges actually raised in the rating system during the year to 31 March 2012, whereas
the accruals basis figure includes an estimate of the monetary value of unprocessed
certificates of revision or applications for rating liability discharge, which remained
outstanding as at 31 March 2012. The cash basis was used in the official accounting record
of the Statement of Rate Levy and Collection until the year ended March 2010 and since then
accrual accounting has been used in the preparation of the formal rate levy records:

m Value of assessments raised

As at 31st March 2012 the cash value of assessments raised was £1.242 billion, or
£1.250 billion on an accruals basis.

m  Value of all reliefs awarded

As at 31st March 2012 the value of all reliefs and discharges awarded totalled
£178,285,000 in cash terms, or £190,349,000 on an accruals basis.

m Value of receipts collected

As at 31st March 2012 the value of receipts net of refunds transferred to the Paymaster
Generals account was £1.065 billion.

® Value of outstanding debt

Debt excluding REH debt: £149.2 million
Total debt: £160.8 million

® Value of debt written off during 2011-12

£21,823,000

®  Number of outstanding domestic and non-domestic valuations and revaluations

Outstanding valuation case work is not classified in terms of valuations and revaluations.
Cases are categorised as new, altered or appeals. The total number of outstanding
domestic cases at 31st March 2012 was 22,971. The total number of outstanding non
domestic cases at 31st March 2012 was 3,515.
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A breakdown of cases by case category is included in Appendix 1.

®  Number of properties listed as being vacant for which the ownership has not been
established

As at 31st March 2012 there were 10, 872 domestic properties for which ownership
details have not been established.

Yours sincerely

S

Stephen Peover
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Appendix 1

Valuation Casework — Case Numbers in Progress at Year End

Case categories New, Altered, Challenge Stage 1 & 2 plus Totals

Domestic Non Domestic

g« ) >
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(31st E 8 S8 | 2F s 2 8 s 8 s
March) z - g8 | &8 s 2 < < & 4
2008 8,644 | 37,528 318 445 | 50,332 | 462 | 2,769 | 1303 249 | 4,869

2009 5,228 | 26,713

(o]
(&)
(&)

310 | 36,379 | 486 | 3,020 | 1441 329 | 5,287

2010 1,240 | 24,121 702 129 | 29,341 | 428 | 1,897 | 1194 275 | 3,809

2011 1,257 | 20,747 675 46 | 24,501 | 525 | 1,498 690 290 | 3,031

2012 3,292 | 16,721 | 1753 63 | 22,971 | 569 | 2,081 645 153 | 3,515

1 New cases — these are properties which are new to the Valuation List i.e. new build properties

2 Altered cases — are properties already on the Valuation List that have been altered eg
extensions, split into flats, garages etc. These will result in a new valuation.

3 Applications to the District Valuer — cases where a ratepayer has challenged the valuation of
their property. The valuation is reviewed the District Valuer (DV). These may result in a new valuation.

4 Appeals to the Commissioner of Valuation — where a ratepayer appeals the decision of the
District Valuer reviewing the valuation of their property. These may result in a new valuation.

NB The total of domestic and non domestic cases is larger than the sum of the 4 casework
categories. This is because the total includes other cases where changes to property details eg
renumbering or change of address are required.
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Correspondence of 26 June 2012 from
Mr John Wilkinson

John Wilkinson

Chief Executive

Land & Property Services
Queen’s Court

56-66 Upper Queen Street
Town Parks

Belfast

BT1 6FD

Tel: 028 90 543923
Fax: 028 90 543800
E-Mail: john.wilkinson@dfpni.gov.uk

Aoibhinn Treanor

Public Accounts Committee
Room 371

Parliament Buildings
Stormont

Belfast

BT4 3XX

26th June 2012
Dear Aoibhinn

Stephen Peover’s letter of 14th June, provided provisional information on the 2011-12 Rate
Levy Account refers.

| am writing to advise you that following further analysis of the Rating of Empty Homes (REH)
outturn, the rating debt year end figure excluding REH has now been confirmed as £153M
and not £149.2M as reported in the draft 2011-12 LPS Trust Statement, which is currently
subject to audit. LPS has notified the Northern Ireland Audit Office of this finding, so that
the 2011-12 LPS Trust Statement can be amended before the audit is completed and the
accounts published.

There is no change to the total 2011-12 closing rating debt amount of £160.8M. Included in
this figure was rate debt relating to Rating of Empty Homes which was provisionally estimated
at £11.6M giving total end year debt of £149.2M excluding REH.

This matter has come to light as LPS has carried out additional detailed analysis on both
the 2010-11 and 2011-12 debt figures and in the course of this analysis it has become
clear that the figure identified as REH debt has been overstated by approximately £3.8M.
Thus, while we had thought that there was a decrease (on a like for like basis) in end year
debt of £6.4M from £155.6M to £149.2M, the reduction is, in fact, £2.6M. This is extremely
disappointing although it does remain the largest fall in end year debt for 7 years.

The overstatement of the REH debt figure occurred due to the complexities of the changes
required to the Abbacus rating database to accommodate the new REH reform programme.
The introduction of the programme required amendments to be made to the system
processes for ‘Incoming/Outgoing Ratepayer Changes’, and as a consequence of this there
were amendments to both domestic and non-domestic process specifications. As a result of
this, one of the changes associated with Non-Domestic Vacant properties was included in the
management information reporting tool in error.
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| felt it was important to draw the Committee’s attention to the planned amendment to the
disclosure of the 2011-12 year end rating debt figure in my report and in Annex 2 of the
draft LPS Trust Statement, and can assure you that a full investigation has been undertaken
to establish why this occurred, and recommendations have been made to prevent this from

happening again.

Yours sincerely

Q{A /I//M

John Wilkinson
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Chairperson’s Letter of 6 November 2012 to
Mr Stephen Peover

Publci Accounts Committee
Room 371

Parliament Buildings
Ballymiscaw

BELFAST

BT4 3XX

Tel: (028) 9052 1208
Fax: (028) 9052 0366
E: pac.committee@niassembly.gov.uk
Aoibhinn.Treanor@niassembly.gov.uk

Mr Stephen Peover

Accounting Officer

Department of Finance and Personnel
Rathgael House

Balloo Road

Bangor

BT19 7NA

6 November 2012
Dear Stephen,
Evidence session on the Statement of Rate Levy and Collection 2009-10 and 2010-11
Thank you for your participation in the Committee’s evidence session in this inquiry.
As the Committee agreed | would be grateful if you could provide the following information.

1. Clarification of the number of pending domestic rating assessments carried over at end
of year since 2008.

2. The number of days taken by LPS to revalue an altered property in 2008 and the
up-to-date figures for 2012, for the purposes of comparison with the update from the
Department to the Committee of 14 June 2012.

3. A breakdown of the 45,900 court processes that were issued detailing the number that
were erroneous and the number of complaints received by Land and Property Services
(LPS) as a result.

4. Of the 26,000 properties that received a rates bill that was incorrect or issued in error,
how may paid them.

5. Your explanation of the “peak in the graph” in cost of collection from the end of the
Rates Collection Agency to the beginning of LPS’s operation.

6. Your assessment of the increase in vacancy relief from £67 million in 2009-10 to £75
million in 2010-11, and the up-to-date figure for this year.

7. A breakdown of the value of the various kinds of rate reliefs shown in the accounts as
£19 million in 2009-10 and £29 million in 2010-11, and the up-to-date figure for 2012.

8. Clarification of the mechanism to recoup rates from the Housing Executive for
properties which have no tenant in them and therefore no flow of rent or housing
benefit to the Executive for the purpose.
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9.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

The number of properties registered and unregistered for which LPS has been unable
to trace the owner.

Of the £13 million of debt owed by Housing Associations and landlords, how much is
owed by each respectively.

Your assessment of how inspections will be deployed from now on in light of evidence
that inspection exercises in previous years resulted in a substantial number of bills
being issued.

Your assessment of the impact of staff who previously gathered domestic ownership
details as part of the rating of empty homes reverting to non-domestic vacant property
inspections from 1st October 2011.

Whether there is an ongoing programme of work to ensure that records of vacant non-
domestic properties will be kept up to date.

Whether LPS will develop a role for the National Fraud Initiative data matching tool
henceforth in the reduction in number of invalid vacant properties, and if so how.

Your assessment of how much income has been lost to the public sector because the
statute of limitations deadline of six years prevented the recovery of debt.

LPS can use a number of measures, including court action, to recover monies from
ratepayers who do not pay their outstanding balances. How much has been recovered
over the last four years as a result of such actions?

In reference to paragraphs 29 and 39 of the 2010-11 report, an analysis of the
circumstances in which debt is currently written off and of how this policy has
developed in recent years.

A summary by year detailing, where legal action has been pursued, the number of
cases, successful outcomes and income recovered.

Whether the costs attributable to legal proceedings are recovered from the defendant
ratepayer following a successful outcome.

| would be grateful if you should clearly reflect any data marking concerns you wish the
Committee to consider for all or part of your response.

| would appreciate receipt of your reply by 20 November 2012.

Yours sincerely,

ik Bl

Michaela Boyle
Chairperson
Public Accounts Committee
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Correspondence of 20 November 2012

from Mr Stephen Peover

Michaela Boyle
Chairperson

Public Accounts Committee

Room 371

Parliament Buildings
Ballymiscaw

BELFAST
BT19 7NA

20 November 2012

Dear Ms Boyle

From the Permanent Secretary
Stephen Peover

Rathgael House

Balloo Road

BANGOR, BT19 7NA

Tel No: 028 91277601
Fax No: 028 9185 8184
E-mail: stephen.peover@dfpni.gov.uk

Our Ref:SECCOR/170/2012

Evidence session on the Statement of Rate Levy and Collection 2009-10 and 2010-11

Thank you for your letter dated 6 November 2012. | set out below my response to the
information requested.

Clarification of the number of pending domestic rating assessments carried over at end of
year since 2008.

Table 1: In Progress Valuation Casework at Year End 2008 -2012

Valuation Casework — Case Numbers In Progress at Year End

Case categories New, Altered, Challenge Stage 1 & 2 plus Totals

Domestic Non Domestic

e 3 = 3
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2008 8,644 | 37,528 318 | 445 50,332 | 462 2,769 1303 | 249 | 4,869
2009 5,228 | 26,713 666 | 310 36,379 | 486 3,020 1441 | 329 | 5,287
2010 1,240 | 24,121 702 | 129 29,341 | 428 1,897 1194 | 275 | 3,809
2011 1,257 | 20,747 675 46 24,501 | 525 1,498 690 | 290 | 3,031
2012 3,292 | 16,721 1753 63 22,971 | 569 2,081 645 | 153 | 3,515

Note; The Total Domestic and Total Non Domestic includes some miscellaneous categories
not included above
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2.

The number of days taken by LPS to revalue an altered property in 2008 and the up-to-date
figures for 2012, for the purposes of comparison with the update from the Department to
the Committee of 14th June 2012.

Table 2 — Average Days Outstanding of Valuation Casework at Year End 2008 — 2012

Valuation Casework — Average Days Outstanding
Case Types — New, Altered & Challenges (Stage 1 & 2)

Year Domestic Non Domestic

End

(31st Applications | Appeals Applications | Appeals
March) New | Altered to DV to COV New | Altered to DV to COV
2008 178 919 318 185 187 612 1,014 480
2009 199 813 188 257 171 657 818 546
2010 50 762 233 175 90 637 484 456
2011 51 906 33 19 116 300 130 341
2012 53 770 65 19 165 250 93 176

As set out in the tables above the number of altered domestic (AD) cases in hand at 31st
March 2012 was 16,721 with an average age of 770 days.

As reported to the Committee, by 24th October 2012 the 16,721 cases shown in Table 1
above had been reduced to just over 8,000 cases. When new cases registered since 1st
April 2012 are taken into account the total net number of AD cases in hand was just over
12,300 at that date with a significant reduction on average age of 461 days.

A breakdown of the 45,900 court processes that were issued detailing the number that
were erroneous and the number of complaints received by Land & Property Services (LPS)
as a result.

In 2011-2012 LPS issued 45,902 Processes. Of these, 19,634 did not pay or make

an arrangement to pay, and were successfully progressed to court to secure a decree.
The remaining 26,268 were ratepayers who either paid their bill in full upon receipt of

the Process, or made an arrangement to pay. Each account that is listed for recovery
action through the courts is checked before a process is issued to ensure court action

is appropriate based on the information held, and that LPS has sufficient information to
proceed. Processes are issued based on the information held at the time and are issued
correctly on the basis of that information. If the ratepayer subsequently contacts LPS to
advise that the information held is not correct, LPS update its records and cease recovery
action if appropriate.

LPS is not able to provide a figure for the number of Processes issued when they were not
required as there is no mechanism for identifying this. In 2011-2012 the total number of
complaints received in relation to court processes issued was 48.

Of the 26,000 properties that received a rates bill that was incorrect or issued in error,
how many paid them.

Rate bills were not issued to 26,000 properties in error. The 26,268 Processes issued that
did not progress to court and the issue of a Decree in Debt are not cases where the process
was issued in error. These are cases where, upon receipt of the Process, ratepayers paid
their bill in full or set up a payment arrangement to clear their debt. A small number of these
cases will have had recovery terminated because the information held by LPS was incorrect,
and will have subsequently been updated following contact from the ratepayer.
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Your explanation of the “peak in the graph” in cost of collection from the end of the Rates
Collection Agency to the beginning of LPS’ operation.

The figures for the cost of collection are provided in Table 1 below. The cost of collection
increased most markedly between the 2008-09 year and the 2009-10 year. This corresponds
with the introduction of a series of rating reforms and a new IT system. Both these factors
had a significant impact on the cost of collection.

Table 3 Total Cost of Collection and the District Council portion of cost of collection

Year Total CoC District Council Portion

2007-2008 £13,423,555 £5,671,450
2008-2009 £14,498,711 £6,270,692
20092010 £17,679,934 £7,691,186
2010-2011 £17,870,203 £7,939,547
2011-2012 £17,800,000 £7,959,186

Your assessment of the increase in vacancy relief from £67 million in 2009-10 to £75
million in 2010-11, and the up-to-date figure for this year.

The 2009-2010 figure is comprised of approximately £32 million of relief on domestic
properties, and £35 million relief on non-domestic properties. The 2010-2011 figure is
comprised of approximately £26 million relief on domestic properties, and approximately £49
million on non-domestic properties. The overall figure for 2011-2012 is £67.4 million. This
is comprised of £52.93 million in non-domestic relief and £14.47million domestic vacancy
relief. The decreased amount of domestic relief is due to the introduction of Rating of Empty
Homes on 1st October 2011 which removed vacancy relief on domestic properties.

The increase in overall relief figures from 2009-2010 to 2010-2011 is entirely due to an
increase in the amount of relief awarded on non domestic properties. The amount of non
domestic vacant relief increased again in 2011-2012. The increase is due to growing
numbers of vacant non domestic properties and, in particular, to a number of large value
non domestic properties that have become vacant. These are mostly large retail units where
chains have either closed large stores in Northern Ireland or have gone out of business over
the last few years. This has had a significant impact on the value of non domestic vacant
relief awarded in the last few years.

A breakdown of the value of the various kinds of rate reliefs shown in the accounts as £19
million in 2009-10 and £29 million in 2010-11, and the up-to-date figure for 2012.

A breakdown of the rate reliefs and other discharges is given in Table 4 below:

Table 4: Breakdown of Rate Reliefs and Other Discharges

2011-2012

Analysis of Rate Reliefs & Other (Provisional) 2010-2011 2009-2010
Discharges £ £ £
Disabled persons allowance 2,811,491 2,679,410 2,549,928
Residential Home Relief 8,679,848 8,643,742 7,498,341
Rate Relief Owner Occupier 4,152,960 3,290,897 2,702,640
Rate Relief Private Rented 1,203,200 976,824 768,491
Rate Relief - NIHE 921,477 851,285 743,214
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2011-2012
Analysis of Rate Reliefs & Other (Provisional) 2010-2011 2009-2010
Discharges £ £ £
Rate Relief - NIHE HA 383,520 331,804 282,596
Farm Diversification 1,116
Low Carbon Homes Scheme 47,486 4,770
Full Time Education Relief 3,932 852,511 996,060
Energy Efficiency Homes Scheme 53,475 93,525
Standard Small Business Rate Relief 6,403,195 6,146,391
Enhanced PO small business rate relief 599,862 583,295
LPA Owner Occupier 3,903,485 3,648,561 3,489,964
LPS Private Rented 417,639 387,218 343,386
LPA NIHE 60,111 63,645 74,704
LPS NIHE HA 79,158 70,854 59,055
Totals 29,721,954 28,624,733 19,508,379

Clarification of the mechanism to recoup rates from the Housing Executive for properties
which have no tenant in them and therefore no flow of rent or Housing Benefit to the

Executive for the purpose.

LPS works closely with the Northern Ireland Housing Executive (NIHE) to manage the portfolio
of NIHE properties. NIHE provides LPS with monthly updates on the properties they own,

and LPS updates records accordingly. The NIHE has always notified LPS of all the properties
they own whether vacant or occupied, and has always been billed for all the properties they
own whether vacant or occupied. This was the case prior to Rating of Empty Homes (REH)
and remains the case since implementation of REH. NIHE receives a discount of 10% if

they settle the bill by 30th September. The discount is awarded to reflect the fact that

NIHE administer collection of rates from tenants by including it as part of the rent owed on

properties they own.

The number of properties registered and unregistered for which LPS has been unable to

trace the owner.

The number of properties for which LPS does not have ownership details is a changing figure
as ratepayers move in and out of properties on a daily basis. LPS refers to these as ‘pending
ratepayer’ cases. As they change on a daily basis it is not possible to say with certainty how
many current pending ratepayer cases may have information contained within Land Registry
that will help us trace and bill the owner. As new pending ratepayer cases are created it

is part of the LPS procedures to check all internal data sources that may help identify the
liable ratepayer. This includes checking for details in Land Registry. As LPS works through
pending ratepayer cases they will be checked against Land Registry and registered properties
identified.

In respect of the 11,000 outstanding pending ratepayer cases on 1st October 2011 when
REH was introduced, all of these cases were checked against Land Registry for ownership
details prior to 1st October. However, none were found. Land Registry does not contain

a record of all property in Northern Ireland. A significant number of properties remain
unregistered and compulsory registration is only required when the property is sold.
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11.

12.

13.

Of the £13 million of debt owed by Housing Associations and landlords, how much is owed
by each respectively.

The actual debt figure referred to is £13.51 million. Of this, £13.25 million relates to
Landlords, and £0.26 million relates to Housing Associations. LPS continues to pursue
the collection of debt on both Landlord and Housing Associations accounts. In respect of
Housing Associations, LPS would expect to collect all debt owed.

Your assessment of how inspections will be deployed from now on in light of evidence that
inspection exercises in previous years resulted in a substantial number of bills being issued.

LPS is using inspections as part of the partnership working programme with Councils.

This programme uses a combination of council and LPS staff to carry out inspections

on non-domestic vacant properties. Inspections on vacant non-domestic properties are
proving fruitful identifying approximately 23% of those inspected as occupied at the time of
inspection.

In respect of domestic properties, inspections no longer offer the same level of return.

With the introduction of Rating of Empty Homes, the focus is now on establishing owner/
occupier information to enable billing. LPS uses a range of tools including searches of
internal databases (Land Registry, Valuation and Rating), the phonebook, the internet, council
databases, the use of Article 26 letters to individuals, estate agents and utility providers,

and the use of tracing services. Where these searches prove unsuccessful, LPS will consider
domestic

properties for inspection to establish information that may help deal with the property at
this stage. Likely outcomes at this point are establishing that the property qualifies for an
exclusion, or is a candidate for removal from the valuation list.

Your assessment of the impact of staff who previously gathered domestic ownership
details as part of the Rating of Empty Homes reverting to non-domestic vacant property
inspections from 1st October 2011.

Staff involved in the preparations for Rating of Empty Homes have been redeployed to
resource a number of processes that support better management of non-domestic vacant
rating. The release of resource from Rating of Empty Homes preparations has helped
establish and support the wider roll out of the Council vacancy inspection programme by
providing more resource to process the returns from this work. To date the inspection
programme has generated approximately £8.5 million of bills. The redeployed resource has
also been used to strengthen the Central Investigation Team who support the non-domestic
vacant rating process by tracing owner/occupier information on non-domestic properties to
enable billing. The redeployed resource has had a positive impact on the management of
non-domestic vacant properties.

Whether there is an ongoing programme of work to ensure that records of vacant non-
domestic properties will be kept up-to-date.

Yes. LPS has established a programme of property inspections on vacant non-domestic
properties in conjunction with Councils. The purpose of this programme is to validate the
information held on vacant non-domestic properties and identify where properties have
become occupied and are no longer entitled to vacancy relief. LPS identifies properties for
inspection on a risk-based approach in consultation with Councils to identify those that are
more likely to have become occupied and liable for rates. LPS is in the process of rolling
out this process to all Councils who wish to participate. Currently 20 Councils are signed up
to the programme, and LPS continues to liaise with all Councils to agree participation in the
programme. In the meantime LPS continues to support all Councils, employing a variety of
methods to identify vacant property.
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15.

16.

17.

In addition to inspections, LPS has also developed relationships with major estate and
letting agents in Northern Ireland to enable them to provide up-to-date information about the
properties they manage as they become vacant or occupied to ensure effective and timely
billing on non-domestic properties.

LPS now has a well established Central Investigation Team. The Team has a number of tools
available to identify and trace occupier information to enable billing. They work closely with
the LPS Non-Domestic Vacant Rating Team to manage both the Council vacancy inspection
programme and the administration of non-domestic vacant rating and the maintenance of
information on non-domestic properties to ensure the information held is as up to date as
possible.

Whether LPS will develop a role for the National Fraud Initiative data matching tool
henceforth in the reduction in number of invalid vacant properties, and if so how.

Yes. LPS has discussed in detail with the NIAO the future potential for the National Fraud
Initiative within LPS. With the introduction of the Rating of Empty Homes, the grounds on
which LPS previously data matched for vacant domestic properties have become redundant.
NIAO has agreed that it would not be a practical use of the NFI to continue data matching

the electoral register with vacant properties to identify occupied properties as rates are

now due irrespective of whether the property is vacant or occupied. LPS has instead turned
its attention to other areas of the rating business where useful data matches could be
employed. The two primary avenues currently being considered are the potential for matching
non-domestic vacant rating records against NI water data and a data match to identify houses
with multiple residents where there is an award of Lone Pensioner’s Allowance. They will also
continue to data match on Housing Benefit records for the detection of fraud and error.

Your assessment of how much income has been lost to the public sector because the
statute of limitations deadline of six years prevented the recovery of debt.

A reporting tool to allow us to extract this information was only introduced in the 2011-12
year and hence we are unable to provide a figure of the amount of statue barred debt written-
off in prior financial years. For the 2011-12 the amount of debt that was written-off because
it was statue barred was £828K.

LPS can use a number of measures, including court action, to recover monies from
ratepayers who do not pay their outstanding balances. How much has been recovered over
the last four years as a result of such actions?

This information is not separately collected since there is no system tool specifically for
identifying the portion of money collected against standard debt (where no legal action
has been taken) and enforced debt (where legal action has been taken). We are, however,
examining whether it would be possible to extract some relevant high-level data.

In reference to paragraphs 29 and 39 of the 2010-11 report, an analysis of the
circumstances in which debt is currently written-off and of how this policy has developed in
recent years.

The LPS Write-Off Guidelines are based on best practice recommended by “Managing Public
Money Northern Ireland (Section A.4.10 Losses and Write-Off)” and have been approved by
DFR Any decisions to write-off rating debts are made only after careful appraisal of the facts
(including whether all reasonable action has been taken to effect recovery), and are based on
the fact that the debt is irrecoverable or uneconomical to collect.

There are five categories under which debt can be written off; legislative, traceability,
economical, discretionary and shortfall in service. Debt written off on legislative grounds
includes debt written off because it is statue barred and because of insolvency. In the
2011-12 year 50% of the debt written off was attributable to insolvency, businesses in
administration and company voluntary arrangements. A copy of the guidance is attached and
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includes a breakdown on the particular circumstances where write-offs may be considered

under these categories.

A summary by year detailing, where legal action has been pursued, the number of cases,
successful outcomes and income recovered.

In 2011-2012 LPS issued 45,902 court Processes. Of these, 19,634 did not pay or make
an arrangement to pay and were successfully progressed to court to secure a Decree. LPS
considers the difference of 26,268 between those cases where a Process was issued and
those where a Decree was issued to be successful outcomes. The issue of a Decree by the
court is also considered a successful outcome.

Table 5 Break down of Processes and Decrees Issued by year.

2012-13* 201112 201011 2009-10
Decree In Debt 7,221 19,634 18,155 16,454
Process In Debt 21,658 45,902 42,912 49,422

Once a Decree is awarded and if the debt is still unpaid LPS will refer cases either to

the Enforcement of Judgements Office or for further legal action to pursue bankruptcy or
liguidation proceedings. In 2011-2012 LPS issued 52 bankruptcy petitions. In 2012-2013
to date, LPS has issued 321 petitions. The expectation when a case is taken for bankruptcy
is that LPS will not recover any of the debt and it will be written-off under write-off guidelines.
The award of a bankruptcy petition is considered a successful outcome by LPS as we have
pursued legal action against a debtor to its final stage.

Whether the costs attributable to legal proceedings are recovered from the defendant
ratepayer following a successful outcome.

Where costs associated with legal proceedings are legally recoverable, LPS will seek to
recover these costs along with the debt. Where costs are not legally recoverable they will try
to recover the cost, but they will be unable to enforce the cost.

Finally, | trust that you will find the above responses to be of assistance, and please let me
know if you require any further information.

Yours sincerely

S

Stephen Peover
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1.

1.1

1.2

1.3

1.4

1.5

Introduction

These guidelines outline the principles and provide guidelines to be followed by staff within
Land & Property Services (LPS) for writing off rating debt that is deemed irrecoverable. These
principles will form the basis for the development of detailed operational procedures.

An assessment raised may be settled by way of discharges through the award of vacancies,
allowances, relief, rebate, etc. These guidelines only apply to assessments which are
collectible by way of cash and, for reasons outlined in 3.1 below, require a write off.

Writing off irrecoverable debts is a non-routine function of LPS. It is only after all appropriate
LPS procedures to recover the debt have been utilised and exhausted that the write-off
procedure should be initiated.

LPS is committed to the adoption of rigorous, robust and fair recovery and enforcement
procedures but recognises that full debt recovery is not possible in all cases.

These guidelines relate to the write off of rating debts within the Statement of Rate Levy and
Collection. They do not cover debts written off in the LPS Agency Accounts, or overpayments
of Housing Benefit.
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2.1

2.2

2.3

2.4

2.5

2.6

2.7

Background and Purpose

LPS is charged by legislation to assess, bill and collect rate for a range of domestic and non-
domestic properties the categories of which are defined in the Rates (Northern Ireland) Order
1977.

The amount of rating debt written-off is a loss on collection and impacts the level of income
received by District Councils and the Northern Ireland Executive. All appropriate LPS procedures
to recover the debt will have been utilised and exhausted in recovering rating debts owed,
before this action should be considered. It is LPS’ intention to notify District Councils of any
significant write off.

Based on best practice recommended by “Managing Public Money Northern Ireland (Section
A.4.10 Losses and Write Off)”, any decisions to write off rating debts must only be made after
careful appraisal of the facts (including whether all reasonable action has been taken to effect
recovery) and be based on the fact that the debt is irrecoverable or uneconomical to collect.

These write off guidelines will be complemented by other LPS guidelines and procedures
in relation to prompt valuation, revaluation, billing and recovery actions. This is to ensure a
sound system is in place from the valuation of a property to the accurate billing, collection
and management of the recovery of rating debts.

A regular review of debts by LPS management forms part of a robust system of processes
for the management of rate collection. A reporting system is also required to monitor and
appraise the quality of the information underpinning the debts. Appropriate actions need to
be initiated for recovery of these debts.

However, where debts cannot be collected for valid reasons, it is also important that these
monies are written off in a timely manner once it is established that it is highly unlikely or
unreasonable that the debt will be recovered. This will ensure that the true collectible debt
figure is reflected and that it is not inflated by doubtful debts. This also helps ensure that LPS
concentrates its resources on collectible debts.

Uncollectible debts should be written off in a timely manner. This is especially so where the
loss falls outside the delegated limits of LPS and requires approval from DFP Finance Division
and/or DFP Supply.
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3.

3.1

3.2

General Write-Off Principles

There is a general underlying assumption that all appropriate LPS procedures to recover

the debt have been utilised and exhausted when a debt is considered for write off. There

is a responsibility on the person authorising the write off to ensure that all appropriate LPS
procedures have been carried out and documented. It is also recognised that the likelihood of
recovery of a debt diminishes as the debt gets older.

An account is deemed irrecoverable if it meets one or more of the following criteria. The list
is not exhaustive. There may be instances where management may decide to write a debt off
based on other satisfactory evidence.

(a) Legislative
i on ad hoc legal advice where an opinion has been sought by management;

ii. statute barred — if a debt is statute barred, it means LPS cannot take legal action to
recover the debt. A debt is considered statute barred after the expiration of six years
from the date of the debt under the provision of the Limitation (Northern Ireland) Order
1989. LPS can bill for debt that is statute barred however if the debt is unpaid there
will be no legal means of enforcing the debt and the debt will have to be written off in
line with this write-off guidance. It is LPS policy to bill for all debt irrespective of how
old the debt is.

iii. where a decree has been obtained, there is a 6 year period to enforce the decree.
When a decree has been enforced, there is a 12 year limitation from the date the
decree was signed.

In order to ensure all debts are collectible, all debts with a decree will continue to be scrutinised.
Regardless of the 6-year period to enforce a decree, these debts will be subject to write off if
the decree has not been enforced when the age of the debt exceeds 6-years old.

iv. where a company has been listed for more than 6 months for a strike-off from the
Companies House register;

V. where an insolvency order has been issued to the ratepayer; and

Vi. in cases where the Enforcement of Judgments Office (EJO) has issued a Certificate of
Unenforceability.

(b) Traceability

the debtor is untraceable and reasonable steps (as detailed in LPS recovery procedures) have
been taken to recover the debts.

(c) Economical

it is deemed uneconomical to recover. Accounts are uneconomical to recover where the likely
cost of collection to LPS exceeds the amount to be recovered

The economic reason must be balanced with LPS’ public obligations to be equitable in its
approaches. There may be occasions where legal actions are necessary to establish a
precedent, to clarify legislation or simply to recover debts from recalcitrant ratepayers.

(d) Discretionary

i discretionary, where the circumstance of the case dictates a compassionate approach
and makes recovery unreasonable; and

ii. the death of the debtor, where it proves difficult to recover the debt.
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3.3

(e) Shortfall in Service

Shortfall in Service will be covered by a separate LPS Policy. An LPS Consolatory payments
policy covers the issue of consolatory payments.

If new information comes to light after a debt has been written off that will enable LPS
to collect the debt, the debt will be written back on to the account and normal recovery
procedures followed.
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4.  Delegated Powers for Write-off

4.1 LPS has delegated powers of up to £30,000 to write off rating debt on a case by case basis,
as granted by DFP Finance Division.
5% of number of cases to
Value of Debt Authorisation Level/Grade be reviewed by
i Up to £2500 EO1 Staff Officer
ii >£2500 - £10,000 | Staff Officer Deputy Principal
iii >£10,000- Deputy Principal Grade 7
£20,000
iv >£20,000- Grade 7 Grade 6
£30,000
s >£30,000- Grade 6 and DFP Finance approval
£100,000
vi Above £100,000 Grade 5 Submission to DFP Finance
and DFP Supply for approval

4.2 The delegated powers are to be reviewed regularly in accordance with section 9 below.
4.3 Write-off is carried out regularly by Business Managers throughout the business year.
4.4 It is good practice for management to carry out a supervisory check. A minimum of 5% of

write-offs which fall into the authorisation level directly below their remit category will be
reviewed by managers.

4.5 DFP Finance Division issued a paper FINANCE BULLETIN 01/10 “Losses and Special
Payments Guidance” which took effect on 1 April 2010. This supplements the current
delegated powers given to LPS. The Guidance requires all losses and special payments to
be notified monthly to Finance Division regardless of whether approval is required. (See
paragraph 5.5)

4.6 For those cases requiring approval by DFP Finance or Supply (i.e. >£30,000) a detailed
submission of the facts and circumstances in which the loss or special payment has occurred
should be prepared.

Submissions should include:

® the nature and circumstances of the case;

B  the amount involved;

®m the legal advice, where appropriate;

B the management procedures followed;

B an assessment of the value for money of the case;

B any non-financial aspects;

m  whether the case in question could have wider impact; and

m confirmation that there is sufficient budget cover available (where applicable) to cover the
write off of the loss.

Where applicable the submission should set out the steps taken to effect recovery of the
debt/loss and demonstrate that all reasonable means of recovery such as legal action have
been considered.
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4.7

4.8

4.8

4.9

If the occurrence has highlighted weaknesses in systems of internal control, the measures
taken to prevent a similar recurrence should be stated. It should also be stated whether
negligence or gross carelessness on the part of an employee of the Agency was considered
to be a factor in the loss and whether disciplinary action is considered appropriate.

The approved submission of facts and circumstances should then be forwarded to the Head
of Accounting and Accountability Branch (AAB) within Finance Division.

If necessary, Finance Division will seek the appropriate DFP Supply approval on behalf of the
Business Area (i.e. for amounts >£100,000).

Submissions should always be dealt with, where possible, well in advance of the end of the
financial year. Every effort should be made to avoid submitting large numbers of cases for
approval in the last few weeks of the financial year.

Contacts DFP Finance for submissions

All monthly returns and approvals submissions should be addressed to the Losses and
Special Payments Coordinator and the Head of Accounting and Accountability Branch (AAB)
within Finance Division in DFP

DFP guidance also requires LPS management to seek approval from DFP Finance Division for
all losses and special payments which:

® involve important questions of principle;

B raise doubts about the effectiveness of existing systems;

B contain lessons which might be of wider interest;

B are novel or contentious;

B might create a precedent for other departments in similar circumstances; and

B arise because of obscure or ambiguous instructions issued centrally.

If there is any doubt, LPS staff should consult the Revenues & Benefits Operational Finance
Manager, who will decide whether DFP Finance Division approval should be sought.

At the end of each year, LPS Senior Management may decide that each account with debt
of below £10 should be written off on economical grounds. This is to recognise the cost of
pursuing small amounts, relative to the money which could be recovered.

Similarly all accounts in CREDIT with amounts below £1 would be written on to the Sundry
Credits Account on the SRLC on economical grounds as well as it would cost more to issue a
cheque repayment for such immaterial sums.
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5.

5.1

5.2

5.3

5.4

5.5

5.6

5.7

Records for Audit Trial

Records for monitoring rating debts

In order to demonstrate adequate internal controls and sound management of the rating
debts, an adequate audit trail is required. There is a requirement for appropriate schedules
listing the individual cases to be prepared and circulated promptly to the appropriate teams
and managers including LPS Operational Finance on a regular basis to review for potential
cases to be written off.

These reports are categorised by the value of debt in 4.1:
i. Up to £2500

ii. >£2500 - £10,000

iii. >£10,000- £20,000

iv. >£20,000- £30,000

V. >£30,000- £100,000

Vi Above £100,000

Maintenance of losses records

A record of losses must also be maintained, in which losses of all kinds should be recorded
as soon as possible. All bankruptcies and liquidations or company in administration cases
should be marked as such.

As recommended by the Finance Bulletin 01/10, records should include:

® the nature and circumstances of the case;

B the amount involved;

®m the legal advice, where appropriate;

B the management procedures followed;

B an assessment of the value for money of the case;

B any non-financial aspects;

m  whether the case in question could have wider impact; and

m relevant file or electronic records management system references (where appropriate);
B appropriate authorisation

® confirmation that there is adequate cover with regard to the Estimated Penny Product
allocations available to cover the write off of the loss.

All losses and special payments must be notified monthly to DFP Finance Division, regardless of
whether or not approval is required, using the return in Annex 1. All supporting documentation
and authorisations should be retained for audit purposes.

In accordance with “Managing Public Money Northern Ireland (A.4.10 Losses and Write Off)”,
a losses statement is required in the Statement of Rate Levy and Collection accounts where
total losses exceed £250,000. Individual losses of more than £250,000 should be noted
separately.

Where a debt is approved for write off in the Statement of Rate Levy and Collection on insolvency
grounds, a separate process may be carried out to lodge a claim with the Insolvency Practitioner. In
some insolvency cases, a reduced amount (known as a “dividend”) may be paid should there
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5.8

6.1

6.2

6.3

be some funds left for distribution further down the insolvency process, when any remaining
assets of the company/person have been disposed off by the insolvency practitioner. LPS
should maintain a record of such claims.

When a claim is successful in part or in full, a write-on is carried out to the Statement Rate
Levy and Collection. The claims record is also updated.

Writing on Credit Balances

A credit balance that cannot be refunded (for example, because the rate payer cannot be
traced) is written on as soon as it is statute barred in accordance with Article 15(2a) of the
Rates (Northern Ireland) Order 1977

The credits set aside process usually only affects past ratepayer accounts where a credit
exists that cannot be refunded for different reasons including no forwarding address.

The three main types of Credits set aside identified are:
(i) Uncashed out of date payable orders (old outstanding payable orders > 6 months);
(i) Suspense Credits; and

(iii)  Credits on past rate payer accounts (normally no forwarding address)
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/.

7.1

9.1

9.2

9.3

9.4

Housing Benefits Overpayment

Housing Benefit overpayments are not addressed in this guidelines document. They should
be dealt with in accordance with “Managing Public Money Northern Ireland - Annex A4.11
Overpayments” and DSD policy guidelines.

Legal Costs and Fees

8.1 Legal costs and fees form part of the costs related to cases brought to court through
the rating debt recovery process. As these expenses are not part of the Statement of Rate
Levy and Collection, they are excluded from these guidelines. These costs and fees are
accounted for in the LPS Agency Accounts.

Guidelines Review

It is recommended that these guidelines are normally managed and reviewed annually. They
will also be reviewed whenever a weakness in the guidelines is highlighted, in the light of new
risks identified and/or changes in legislation.

The following areas will be reviewed every 3 years as part of the review:
® thresholds for write off; and

m delegated limits for write off.

In compliance with LPS procedures for updating of policies, these guidelines will be signed off
by the LPS Chief Executive after each review and/or update, in his role as Agency Accounting
Officer.

In cases where there are significant changes to the principles or the agreed delegations, the
guidelines will be forwarded to DFP to seek approval from the Departmental Finance Director
and onward approval from DFP Supply.
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10. Operational Guidelines

LPS Guidelines for Writing Off Rating Debt-Operational Guide 10.1-10.4

Revenue and Benefits

Start of process -
consideration of debt
against write off criteria

the identity an
address of
tepayer known?

Meet legislative

Apply discretion? basis for write off?

Yes

Yes No
v

Carry out and document
mandatory steps to trace
ratepayer? Refer 10.2.1

Yes

!

this a statute ©
limitation
consideration?

Obtain
authorisation for ¢——No
write off

A

yes

Proceed with
Traceable? Yes——» recovery
process

Page 15

A

>

No

Is debt
> £2007?

Yes

v

Carry out and document
additional steps to trace
the ratepayer. Refer
10.2.2

Z
C

Traceable? Yes

Yes

ithin judicia
jurisdiction?
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10.1

10.1.1

LPS Guidelines for Writing Off Rating Debt-Operational Guide 10.1-10.4

Revenue and Benefits

i the debt raised
the current financial
year (FY)?

Yes

Dees the debt raiSsg
relate to a rating
year > 6 years from
current FY?

Yes

completed within
the FY the debt
was raised?

Is the debt
>Byears old?

Proceed with
recovery

Yes

Y g5 ——

Obtain authorisation
for write off

In general, debt should not be written off if the occupier is known, the account is still current
(not end dated) and the known ratepayer still occupies the property concerned until all proper

avenues of recovery have been exhausted.

The following are practical considerations when reviewing whether a debt should be written off.

Legislative

A debt should be recommended for write off in the Statement of Rate Levy and Collection
where it is clear that there is no legal basis for recovering the debt. Examples of write-off on a
legislative basis are as follows :

Legal advice on the interpretation of certain points of law may have been sought on previous
occasions. The circumstances of the case in question may be similar and the legal advice

applicable.
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10.1.2

10.1.3

10.1.4

10.1.5

10.1.6

10.1.7

A rating debt is deemed to be raised on 1st April of each rating year [Art32 (8) Rates
(Northern Ireland) Order 1977]. It would be unusual for debts to have reached 6 years with no
action taken.

The Departmental Solicitor’'s Office (DSO)’s advice on this area indicates that “the various
limitation provisions, that is, Article 4 of the Limitation (NI) Order 1989, Article 63(1) of the
Magistrates’ Courts (NI) Order 1981 and Article 32(8) of the 1977 Order extinguish, however,
only the Department’s remedy and not the underlying right. ... it is for the party asserting that
part of a claim is statute-barred to raise the question of limitation.”

The guidelines followed by LPS for debts exceeding 6 years of age are:
(a) LPS will continue to issue the bill to its customer;

(b if collection fails within the year the debt is raised,the portion of the debt more than 6
years of age will be written off; and

(c) any balance of debt less than 6 years of age will be pursued

(NB the debt is dated from the period for which it relates to and not from when the first bill
for the debt was issued):

Where an insolvency order has been issued to the ratepayer

The debt under the occupancy of the ratepayer up to the date of the insolvency order is
unlikely to be recoverable and therefore requires a write off.

When the debt is written off, a claim is also lodged with the insolvency practitioner for the
amount owing (although written off in the Statement of Rate Levy and Collection). There
may be a potential payout further down the insolvency process, for example, where assets
are sold and there are some funds left for distribution. In such a case the recovery of such
monies would be written back onto the SRLC.

Where a company is in administration, it may
m  still continue to trade
B cease trading immediately

B continue to trade for a period of time then cease trading

A company in administration but continuing to trade is assessed for the period it is trading.
Under the Rates Order, companies in administration that have ceased trading (but continue to
hold the lease thereby attracting vacant rating liability) are given a full exclusion discharge .

Voluntary Arrangements

(i) A voluntary arrangement binds LPS where the proposal has been approved at a
creditors’ meeting. The implication of the creditors’ approved proposal is that
insolvency legislation does not permit legal recovery proceedings to continue. The
ratepayer’s debt is therefore recommended for write off in the Statement of Rate Levy
and Collection (SRLC) and a claim submitted to the Insolvency Practitioner.

(i) Subsequent receipt of any claims previously submitted to the Insolvency Practitioner
following the debt written off in the Statement of Rate Levy and Collection (SRLC)
will be written back on to the Write-Off Account in the SRLC as dividends in respect
of previous years’ write off. This is not dividend income commonly associated with
an investment. Rather they are distributions following disposal of the assets in an
insolvency process.

(iii)  Senior management (Grade 7 and above) must be consulted where the debt exceeds
£30,000 prior to a creditors meeting to agree an appropriate LPS strategy as there is
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10.1.8

10.1.9

10.1.10

10.2

10.2.1

10.2.2

a potential write off impact. The delegated powers table in section 4.1 provides the
general guidelines of whom to consult. It should be noted that at this stage LPS is not
required to seek any authorisation from DFP Finance Division as no amount is being
written off yet. It should also be noted that the size of the debt carries the vote on a
voluntary arrangement.

(iv) A Hardship Relief may be considered in conjunction with the Policy Guidance Note on
Hardship Relief for the Non-Domestic Sector.

Where a decree has been obtained, there is a 6 year period to enforce the decree. When a
decree has been enforced, there is a 12 year limitation from the date the decree was signed.

Where a company has been listed for more than 6 months for a strike-off from the Companies
House register

Where the Enforcement of Judgments Office (EJO) has issued a Certificate of Unenforceability.
This means a judgment has been filed with the court against the debtor but the court has
issued a certificate for the debtor’s protection which prevents collection of the debt. It is
possible to reapply to have the debt enforced if it can be shown that the debtor has or is
about to have assets or income.

Whilst this provides another opportunity for recovering the debt, in practice the overall cost of
pursuing this debt (in terms of monitoring and re-enforcing it) may not represent good value
for money and management may decide to write the debt off.

Traceability

The mandatory steps to trace a debtor and recover a debt must be exhausted prior to write
off. The Abbacus Rating System must be updated to record all the steps taken which must
include by whom, what the steps taken were and when (date the event was carried out). Such
steps include seeking information using some of the following mechanisms (the list is not
exhaustive):

a. solicitor (buyer/seller of a recent property transaction);
b. estate agent;
C. current occupier;

d. utility provider;

e. District Council records (collaborative agreement between the council and LPS must be
in place for data protection purpose);

f. published electoral list; and
g. internet.

Additional steps to look for the ratepayer information may include some of the following.
Again Abbacus must be updated to record the steps taken which must include by whom ,
what the steps taken were and when (date the event carried out).

a. A visit to the property address to see if any further information could be established.
b. Contacting the ratepayer’s employer (if known).

C. Department of Health, Social Services and Public Safety (DHSSPS).

d. EJO (if lodged).

e. Investigation by a credit rating agency, though this will incur costs — for cases above
£1,000.
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10.2.3

10.3

10.3.1

10.3.2

10.3.3

10.3.4

10.3.5

10.4

10.4.1

10.4.2

10.4.3

An account should be recommended for write off when it is deemed through the above
mechanisms that the debtor is untraceable.

Economic

In deciding whether legal action should be taken against defaulting ratepayers, the cost of
recovery must be weighed against the amount outstanding to be recovered.

The staff cost is regarded as a sunk cost and therefore ignored for this purpose. Sunk costs
are ‘Expenditures that have already been incurred on goods and services, or resources that
are already irrevocably committed, and should be ignored in an economic appraisal.’

The legal costs which may be incurred in pursuing a debt through the court service include:
a. process and debt proceedings costs £30.00

b. Obtaining an award of a decree £20.00

C. Notice of Intention for debts £20.00

d. Enforcement of Judgement (EJO) application fee is based on a sliding scale. Based
on 2009-2010 expenses, an average of £189 was incurred for 1372 cases. The most
commonly occurring EJO fee was £133.

e. Order charging land fee, if applicable
i) Other relevant costs should be considered where appropriate as long as it is justifiable.

In order to simplify and provide a practical guideline for the implementation of these guidelines,
the following limits should be taken into account for ratepayers that are unknown and/or
untraceable.

Limit Steps already taken

Up to and including £200.00 | Carry out and document routine steps in 10.2.1

Above £200.00 Carry out and document additional steps in 10.2.2

At the end of each year, LPS Senior Management may decide that each account with debt of
below £10 should be written off. This is to recognise the cost of pursuing small amounts,
relative to the money which could be recovered.

Discretionary

At management’s discretion, there may be circumstances where a compassionate approach
may be called for which makes recovery unreasonable. These should be assessed on a case
by case basis.

On the death of the debtor, where the the following attempts have failed:
B unable to ascertain Executor details;

® only part payment is received from the Estate, the balance of the account is unlikely to be
recoverable; or

m the debt is below a threshold amount set out in the procedures.

All discretionary write off requires a Grade 7 approval. The team dealing with the case proposing
a write off should provide adequate information and reasons for the decision to be taken.
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10.5 Combination of factors

10.5.1 In general, more than one of the principles mentioned in 3 above may need to be factored
into the decisions to be taken in a write off consideration.

10.5.2 In practice, the principle of traceability would go hand in hand with economic considerations.

10.5.3 On exhaustion of the mandatory steps and the consideration of the next stage, it is normal
that additional costs will be incurred and this will be taken into account when considering
appropriate action.
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Annex 1

Schedule of Write-offs/Payments within Business Areas’ Delegated
Limits - Reporting Template

Business Area: Land & Property Services (LPS)

Period: April 2010

Report: Statement of Rate Levy and Collection

Individual waived or abandoned claims

Band of cases

Number of cases written off

Amount written off

Up to £10,000

115

£112k

>£10,000-£30,000

16

£225,000

| confirm that the above cases haves been written off in accordance with LPS Guidelines For
Writing Off Rating Debt and within the agreed delegated limits with Department of Finance

and Personnel.

| confirm that appropriate documentation and authorisation for all cases (both those within

and outside their delegated limits) are retained for audit purposes.

Name of officer

Title

Grade 7
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List of Witnhesses






List of Witnesses

List of Witnesses who gave Oral Evidence to the
Committee

1. Mr Stephen Peover, Accounting Officer, Department of Finance and Personnel;

2. Mr John Wilkinson, Chief Executive, Land and Property Services;

3. Ms Patricia McAuley, Director of Revenues and Benefits, Land and Property Services;

4. Mr Alan Bronte, Director of Mapping and Valuation Services, Land and Property Services;

5. Mr Kieran Donnelly, Comptroller and Auditor General; and

6. Mr Richard Pengelly, Acting Treasury Officer of Accounts, Department of Finance and
Personnel.
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