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INSTITUTE OF REVENUES
RATING & VALUATION





REVENUES ADMINISTRATION

England and Wales

Monday 6th December 2004

2.00 – 5.00 pm

Time allowed: 3 hours

	Answer SIX questions

All questions carry equal marks

(Maximum marks 300)
· Where questions are divided into sections, marks will be allocated equally between sections unless otherwise indicated.


1. The Council has to meet the December 2005 e-government target for Revenues.  As the Revenues Team Leader, prepare a report to the Head of Revenues  explaining how this target will be met in respect of Local Taxation and Revenues.  Draft the report.
2. The Council is considering extending its opening hours to its customers.  Prepare a briefing note on your thoughts on how the Council can extend its current opening hours for personal and telephone enquiries, detailing the issues involved and the manner in which the project can be implemented.
3. A council taxpayer, Mr Street, has written to you as the Council Tax Billing Manager complaining about why your Authority is charging a higher percentage for second homes than his previous authority.  Draft a letter of reply explaining the changes.

4. A recent exit survey has highlighted that customer care has rapidly changed to become an essential part of a modern revenues service. Speed, accuracy, courtesy and quality of response from the staff (by telephone, electronically or dealing with personal enquiries on the reception counter) are now fundamental to the critical success factors in revenue service delivery. Draft a Customer Service Charter/Pledge for the Revenues Service.

5. A recent review of staff appraisals with staff in the Revenues Service has highlighted that internal communication is perceived by staff to be poor across the Service. There is a feeling that the approach to communication varies considerably with managers failing to acknowledge the role played by their staff.

You have been asked by the Revenues Service Management Team as the Revenues Team Leader to draft a report on how internal communications could be improved within the area of Revenues. You should consider the role to be played by all staff. In addition, you must explain how you would you ensure information is communicated quickly and consistently within both the Revenues Service and throughout the Authority/organisation.

6. Write a report to your Director of Finance explaining what statutory reliefs for National Non Domestic Rates could be granted to the following organisations:

(a)
A national charity occupying a town centre shop.  It is known that 55% of the stock is donated and the remaining 45% purchased.

(b)
The only petrol station in a designated rural settlement.  The rateable value is  £12,000.
(c)
A non profit-making golf club whose membership consists entirely of local residents.

Your report should include the conditions that have to be satisfied before rate relief can be granted and the financial impact to the local authority.

7.
As a Team Leader you are concerned about the high level of sickness  of your staff.  Draft a procedure to enable you to monitor and manage sickness.

8. As Housing Rents Officer the Head of Revenues has asked you to draft a briefing note to staff on Rent Restructuring that the Council plans to implement from April 2005.  Draft the briefing note, outlining the main issues concerning rents policy, and the reasons for change.

9. A Local Authority controlled Theatre will open shortly.

Discuss the various types and sources of income to be generated from the operation of the theatre, listing any incentives that could be introduced to maximize the use of the facilities by the local community. 

10. An essential part of Revenues Services today is Performance Management.  In a recent inspection by the external auditor the service was criticised for its lack of monitoring and setting of Performance Targets.  As the Revenues Team Leader prepare a report for the Head of Revenues on how this setting and monitoring of Performance Targets can be improved.
EXAMINER'S REPORT

Revenues Administration (Technician)

(England and Wales)

December 2004 Examination

___________________________________________________________________

General Comments

In the examiners comments for June 2002 I reminded students that it is important to read the question carefully.  There continue to be vast improvements with the standard as mentioned in previous exams, but marks were still easily lost for not drafting reports, memorandums, briefing note or letters and if the question asks for this you should do it.   Examination technique is very important for examinations and can make the difference between a pass and a fail.

___________________________________________________________________

Question  1

There was a 56.52% response to this question with an average mark of 18.5 and, of those candidates who answered the question; the following marks were gained:

	No of Marks
	No of Candidates

	0-10
	0

	11-20
	4

	21-24
	4

	25-30
	3

	31-40
	2

	41-50
	0

	Total
	13


Over 56% of students answered this question, which as the Egovernment targets of December 2005 approach is becoming an important facet of the Revenues office in terms of helping with administration and is a topical question, was not very surprising.  The introduction of increased service accessibility will help Local Authorities to meet the e-government targets set for 2005.  The standard of answers (5 gaining enough marks to pass out of 13 candidates) indicated that the majority of students have to become more aware of the impact of new technology systems and the egovernment targets.

The answer should have included:

Advantages:

Any of the following:

Introduction

A general description of e-government and the government targets

Link to Local Taxation

Priority Outcomes

Revenues Issues to be published on Website:

Valuation – links to VO – Bandings – Rateable Values

Liability

Council Tax Bands

Reliefs

Billing, Collection and Enforcement

Appeals

General

Location of Offices and opening hours

Contact Points including email

Links to other services (eg Benefits, CAB, Agencies)

Current publicity initiatives

Performance Targets – how are we performing

How money raised/spent

Allow Access by the public for:

Check accounts

Change of circumstances

Copy accounts

Direct Debit sign-up

Payments over the Internet

Application forms available as website pages: for SPD, Reliefs, s44A,  etc.

- (comments on need for signature – Queens bill on electronic signatures.)

- Could be available for down loading and printing

Customer feed-back, compliments and complaints

_________________________________________________________________

Question  2 

There was a 86.96% response to this question with an average mark of 24.25 and, of those candidates who answered the question; the following marks were gained:

	No of Marks
	No of Candidates

	0-10
	0

	11-20
	7

	21-24
	6

	25-30
	5

	31-40
	2

	41-50
	0

	Total
	20


The issue of service delivery, increased accessibility for customers and efficiency savings make a question such as this very topical, so it is no surprise that over 86% of students attempted this question.   Students need to be aware of these issues and the issue of consultation with stakeholders.  Those students who answered the question saw an average mark of 24.25 awarded, with 20 out of 23 students passing this question.

The answer should have included:


	


_________________________________________________________________

Question  3

There was a 60.9% response to this question with an average mark of 22.7 and, of those candidates who answered the question, the following marks were gained:

	No of Marks
	No of Candidates

	0-10
	1

	11-20
	4

	21-24
	4

	25-30
	5

	31-40
	0

	41-50
	0

	Total
	14


Considering the recent publicity concerning the new discretionary powers for District Authorities to reduce discounts for Council Tax the number of students attempting this question was no surprise (being over 60% of students).   The number of marks obtained, though, was disappointing.  Students need to be aware of ongoing changes as the examiner will try to test their capacity to keep up to date.  Those that attempted the question saw an average mark of 22.7 awarded, with 14 out of 23 students passing this question.

Students, though, must be aware of the correct appeal rights in respect of discretionary powers for Local Authorities.

The answer should have included:

Marks awarded for including in answer:-

Style of Answer - Letter

Reference to the complaint

Effective date eg 1 April 2004

Why the Authority is charging this amount – an explanation – discretionary power – up to Billing Authority

Council resolution not required – how has the Authority made the decision

And under what powers

Can charge between 10% and 50%

Provision of an explanatory leaflet included with letter

An example of the impact of this on the amount payable

How is the money raised spent (between precepting Authorities)

Give details of the taxpayer informing the Council if the circumstances are

Not correct.

Appeal rights

Any other good point

_________________________________________________________________

Question  4

There was a 69.6% response to this question with an average mark of 26.2 and, of those candidates who answered the question; the following marks were gained:

	No of Marks
	No of Candidates

	0-10
	0

	11-20
	4

	21-24
	4

	25-30
	6

	31-40
	0

	41-50
	2

	Total
	16


Out of the 16 students who attempted this question, 8 gained enough marks to gain a pass for this question, which is virtually  the same standard as in previous examinations for this type of question.   As the performance and customer care, through Best Value and higher profiles for Local Government, is very important to Revenues Services as feedback on their services and an opportunity for you to show how you can show continuous improvement this type of question is also very topical.   Students would, therefore, be wise to find out about the customer charters in place at their own Local Authority.

The answer should have included:

Answer layout

Who are we?

The Revenues Service collects the Council Tax and Business Rates from our customers in the Borough . Most adults in the Borough will deal with the Revenues Service at some time.

The Council Tax team maintains 50,000 domestic records, based on the Valuation List compiled by the Valuation Officer. 

It administers discounts, disabled reduction and exemption schemes.

The Business Rates team administers all commercial properties, some 3,000, issuing accounts in accordance with the rateable values set by the Valuation Officer.

The Recovery team have the responsibility of recovering all accounts that have remained unpaid. They will apply the law of recovery firmly, consistently and fairly.

The Customer Services team supports all of the teams within the Service and will advise you on most  aspects of Council Tax and Business Rates.

Our pledge to you
· Give full information on all Revenues matters.

· Make home visits to the elderly and the disabled.

· Fully trained staff will deal with your enquires honestly, courteously and efficiently and with regard to your needs.

· Ensure that all bills and documents sent to you are clear and easy to understand.

· Consult with you on the standard of service you receive.

· Constantly review and improve our service to you.

· Telephone calls will be answered within 10 seconds, clearly stating which section you are speaking to.

· All general correspondence will be acknowledged or replied to within 5 working days and will be written in plain English.

· Give you a clear point of contact when we write to you.

· Respect your privacy and provide a private interview room if you want a private discussion

· Action changes in circumstances for Council Tax and Business Rates within 14 days where all information is provided.

· Provide up to date leaflets and other literature. 

· All employees will carry identification with a photograph.

Help us to help you

A great deal of the work carried out within the Revenues Service has to conform to the law and it is therefore not always easy to meet all customers’ needs.  However, we will make every effort to try and meet most of those needs.              

If you have any suggestions that you feel will help improve the quality of the service we provide then please contact 
Head of Revenues

 P O Box 21, Town Hall, Anywhere,

 Anyshire, DE5 3WZ

Email: manager@anyshire.gov.uk
All suggestions will be looked into and a full reply, when requested, will be made within 5 working days.

Check out the Revenues Service web pages on our website:

www.anyshiredc.gov.uk
Details of Contact Telephone Helplines/Email addresses

Details of Information Leaflets

Other Good Point

__________________________________________________________________

Question  5

There was a 65.2% response to this question with an average mark of 24.9 and, of those candidates who answered the question; the following marks were gained:

	No of Marks
	No of Candidates

	0-10
	5

	11-20
	4

	21-24
	1

	25-30
	2

	31-40
	3

	41-50
	0

	Total
	15


Over 85.2% of students answered this question and the question gained an average mark of 24.9.   Only 5 out of 15 students gained a pass for this question, although a number of marks were lost for not giving the answer as a report.   In Revenues Administration and service delivery within any Revenues Service communications is vital to delivery of efficient services so the low number of students gaining a mark to pass this question is very disappointing.  Students should therefore cover this vital area as part of their studies.

Students should also take care in reading the question.  The question clearly stated ‘how internal communications could be improved’.   A number of students still answered the question on how external communications could be improved.  This could be the difference between a student passing and failing the whole paper.

The answer should have included:

Role of Team Leaders – with staff, with officers of the Council and with Managers

Role of staff – with team leaders and managers, other officers of the Council and the local community

Issues – Newsletters/circulars/notices/email/intranet, Suggestion Box, Tips procedures, Meeting and Reporting Procedures

Question  6 

There was a 34.8% response to this question with an average mark of 26.6 and, of those candidates who answered the question; the following marks were gained:

	No of Marks
	No of Candidates

	0-10
	0

	11-20
	2

	21-24
	0

	25-30
	3

	31-40
	3

	41-50
	0

	Total
	8


As in recent previous examinations over half of students answered this question, and an average mark of 26.6 was gained for this question.

With the recent changes to Rate Reliefs this continues to be a topical question.   Out of the 8 students who answered the question 6 gained enough marks to gain a pass for this particular question.

The examiner is also pleased to note that previous examiners comments regarding one particular area of NNDR that tutors and students should continue to concentrate in their studies is the financing of rate reliefs (what is the percentage contribution from the NNDR pool for example) appears to have been picked up.  The standard of answers on this important area were vastly improved.

Whilst the standard has again improved from previous examinations students should still read the question, which asked for a report.  Marks were lost by some students who ignored this part of the question.

The answer should have included:

Town Centre Shop – Liability, Relief that can be applied, Financial Impact

Charitable Relief – wholly or mainly selling donated goods – Discretionary Relief

Petrol Station – Liability, Relief that can be applied, Financial Impact

Mandatory Rural Rate Relief not applicable as over RV of £9,000.  Discretionary Relief

Bowling Club – Liability, Relief that can be applied, Financial Impact

Local members so eligible for discretionary relief

Reliefs Available:

Section 45 (6) L.G. Finance Act 1988 – Charitable Relief - provides that where the ratepayer is a charity or trustees for a charity, and it appears that when next in use, the hereditament will be wholly or mainly used for charitable purposes, the liability will be 10% of the amount that would be payable if the property was occupied.  LA/NNDR Pool Contribution

Section 47 L.G. Finance Act 1988 – Discretionary Relief - also provides that a local authority can award discretionary relief up to a maximum of 100% of the unoccupied rate payable.  LA/NNDR Pool Contribution

Section 49 L.G. Finance Act 1988 – Hardship Relief - provides that an authority can reduce or remit the payment of any occupied or unoccupied charge if the following two conditions are satisfied:‑

(a)
the ratepayer would sustain hardship if the relief was not granted; and

(b)
it would be reasonable to do so, having regard to the interests of the chargepayers.

LA/NNDR Pool Contribution

:

Question  7

There was a 91.3% response to this question with an average mark of 28 and, of those candidates who answered the question; the following marks were gained:

	No of Marks
	No of Candidates

	0-10
	0

	11-20
	6

	21-24
	1

	25-30
	5

	31-40
	9

	41-50
	0

	Total
	21


This was a popular question with over 91% of students attempting this question, so the issue must be a topical one within Local Authorities!  Out of the 21 students who attempted the question 14 gained a mark to pass the question.  As Local Authorities and Revenues Services look to streamline their services with efficiency savings it is important that absence is tackled and therefore this is an important area of the syllabus.  There was an average mark of 28, so students seem to have covered this important area.  

A good answer should have included:

Procedure Layout

It is important that the turn around of the absence reporting is done on a daily basis as follows:

In the event of you being unable to attend work through illness, the following procedures must be followed:

Report your illness by telephone or face to face to your Line Manager before 10.30 am on the FIRST DAY, giving the following information:

The nature of your illness

The likely date of your return to work

On a daily basis Line Managers should report sickness absences immediately by e-mail or telephone to the Admin Officer so that they can record staff absence on the information system.

On returning to work, staff should inform their Manager of their return.

On the same morning the employee return to work Line Managers should immediately e-mail or telephone the Admin Officer so that she can issue a Self Certification form.  This will then be passed to the member of staff who has been absent and they will then be required to fill in the Self Certification form and pass it on to their Line Manager.

The Line Manager will immediately conduct a Return to Work Interview with the member of staff and complete a Return to Work Interview form.  The Self Certification form should then be completed by the Line Manager and then the Return to Work Interview form should be stapled to it and returned immediately to the Admin Officer.

· For absences of more than 7 days - the employee will be required to provide medical certificates for the period in excess of 7 days (to be sent direct to Payments but advising Personnel/Organisational Development).

PLEASE NOTE

Absences are counted from the first day reported, and include Saturdays and Sundays where appropriate.

Absence will be monitored and as a national BVPI will be recorded.  Reports will be taken to Management Team and to Cabinet/Council.

Persistent absence without valid reason may lead to medical certificates being requested for absences less than 7 days.  The Council will pay for any costs incurred.  Ongoing persistent absence could also lead to disciplinary action.

A full Confidential Counselling Service is available and the staff employee is entitled to union representation at any interview/hearing

Other Good/Relevant Point

Question  8

No candidates answered this question in the December examinations:

	No of Marks
	No of Candidates

	0-10
	0

	11-20
	0

	21-24
	0

	25-30
	0

	31-40
	0

	41-50
	0

	Total
	0


Not a single student attempted this question, which is amazing considering the fundamental restructure of rents, whether council, housing association or RSL rents in the country.  This is a topic that forms part  of the syllabus and questions could be asked on this important topic.

The answer should have included:

Layout of answer

Report

Rents
All housing associations and local authorities are required to implement ‘target rents’ over a 10-year period starting from the 1 April 2003.  These are based on a formula using property values and average earnings.  

Preparation for the exercise – eg Last year the organisation undertook comprehensive computer modelling and agreed a phased approach to rent increases and decreases which achieves target rents for the majority of Group properties by the end of the 10-year period. 

Central Government has commissioned an early review of the rent proposals; once completed some changes to ‘target rents’ may result but it is widely assumed that the fundamental approach will remain as originally set out. 

The implementation of the agreed ‘path of travel’ to achieve target rents.  Where targets exceed current rents, the £2pw increase is applied immediately so that target rents are achieved as soon as possible.  Conversely, where current rents exceed target, the £2pw reduction is delayed for as long as possible ie when necessary to achieve the restructuring deadline of March 2012.  This means that maximum rent increases for 2004/05 will be limited to September 2003 RPI plus ½% plus £2 per week

Penalties will apply if there is no rent restructuring by March 2012.

A review of these assumptions used in our new computer modelling system will be undertaken, to ensure that these have been correctly applied.  Our initial thoughts are as follows.  The 5% tolerance has been applied to a larger number of schemes, which is reducing the percentage increase.  

The Council's policy last year was to relet void units at the restructured rent for the year i.e. new tenants pay the same as their predecessors.  We have estimated the extra income that could be earned by reletting at target rents where these exceed restructured rents for the year i.e. some new tenants would pay more than their predecessors.  This approach would introduce variations in rent between neighbours.  Following consultation with residents' groups it may be decided that the approach continue.  If not it could also reduce the grant receivable on new development. Consequently, we are recommending that the current policy should continue.

The rent system provides for a plus or minus 5% tolerance to target rents to provide an element of discretion to deal with local issues such as weak demand for rented property.  This discretion has been used to reduce the actual rents (as opposed to the target rents) of a small number of properties where we face low demand.  We propose to adopt a similar approach for next year..

Full Consultation needs to take place with Residents' Groups and Federations, residents interested in the Rent Restructuring Project and tenant members of any Housing Strategy Group to ensure feedback.

Recommendation

.

__________________________________________________________________

Question  9 

There was a 87% response to this question with an average mark of 23.5 and, of those candidates who answered the question; the following marks were gained:

	No of Marks
	No of Candidates

	0-10
	1

	11-20
	7

	21-24
	5

	25-30
	4

	31-40
	2

	41-50
	1

	Total
	20


This type of miscellaneous income forms an essential part of the syllabus so it is important that it is covered by both  tutors and students.  Although there was an 87% response to the question only 7 out of 20 students gained a mark to pass this particular question.  The subject material will vary, this question being based on a theatre, but the general principles will be the same.

The answer should have included the following:

Answer layout

	Format of Answer 

	

	* Headings

	

	* Layout

	

	Understanding of cash & credit income

	

	* Cash

	

	* Credit

	

	Type of Income generated

	

	* Theatre

	

	* Films 

	

	* Others (e.g. refreshments, sales etc.)

	

	Incentives 

	

	* Season tickets

	

	* Vouchers  

	

	* Local community schemes eg District Resident Card

	

	* Membership

	

	* Clubs

	

	* Reductions / discounts (e.g. students, OAP’s, low income etc.)


Supplementary Information

Any other good point

__________________________________________________________________

Question  10

There was a 34.8% response to this question with an average mark of 18.5 and, of those candidates who answered the question; the following marks were gained:

	No of Marks
	No of Candidates

	0-10
	2

	11-20
	3

	21-24
	1

	25-30
	1

	31-40
	1

	41-50
	0

	Total
	8


Considering the high profile of CPA , Best Value and Performance Management within Local Authority Revenues Services the number of students attempting this question (only 34.8%) was very disappointing.  What is also disappointing is that only 2 of the 8 students who attempted this question gained enough marks to pass the question.  Tutors and students will need to cover this part of the syllabus and I would recommend that students find out what happens within their own organization as this should assist them with their own studies.

Good answers should have included:

Layout of Answer – Report

Why do we have Performance Targets?  Why do we collect PIs?  Continuous improvement, comparison

Which targets can we set for Revenues – do we need local PI’s as well as BVPI’s.  Amount of post dealt with.  Number of days to deal with post.  How long to deal with customer enquiry (in person or by telephone)

Which targets/requirements for individual staff – how do you monitor

Give details of how you monitor eg monthly/annually

What steps do you take for remedial action if performance achieved is below target level

Give details of who you compare performance with: CIPFA Family Group, County Wide, Upper Quartile, Private Sector, last year, top 20

How is the PI and performance against targets reported, eg to Cabinet, Council, published, with Council Tax bills, Performance Plan.  How often?  Is performance reported back to staff?  Is there ownership?

Any other good point
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