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1.
INTRODUCTION
1.1
At the Lead Member meeting on Monday, 25th November a paper on the level of relief granted in business rates cases was presented for consideration and noting.

1.2
Arising from that meeting Lead Member requested further information relating to three areas, namely 

a) the criteria used in reaching a decision on whether to award relief

b) the possibility of targeting relief more specifically to organisations which support the 6 Pledges

c) a listing of organisations currently receiving relief.

This paper addresses these requests.

2.
CRITERIA
2.1
In an attempt to bring some continuity and consistency to the process, only two staff on the business rates team are designated to deal with applications for relief.  The two have been dealing with such cases for some years and have built up an appreciation of the general approach to be adopted, the precedents which exist and the "culture" which should prevail when dealing with such cases.

2.2
We do not generally positively "market" the availability of relief or seek applications but potential applicants and enquirers are told of its availability.  There are some exceptions to the "marketing" approach in that for certain projects, the Lowry for example, it could be in the City's interests to promote the availability of relief and encourage (without any guarantee of outcome) applications.  Generally, therefore, it is for the applicant to make the initial approach and present the case for relief being granted.

2.3 In handling applications the staff concerned may discuss the circumstances of the claim amongst themselves, with the Team Leader or with the Assistant Director.  Legal advice is available from our own solicitors and external organisations, such as the Charity Commission, will be contacted in appropriate cases to resolve queries or gain extra information.  There is invariably contact with representatives of the applicant organisation to establish a better understanding of the nature of the undertaking, its aims, objectives and day to day operation.

2.4 Specific guidance is available to staff in the form of the DTLR published guidance on rate relief and we have a specific form for sporting organizations to assist in establishing the appropriate level of relief.  The City Council's policy, as recommended at the meeting of the Finance Sub-Committee on 5th July 1990 was as follows:-

"
a)
Discretionary relief be granted to organizations in receipt of Mandatory relief only in exceptional circumstances


b)
Discretionary relief of no more than 50% be granted to qualifying organizations, other than in exceptional circumstances when up to 100% relief may be granted."

Apart from an amendment in July 1995 affecting only sporting organizations, these basic ground rules have not been amended formally since.

Using their own expertise to apply the above approaches, guided by the DTLR and local guidance, the two staff on the business rates team produce an application file intended for consideration by Lead Member and Director.  This file is reviewed by the Assistant Director, who may or may not raise queries at this stage, before adding a recommendation and passing on to Lead Member for final determination.

2.5 A copy of the DTLR guidance will be available at the meeting and is available on the DTLR website.  The sporting organisations' algorithm is attached.  Applications for mandatory relief are relatively straight forward in that all that needs to be established is the charitable status of the applicant organisation and the use to which the premises will be put.  It is in considering applications for discretionary relief that more judgement is needed and more reliance placed on the guiding criteria.  The general guidance offered in the DTLR document is followed and this is overtly set out in the algorithm used for sporting organisations.  The principles (not necessarily the percentages) set out in the algorithm are applied to all discretionary applications; in particular, questions numbered 14 onward have general application, and these will be supplemented if necessary.

2.6 Hardship cases are amongst the most difficult to deal with but are relatively rare.  The DTLR guidance is applied (chapter 7) but the range of circumstances presented requires each case to be closely investigated on its own merits.  Whilst the principles applied are constant the range of evidence called for varies considerably but will address issues such as:

· is the ratepayer in receipt of State benefits 

· are there assets available to be sold

· the health of the applicant and immediate family

· is the ratepayer responsible for children or dependant relatives

· are there prospects for an improvement in the individual's circumstances in the short, medium or long term

· other sources of income or support available to the applicant

· what input has been provided by the C.A.B. or the City's Welfare Rights Service in seeking a resolution.

3.
THE 6 PLEDGES
3.1
There is no specific mention of the Pledges in the current guidance although their influence might be seen in question number 19 of the algorithm.  There is no specific impediment which would stop the more overt use of the Pledges as part of the selection criteria.  The DTLR guidance comments (chapter 3, para. 3.3) that it is important to have "readily understood guidelines for deciding whether or not to grant relief …." and that it is possible to have "…. a general basis on which" to approach cases.  Specific reference to the Pledges would be in accord with such guidance.  If Lead Member is so minded more overt reference can be made to the use of the 6 Pledges as criteria (amongst others) in determining applications for relief in future.

4.
ORGANISATIONS RECEIVING RELIEF
4.1 A list of organizations which were in receipt of relief at 1st March 2002 will be available at the meeting.  The list, which runs to some 80 pages, was produced by the old business rates system (ICL B-rates) and is not particularly "user-friendly" in that it does not categorise the organisations by type or type of relief received.  The new business rates system, Pericles, has a facility to produce similar data in a more meaningful form but this facility is not currently working; our I.T. section are aware of the matter.
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