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Bristow & Sutor's Andy Rose offers an
insight into the long-established world of
council tax debt recovery
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Competition for
contracts has forced
the cost of service
down and the level
of service up

9

THE EXPANDING cral enforcement
market is throwing up an array of new
partunines, but pursuing mancatory
authority revenues suzh as ceuncil
tex rermains a major cart of the bailif]
inclustry. Payment levels stocd 2t 2
remarkable 96.6% last year according
te the Department for Cammunities
and Local Government,

‘Yer the amount of debr that remains
outstanding is esurnated at more than
L880m. Mot surprisingly. this e 3 hughly
competitive marset for bailiffs, savs
Andy Rose, Bristow & Sutar’s
managng ¢rector and the Eaforcement
Services Assaciation (ESA) past
presdent,

"Competiton for contracts has
farced the cost of servi

down and
the level ef service up,” he says,
“"Methods of debt recovery and
attitudes have evolved. There s &
demand for a wider, more fiexible
approach waich incorporares a greater
range ¢ services. This also brings
about crealer pressure on lees chargec
to the dehrars a5 aften it is the anly
souree of mcome

"Within the legislative frame
and in eddition Lo the slatuto
thers is ¢

) seope privisicn o apply
"»zazonable feas for acrivines such as
remeving when you attend a defaulters
properLy Lo remove goods, [his &5 ar
area that attracts & warizd approach and
has now became the facus of attention
for local authorities increasingly require
ETHUrCEMETL agetcies L ]Jlj maore
accountable i1 the way that fees are
applied and provide a transparent and
opeén fee scale structure as part of the
wender orocess,” says Hose.

Mowadays councils expeut LalilTs w
apply transparent and open fees scale
structures. Hence, in order to prospar,
firms must steve to improve sfficiency,

ard an integral part ef this s new
te:thnnfo_f;\,f, BAYS Raose. For Bristow &
Suzer this meant devaloping its Client
Web - which allows autharities to
view real o detals of each case and
fadilitaze simple case administration —
and handheld PDA devices used by over
165 bailiffs. The PDA device has GPS
trachking and lme stamping of baib(l’
vigits and satellive navigatien and
address [ccation that is ascurate to
within one metre of the address
letverbox. " This is a far ery from
previous methods wihere balils en the
road had to read paper maps anc have
the problem of navigating in the dark
winter menths!”

Sharing information
The firm alsa uses GPS tracking and
time stamiping of visits, which provides
an audit trail,

Raose says rhar leeal authorities and
civil enforcement agencies still face a

numbar of challengas but by working
wegether with councils, both parties can
play their oart by imoroving efficiency

and forus an impraving covneal tax
collection rates. One area in particular
is that of communication. " lmproved
interng! communicabon s needed
hetwesn local authority departments,”
he comments. " There are instances
where bailiffs return a counci) tax
jability order as 'No Trace when, in
fact. the debtor may he registerad asa
il house temant in another

¥, ing address s
arother department. Yet this
information is not shared betwean
various degartments. Whilst daza
protecton s high on the agenda,
prosctively sharing information that
henefs the collection of cutstanding
revenues and makes enforcament
actwity a smoother process can only

r 2 forwai




Lefi: A Bristow & Sutor
officer uses the new
handheid PDA device.
Below: Andy Rose, Bristow
& Sutor’'s managing
director

nelp everyone involved. "In fairness ©
tae courcils, they make every effort to
cbtamn information from council Lax
defaulters that would allow thern to
pursue other recovery methods — these
inclucle Attachment of Earnings or
Actachment of Berefits. YWhen this
information is net fortheoming from the
defaulter, it leaves the council with little
or no alternative other than to an issue
an instruction to the bailifh

“Parking managers cen learn mary
experiences and lessons from their
council's revenues department, ' says
Rose. "ltis essential that you
(‘.nmmunicatu ﬂl1d Shﬁrﬂ g(](]li HI_I(‘] hﬂd
experiences, The sharing of infarmation
can be invaluable for councils setting up
decriminalised parking schemmes and
ﬂppUETILi”g IJd]IHjTS |n BOME cases a
bailiff supplier may have succezsfully
worked for a local authority for many
vears enfarcing counal tax and other
ravenues, }'Et U?,I-IEI' Slll]:]ll[‘,l"‘\ rr‘\ay ne
appaointed through a process that does
not take into consideration existing
council experience.”

Codes of practice

Rose also encourages local authorities
to revisit original policies and codes of
pracrice, many of which have not beer
amended since the era of the
Community Charge {poll tax). e says:
"This could be achieved by lozal
authorities working with enforcement
agencies o ensure Codes of Practice
are effective and as practical as possible
and do not impair collection
performance whilst maintaining a firm
vet fair ethos.”

One of the big challenges facing
bailiffs is posed by elusive debtors, such
as those in temporary accommodation
in city centres, olten in shart termrent
schemes. "Loeating absconders iz a

burning issue amang all [ocal authorities
we come into contact with,” says Rese,
“wihether 1Lis for couneil tax, business
rates or penalty charge notices.” The
moat affective method of enquiry
remains “on the ground” questioning. he
believes. DBristow & Sutor stall, for
EXHFEWP‘E, JAre Lnlir“ud Uﬁiﬂg quasfinning
skills, with ce-tificated aail #s
congucting discreet door-to door
enguiries and follow up cetivities, such
Aas ::ar.-iach'ng em}':lnyer.i, estates agents
and solicitors. These activities will be
supported by database tools such as
Equifax, Experian, CreditSafe,
Insalvency Service and BT Phane Dise.

The in-house approach
"MNotwithstanding these challenges, cur
courcil tax collection rates vary from
client to client 2nd can be influenced by
how much action the local authorily
wahes before they pass the instruction to
us o enforce,” says Rose. “Other
factors that could influence the
collection rate include Lthe ape and
quality of the instruction, the council’s
code of practice and demographics.”
While authorities have been using
external ballilfs for councl tax and
husness rates for many years, a Tew
have chosen to chase debrs through an
in-house recovery team. However, due
Lo the cornples nature of the work,
many choose to externalise this
provision. “The time and cost of
recruiting and adequately trainmg in-
house stalTis a substanteal
commitment,” warns Rose. “In addition
to knowledge of legislation, certification
through the County Court and
adeguate resaurces, the ability to
consistently turn around a large rumber
of cases curing peak tmes s of critical
nnportance
Good training is kev to the quality of

service that an external ballift supplier
provides, Rose points out, “Although
each enforcement agercy must employ
bailifts who have been awarded
certilication through the County Court
inorder to enforee the necessary debts,
each company should have Lheir own
internal training programme.”

Staff at Bristow & Sutor underpo in-
depl;h L['di\'lil'l‘ﬁ_-‘, that is linked to the firm's
internal performance appraisal svstem
and are externally audited as part of the
1SQ 20012000 process,

The firm’s three-manth traming
programme includes legislative and
internal procedures and the valuation of
gonds. Assigned to a mentor, brainees
operate with a gerlificated baihfF unti]
prowen fully competent and awarded
certification tarough the County Court,
Furthermore, all stall'are encouraged to
sit the ESA examination, the only
externallv eccredited exarmination
avalable. In wrder to be acoredived by
tre ESA as a corporate member, an
enforcement avency must employ 10%
ol its stafT who nave passed the ESA
examination,

Howaever for companies employving
100 staff or more. this need not be any
more than [0 people.” Bristow & Sutor
encourages its statt to sit the external
examinatian, with 92 <o far having
made the grade.

For Fose the art of civil enforcement
is a wel-honad profession. "It goes back
centuries,” he says. “Local authorities
and parking managers, tasked with
implenenting decriminalised parking
enforcement schemnes, can take camfart
n the knowledge thar the experience
already lies within the council and the
established enforcement companies. No
matter whar tyoe of revenue, distress is
distress is cis
www. bristowsutor eo.uk

Handling commercial rent
debt is a sensitive issue
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Step-by-step:

Chasing council tax debts

® A lozal authoritoy determines the
amountof council tax due and fssues
an annual bill, 1t alse issues reminders
when the taxpaver defaults on the
paymiznt.

® \When payment is not forthcoming
the council gives nutice of intended
court proceedings and the passibiliny
of a Liability Order being issued’
throuph the masistrate’s court. This
farms the basis upon which the bailiff
is authorised to act. Atall stages, the
taxpayer has the appor tunity o
make cantact with the cotingsil to
provice information and/or make
payment grrangements to avoid any
fisrther action.

® Adlrther letleris sent to ths
defaulter warring of the intention of
distraintaction. Itisat this stape
that beailiffs become involved, ance
the eouncil has forwarded the
inslruction o their respective
supplier.

@ The bailiff then lawfully opsrates
within the counel’s guidelines, Code
of Practice and timescales for
operation. Typieally a vase is with the
bailif for 2 o4 montis (unless
atherwise determined by the ;
counai) ater whizh time the couriol
woold expect either payment ar a
report on why tayment has not been
tortheoming.



