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1. Purpose
The purpose of this Debt Recovery Policy is to provide management and staff with guidance in 
the recovery of outstanding money due to Copeland Borough Council.  Utilising this policy will 
ensure a fair and consistent approach is applied to all Customers and Stakeholders.

2. Policy Benefits 
 
The introduction of a Corporate Debt Recovery Policy will help to identify deliberate non-
payers or individuals who delay payment. 

By being transparent it will enable people or organisations who fall into arears to come to 
payment arrangements that are appropriate to their circumstances. 

When enforcement action is taken it will be appropriate and undertaken in line with the 
legislative framework that is relevant to the Service.

By being approachable people and organisations will be more willing to make contact when 
they first face difficulties. 

We will help to reduce the effect of debt on people with a low income and small organisations 
struggling to survive.

3. Scope
The scope of this policy covers the principal areas of debt recovery within the Council i.e. 
Council Tax, National Non Domestic Rates, Overpaid Housing Benefit, and Sundry Debts. It is 
not intended that this policy will cover the collection of parking fines.

4. Definitions
An adult at risk
Copeland Borough Council will work sensitively and in a responsible and supportive manner 
with customers who may be experiencing forms of exclusion or who may be in need of 
additional care and support.  We recognise that such factors often bring additional challenges 
for customers who are within the recovery process.

Staff are expected to liaise with residents, and where appropriate their representatives and 
third party agencies to agree an appropriate means of coordinated recovery and to have 
regard to the Council’s Safeguarding Adults Policy and Social Inclusion Policy in doing so.  The 
Corporate Debt Recovery Policy reflects these policy aspirations together with the need to 
balance repayment profiles across all debts due to the Council.
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Sundry Debt 

The term Sundry Debts covers the range of miscellaneous debts raised by Copeland Borough 
Council in relation to many different council services.

Invoices include diverse items such as reimbursement of capital works, other rechargeable 
works and repairs, trade waste, service charges, commercial rents and other fees and charges

5. Introduction

This document details policies on the billing and collection of revenue due to Copeland 
Borough Council. 

The following areas of debt recovery for Copeland Borough Council are included:
Council Tax                                                                                                                                          
Business Rates                                                                                                                                    
Sundry Debt                                                                                                                                        
Housing Benefit Overpayments

Sums due to the Council can be a mixture of statutory and non-statutory charges. The method 
used for billing and collection of statutory charges is tightly prescribed. 

This policy sets out the general principles to be applied regarding debt management across the 
Council and is to be used together with detailed procedural guidance for staff. 

This document has been written with due regard to welfare reform and considers the social 
welfare of our customers and the difficulties placed upon those people who are in need of 
additional care and support.  

6. Roles and Responsibilities

 Where the Council has a duty placed upon it to collect money, we will do so in a 
professional and timely manner.

 We will listen to the customer at all times, considering their circumstances and we will 
swiftly establish their ability to pay. We will also work with customers to support them 
and attempt to create a willingness to pay for non-payers. 

 This policy has been written ensuring that we meet the standards as set out by our 
own corporate priorities.

‘Making Copeland a better place to live, work and visit’ 

This Vision underpins 3 core values - working with partners, being cost effective and 
treating everyone equally, fairly and with respect. 
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 We will ensure that strong partnership working exists between welfare agencies, 

enforcement agencies and Copeland Borough Council. 

 We will provide advice and signpost to the relevant welfare agencies for customers to 
receive the appropriate support. We recognise the benefits that these organisations 
offer to the customer and to the Council regarding prioritising repayments and in 
maximising income available to the customer. 

 We will ensure that in cases of multiple debts that close liaison between services exists, 
to ensure that the relative priority of debts is established swiftly. 

 Authorised officers and managers will intervene where necessary in the recovery cycle 
to deal with hardship and or disputes.

 
 Where a statutory benefit or entitlement to a discount exists, staff will ensure that 

advice is provided and will encourage the customer to apply for these. 

 The Council will at all times use the most appropriate and cost effect method of debt 
recovery in order to maximise income. 

 Staff will encourage the most cost effective payment methods with an emphasis being 
placed on electronic methods where possible. 

 We will treat all customers with integrity, fairness and respect. We will strive to deliver 
first class customer care and we will swiftly identify those in need of additional care and 
support and we will act and respond appropriately. 

 We recognise that failure to recover monies due impacts on the Council’s ability to 
provide key services and ultimately impacts on the residents of Copeland Borough 
Council.

 We will be transparent in our approach to ensure public confidence.

7. Council Tax and Business Rates
In line with Council Tax and Business Rates legislation the following applies;

Demands
Annual bills are issued in March each year for approximately 33,000 council tax residents and 
2,500 businesses. Customers have the option to pay annually, by 10 or 12 instalments or half 
yearly. The preferred option can be requested or amended by contacting the Revenues Team. 

When a demand is issued there will be at least 14 days before the first instalment is due. 
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Instalments
For customers choosing to pay by direct debit, four payments dates are available, 1st, 8th, 15th 
and 22nd. 

The 1st of the month is the payment date for all non-direct debit payers. 

Reminders 
If the instalment is late a reminder notice is produced. If instalments are not brought up to 
date they are automatically cancelled and the remaining full balance becomes due. Details of 
this will be included within the reminder. The reminder notice provides a further 7 days to pay. 

A second instalment reminder notice is issued for Council Tax payers only and is issued when a 
customer has previously received a reminder, brought their instalment/s up to date, but fallen 
behind again later in the year. If instalments are not brought up to date, they will be cancelled 
and the remaining full balance becomes due. If a customer falls behind a third time, 
instalments are cancelled and a Final Notice is issued without further warning. 

Final adjustment notices are also issued for overdue arrears from previous years and for closed 
accounts. The final notice will provide an additional 7 days to pay.  

Customers are encouraged to contact the Revenues Team if any of the above documents have 
been received and a member of staff will discuss the options available to rectify their account.

Summonses
If a customer fails to respond to any of the action as detailed above, a summons is issued to 
attend the Magistrates Court on a specified date. These are issued 14 days or more following 
the above action and at least 14 days before the court hearing. 

Costs of £62.50 are added to the balance outstanding at this stage. 
Staff will consider withdrawing the costs and the appropriate action if one of the following 
applies;

 The customer arranges to convert from a non-direct debit payer to a direct debit payer.
 The customer pays the balance in full less the costs amount.
 The amount of council tax outstanding prior to summons production is below £62.50 

and the balance is paid in full.

Arrangements
If none of the above applies, a payment arrangement will be accepted and the balance 
outstanding inclusive of the costs will be spread over the remainder of the financial year, this is 
referred to as a Special Payment Arrangement. The Liability Order will be obtained at the 
Hearing and the customer does not need to attend this Hearing. To activate this option, the 
customer must contact the Revenues Team prior to the Hearing. 

Liability Orders 
Liability Orders will be obtained for all customers detailed at the Hearing - where payment has 
not been made in full and where a satisfactory arrangement has been agreed inclusive of costs.
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Further Information Notice
This is supplied with the Liability Order notice requesting details of income and expenditure 
and a proposal for repayment.

A Liability Order gives the Council the right to recover the debt by any of the following means:

Attachment of earnings (Council Tax)
An order is sent to the customers’ employer requesting deductions from their salary until the 
debt is cleared in in full. 

 Legislation dictates the amount (see table below). 
 The employer is allowed to charge £1 for every deduction made as an administration 

fee. 
 If there are multiple Liability Orders, Copeland Borough Council can make two 

deductions.

Table of deductions from monthly earnings for each order issued 

Net Wage % Deducted Amount Deducted

Under £300 0% Nil
Over £300 but under £550 3% £9 - £16.50
Over £550 but under £740 5% £27.50 - £37.00
Over £740 but under £900 7% £51.80 - £63.00
Over £900 but under £1,420 12% £108.00 - £170.40
Over £1,420 but under £2,020 17% £241.40 - £343.40
Over £2,020 17% of first £2,020 plus 50% 

of the remainder
£343.40 plus 50% of the 

remainder

Table of deductions for weekly earnings for each order issued

Net Wage % Deducted Amount Deducted

Under £75 0% Nil
Over £75 but under £135 3% £2.25 - £4.05
Over £135 but under £185 5% £6.75 - £9.25
Over £185 but under £225 7% £12.95 - £15.75
Over £225 but under £355 12% £27.00 - £42.60
Over £355 but under £505 17% £60.35 - £85.85
Over £505 17% of first £505 plus 50% 

of the remainder
£85.85 plus 50% of the 

remainder

Deductions from Benefits (Council Tax) 
Attachments can be made from income support, guaranteed pension credits, employment 
support allowance or universal credit. 
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Enforcement Agents
Enforcement Agents (EA), previously referred to as bailiffs are used as a last resort, where 
customers have not paid, made a satisfactory arrangement or provided employment or benefit 
details. 

The EA can make arrangements with customers; however, in some cases they may remove 
goods that cover the value of the debt. 

Copeland Borough Council has a Service Level Agreement in place with the Enforcement 
Agents used and they are bound by the code of conduct as set out in the regulations. 

Enforcement Agents incur fees that are set by legislation:

Fee Stage Fixed Fee Additional Fees for debts 
exceeding £1,500

Compliance £75.00
Enforcement £235.00 7.5% of any amount over 

£1,500
Removal / Disposal of Goods £110.00 7.5% of any amount over 

£1,500

Committal to prison for individuals 
Where the EA is unable to collect the outstanding balance, a letter is sent advising that the 
next action is committal action. This letter provides the customer with an opportunity to make 
an arrangement to clear the balance. 

If no agreement is reached a committal summons is issued. This orders the customer to appear 
before the Magistrates for an enquiry into their means. This can result in an adjournment, a 
suspended committal order or a commitment to prison for up to 90 days. 

Before the warrant of commitment is granted, the Magistrate will consider if the person 
responsible is either, refusing to pay when they could have done, this is known as ‘wilful 
refusal’ or not taking the appropriate action following bills and recovery letters being issued, 
known as ‘culpable neglect’. 

If the Council makes an application for a warrant of commitment at the hearing, the court will 
charge £245.00 which is added to the account. 

If the person summonsed does not attend the Hearing or contact the Council or the Court, an 
arrest warrant is issued. For each arrest warrant a charge of £75.00 is added to the account. 

Furthermore, at the Hearing, the Magistrates have the power to write off or reduce the debt 
depending on the circumstances. 

Charging Orders
This is an order which places a charge on a property to ensure that the debt is paid from the 
proceeds when it is sold. 
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Before a Charging Order is sought a letter will be sent with details of the debt and the 
consequences and providing the customer with an opportunity to make an arrangement to 
clear the balance outstanding. 

If Copeland Borough Council seeks a Charging Order, additional costs from the court to the 
value of £110 is added to the account and the Council’s Legal Team will also charge an hourly 
fee for preparing the case and attending Court. These costs will be added to the debt 
outstanding and will be included in the application for the Charging Order. 

Insolvency (Bankruptcy and Winding up Proceedings)
The Council will use this option when all attempts to recover the debt have been exhausted. 

Bankruptcy is used for individuals and winding up proceedings for limited companies. In either 
case, arrears would be in excess of £5,000. 

Before this action is taken, a letter will be sent with details of the debt and the consequences 
and will provide the customer with an opportunity to make an arrangement to clear the 
balance outstanding. 

Further costs will be added, these costs are likely to be substantial and will be added to the 
debt and included in the application. 

When an insolvency order is granted it is published in the London Gazette and in the local 
newspaper. The Official Receiver or Insolvency Practitioner will also notify other organisations 
that the individual or company might owe money to. 

For any of the above action, the Council will refer appropriate cases to its own legal team or a 
suitable external law firm. 

Recovery of Council Tax through Members Allowances
Regulation 44 Council Tax (Administration and Enforcement) Regulations 1992 relates to an 
elected member of Copeland Borough Council or a relevant precepting authority. 

The Regulations allow an attachment of the allowances of an elected member to be made 
when Copeland Borough Council has obtained a liability order. 

Copeland Borough Council can make an order under which they can attach 40% from a 
member’s allowances. 

8. Overpaid Housing Benefit
The HB Overpayment guidance states that ‘An overpayment of HB is any amount which has 
been paid but to which there was no entitlement’. This includes any amount of;

 Rent rebate or rent allowance paid in excess of entitlement.
 Rent rebate credited to a rent account in advance of entitlement HB Reg 99 & (SPC) 80. 
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 Rent allowance paid on account, which is in excess of entitlement HB Reg 93 & (SPC) 74 

1.01 

An overpayment occurs when there is no or reduced entitlement on either the initial decision 
or a revision/supersession. The Council must identify each decision made during the 
overpayment period and revise or supersede those decisions in order to create an 
overpayment decision.

The Council will monitor and improve systems to ensure that overpayments caused by official 
error are prevented. 

Statutory regulations specify how we must calculate overpayments of Housing Benefit and this 
prevents the operation of a blanket policy for recovering the debt. 

When an overpayment is identified we will write to the claimant affected within 14 days of the 
decision being made, or as soon as reasonably practicable (HB Reg 90 & (SPC) 71).

We will detail the following in correspondence to the claimant:

 The amount, reason and period for the overpayment and whether it is recoverable or 
not. 

 Who the overpayment is legally recoverable from, and why.
 Who the LA has decided to recover the overpayment from, and why.
 The method of recovery.
 When the recovery of an HB overpayment is to be made by deductions from future HB 

payments, the amount of the deduction. 
 The person’s right to request a written statement setting out the LAs reasons for its 

decision on any matter stated in the decision notice and the manner and timescale in 
which to do so. 

 The person’s right to apply for a revision of the decision or appeal against it and the 
manner and time in which to do so. 

 An invitation to make either a full repayment of the debt or negotiate some other 
arrangement within one month from when the decision notice was issued. 

We will calculate overpayments quickly and accurately and an invoice will be issued to the 
claimant.  

We will invite claimants to make a satisfactory arrangement and failure to do so will result in 
recovery action from one of the following means;

 Deduction from Housing Benefit. 
 Deduction from other ongoing benefits.
 Deduction from earnings.
 Referral to a collection agency. 
 Where a landlord or agent owes the debt, recovery may be made against Housing 

Benefit owed to other tenants.
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From June 2018, the Council is successfully working in partnership with the Department for 
Work and Pensions, to establish employment details to allow for attachment of earnings in 
overpayment of Housing Benefit cases. This is proving to be a successful statutory tool in 
maximising income for the Council. 

9. Sundry Debts
The term Sundry Debts covers the range of miscellaneous debts raised by Copeland Borough 
Council in relation to many different council services.

Invoices include diverse items such as reimbursement of capital works, other rechargeable 
works and repairs, trade waste, service charges, commercial rents and other fees and charges.

Copeland Borough Council has a duty to ensure cost effective billing, collection and recovery of 
all sums due to the council.

It is the underlying principle of this Policy Statement that each debt belongs to the Service area 
to which the money is due. Those engaged in recovering debt are merely providing a service to 
the main frontline services.

Raising Invoices and Recovery

In line with Council operating procedures, service providers must endeavour to obtain 
payment in advance or at the time of service delivery wherever permissible. Invoices should 
only be raised where payment in advance for a service is not possible.

If a service is provided an invoice will be generated by the relevant department and produced 
the following day by the Council’s financial management system (Total). The invoice is issued 
by the Finance Team.

The invoice must be raised with the full name of the individual and include their full address. In 
the case of a company, the invoice must be raised in the full company name, as per Companies 
House and it must also be served at the registered office of the company, as per Companies 
House.  In the case of an unincorporated organisation/body, the invoice must be raised in the 
organisation name with a named representative and it must be served at the organisation 
address receiving services.

If the invoice is being raised to an address outside of the Copeland area, the invoice must 
specify within the narrative the full detail of the service provided along with the location.

Full names, contact addresses and telephone numbers will be established wherever possible 
prior to service provision or invoicing. When dealing with a company, it is important to obtain 
the contact details of the person/department who will be arranging payment of the invoice. 
This information will be required by the Revenues Team in cases of non-payment.

The invoice MUST detail the following:
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 Full name/company name/organisation and contact name & address.
 Detailed information on what the invoice relates to, including any applicable periods 

and location of service provided.
 Payment due date.
 Methods of payment.
 How to contact Copeland Borough Council in the event of a query regarding the invoice.

If the invoice is disputed this will be referred back to the originating department for resolution. 

If vital information is missing from the invoice, the Finance Team will reject the invoice and 
notify the generating officer.

The invoice must either be raised in advance of the service being provided or if this is not 
possible be raised within 5 days of the goods or services being provided. Demands must be 
issued promptly and wherever possible will be issued and payment expected before service 
due or issued on the day of production.

A payment due date will be specified prior to the service being delivered or within 21 days of 
the service being received.

If payment is not made within 37 Days (an additional 16 days following the payment due date) 
a 1st reminder will be issued by the Revenues Team.

If the invoice remains unpaid within a further 14 days a second reminder (Final Notice) will be 
issued.

On the first of every month an aged debt report will be produced and distributed amongst the 
Revenues Team to contact debtors to recover all outstanding invoices. Attempts will be made 
to separate all known ‘problem cases’ and large debts and they will be dealt with by a 
designated officer. 

It is the responsibility of the Revenues Team to undertake the necessary action to obtain 
payment of the balances overdue.

Where outstanding accounts relate to the supply of goods and services, no further goods or 
services should be supplied until the overdue account is cleared and the relevant Service 
Manager will be informed and responsible for enforcing this position.

If it is established that the debtor has the ability to pay but is refusing to pay, recovery action 
will continue promptly.

If the invoice remains unpaid after 49 days. The Revenues Team will continue to contact 
debtors to arrange payment, either in full or by arrangement. The relevant problem cases and 
large debts will continue to be recovered by a designated officer.

The originating department will ensure that a satisfactory amount of evidence to substantiate 
the raising of the invoice is available should it be requested by the Revenues Team.
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Small Value Debts
Where the value of goods or services are less than £100 whenever possible and practicable, 
prepayment should be obtained before the goods or services are provided. For any invoices 
raised for less than £100, the Revenues Team will adopt a soft recovery approach and the 
introduction of a final letter will be adopted.

Debts greater than £100 will be transferred to an external collection agency.

High Value Debts
For debts of high value but less than £15,000 the County Court will be used. The Revenues 
Team will seek permission from the originating department and will request all evidence to 
substantiate the claim being made. The Revenues Team Leader will act as Court Officer with 
the Support of Legal Services.

If the debt is in excess of £15,000 it will be dealt with in the High Court and Jacobs 
Enforcement Agency will instruct their partners Andrew Wilson & Co who will execute the 
subsequent Writ as authorised High Court Officers. Jacobs Enforcement Agency will still 
manage this on behalf of Copeland Borough Council.

Service areas should, where appropriate, consider other methods of resolution rather than 
Court proceedings. Should a department not wish to pursue a debt through legal channels a 
provision for the lost income should be made immediately and the Section 151 officer notified 
accordingly. 

Ordinarily, and in accordance with this policy, payment is due in full by the due date. However, 
circumstances may arise when the individual requests a payment arrangement to enable 
payment to be made by instalments.

 
Revenues Officers will take into account the circumstances of the debtor and will ensure that 
payment is made before the end of the financial year in question and will inform the Revenues 
Team Leader of the arrangement. 

If the debtor is found to be in significant arrears, the Revenues Team Leader will consult with 
the relevant Team Leader from the service area to discuss withdrawing the service. 

If it is found that the debtor has the ability to pay, but refuses to pay, then recovery action will 
continue promptly.

10. Write Offs (All Debts)
Copeland Borough Council recognises that where a debt is irrecoverable, prompt and 
regular write off of such debt is necessary.

We will seek to minimise the cost of write-offs by ensuring all avenues of recovery have been 
exhausted. 
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All debts will be subject to the billing, collection and legal procedures as outlined in this policy 
prior to write off.

The Council will resurrect the debt if circumstances that resulted in write off alter. 

Irrecoverable debts will be referred to the S151 officer on a quarterly basis.

Limitations for writing off irrecoverable debts are those contained within the Financial 
Regulations.

 To £50,000 in each case and unlimited in respect of Bankruptcy – Chief Finance Officer 
S151

 Over £50,000 – The Executive

The Chief Finance Officer (s151 Officer) will report all write offs to the Executive quarterly.

Debts may be referred to the Chief Finance Officer (S151 Officer) for write-off in the following 
circumstances:

 Debt remitted by a Magistrate.
 The Council has evidence to confirm that the customer is suffering a severe physical or 

mental illness, which renders enforcement action inappropriate.
 The Council is unable to trace the debtor.
 The debt is uneconomical to pursue due to the small balance outstanding.
 Likelihood of payment balanced against the cost of proceedings is not cost effective.
 The customer is deceased and there are no or insufficient funds in the estate to settle 

the debt.
 The customer is subject to formal insolvency proceedings.
 The debt is statute barred.
 The debt has been recommended for write off by the Chief Finance Officer.

 

It is crucial that old debts do not block the system of debt recovery and regular reviewing of 
debts must be carried out. For example, once a debt is greater than 6 months in age and those 
debts in respect of which collection is unrealistic should be resolved promptly. 

For Council Tax, Business Rates and HB Overpayments, debts for write off will be collated by 
the Revenues Team, signed by the Revenues Team Leader and authorised by the Chief Finance 
Officer (s151 Officer). These debts, once authorised will be written off from the Academy 
software by the Revenues Team Leader / Rating Officer. 

For Sundry Debts, debts will be collated by the Revenues Team, signed by the Revenues Team 
Leader, authorised by the Chief Finance Officer (s151 Officer) and written off from the Total 
software by the Finance Team. A copy will be passed to all Service Managers in advance of the 
write off. 
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11. Policy Review
This policy will be reviewed on an annual basis or sooner if there is a change in legislation that 
would affect its operation.   The outcome of the regular policy review will be reported to audit 
and governance committee.


