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Limitations  

The matters raised in this report are only those which came to our attention during our internal 

audit work and are not necessarily a comprehensive statement of all the weaknesses that 

exist, or of all the improvements that may be required. Whilst every care has been taken to 

ensure that the information in this report is as accurate as possible, based on the information 

provided and documentation reviewed, no complete guarantee or warranty can be given with 

regards to the advice and information contained herein. Our work does not provide absolute 

assurance that material errors, loss or fraud do not exist.   

Responsibility for a sound system of internal controls and the prevention and detection of 

fraud and other irregularities rests with management and work performed by internal audit 

should not be relied upon to identify all strengths and weaknesses in internal controls, nor 

relied upon to identify all circumstances of fraud or irregularity. Effective and timely 

implementation of our recommendations by management is important for the maintenance of 

a reliable internal control system.  

Reports prepared by MIAA are prepared for your sole use and no responsibility is taken by 

MIAA or the auditors to any director or officer in their individual capacity. No responsibility to 

any third party is accepted as the report has not been prepared for, and is not intended for, 

any other purpose and a person who is not a party to the agreement for the provision of 

Internal Audit and shall not have any rights under the Contracts (Rights of Third Parties) Act 

1999.  

Public Sector Internal Audit Standards 

Our work was completed in accordance with Public Sector Internal Audit Standards.  
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1 Executive Summary 

1.1 Objective 

The overall objective of the review was to evaluate the effectiveness of the processes in place 

for Council Tax collection.  

1.2 Opinion 

Substantial Assurance There is a good system of internal control 

designed to meet the system objectives, 

and that controls are generally being 

applied consistently. 

 

1.3 Key Findings 

There is a good system of internal control designed to meet the system objectives, and ensure 

that controls are generally being applied consistently. 

We confirmed that the Council has effective processes in place around the collection of 

council tax by ensuring that the database of properties remains up to date, sufficient evidence 

is provided to support discounts and exemptions and outstanding balances are promptly 

pursued. Controls could be improved by ensuring that the write off report is completed on a 

quarterly basis. 

The following provides a summary of the key themes. 

Sub Objective Key Themes 

The Council maintains an 

accurate database of 

taxable properties and 

liable persons. 

Areas of good practice: 

• Property valuations are assessed and notified by the 

Valuation Office Agency (VOA). Each property is 

issued a banding, these properties are billed 

accordingly based on the billing parameters that are 

set by the Council each year. Each property is also 

allocated a unique reference number by the VOA. 

• A weekly notification is received from the Valuation 

Office Agency (VOA) that details all new properties and 

any changes that have been made to current 

properties. 

• The Council’s internal revenues system, Academy is 

then updated to reflect the changes and a 

reconciliation completed to ensure that the same 

number of properties in each band aligns with the 
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Sub Objective Key Themes 

VOA’s records. Due to Covid and staff working at home 

it was established that the changes and the 

reconciliation are not being counter-signed by 

Revenues management.  

• Sample testing was conducted on a number of 

amendment changes during the period January 2022 

and March 2022. It was noted all have been processed 

and accurately inputted into Academy. 

Areas for improvement 

• None  

The parameters in the 

Council Tax system have 

been updated for 2021/22. 

Areas of good practice: 

• We confirmed that the Council Tax billing parameters 

exercise for 2021/22 were accurately set up prior to the 

commencement of the financial year. 

• The parameters are drawn up by the shared system 

support team who administer the system for the 3 

partners (Allerdale, Carlisle, Copeland).  

• The parameters are checked by officers at each of the 

3 councils and signed off for input into the system as 

part of the debit raising for each year.  

• The parameters for 2021/22 were entered onto the 

system by the Recovery Manager following 

management sign off.  

• The review confirmed that the main billing plan 

checklist for 2021/22 was completed on 16th March 

2021 by the Recovery Manager. 

Areas for improvement 

• None 

Council tax income is 

correctly accounted for and 

income is correctly 

recorded. 

Areas of good practice: 

• Discussions and review confirmed that the Technical 

Officer, Financial Services is responsible for the 

income and reconciliation of Council Tax. 

• The Council monitor actual income against expected 

income by recording cash income on a daily basis. 
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Sub Objective Key Themes 

Testing confirmed that the reconciliation had been 

performed from April 2021 to March 2022 and the 

check balance was zero.  

• Testing of month 12 confirmed that the batches posted 

from the Council tax reconciled with the GL. MIAA was 

advised that the reconciliations are uploaded for the 

deputy section 151 officer to review. 

• As at February 2022, it was noted that the Council had 

received 95.6% of expected income. 

• MIAA confirmed that the Council Tax suspense 

account is reviewed weekly and as at 1 April 2022, 

there was only £540.41 unallocated. 

Areas for improvement 

• None  

There is regular review of 

personal discounts and 

exemptions. In addition, the 

council undertake 

validation checks where 

reliefs or exemptions are 

awarded. 

Areas of good practice: 

• Information and guidance is available on the Council 

website for customers, which includes guides on 

making on-line payments and the process to apply for 

discounts and exemptions. 

• There are several ways resident(s) can get a discount 

or exemption on their council tax. An application is 

required and evidence may be required for officers to 

determine eligibility. 

• Our testing confirmed that for a sample of discounts 

and exemptions awarded during 2021/22, these had 

been supported by satisfactory evidence and details 

entered were correct.  

Areas for improvement 

• None  

Arrears are promptly and 

effectively pursued. 

Areas of good practice: 

• The Council Tax billing, enforcement and collection 

policy outlines the process that will be taken when 

individuals fail to pay their council tax. The policy 

includes appendices for court costs, enforcement fees, 
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Sub Objective Key Themes 

contact details, payment details and an insolvency 

referral form.  

• The policy also includes an appendix ‘Council Tax 

Vulnerable Persons’ that highlights the possibility of 

those having difficulty in meeting payments, engaging 

in negotiations to agree special arrangements. 

• We confirmed that the monitoring of accounts that will 

default is largely automated with the system producing 

daily reports on all accounts to default. The recovery 

team are then responsible for processing letters to be 

sent out.  

• Discussion with the system support manager 

confirmed that arrears are allocated within the financial 

year of the transaction taking place. 

• Debts are often referred to bailiff collection once they 

have been outstanding for a while and the Council can 

directly monitor the progress being made on each debt.  

Areas for improvement 

• None 

Refunds and write-offs are 

legitimate, correctly 

processed and authorised. 

Areas of good practice: 

• Credit balances can be created when 

discounts/exemption are granted, property valuation 

change or liability ends. Where a credit balance has 

been created, a refund can be issued to the resident.  

• Our sample testing confirmed that all were approved 

within the limits and demonstrated a segregation of 

duties where necessary. 

• The Head of Financial Services has the delegated 

authority to write off bad debts under Councils 

Financial regulations 

• The Debt Recovery Manager has delegated authority 

to write off negligible amounts under the current level 

of court costs i.e. £62.50 and is responsible for 

collating the write offs.  



Council Tax  
ASSADV2122_020A 
Allerdale Borough Council  

 

                         QD-4 Rev 1                                              9 

Sub Objective Key Themes 

• Sample testing confirmed that all write-offs had been 

approved appropriately and had been accurately 

processed. 

• We were provided with the 2021/22 Year -End bad 

debt report collated and signed by the Debt Recovery 

Manager and approved by the Head of Financial 

Services.  

• The report detailed that irrecoverable Council Tax 

debts totalling £87,756.56 was written off. 

• Review confirmed that the write off procedures were 

last updated and reviewed September 2019. However, 

the LGR business plan includes alignment of policies 

and delegated write off levels for Cumberland 

Areas for improvement 

• Testing confirmed that only two bad debt write off 

reports had been completed in 2021/22. The Council 

policy and procedures state that these should be done 

on a quarterly basis. (Recommendation 1 – Medium)  

1.4 Recommendation Summary 

The table below summarises the prioritisation of recommendations in respect of this review. 

 

 

  

Critical High Medium Low Total 

0 0 1 0 1 
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2 Engagement Objectives and Scope (Terms of Reference) 

2.1 Objective 

The overall objective of the review was to evaluate the effectiveness of the processes in 

place for council tax collection. 

2.2 Scope 

The review focused upon the following objectives and risks identified above in respect of 

Council Tax through review and documentation of the system.  

We have tested for compliance and expected controls and best practice in key areas. On 

completion of our fieldwork the auditor will hold a discussion meeting with officers, subject to 

your availability, to verify the factual accuracy of the findings; and discuss and agree possible 

practical solutions to any matter identified.   

MIAA will also consider any changes to the control environment due to COVID-19. 

2.3 Approach 

The following approach was adopted to enable us to evaluate potential risks, issues with 

controls and recommend improvements: 

• Discussions with key members of staff to ascertain the nature of the systems in 

operation. 

• A desktop review of a sample of records against the criteria of effectiveness, timeliness, 

communication, compliance with local and national legislation. 

• A walkthrough of the Council Tax benefit process. 

• Desktop review of existing policies, procedures, local guidelines to confirm that they 

are up to date and communication across the Trust 
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3 Detailed Findings and Recommendations 

This report has been prepared by exception. Therefore, we have included in this section, only 

those areas of weakness in control or examples of lapses in control identified from our testing 

and not the outcome of all internal audit testing undertaken. 

 

1. Council Tax Write Offs  Risk Rating: Medium 

Operating effectiveness  

Key Finding – Testing confirmed that only two Bad debt write off report had been completed 

in 2021/22. The write off policy states that lists of cases for write-off need to be compiled 

from a list of unpaid debts out of Academy then a report compiled for the Head of Financial 

Services on a quarterly basis.   

Specific Risk – Non-compliance with procedures.  

Recommendation - Regular review and authorisation of write-off balances should be 

undertaken in line the scheme of delegation and procedures 

Management Response – We accept that there were no write off reports during Quarter 2 

and Quarter 3 due to staff vacancies in Recovery Department following retirement of 

previous manager at end of Quarter 1. This has been addressed by the recruitment of a 

new manager who completed write off report in Quarter 4. This will continue on a quarterly 

basis.  

Responsible Officer – Matthew Whalley 

Implementation Date – already implemented 

 

Follow-up 

A follow-up exercise will be undertaken during 2022 to evaluate progress made in respect of 

issues raised.  This will include obtaining documentary evidence to demonstrate that actions 

agreed as part of this review have been implemented. 
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Appendix A: Assurance Definitions and Risk Classifications 

Level of Assurance Description 

High There is a strong system of internal control which has been effectively 
designed to meet the system objectives, and that controls are consistently 
applied in all areas reviewed. 

Substantial There is a good system of internal control designed to meet the system 
objectives, and that controls are generally being applied consistently.  

Moderate There is an adequate system of internal control, however, in some areas 
weaknesses in design and/or inconsistent application of controls puts the 
achievement of some aspects of the system objectives at risk. 

Limited There is a compromised system of internal control as weaknesses in the 
design and/or inconsistent application of controls puts the achievement of 
the system objectives at risk. 

No There is an inadequate system of internal control as weaknesses in 
control, and/or consistent non-compliance with controls could/has resulted 
in failure to achieve the system objectives. 

 

 

Risk Rating Assessment Rationale 

Critical Control weakness that could have a significant impact upon, not only the 
system, function or process objectives but also the achievement of the 
organisation’s objectives in relation to: 

• the efficient and effective use of resources 

• the safeguarding of assets 

• the preparation of reliable financial and operational information 

• compliance with laws and regulations. 

High Control weakness that has or could have a significant impact upon the 
achievement of key system, function or process objectives.  This 
weakness, whilst high impact for the system, function or process does not 
have a significant impact on the achievement of the overall organisation 
objectives. 

Medium Control weakness that: 

• has a low impact on the achievement of the key system, function or 
process objectives; 

• has exposed the system, function or process to a key risk, however 
the likelihood of this risk occurring is low. 

Low Control weakness that does not impact upon the achievement of key 
system, function or process objectives; however implementation of the 
recommendation would improve overall control. 

 

 


