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SCRUTINY INFORMATION REPORT

To:  Chair, Ladies and Gentlemen

Use of External Debt Recovery Companies 

1.0 SUMMARY OF THE REPORT

1.1 Following an online campaign by Mr Geraint Williams of “38 Degrees Merthyr Tydfil 
and Rhymney”, he wrote to the Council concerning debt recovery companies.

1.2 The Chief Executive responded to Mr Williams’s letter and at the same time 
referred the matter to the Governance, Performance, Business Change and 
Corporate Services Scrutiny Committee, which in turn set up a T&FG to meet with 
Mr Williams.

1.3 This report provides a brief summary of the meeting between the T&FG, Mr 
Williams, and officers of the Authority.

1.4 Two suggestions from the meeting i.e. that Mr Williams be provided with a copy of 
the recorded letter that will be used in future; and Mr Williams’s suggestion that the 
Council consider a flyer to be sent out with demand letters providing constructive 
advice, is supported by the scrutiny committee.

2.0 RECOMMENDATION(S) THAT:-

2.1 The Scrutiny Committee notes the content of this report.
2.2 A copy of this report is provided to the Portfolio Member for Governance and 

Corporate Services and to the Chief Executive for information.

Date Written 11th August 2016
Report Author T&FG - Governance, Performance, 

Business Change and Corporate 
Services Scrutiny Committee 

Exempt/Non Exempt Non Exempt
Service Area Scrutiny
Committee Date 8th November 2016



3.0 INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND

3.1 This report is to provide a brief update on the Task and Finish Groups meeting with 
Mr Geraint Williams of “38 Degrees Merthyr Tydfil and Rhymney”. 

3.2 Mr Williams sent a letter to the Chief Executive following an online campaign for the 
Authority to stop employing the services of debt recovery companies to collect 
unpaid debts to the Council (see copy letter at Appendix I). Concerns raised in the 
letter include:-

 The use of debt recovery companies by the Council clearly victimises the least 
financially secure people in the town who are struggling to keep up with council 
tax bills, rent and even parking charges.

 Some of the companies employed by the council use bully tactics, harassment 
and intimidation to coerce people to pay debts. To make matters worse they 
add crippling and punitive charges on to debts adding further stress and worry 
onto those who cannot afford to pay their debts.

3.3 The Chief Executive Gareth Chapman responded to Mr Williams (see Appendix II) 
on the issues raised in the letter and at the same time referred the matter to the 
Governance, Performance, Business Change and Corporate Services Scrutiny 
Committee.

3.4  As a result of the referral the scrutiny committee requested a report from the 
Revenues department (see BACKGROUND PAPERS for report). Extracts from the 
report include:-

 The following areas within the Council are subject to debt recovery through the 
use of both internal and external Enforcement Agents: 

 Revenues - For the recovery of Council Tax and Business Rates 
 Parking – For the recovery of Fixed Penalty Notices 
 Sundry Debts – For the recovery of other miscellaneous debts owing to the 

Authority.

 Before a Council Tax case is issued to an Enforcement Agent, a minimum of 
five notices would have been issued to the debtor. These include; an initial 
demand, a reminder, a final notice, a summons and a notice of liability order. 

 The Revenue Section will, where resources allow, make early contact with a 
debtor prior to any Court action being taken. This may take the form of a pre-
emptive telephone call or intervention as a result of other customer related 
contact eg applications for reliefs, discounts or changes of address etc.

 The Authority has a responsibility to ensure all debts outstanding are collected 
in a timely manner and in accordance with the statutory provisions. 
Enforcement Agents have only ever been utilised as a last resort where all 
other avenues have been exhausted.



 In 2015/16, of the 4866 cases passed to an Enforcement Agent, 4449, (91%), 
were retained in-house. The proportion of work retained in house has increased 
from 24% in 2012/13 to 91% in 2015/16 (i.e. from 76% external to 9% external 
in the last 3 years)

 The fees associated with Enforcement are statutory, (The Taking Control of 
Goods (Fees) Regulations 2014) and are applicable to Council Tax, Business 
Rates and Parking debts.

 During the period 2013/14 to 2015/16 (currently), there have been 5 formal 
complaints and none of these has been about the conduct of Enforcement 
agents. The number of informal complaints received is not recorded as these 
are usually resolved to the complainant’s satisfaction at a departmental level. 

4.0 MEETING WITH MR GERAINT WILLIAMS 

4.1 At the scrutiny committee meeting on 5th July it was agreed that a Task & Finish 
Group be set up to meet with Mr Williams. The Task and Finish Group membership 
was Councillor Tom Lewis, Councillor David Isaac and Councillor Bill Smith. The 
T&FG was asked to meet with meeting with Mr Williams to hear first-hand the 
issues that were raised.

4.2 A meeting was arranged for Wednesday 10th August 2016. Present were the three 
members of the Task and Finish Group, Mark Thomas (Head of Corporate 
Services), Mike Parry (Revenues Manager) and Mr Williams.

4.3 Mr Williams explained that he runs a social media group in the community called 
“38 Degrees Merthyr Tydfil and Rhymney” and there had been concerns raised 
about the treatment of residents and the costs levied by private debt collection 
agencies in the County Borough. 

4.4 Discussion points included:-

 Debt collectors were rude and unhelpful and people were afraid to 
contact the Council to sort out the debt and “buried their head in the 
sand” rather than address the situation. Also there should be a 
transparent and ethical approach to debt collection by the Council.

There had been 5 formal complaints in 4 years and none were about the 
conduct of the enforcement agents. It was accepted that there have been 
more complaints but these had been addressed immediately, however again 
these were not about the conduct of the enforcement agents. 

Before a case is passed to an enforcement agent there would have been a 
minimum of five notices issued to the debtor i.e. an initial demand, a 
reminder, a final notice, a summons and a notice of liability order. Residents 
have opportunity to contact the Council before enforcement agents are 
involved.



If residents are afraid to unwilling to contact the relevant council department 
to discuss the debt, they can speak to their Ward Councillor who can take up 
the matter on their behalf.

The Council Tax department are working with an external organisation to 
amend the wording of council tax letters to ensure they are more user 
friendly. Although much of the wording in the letters is governed by 
regulations, the format could be changed to being less punitive and more 
informative about who to approach for assistance e.g. the department, the 
local Councillor or the Citizens Advice. It was suggested that a copy of the 
letter be made available to Mr Williams.

 An example given about the costs levied was a £45 debt quickly 
increasing to £150 with the involvement of the debt collection agency. 
It was felt that external agencies were charging excessively. 

There is a statutory fee structure applicable to Council Tax, Business Rates 
and Parking debts which all agencies must adhere to. A copy of the report 
prepared by Mike Parry was provided to Mr Williams and it details the 
various fees applicable.

The Council took the decision approximately two years ago to make use of 
its own enforcement agents as opposed to external companies. The 
proportion of work retained in house has increased from 24% in 2012/13 to 
91% in 2015/16. MTCBC is only one of three Councils in Wales to have its 
own enforcement agents.

A suggestion was made that if the Council was provided with the names and 
addresses of people who had issues with the enforcement agents, further 
investigations could take place.

The Council did not want cases to reach enforcement stage and would 
encourage residents to contact the Council at earlier stage to try and resolve 
the problem, rather than ignore. Enforcement Agents have only ever been 
utilised as a last resort where all other avenues have been exhausted.

External enforcement agents are still being used but mainly for historic cases 
or cases where debts are being collected outside the County Borough.

Could the Council accept lesser amounts in settlement of a resident’s debt? 
This was not an option as other residents have to pay their council tax. 

The Revenue Section has started making early contact with debtors prior to 
any Court action being taken e.g. by telephone in an attempt to help resolve 
issues at an early stage.

 Is it possible for the Council to send an A5 flyer for example out with 
council tax demands at the beginning of the council tax year that 
provides very clear instructions how residents could receive help if 



they were struggling to pay their council tax debt. Perhaps also place 
on website and in the Contact magazine.

This is certainly a possibility and the revenues department to progress this 
suggestion.

4.5 In summary:-

Fees levied – There is a statutory fee structure applicable to Council Tax, 
Business Rates and Parking debts.

Wording of demand letters – much of it is statutory but the Council is 
looking at changing to make it “user-friendly”. The Head of Corporate 
Services suggested a copy of the reworded letter be sent to Mr Williams for 
information, which the T&F Group supported.

A5 advice leaflet / flyer to go out beginning of year with council tax 
demands. This suggestion is taken forward and received the support of the 
T&F Group.

Percentage of cases dealt with in-house - The proportion of work retained 
in house has increased from 24% in 2012/13 to 91% in 2015/16 (i.e. from 
76% external to 9% external in the last 3 years)

Contact – Anyone having problems should contact the council tax 
department, rather than leave matters deteriorate. Alternatively contact their 
Councillor who can take up the case on resident’s behalf. Citizens Advice 
can also be contacted for help and advice.

Individual cases – If the Council were provided with the names and 
addresses of people who had issues with the enforcement agents, further 
investigations could take place.

Councillor Tom Lewis
Chair of the Neighbourhood Services and Public Protection Scrutiny Committee

Task and Finish Group Membership: 
 Councillor Tom Lewis; 
 Councillor David Isaac; and 
 Councillor Bill Smith

BACKGROUND PAPERS
Title of Document(s) Document(s) Date Document Location

Does the report contain any issue that may impact the Council’s 
Constitution? No
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