Argyll and Bute Council: Equality and Socio-Economic Impact Assessment

Section 1: About the proposal

Title of Proposal

To update the Council’s Corporate Debt Recovery Policy and implement a new
Vulnerability and Hardship Protocol.

Intended outcome of proposal

Overall, the proposal aims to balance the council's need for effective debt recovery with a
compassionate approach to customers facing financial difficulties, ensuring both
organisational effectiveness and customer well-being.

Description of proposal

Financial Services has put forward a comprehensive update to its Corporate Debt
Recovery Policy and a new Vulnerability and Hardship Protocol to enhance debt collection
efficiency while ensuring fair and sensitive treatment of customers. These proposals are
designed to maximise revenue from various council debts, including Council Tax and Non-
Domestic Rates, while minimising the incidence of arrears and bad debt. A key element of
this strategy is the implementation of early intervention measures to prevent debt
accumulation and the development of a consistent, council-wide approach to debt
recovery.

A significant focus of the updated policy is on supporting vulnerable customers. The
Vulnerability and Hardship Protocol aims to identify individuals facing financial difficulties
and provide them with tailored repayment plans and protections to prevent undue
hardship. By collaborating with local advice agencies, the council seeks to offer
comprehensive support and guidance to those in need, ensuring they can access
necessary financial advice and assistance.

Improved customer engagement and communication are also central to the proposals.
The council plans to enhance its communication efforts, using clear and accessible
language to inform customers about their payment obligations and available support
services. Encouraging proactive communication from customers, the council will provide
multiple channels for them to seek help and advice early in the debt recovery process.
Overall, these proposals aim to balance effective debt recovery with compassionate
customer support. By establishing a clear governance structure and regular policy
reviews, the council ensures that its approach remains relevant and responsive to
changing needs.

This strategy not only aims to improve financial stability for the council but also seeks to
ensure that all customers, particularly the most vulnerable, are treated fairly and equitably.

Business Outcome(s) / Corporate Outcome(s) to which the proposal contributes
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Who will deliver the proposal?

Fergus Walker, Revenue and Benefits Manager

Section 2: Evidence used in the course of carrying out EQSEIA

Consultation / engagement

We have directly consulted with Argyll and Bute Citizens Advice Bureau and Debt
Collection Parents, Walker Love on the terms of the Corporate Debt Recovery Policy and
Vulnerability and Hardship protocol respectively. These consultations provided insights
into the challenges faced by customers and the effectiveness of current support
mechanisms.

Data

Statistical Data on Arrears and Collections: Data on current arrears levels, collection
rates, and trends over recent years was analysed to understand the scale of debt and the
effectiveness of existing recovery methods. This included Council Tax, Non-Domestic
Rates, and other sundry debts.

Benchmarking Against Other Councils: Comparisons were made with debt recovery
practices and policies in other councils, particularly those with high collection rates and
successful support systems for vulnerable customers.

| Other information




Case Studies and Reports: Examination of specific case studies and reports on
individuals who have gone through the debt recovery process provided qualitative insights
into the customer experience and highlighted areas needing improvement. Specifically the
Improvement Services report Collaborative Council Tax Collection and Exploring write-off
in Council Tax Collection by Citizens advice Scotland.

Legislative and Regulatory Guidelines: Current legislation and regulatory guidelines
related to debt recovery and customer rights were reviewed to ensure the policy complies
with legal requirements and best practices. This includes upcoming changes to the
Bankruptcy and Diligence Act which is at bill stage.

Internal Process Reviews: Evaluation of the council’s internal debt recovery processes,
including staff training, resources, and communication strategies, helped identify areas for
operational improvement.

Technology and Systems Review: Assessment of the technology and systems used in
debt recovery to ensure they are up-to-date, efficient, and capable of supporting enhanced
customer communication and engagement.

Gaps in evidence

Customer Demographic Data: Analysis of demographic data would help to identify
segments of the population more likely to be vulnerable or experiencing financial hardship,
such as low-income households, elderly residents, and single-parent families.

Economic Analysis: Economic conditions and trends affecting residents, such as
unemployment rates, cost of living, and economic forecasts, could be considered to
understand the broader financial context influencing debt recovery and vulnerability.

Section 3: Impact of proposal

Impact on service users:

Negative | No Positive Don’t
impact know

Protected characteristics:
Age X
Disability X
Ethnicity X
Sex X
Gender reassignment X
Marriage and Civil Partnership X
Pregnancy and Maternity X
Religion X
Sexual Orientation X
Fairer Scotland Duty:
Mainland rural population
Island populations

Low income

Low wealth

Material deprivation

Area deprivation

XXX X | X [X




Negative | No Positive Don’t

impact know
Socio-economic background X
Communities of place X
Communities of interest X

If you have identified any impacts on service users, explain what these will be.

Positive impacts on;

Age —

Older adults and younger individuals may benefit from tailored support, clearer
communication, and more flexible payment plans. The protocol will ensure age-
related vulnerabilities are considered.

Disability —

Enhanced support mechanisms and improved accessibility of services will assist
individuals with disabilities. This includes better communication methods and
accommodations for specific needs.

Ethnicity —

Culturally sensitive approaches and language support services will help ethnic
minorities better understand and navigate debt recovery processes.

Pregnancy and Maternity —

Additional support for those in pregnancy and maternity situations can help
manage financial stress during a vulnerable period.

Fairer Scotland Duty, positive impacts on

Mainland rural population —

Tailored outreach and support for rural populations can address unique challenges
related to accessibility and communication in these areas, such as joint visits from
ABCAB and the Council’'s Debt Recovery team where data suggests there may a
need to maximise Council Tax Reduction benefits, discounts and exemptions and
break the cycle of accruing debt.

Islands —

Similar to rural populations, island residents may receive specialised support to
address their unique logistical and economic challenges, such as joint visits from
ABCAB and the Council’'s Debt Recovery team where data suggests there may a
need to maximise Council Tax Reduction benefits, discounts and exemptions and
break the cycle of accruing debt.

Low Income -

The protocols specifically target those with low income, offering more flexible
payment options, support services, and debt advice to alleviate financial
pressures.

Low wealth -

Individuals with low wealth can benefit from more lenient debt recovery practices
and additional support mechanisms, reducing the risk of exacerbating financial
hardship.

Material Deprivation -

Enhanced support and more compassionate recovery approaches will help
individuals facing material deprivation manage their debts more effectively.

Area Deprivation -

Focused support for individuals in deprived areas can help mitigate the impact of
socio-economic challenges on debt recovery.

Socio economic background -




The updates aim to provide equitable support irrespective of socio-economic
background, offering assistance to those who may be disproportionately affected
by debt.

e Communities of place -
Strengthening community-based support and engagement can help address the
specific needs and challenges faced by different localities.

e Communities of interest -
Targeted support for specific interest groups (e.g., single parents, veterans) will
ensure that the unique needs of these communities are met more effectively.

If any ‘don’t know’s have been identified, at what point will impacts on these groups
become identifiable?

No don’t knows have been identified.

Impact on service deliverers (including employees, volunteers etc):
Negative | No Positive Don’t
impact know

Protected characteristics:
Age

Disability

Ethnicity

Sex

Gender reassignment
Marriage and Civil Partnership
Pregnancy and Maternity
Religion

Sexual Orientation

Fairer Scotland Duty:
Mainland rural population
Island populations

Low income

Low wealth

Material deprivation

Area deprivation
Socio-economic background
Communities of place
Communities of interest

DX XX XXX XX [XX XXX XXX | X

If you have identified any impacts on service deliverers, explain what these will be.

No impacts have been identified for service deliverers in these protected groups.

If any ‘don’t know’s have been identified, at what point will impacts on these groups
become identifiable?




No don’t knows have been identified,

How has ‘due regard’ been given to any negative impacts that have been identified?

Yes, there are no anticipated negative impacts.

Section 4: Interdependencies

Is this proposal likely to have any knock-on effects for
any other activities carried out by or on behalf of the No
council?

Details of knock-on effects identified

N/A

Section 5: Monitoring and review

How will you monitor and evaluate the equality impacts of your proposal?

We will review policy impacts annually by engaging with relevant Council staff and third
sector partners who support vulnerable customers. We will also review our data to provide
an accurate picture of the impact that the policy has.




