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The Government’s ‘timidity’ 
with the UK Shared Prosperity 
Fund (UKSPF) calls into 
question whether it will bear the 
‘political pain’ of delivering the 
fair funding review, a finance 
expert has warned.

Associate director of the 
Institute for Fiscal Studies David 
Phillips said the decision to 
allocate the UKSPF ‘in much 
the same way as EU funds were 
prior to Brexit’ was a ‘real missed 
opportunity’ to tackle inequities 
in the EU funding regime.

In an exclusive article for 
The MJ, he questioned whether 
announcements on fair funding 
reforms following the local 
elections could be ‘a similarly 
damp squib’, or if the Government 
had ‘hoarded its political capital to 
deal with the political fallout of a 
more radical change’.

He said moving to the new 
allocations would ‘create many 
big losers who would see their 
real-terms funding cut’. 

‘The Government’s timidity 
with the Shared Prosperity Fund 
means it’s not clear that it is willing 
to bear this type of political pain, 
especially as much more funding 
will be at stake’, he continued.

He added that some form of 
transitional scheme to phase in the 
full changes in funding allocations 
‘will not only be necessary 
politically but also beneficial from 
a service provision and value for 
money perspective’. 

‘But without an up to date 
way to assess how much funding 
different local authorities need, 
and a more coherent system that 
properly takes account of these 
assessments, there will be no 
way to ensure that the £50bn of 
core local government funding 
is aligned with the levelling up 
agenda, he concluded.’
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Warrington Council has 
seen its credit rating 
downgraded by Moody’s.

The ratings agency said 
the council had moved 
from A2 to A3 to ‘reflect 
Warrington’s significant 
exposure to risks arising 
from its high reliance on 
commercial income’.

Moody’s also 
highlighted the authority’s 

‘high and rising debt 
burden’ and ‘ongoing 
budgetary pressures’.

In its report, Moody’s 
said that commercial 
income accounted for 
15% of its net budget, 
and that while the cost to 
the council of the collapse 

of Together Energy in 
January had yet to be 
finalised, it highlighted 
the potential pitfalls of its 
strategy.

Warrington paid £18m 
to acquire a 50% share in 
the energy company in 
2019.

Moody’s said it had 
observed ‘a high amount 
of risk and a higher risk 
appetite than is typical for 
the sector, exposing the 
council to significant levels 
of economic, counterparty 
and political risk’.

Warrington’s debt 

stands at £1.6bn and 
holds cumulative savings 
of £60.6m, with a ‘lower 
level of usable reserves’ 
than some peers.

A council spokesman 
said the rating was a 
‘positive outcome’ in 
the ‘current economic 
environment’ and that its 
commercial approach was 
worth £20m annually.

By Martin Ford

Two councils have apologised after making errors 
while issuing council tax rebates.

Local authorities have been tasked by the 
Government with sending out payments of £150 to 
households in council tax bands A to D from this 
month in a bid to help with rising energy prices.

But Swale BC last week apologised for taking 
money out of the accounts of direct debit holders 
while Leeds City Council mistakenly sent out two 
payments to thousands of households.

Swale said a ‘processing error’ had led to the 
council taking money out of taxpayers’ accounts.

In a statement, the council said: ‘We are deeply 
sorry that this has happened, and we have been 
working to rectify the situation and make sure 
people’s accounts are in a neutral position.’

The council said the rebate was being reprocessed 
last week and payments will reach households within 
the next few days.

A Swale spokesperson added: ‘We have been 
working with our bank to understand what happened 
as there was no mandate for a payment to be taken 
from people’s accounts.

‘This was a complicated situation, and it has taken 
longer than we would like to get the information and 
clarity we, and those potentially affected, need.

‘We deeply regret the confusion and we 
wholeheartedly apologise for the worry this may 
have caused people.’

Leeds recently admitted to issuing the £150 
payment twice to 25,000 taxpayers in the city. 
The council explained the error occurred where 
payments had initially been rejected by banks and 
warned those affected to ‘bear in mind that duplicate 
payments will be recovered’.

A spokesperson said: ‘We are working with our 
bank to recover the duplicate payments so that the 
situation can be rectified as soon as possible.

‘We would like to apologise for any confusion 
or inconvenience the duplicate payments may have 
caused.

‘Our officers have worked hard to ensure residents 
receive the £150 rebate as quickly as possible and 
120,000 payments have been made correctly.’

Local authorities have been allocated just over 
£28m to help cover the costs of administrating the 
council tax rebate scheme.

The initial new burdens downpayment aims to 
cover the estimated staffing and software costs to 
deliver the scheme.

A letter to English billing authorities said the 
Government would make a further payment where 
its assessment of total reasonable costs exceeded the 
down-payment.
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If you’ve met me in person, 
you’ll probably know that 
I will talk to anyone and 
can be known to strike up a 
conversation at the drop of a 
hat if the other party is willing 
to engage. 

This can be in a queue in a 
shop, while running in a race 
or, just like at the weekend, on 
a train journey back from York 
having been away catching up 
with university friends.

The reason the conversation 
started was overhearing 
someone across the table from 
me mention the £150 energy 
rebate and bemoaning the fact 
that ‘councils don’t seem to be 
able to do anything quickly’.  

Well, I couldn’t let that one 
go as you can imagine, but it 
did lead to a much more lively 
debate about the relationship 
between local government, 
central Government and also 
about funding in general.

It became an interesting 
discussion about the role of 
local government services 
and about how broad our 
remit is – about our role in 
regenerating areas – and how 
much we can and can’t directly 
do and perceptions around our 
relationships with developers. 
Then came the realisation about 
the areas local government 
picks up. They thought these 
were services run by NHS or 
other bodies.

We didn’t talk about local 
government all the way back 
to London, but my fellow 
travellers did say they would 
walk away with a new-found 
respect for council officers 
from that conversation, even 
if they didn’t agree with 
everything I was saying. 

It is the kind of conversation 
we need to constantly have 
with others and be prepared to 
step in and correct these kinds 
of misconceptions. 

If we are to change people’s 
views about what we achieve 
with the resources we have, 
we must be prepared to engage 
with others...even on a train 
late on a Sunday afternoon.

Adele Taylor is director of 
resources at Windsor & 
Maidenhead BC

@AdeleTaylorWork
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