Financial Hardship Policy – Rates and Charges
	Policy outcome:
	A transparent and consistent framework for assessing and providing support to ratepayers experiencing financial hardship in relation to the payment of rates and charges.
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	Finance

	Version:
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[bookmark: _Toc207112784]Purpose
The purpose of this Policy is to ensure a clear and consistent approach to assessing and providing support to ratepayers experiencing financial hardship in relation to the payment of rates and associated charges.
[bookmark: _Toc207112785]Scope 
This policy applies to instances of financial hardship specifically related to the payment of rates and associated charges including Emergency Services Volunteer Fund Levy (ESVF). 
[bookmark: _Toc207112786]Prioritised Hardship Assistance
Where ratepayers experience financial hardship, Council Officers will assist ratepayers to meet their rate and charges obligations to Council in accordance with the following prioritised assistance (subject to eligibility): 
Pensioner Rebate
Payment Plans
Deferred Payments (Deferment)
Waiver of Interest and Legal Charges
Waiver of Rates and Charges
[bookmark: _Toc207112787]Pensioner Rebate
Eligible pensioners may apply for the Victorian Government’s pensioner rebates on municiapl rates and charges. These rebates are reviewed and adjusted annually by the Victorian Government. 
In addition to the State rebate, pensioners who qualify for the Victorian Government rebate will automatically receive a Council-funded pensioner rebate. This rebate is determined each year as part of Council’s Budget process.
Rebates for 2025/26 are as follows:
· State-funded rebate: $266.
· Emergency Service Volunteer Fund (ESVF) rebate: $50 (fixed component)
· Council-funded rebate is set at $230.
[bookmark: _Toc207112788]The total rebate is capped to 50% of the total rates and charges.
All rebate amounts are subject to updates in line with decisions made by the Victorian Government and Council. 

Pensioner Rebate Delegations:
	Authoriser
	Amount

	Team Leader Rates
Coordinator Revenue & Valuations
Chief Financial Officer  
	The lower of total applicable rebates or 50% of total rates and charges.


[bookmark: _Toc207112789]
Payment Plans
Ratepayers who are experiencing financial difficulties and are unable to pay outstanding rates and charges through standard payment options may apply for a payment plan, subject to the following conditions:
· The ratepayer must be able to demonstrate they are experiencing Financial Hardship.
· A payment plan request must be confirmed in writing, either by email or through the appropriate form on Council’s website, specifying the proposed payment dates and amounts.
· [bookmark: _Hlk51314113]The payment plan will be valid for a maximum of twenty-four (24) months from the end of the financial year the arrangement was entered into.
· In general, late payment penalty interest will be placed on hold until last day of the relevant rating year for all approved payment plans. The ratepayer accepts that interest will be charged on any outstanding amounts after this date, at the rate set by the Attorney General (Penalty Interest Rates Act 1983). 
· For balances exceeding $100,000, interest may be charged at 50% of penalty interest rate. The Chief Financial Officer (CFO) or General Manager Operation Infrastructure (GMOI) has the discretion to determine whether this is appropriate.
· Any default in the payment plan may result in termination of the arrangement and the commencement of collection activities, which may incur additional interest and costs.
· The administration of payment plan applications shall be the responsibility of the Coordinator Revenue and Valuations.
[bookmark: _Toc207112790]Payment Plan Delegations:
	Authoriser
	Amount

	Team Leader Rates
	$10,000

	Coordinator Revenue & Valuations 
	$25,000

	Chief Financial Officer  
	$300,000

	General Manager Operations & Infrastructure
	$500,000

	Chief Executive Officer (as recommended by the Chief Financial Officer)
	Above $500,000



[bookmark: _Toc207112791]Deferred Payments (Deferment)
An eligible ratepayer who owns a property within the City of Port Phillip, and for whom the property is their sole or principal place of residence, may request a deferral of rates and charges as following conditions:
[bookmark: _Toc207112792]Eligible Pensioners/ Self-funded retirees
	Category
	Deferral period
	Interest

	Age Pension recipients / Senior Card holders
	Deferred Indefinitely - until property is sold / estate settled
	Interest at 50% of the rate set by the Penalty Interest Rates Act 1983 - Section 2, will accrue annually on the deferred rates and charges until the account is paid in full.


[bookmark: _Toc207112793]Eligible Concession Card Holders
	Category
	Deferral period
	Interest

	· Pensioner Concession Card - issued by Centrelink or Department of Veterans’ Affairs
· Department of Veterans’ Affairs Gold Card - War Widow (WW)
· Department of Veterans’ Affairs Gold Card -Totally and Permanently Incapacitated (TPI)
	Deferral until 30 June of each financial year

(Must re-apply yearly – Maximum consecutive deferral period – 2 years)
	Interest at 50% of the rate set by the Penalty Interest Rates Act 1983 - Section 2, will accrue annually on the deferred rates and charges until the account is paid in full. 



[bookmark: _Toc207112794]Eligible Pensioners/ Self-funded retirees
	Category
	Deferral period
	Interest

	Long Term – Health Care Card
	Deferral until 30 June of each financial year 
(Must reapply yearly – Maximum consecutive deferral period – 2 years)
	Interest at 50% of the rate set by the Penalty Interest Rates Act 1983 - Section 2, will accrue annually on the deferred rates and charges until the account is paid in full.



[bookmark: _Toc207112795]Withdrawing of Deferred Payments
An approved deferred payment may be withdrawn under any of the following circumstances:
· The ratepayer’s circircumstances have changed and payment of the debt would no longer cause financial hardship.
· The ratepayer no longer owns or occupies the property.
· The ratepayer has defaulted in any agreement associated with the deferral.
[bookmark: _Toc207112796]Deferred Payments Delegation:
	Authoriser
	Amount

	Coordinator Revenue & Valuations 
	$25,000

	Chief Financial Officer  
	$100,000

	General Manager Operations & Infrastructure
	$500,000



[bookmark: _Toc207112797]Waiver - Interest and Legal Charges
Council may waive interest and or costs (in full or in part) where the ratepayer has demonstrated compassionate grounds for late payment. Acceptable grounds generally include financial hardship, family breakdown, domestic violence, serious illness, or family tragedy. 
Where approval is granted for the waiver of penalty interest and or costs, the ratepayer must settle the outstanding rates and charges immediately, or by the date specified by the Chief Financial Officer (CFO) or Coordinator Revenue and Valuations.
Waiver of penalty interest and costs will typically be granted on a once-only basis, unless the delay in payment was due to an administrative error.
Interest and Legal Waiver Delegation:
	Authoriser
	Interest
	Legal

	Team Leader Rates, Senior Property and Revenue Officer
	$50
	$0

	Coordinator Revenue & Valuations, Head of Finance Business Partnering Analysis & Compliance, Head of Financial Accounting & Services
	$300
	$0

	Chief Financial Officer  
	$750
	$20,000

	General Manager Customer, Operations & Infrastructure
	$750
	$50,000



[bookmark: _Toc207112798]Waiver – Rates and Charges
[bookmark: _Toc207112799]Waiver – Rates and Waste Charges
Ratepayers who are in arrears with their rates and charges are encouraged to enter into a payment plan (refer to section 3.2 above) or apply for a deferral of rates and charges (refer to section 3.3 above).
However, if a ratepayer is experiencing a temporary extreme financial crisis or hardship, they may apply for a one-off waiver. This waiver may cover up to 50% of the Rates and Charges less applicable rebates, capped at a maximum of $750, as outlined in the applicable Annual Budget. The waiver applies only to the principal place of residence or business. 
The maximum waiver amount is funded from Council’s budget and is reviewed during budget development, taking into account factors such as inflation and Council’s financial strategy. 
[bookmark: _Toc207112800]Calculating Council-funded waiver
For the purpose of calculating the total council-funded waiver available, the following items in your rates notice will be included:
· General Rates
· Waste Charges, including:
· Default waste charge
· Kerbside Food Organic Garden Organic Collection charge
· 240 litre waste bin service charge
· 120 litre additional bin charge
· Waste Rebates, including:
· 80 litre bin rebate
· residential private collection rebate
· residential one-occupancy rebate (car parks and or storage areas)
· commercial one-occupancy waste rebate for car park space (not applicable to commercial car park operators).  
· Council-funded Pensioner Rebate
· Victoria Government funded Pensioner Rebate
· Emergency Services Volunteer Fund Levy and Rebates 
Please note: Annual Garbage Charge for non-rateable tenements will not be included. As non-rateable properties do not pay general rates, it is considered fair and appropriate that they contribute towards the cost of waste services.
[bookmark: _Toc207112801]Eligibility Criteria
Eligibility for a waiver of rates and charges will apply where:
· Residential ratepayers are experiencing severe financial hardship who are current recipients of the Victorian Government Utilities Relief Hardship Scheme. 
· Non-residential ratepayers (or their tenants) that are experiencing severe financial hardship (see definition below).  Where appropriate, the landlord, must provide a declaration that they will pass on the waiver of rates and charges to their tenant.
Very low-income earners that do not meet automatic eligibility requirements may still be eligible for support. You must show that you have no way of paying the account without assistance, and you must meet one of the following criteria:
· You or someone in your house has experienced family violence.
· You have had a recent decrease in income, for example, lost your job.
· You have had high unexpected costs for essential items.
· The cost of shelter is more than 30% of your household income.
The General Manager and/or the CFO have discretion to consider eligibility outside of the above criteria in cases where technicalities would otherwise prevent qualification. This discretion will be exercised sparingly. 
Council does not currently offer waivers to recipients of an eligible concession, or a class of persons determined by Council, on the grounds of financial hardship, other than as listed in this Policy.
Rates and Charges Waiver Delegation:
	Authoriser
	Amount

	Coordinator Revenue & Valuations 
	$300

	Chief Financial Officer  
	$750

	General Manager Operations & Infrastructure
	$750



[bookmark: _Toc207112802]Support for Applications
An applicant will be required to submit evidence in support of their application as required by Council in writing, by email or using an electronic application form nominated by Council appearing on Council’s website.
Unless an applicant is automatically eligible given they are current recipients of Victorian Government Utilities Relief Hardship Scheme, Council may request that they provide some or all of the following information on a confidential basis:
a) Confirmation that the ratepayer is currently unemployed, stood down, working significantly reduced hours or receiving government assistance related to a scheme to support employees.
b) Evidence of personal circumstances unrelated to employment (family tragedy, serious illness, domestic violence, or other serious and difficult unplanned circumstances) that has impacted the applicant’s ability to pay their rates and charges.
c) A current statement of assets and liabilities, including cash resources (or similar) available to meet ongoing living expenses. This may include related entities of the ratepayer.
d) Copies of ratepayer’s tax returns for the last 3 years.
e) Details of any dependents.
The amount of information requested will depend on the type and level of support being requested and individual circumstances. Lower levels of information will be required for payment plans versus waivers or where evidence of hardship is proven through receipt of support for other layers of Government.

[bookmark: _Toc207112803]Appeals Process
[bookmark: _Toc136945111][bookmark: _Toc171323895]If an applicant disagrees with the decision, they can appeal this by directing their appeal within 14 days to the Chief Exectuvie Officer (CEO) by emailing ceo-cityofportphillip.vic.gov.au

[bookmark: _Toc207112804]Recovery of Rates and Charges
Where a council has informed a ratepayer of unpaid rates and charges and the options available, and a payment plan, deferral or waiver is not agreed upon, the council may recover the amount owing in the Magistrates’ Court or by suing for debt.
In the event that Council’s judgement debt remains outstanding Council may seek the sale of land to meet payment of the outstanding debt. Approval from Council will be sought prior to commencement of this process in accordance with the sale of land policy.

[bookmark: _Toc207112805]Related legislation and documents
Council is empowered to defer or waive rates, charges and interest based on the following legislative provisions of the Local Government Act 1989.


Section 170 (Deferred Payment) 

“A Council may defer in whole or in part the payment by a person of any rate or charge which is due and payable for a specified period and subject to any conditions determined by the Council if it considers that an application by that person shows that the payment would cause hardship to the person.” 

Section 171/171A (Waiver) 

"Council may waive the whole or part of any rate or charge or interest in relation to 
(a) an eligible recipient under subsection (4)
(b) any other class of persons determined by Council for the purpose of waiving rates or charges on the grounds of financial hardship." 
Section 171B (Payment plans for unpaid rates or charges) 

" Council may enter into a plan with the person for the payment of a rate or charge (including interest charged under section 172." 

Other Relevant Regulation/Legislation/Documents

	Council Plan & Budget 2025-35
	Council Rating Strategy 

	Local Government Act 1989
	Valuation of Land Act 1960 

	Local Government Legislation Amendment (Rating and Other Matters) Bill 2022
	Emergency Services and Volunteers Fund Act 2012 

	State Concessions Act 2004
	Privacy and Data Protection Act 2014

	Victorian Charter of Human Rights and Responsibilities Act 2006 (the Charter Act)
	https://services.dffh.vic.gov.au/utility-relief-grant-scheme

	https://www.ombudsman.vic.gov.au/our-impact/news/ombudsman-urges-greater-protection-for-ratepayers-in-financial-hardship/
	




Child Safe
The City of Port Phillip is a Child Safe Organisation and has a legal and moral responsibility to understand and activate their role in preventing, detecting, responding and reporting any Child Safety concerns.  Council has zero tolerance for child abuse and is actively committed to embedding a culture of safety, wellbeing and inclusion for children and young people. 
Consideration has been given to the Child Safe Standards in the development of this policy.
In the case of this policy, Child Safe is not applicable.

Gender Equality
Under the Gender Equality Act 2020, Council has a positive duty to advance gender equality in our organisation and our community. This includes assessing the impacts of Council’s policies on people of different genders, backgrounds and identities, and considering how a policy that directly and significantly impacts the community can be changed to better support people of all genders and promote gender equality. 
In the case of this policy, a gender impact assessment was not required.
[bookmark: _Toc207112806]

Definitions
[bookmark: _Toc33790365][bookmark: _Toc81265223]Table 1: Definitions of terms
	Term
	Definition

	Compassionate Grounds
	Means circumstances of a compassionate nature including Financial Hardship, illness or death.

	Severe Financial Hardship 

	An owner of a residential property may experience severe financial hardship if they:
1. experience a loss of employment or loss of income and the owner is currently receiving financial assistance from the State or Federal Government and/or qualifies for Victorian Government Utilities Relief Hardship Scheme; or,
2. have recently experienced:
· family tragedy;
· serious illness; 
· impacts of natural disaster;
· other serious and difficult unplanned circumstances. 
An owner is considered to be in severe hardship when they would be left unable to provide for themselves, their family or other dependents the following: 
· food or clothing
· accommodation
· medical treatment
· education  
other basic necessities

	Pensioner 
	Refers to a ratepayer who is currently eligible to receive the municipal rates concession under the provisions of the State Concessions Act 2004 

	Waiver
	A “waiver” is a one-off abandonment, which removes the liability to pay, and may be offered to include the whole or part of any interest and costs. In extreme circumstances rates may be waived at the capped amount of $750.





[bookmark: _Toc207112807]Responsibilities:
	Officer
	Responsibility

	Chief Executive Officer
	For ensuring the policy and procedures are in place and approval of administrative changes.

	General Manager Operations, and Infrastructure
	For ensuring the policy and procedures are implemented

	Chief Financial Officer
	For receiving, assessing, and approving applications submitted for financial hardship. Reporting to Council where necessary

	Coordinator Revenue & Valuations
	For considering and determining applications for financial hardship, payment arrangements. Administration in relation to applications
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