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Bedroom Tax

This Circular advises Branch Officers to ensure that UNISON members who are employed to administer part of the arrears recovery process are given clear guidance. This should apply whether they are sending reminder letters, issuing possession proceedings, applying to the Magistrate’s Court for a possession order, attending Court, instructing bailiffs or attending with bailiffs in order to secure possession. They should follow the instructions of their employer and are placing their continued employment at risk if they choose not to fulfil their contract of employment, in this instance, where the arrears arise as a direct result of the application of the ‘Bedroom Tax’.

Introduction

The ‘Bedroom Tax’ is a very unpopular piece of legislation. 
It is unpopular because: 
· It is retrospective - in that does not apply to new lettings, it applies to existing lettings regardless of when the letting was made and circumstances that applied

· The Chancellor only makes his saving if the penalties are applied

· People are unable to move to smaller accommodation because the supply of smaller accommodation does not exist

· It is grossly unfair and fails to recognise the realities of ordinary people

· It will increase rent arrears and adversely affect the budgets, financial planning and the service provision made by council and housing association landlords 

· The policy is self defeating as a measure to make savings in public spending.  If people do move they will largely move to the private rented sector where the housing benefit cost for a smaller property will be higher.

UNISON is opposed to the ‘Bedroom Tax’ and is campaigning for it to be repealed.
The ‘Bedroom Tax’ is already creating widespread hardship amongst the tenants affected and the media have been full of harrowing stories that in one case ended in tragedy. They will make it more difficult to recover arrears and where members working in arrears recovery face individual or team workplace targets, branches should seek a review of those ‘targets’ to reflect the additional difficulties that tenants may face.
In the coming weeks and months UNISON will work with other organisations that are opposed to the ‘Bedroom Tax’ to:
· Demonstrate that it is socially divisive and harmful

· Demonstrate that it is damaging the finances of social housing providers and as a consequence the quality of the services they provide

· Demonstrate that it is adding not reducing costs for the taxpayer

· Argue for the abolition of the ‘Bedroom Tax’ and for local authorities and housing associations to be compensated for the ‘money’ lost as a result of the introduction of the ‘Bedroom Tax’

· Building the number of local Councillors and MPs declaring their opposition to the ‘Bedroom Tax’  

There is no doubt that the ‘Bedroom Tax’ will have devastating consequences for the individuals affected. They face the prospect of rising arrears. Their landlords are likely to attempt to assist them in various ways including through discretionary housing payments but the sums they have available are likely to be wholly inadequate to meet the demand for additional support.
Their landlords are likely to seek to recover the arrears and may issue possession proceedings. If possession is granted by the court, landlords may then seek to use bailiffs to repossess the property and evict the tenant.
The arrears recovery process involves many stages and at each stage it is likely that the task will be undertaken by UNISON members. 
Some members working in arrears recovery are likely to have targets and additional difficulties flowing from the introduction of the ‘Bedroom Tax’ need to be reflected in any targets members may face. Branches should approach the employer and request revised targets where this applies. 
It is therefore vital to ensure that UNISON members are advised, that if they are employed to administer part of the arrears recovery process, that they should follow the instructions of their employer and that they should be advised that they are placing their continued employment at risk if they choose not to fulfil their contract of employment. 

This applies whether that is the sending of reminder letters, issuing possession proceedings, applying to the Magistrate’s Court for a possession order, attending Court, instructing bailiffs or attending with bailiffs in order to secure possession Where a member refuses to fulfil their contract of employment, their employer is likely to find ‘gross misconduct’ and even if a claim for unfair dismissal is submitted and considered by an Employment Tribunal, it is unlikely that such a claim would be upheld.
With best wishes
Heather Wakefield

National Secretary
Local Government, Police and Justice Section
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