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ITEM 1 RATE RELIEF - COVID-19  
  

This report provides a proposal to provide additional relief options to Council’s ratepayers, both 
residential and commercial, who may be suffering financial hardship in these unprecedented times 
during the COVID-19 outbreak and recovery. Council already has in place a Debt Recovery and 
Hardship Assistance Policy that provides substantial assistance to those who are experiencing financial 
hardship. These measures are predominately application based and assessed on individual 
circumstances. It is considered the impacts of the COVID-19 virus are broadly spread and more 
universally available measures are warranted. It is proposed that Council consider a temporary relief 
package to ratepayers by ensuring those who cannot pay their current Rates and Annual Charges next 
instalment (31 May) are not charged a penalty through interest rates. Effectively, Council would 
introduce a zero percent interest rate until 31 August 2020 when the first instalment of 2020-2021 will 
also be due. Under this proposal, Council would not implement any legal recovery actions during that 
time. 
 

RECOMMENDATION 

1 Council approve options for all ratepayers to defer payment of their Rates and Annual Charges 
until 31 August. To do this, Council approve the: 

a Removal of the penalty interest applicable on overdue Rates and Annual Charges by reducing 
the interest charge from 7.5% to 0% until 31 August 2020, and 

b cease legal recovery otherwise required under Council’s Debt Recovery and Hardship 
Assistance Policy for those accounts that have outstanding balances, while continuing to issue 
all annual, instalment and revised reminder notices to keep our ratepayers informed. 

 

REPORT AUTHORISATIONS 

Report of: Brian Jenkins, Chief Financial Officer  
Authorised by: Greg Doyle, General Manager  

ATTACHMENTS 

There are no attachments for this report. 
 

BACKGROUND 

The unprecedented times surrounding the outbreak of COVID-19 has resulted in the community being 
affected both financially and emotionally. Council has a well-developed Debt Recovery and Hardship 
Assistance Policy that provides a range of options that can be utilised during normal times and will 
remain valid for some customers during the current period, including: 

• Deferral of payment due date. 

• Periodical Payment Arrangement of a frequency that suits the ratepayer(s). 

• Deferral of Rates and Annual Charges for Eligible Pensioners (3.6% Interest rate). 

• An option to grant a 90-day deferral period for payment – interest free due to a significant event or 
natural disaster. 

The above options are appropriate and effective in normal periods and are supported by close links to 
other organisations that can assist individuals who suffer financial difficulty or stress. All the deferral 
options above, other than the 90 day deferral option for periods of disaster or significant event (the 
current COVID-19 event has been considered a significant event), attract a penalty interest rate and 
need to be individually assessed based on the personal financial circumstances of the ratepayer. As we 
are currently between instalment periods with the last payment period ended on 29 February and the 
next payment due on 31 May, a 90 day deferral period, if applied, would be most effective from the next 
payment instalment date. 
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The Local Government Act (LGA) does provide some options that could be added to Council’s current 
allowances. Unfortunately, these are limited and are not considered to be well aligned with assisting in 
the current period. These include: 

• Ability to reduce or write off interest if a person complies with a payment arrangement (Section 564 
LGA) 

• Ability to write off or reduce interest if a person is unable to pay them when they become due for 
reasons beyond the person’s control or it would cause hardship (Section 567 LGA). 

• Write off rates and charges (Section 607), but only if: 

- There is an error in the assessment 

- The amount is not lawfully recoverable 

- There is a decision of a court 

- The General Manager believes beyond reasonable grounds that an attempt to recover the 

amount would not be cost effective 

In the current environment it is considered that a broader customer wide approach to providing financial 
relief could be introduced under existing legislation by reducing the interest charged on outstanding 
Rates and Annual Charges and relaxing legal debt recovery processes for a temporary period. While 
Council would continue to issue notices, ratepayers who believe they are not in a position to pay could, 
without approval, defer their payments up until a future date (proposed 31 August) without having further 
financial impact. Council would continue to communicate with these ratepayers through the period with 
revised notices but not require payment or enforce any legal recovery actions. Effectively, this would 
allow ratepayers to self-assess their capacity to pay and the benefit of deferral of Rates and Annual 
Charges up until the end of the rate free period. 

This proposal and mechanism to provide for deferral of Rates & Annual Charges requires Council’s 
approval although is part of a broader package of assistance measures and changes being introduced 
across Council’s services. Other measures that have been introduced, or under consideration, are being 
actioned under the delegations of the General Manager, including those applied through the Debt 
Recovery and Hardship Assistance Policy, Revenue Policy, and individual contracts such as deferment 
of payments and waiver or reduction of fees. 

PROPOSAL 

Council to consider the following proposals: 

• Remove the penalty interest on overdue Rates and Annual Charges by reducing the interest 
charge from 7.5% to 0% until 31 August 2020. This will allow ratepayers to defer payment of rates 
without penalty until 31 August.  

• Continue to provide options to set up regular payment plans during this period in line with what the 
ratepayer can afford. 

• When issuing the fourth instalment notice as required by legislation in April (due on 31 May 2020) 
include information about the options available. 

Cease further legal recovery until 31 August 2020, although continue with issuing the annual instalment 
and appropriately revised reminder notices. 

PLANNING AND POLICY IMPACT 

This report contributes to the delivery of Wollongong 2022 goal 4 ‘We are a connected and engaged 
community’ 

It specifically delivers on core business activities as detailed in the Financial Services Service Plan 
2019-2020. 
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FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS 

The impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic will have significant financial impacts on Council and on our 
community. The financial impacts and the welfare of ratepayers, families and others in the community 
will be substantial and Council will play a significant role in assisting the community through the crisis.  

The application of a zero interest charge and relaxing of legal recovery processes would not just assist 
ratepayers who will only defer payments due to the current situation but would also apply to existing and 
potentially long-term debtors who have not paid prior Rates and Annual Charges. Council’s current 
budget for interest earned on overdue Rates and Annual Charges and other charges would need to be 
adjusted by $0.23M to reflect the impact of the initiative. 

The impact of the deferral of future Rates and Annual Charges will also impact Council’s cash. 
Estimating the financial impact of the option to defer payment will depend greatly on the take up of this 
option. Some ratepayers who are not affected may choose to retain a regular payment schedule while 
others will either need or choose to defer their payments until a later date. The financial impact on cash 
holdings could be in the order of $43M, which will substantially reduce Council’s cash holdings and will 
reduce interest earned on investments for the period (approximately $0.05M). This reduction in cash will 
be in addition to other service and revenue adjustments that will also have a substantial impact on cash 
holdings. 

Council currently has a cash balance ($160M) that comprises our positive Available Funds $27.1M, Net 
Payables & Receivables $0.6M, External and Internal Restrictions $74.3M and $65.4M. The impact of 
deferral of Rates and Annual Charges will increase the Debtors’ component of Net Payables & 
Receivables to make it a substantially negative balance. While this negative can be offset by Available 
Funds and Internally Restricted Assets, Council will have enough cash and not be spending cash held 
for External Restrictions. Temporary use of External Restrictions (cash) requires the approval of the 
Local Government Minister (effectively an internal borrowing). Should cash flow requirements exceed 
these capacities during the crisis other financing arrangements may need to be considered. 

CONCLUSION 

Council can provide substantial relief to its community ratepayers through continued use of its Debt 
Recovery and Hardship Assistance Policy with relaxation of legal recovery actions. This coupled with the 
removal of charges for interest on outstanding Rates and Annual Charges for a temporary period, will 
effectively allow ratepayers to defer their payment obligations without further financial burden for a period 
consistent with currently estimated timeframes to hopefully combat the COVID-19 Pandemic. Further 
consideration of impacts and actions will be possible during that time. 

  




