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Our quarterly Local Government briefing summarises recent publication and emerging issues relevant to 
Local Authorities that may be of interest to your organisation. It is intended to provide a snapshot of current 
issues for senior managers, directors and members.  
 
 
Councils could need additional £6bn to balance Covid-19 spend 
 
The organisation analysed returns councils submitted to the Ministry of 
Housing, Communities and Local Government on the financial impact 
of the pandemic earlier this month. The LGA found that the two 
emergency tranches of £3.2bn allocated by the government covered 
costs and income losses so far, but around £2bn more is likely to be 
needed to cover further costs of responding to the pandemic. An 
additional £4bn may be needed to deal with the impact of lost income 
from sources such as council tax, business rates and sales, fees and 
charges, the LGA said – stressing these figures were based on the 
assumption that things return to normal in July. “Vital emergency 
funding from government has helped meet extra cost pressures and 
lost income in the past three months, James Jamieson, LGA chairman 
said. “Concerns remain about the ongoing financial pressures ahead. 
Councils will need further funding and financial flexibilities in the 
weeks and months ahead to meet ongoing Covid-19 pressures and to 
keep services running normally. “Certainty around this is desperately-
needed so councils can balance their budgets this year and take vital 
decisions about how to pay for vital local services next year.” 
 
https://www.publicfinance.co.uk/news/2020/05/councils-could-
need-additional-ps6bn-balance-covid-19-spend 
 

 
Coronavirus: LGA statement on local government funding crisis  
 
“Extra funding for councils will be helpful but they will need up to four 
times the funding they have been allocated by government so far." 
Cllr Richard Watts, Chair of the Local Government Association’s 
Resources Board, said: 
“Local government continues to lead local efforts to beat this virus but is 
being stretched to the maximum. Many councils continue to face 
spiralling cost and demand pressures at the same time as seeing a huge 
drop in income. This is unsustainable. “Extra funding for councils will be 
helpful but they will need up to four times the funding they have been 
allocated by government so far.  We are working with councils to provide 
the most robust evidence to government on the financial challenges they 
face. Their latest monthly returns should show the impact of a full month 
of cost pressures and income reductions and the impact of lower council 
tax and business rates collection rates.  
 
https://www.local.gov.uk/coronavirus-lga-statement-local-
government-funding-crisis 
 
 
 

Spelthorne receives 90% of commercial rent despite Covid disruption 
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The council has gained attention over recent years for its investment 
strategy, which relies on borrowing significant sums from the Public 
Works Loan Board to invest in commercial property. In a report on its 
economic response to the pandemic, the council said of the 10% 
outstanding rent, all but 3.6% has been addressed through rent deferral 
plans agreed between the council and the tenants. The council’s most 
high-profile venture was the purchase of a £360m business park in 
Sunbury-on-Thames in 2016, for which it took out 50 separate PWLB 
loans. The report said that the council’s property portfolio is valued at 
£1bn, and that the income is critical in funding services and tackling the 
Covid-19 pandemic. 
“As a result of our investments, we have improved the financial 
resilience of and increased service delivery resources in areas such as 
homelessness and independent living,” the report said. “This has enabled 
the council to pro-actively and rapidly move in response to COVID-19 to 
meet the needs of its vulnerable communities without reliance on 
government funding in advance.” The council redeployed staff to almost 
exclusively focus on maximizing rent receipts in order to ensure rental 
income was received, spending around 75% of their time in March and 
April on the task, the report said. 
https://www.publicfinance.co.uk/news/2020/05/spelthorne-receives-
90-commercial-rent-despite-covid-disruption 
 
 

Council deploys tech to identify fraud 
 
St Albans City and District Council says it is making “good progress” in 
tackling fraud, after adopting new technology to identity residents who 
are potentially abusing council tax discounts for single occupancy. Last 
year, the council subscribed to a government service that pinpoints 
properties where suspect claims are being made, and has since begun 
investigating an “unusually high number” of people claiming the single 
person’s discount of 25% for council tax. It’s doing so by matching 
discount claims with other financial and personal data that public bodies 
are entitled to hold.  During the first three months of this year, 139 
people were identified as high risk and were sent letters stating they 
were in receipt of single-occupancy reduction that they were not entitled 
to, according to a report given to a council audit committee last week. 
Further investigations will begin after the coronavirus pandemic passes.  
 “Already, more than 100 people suspected of incorrectly claiming a 
council tax discount have been identified along with four council homes 
where there may be tenancy fraud. We will look to recover any money 
which the council is owed and free up properties that are in the wrong 
hands.” 
 
https://www.publicfinance.co.uk/news/2020/05/council-deploys-tech-
identify-fraud 
 
 
 
Local government has done pretty well in cyber defence, but the model 
only works well if you are not the first to be attacked. So, as the internet 
of things takes off in care and other areas of our communities, it’s clear 
that the current reactive model to cyber defence will be severely tested. 
There are already some powerful lessons to be learned from other 
countries. It is now possible to put cyber defence on the front foot; you 
don’t need to have seen the type of attack before to trap it and kill it. 
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https://www.lgcplus.com/services/health-and-care/how-councils-can-
collaborate-to-harness-the-power-of-social-care-data-05-02-2020/ 
 
PWLB Future Lending Terms 
 
A recent report by the National Audit Office (NAO) highlights how a 
minority of local authorities have started using low-cost loans from the 
Public Works Loan Board (a public body that lends to local authorities 
for capital projects) to buy investment property primarily for rental 
income.  
The case for this ‘debt-for-yield’ activity can be compelling for the 
individual local authority. But it introduces risks locally and nationally. 
At the local level, it exposes ratepayers to the risk that the income does 
not materialise, leaving the local authority with an inflexible 
commitment to keep up with the repayments on their loans. Within the 
wider public sector, it diverts money from core services such as schools, 
hospitals, and roads. And, because local authorities can often access debt 
more cheaply than the private sector, it becomes hard for businesses to 
compete. In the wider economy, it could crowd out public investment, 
and risks distorting property markets.  
The government has launched this consultation to work with local 
authorities, sector representatives, and wider stakeholders to develop a 
targeted intervention to stop this activity while protecting the crucial 
work that local government does on service delivery, housing, and 
regeneration. The government’s overall aim in this is to secure the 
effective operation of the prudential system for local councils, 
taxpayers and for all of us that rely on local services.  
 
Alongside the publication of this consultation, the government is cutting 
the interest rate on new loans for social housing and has offered over £1 
billion of discounted lending for high-value local infrastructure projects. 
The government intends to cut the interest on all new loans from the 
PWLB, subject to market conditions, following the development and 
implementation of a robust lending framework co-designed with the 
sector through this consultation.
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FOR MORE INFORMATION: 

EMMA DONNELLY 
+44 (0)7923030487 
Emma.Donnelly@bdo.co.uk 

This publication has been carefully prepared, but it has been written in general 
terms and should be seen as broad guidance only. The publication cannot be relied 
upon to cover specific situations and you should not act, or refrain from acting, upon 
the information contained therein without obtaining specific professional advice. 
Please contact BDO LLP to discuss these matters in the context of your particular 
circumstances. BDO LLP, its partners, employees and agents do not accept or 
assume any liability or duty of care for any loss arising from any action taken or not 
taken by anyone in reliance on the information in this publication or for any decision 
based on it. 

BDO LLP, a UK limited liability partnership registered in England and Wales under 
number OC305127, is a member of BDO International Limited, a UK company limited 
by guarantee, and forms part of the international BDO network of independent 
member firms. A list of members' names is open to inspection at our registered 
office, 55 Baker Street, London W1U 7EU. BDO LLP is authorised and regulated by 
the Financial Conduct Authority to conduct investment business.  

BDO is the brand name of the BDO network and for each of the BDO Member Firms.  

BDO Northern Ireland, a partnership formed in and under the laws of Northern 
Ireland, is licensed to operate within the international BDO network of independent 
member firms.  

© 2019 BDO LLP. All rights reserved. 
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