
A TALE OF TWO ENFORCEMENTS  
1. NO SUPPORT 

Local Government Ombudsman reports the case of Mr “Watson”, a single, semi literate 
adult living alone in Southwark. Jobcentre Plus mistakenly cancelled his JSA so Southwark 
cancelled his housing and council tax benefits creating arrears in both accounts. On the 12th 
January 2001 CSL, Southwark’s out sourced agent collecting council tax, sends Mr. Watson a 
summons for unpaid council tax of £235.10, plus costs, for a hearing on 9th February 2001.  
The summons contains the following threats, in bold type and highlighted. Thousands are 
dispatched daily: 

“If a liability order is granted the council will be able to take one or more of the 
following actions:  Instruct bailiffs to take your goods to settle your debt - this can 
include your car.  You will be liable to pay the bailiffs costs which could substantially 
increase the debt. Instruct your employer to deduct payments from your salary or 
wages. Deduct money straight from your jobseekers allowance or income support. 
Make you bankrupt. Make a charging order against your home. Have you committed 
to prison”.  

His sister-in-law calls on him. His body is hanging in his flat.  The police found the  summons 
with him, paper littered with rough calculations and a note:  

“Dear …. I at to do this I am in so much in Detr good By for ever Love……”  

Threats of eviction for rent arrears were not far off. JSA was £53.05 a week after rent and 
council tax. (Now £64.30).  The Joseph Rowntree Foundation minimum income standard for 
healthy living, after rent an council tax,  is £144 a week for a single adult. 

 

2. McKENZIE FRIEND SUPPORT. 

Zacchaeus 2000 Trust works with ATD Fourth World who are close to the poorest people in 
London. They asked for our help with “Sarah” a 51 year old who is single, unemployed, semi 
literate and in debt to Lambeth Council. Her Doctor tells us “she has learning difficulties and 
is illiterate and for many years has had chronic anxiety with episodes of panic. Were the 
Bailiffs to proceed with the seizure of her goods, the effect would be catastrophic for her and 
would seriously compromise her health”. 

She receives  £53.05 a week income. She pays each week a £4.13 a week water rate, £2.50 
rent arrears £36.42 to buy every thing but rent and council tax.  Capita Business Services in 
Bromley collect council tax for the Council.. She owes £468 from a failed attempt at low paid 
work. The failure caused the debt. Equita Bailiffs in Northampton whose computers, blind to 
her ill health, illiteracy and poverty, threaten  “We have arranged for our bailiff to call at 
your home this weekend to seize your goods and transport them to the auction rooms for 
sale”, and two days later “NOTICE PRIOR TO COMMITTAL TO PRISON PROCEEDINGS”. We 
tell Lambeth Council who call off the bailiffs. The computer still runs. Another threat to sell 
the furniture storms its way from Northampton to Lambeth. To relieve her anxiety 
Zacchaeus promises to pay the £468 council tax arrears should the magistrates be minded 
to imprison her rather than write off the debt. We also promise to go to court with her. 
Lambeth backed off.            



 


