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At a financial management review meeting with DOE before
Christmas, I expressed interest in DOE's proposals for evaluating
the community charge. Mr Fletcher of DOE has responded by sending
me the attached outline of an evaluation project.

2. What DOE have in mind is a three-stage project, as follows:

Tl a review of existing research and literature on
awareness and accountability;

Todae a programme of interviews to establish the levels of
awareness and accountability under the domestic rating

system; and

> 12 % & a programme of interviews in 1990 to establish the level
of awareness and accountability under the community

charge.

They say that their Ministers have approved this project and that
they intend to publish the results.

33 In general, as you know, the Treasury is second to none in
its eagerness to ensure that policies, not least new policies, are
properly and systematically evaluated. It does seem to us,
however, that DOE's plans are technically questionable and have a
considerable potential to embarrass the Covernmenl.

4. We see no particular problem about items i. and ii. of the
proposed prospectus. It will undoubtedly be useful in future times
to have some comparator information about the existing rating

system.
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5. The devil lies, as it seems to us, in the suggestion that
researchers should be invited to establish conclusions in 1990
about awareness and accountability under the community charge,
with an advance commitment to publish. The community charge will
still be in its infancy in 1990. The total levels of the charge in
individual authorities will still be dominated by the transitional
safety net arrangements. The air will still be thick with
propaganda and counter-propaganda about the reasons for the level
of charges. From a technical point of view, therefore, it would
seem much too early to reach conclusions on awareness and
accountability as soon as 1990 or early 1991. So far as the
politics are concerned, moreover, such a report could easily have
unflattering things to say at a politically sensitive time about
the impact of the flagship policy. Commissioning such a project on
this time-scale seems questionable in itself; the commitment to

publish the results, even more so.

6. What we are inclined to do, if you agree, is to write to DOE
counselling extreme caution. We would have it in mind to suggest
that item iii. in the proposed research should be timed for mid-
1992 at the earliest, not 1990 or 1991; that the evaluation should
be conducted in-house; and that prior commitments to publish
should be eschewed. So far as the short term is concerned, we
might suggest that DOE would do better to confirm that the Audit
Commission will be looking at the efficiency, in an operational
sense, with which local authorities are implementing the
arrangements for collecting the community charge and NNDR.

Mr St Clair has given me in addition a number of valuable
technical points on the DOE's suggestions which I would propose to

pass on to them.

A As implied above, the DOE's proposals raise sensitive
political issues. We would therefore appreciate your guidance.

AJ“CE

A J C EDWARDS



ANNEX A

RESEARCH PROJECT - THE COMMUNITY CHARGE

Introduction

1. The Government has legislated to replace domestic rates with the communi
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charge - and to make various other changes to the local govermment finance

system - because it relieves that the exlsting arrangements do-not premcte
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’(i ] Methodology

4. To achieve these cbjectives a survey would need to establish the awareness
and accountability recores' for the present system, and then see whether those
ccores changed 1 - 1990k That means a baseline survey in June/Julyl1989/20; a
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follow-up in 1990/91; and possibly further surveys thereafter (depen
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pagticularly,« on wnether any +yansitional arrangemets might cloud the full

ty :of the .new system in the early years). Given that media
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coverage and other information on the new scheme may already be having an
impact on zttitudes and awareness it .will also Dbe desirable to cconcuc

review of the research literature relating to public perceptions of ‘local

government spending prieor to the developm
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7 There would also Dbe a short postal survey to all local authorities, =€

S elicit the views of members and officials about the effects of the new systém

Costs
8. It is estimated that the extra mural spend will be about £60,000 in
1989/90 and £100,000 in 1990/91. About .4 of a researcher's time will be

.:»reqﬁiréd to manage the project.
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The Chancellor has seen Mr Edwards' minute of

commented

"Mr Edwards

is clearly right".

A C S ALLAN
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24 February,
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