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Topic:
Guidance to branches on helping hourly-paid staff access Working Tax Credits
Summary:
This update advises branches on common problems faced by hourly-paid staff on low incomes and irregular hours in trying to access Working Tax Credits. It also advises branches on how they can work with managements to assist hourly-paid members in providing evidence that ensures that those eligible for receipt of Working Tax Credits are able to demonstrate that they are working sufficient hours.

Contact: 
Jonathan White, Bargaining and Negotiations Official


A UCU survey of staff on casual contracts, published in May 2015, revealed that a worrying number of staff on hourly paid teaching contracts were struggling to access Working Tax Credits (WTC). This could be for a number of reasons. Commonly, for example, lecturers reported being unable to claim because the variation in their hours took them above and below the thresholds for claiming WTC too frequently to claim without the risk of being charged later for overpayment. This highlights another of the detrimental effects of variable hours contracts as people move in and out of entitlement to a complex and bureaucratic tax credit system.
However, a more specific issue has arisen which it is in the power of providers to resolve with immediate effect at no cost to themselves.
It has emerged that a number of people are struggling to access Working Tax Credits to which they are entitled because they cannot provide evidence to show the actual hours they are working. 
This is usually because local tax offices assess eligibility using payslips or contracts. For hourly paid lecturers, these tend to show monthly pay calculated using a multiplier linked to the number of scheduled teaching hours worked. From the institution’s point of view the multiplier deals with the issue of the time spent preparing, and assessing students’ work either side of the classroom time (however inaccurately). 
However, from the point of view of the lecturer attempting to show that they have worked above the appropriate threshold for eligibility to WTC, it presents significant problems. The representation of pay in this form obscures the actual hours worked and makes it difficult for them to present a claim for eligibility to Working Tax Credits. 
Obviously, the best solution to this would be to employ staff on contracts which guarantee hours at a better rate of pay, but until such time as we can win that argument, it would be possible for institutions to take a quick and simple action to ensure that they are not inflicting entirely unnecessary hardship on their hourly paid lecturers by inadvertently denying them access to Working Tax Credits. 

HMRC guidance states that Tax Offices should accept a statement from an employer that they work a certain number of hours per week: ‘A statement provided by the customer or employer stating that a person works for 16, 24 or 30 hours or more weekly (whichever is appropriate) should be accepted.’ (http://www.hmrc.gov.uk/manuals/tcmanual/TCM0126040.htm)

· Branches are asked to write to their managements requesting that for all hourly paid staff, employers include with each payslip a clear statement of the total hours actually worked each month as represented by the pay in the payslip and not simply the teaching hours against which pay is calculated using the multiplier. 

· Alternatively, employers should be asked to provide to each hourly paid lecturer for HMRC purposes a letter stating what the average hours of the employee are to be over the length of their contract. Guidance on calculating average hours for WTC purposes is below.

Calculating ‘average hours’ for WTC purposes:

Entitlement to WTC is based on the claimant doing the required hours and the work being expected to last at least 4 weeks after the claim is made. 
If claimants’ hours are regular but term-time only, their hours should be stated as being those worked during the term and they are eligible to receive WTC throughout the year, even for the period where they are not being paid at work. See the guidance note on page 9 and the worked example on page 9 of the Government’s guidance notes here:
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/419525/TC600_Notes-2015.pdf (pages 8 and 9)
If claimants’ hours are irregular and there is no regular cycle, tax offices will accept an average of hours for the previous five weeks. There are no specific rules on how to calculate average hours. HMRC simply says that calculations of average hours should reflect an overall pattern of hours over a representative period of employment.
More information:
UCU has produced guidance for members in accessing WTC, including where they can get more information, which can be download here: 
http://www.ucu.org.uk/?mediaid=7351
