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IF YOU ARE UNSURE ABOUT YOUR LIABILITY FOR COUNCIL TAX, PLEASE 

CONTACT THE ARC AS EARLY ON IN THE ACADEMIC YEAR AS POSSIBLE FOR 

ASSISTANCE 

 
 
 
 
 

 Council Tax 
 
Welcome to Advice Direct…, the written information service from Guild Advice. 
 
This leaflet explains the rules that govern Council Tax liability for research students 
specifically, and follows on from the Advice Direct on Council Tax for all students. 
 
 
What Is Council Tax? 
 
Council Tax is an annual charge on domestic dwellings (flat or house) made 
and collected by Local Authorities to contribute towards local public services 
such as fire, police, libraries, schools and rubbish collection. The amount 
payable is based on the value of your property and the number of adults 
(only those over 18 years old) living in the property.   
  
Some properties are ‘exempt’ from this charge.  This is the case where only 
full-time students occupy a property. Where the property is not exempt there 
may be a discount on the bill because some adults (including students) are 
ignored when counting the number of adults living in the property.       
 
 
Am I Exempt? 
 
The majority of full-time students will be exempt and will therefore not have to 
pay council tax. Where students are living with non-students, however, the 
situation becomes more complex and you may be required to pay some 
council tax.  
 
If you are currently living in University owned and managed accommodation, 
all residents should be on full-time courses. Therefore most halls of residence 
will be exempt from council tax. 
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Under current legislation – specifically the Council Tax (Discount Disregards) 
Order 1992 – the definition of what constitutes a “full time student” has been 
open to interpretation by Local Authorities.  
 
In particular for postgraduate researchers in the writing-up stage of their 
studies, a number of Local Authorities have attempted to exclude them from 
exemption on the basis of their attendance (or lack of required attendance) 
at their university’s premises. To further exacerbate this situation the courts in 
the UK reaffirmed this posture in the case of R (on the application of Fayad) v 
London South East Valuation Tribunal [2008].  
 
However, a recent High Court case - Feller v. Cambridge City Council [2011] 
– has affirmed the original meaning and interpretation of the full time student 
definition.  
 
To be deemed a full-time student you must satisfy the following conditions:- 
 

1. Your course lasts for at least one academic year 
 

2. You are required to attend the course for at least 24 weeks in each 
year and this does not mean a physical presence on campus 
throughout this period (see below). 

 
3. The combination of independent study, tuition and work experience 

must average out at least 21 hours per week over the academic year. 
 
In the past point 2, above, has caused particular problems for postgraduate 
researchers as local authorities have asserted that because they are not 
required to attend campus during their writing-up stage they are therefore 
liable for council tax again. The case of Feller, mentioned above, is a basis on 
which to challenge the relevant local authority. 
 
 
What to do as a postgraduate researcher in writing-up? 
 
Certain local authorities have set procedures on how to claim exemption 
and please contact Guild Advice directly if you would like further information 
on this situation. However, for many authorities it may be appropriate to 
complete the enclosed letter. This is a template letter to be sent to your local 
authority requesting exemption as a full-time student.  
 
 
 



 

 3 

 
 
 
 
Before sending the letter you will need to:- 
 

1. Make a copy of your current tenancy agreement 
2. Request for a letter from the University confirming your current status 

(i.e. in writing up from a set date), your start date of the course, and 
any other relevant information about you. 
 

3. Finally, complete the template council tax letter attached. Anything in 
red font should be amended and replaced with your relevant personal 
information. 
  

4. These 3 documents can then be sent to your local authority address by 
recorded delivery, making sure you keep a copy of the full letter for 
your own records. 

 
Following receipt of the attached template letter, the local authority will 
have to make a decision as to your status and any entitlements you are 
eligible for.  
 
The letter does not guarantee that the local authority will accept you as a full-
time student.  
 
However, following receipt of the local authority’s decision if it is negative e.g. 
3 month exemption only, there is a set process to appeal the decision of the 
local authority. This process is below:- 
 

1. Appeal to the Local Authority directly against their decision – to which 
they must make a decision within 2 months.  
 

2. Appeal to the Valuation Tribunal for England within 2 months of the 
date of their decision letter. 

 
3. Beyond this a High Court claim against the interpretation of a point of 

law. 
 
At this point, we won’t elaborate in detail on the above options following a 
decision – however the Guild Advice Advisors are available to go through 
these options as necessary on a case-by-case basis. Please see our website 
for how to contact us – www.guildofstudents.com/thearc. 
 
 
What happens if you already have had a decision relating to your 
status? 
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For those postgraduate researchers who have already had decisions relating 
to their exemptions during their writing up stage, Guild Advice will offer 
advice and guidance on varying the terms of the template letter and 
backdating any exemption gained as necessary. 
 
Again please contact us directly if you are in this situation via our website – 
www.guildofstudents.com/thearc. 
 
 

Your Name 
XX Name Road 

Area 
City 

Postcode 
 
Local Authority’s Address 
XXXXXXXXXXXx 
XXXXXXXXXXXX 
XXXXXXXXXXXxx 
 
 
 
Sent by Recorded Delivery        

XX Month Year 
 
 
Dear Sir, 
 
RE:  Council Tax Exemption of Your Full Property Address 
 
I am a current postgraduate student at the University of Birmingham enrolled 
on a PhD in XXXXXXXXX (your course title), my student ID number is XXXXXX. 
 
Please find attached a copy of my current tenancy agreement relating to 
Your Full Property Address, and a letter from the University of Birmingham 
confirming my current status and key dates.  
 
Under the current legislative framework, particularly Schedule 1, Section 4 of 
the Council Tax (Discount Disregards) Order 1992 to be considered as “in full-
time education” I understand that I must fulfil 3 key requirements, included 
below for ease of reference:- 
 
 

Draft letter template to the your local authority 



 

 5 

 
 
 
 

4.  (1) A full-time course of education is, subject to subparagraphs (2) 
and (3), one— 

(a) which subsists for at least one academic year of the educational 
establishment concerned or, in the case of an educational 
establishment which does not have academic years, for at least 
one calendar year; 

(b) which persons undertaking it are normally required by the 
educational establishment concerned to attend (whether at 
premises of the establishment or otherwise) for periods of at least 
24 weeks in each academic or calendar year (as the case may 
be) during which it subsists, and 

(c) the nature of which is such that a person undertaking it would 
normally require to undertake periods of study, tuition or work 
experience which together amount in each such academic or 
calendar year to an average of at least 21 hours a week during 
the periods of attendance mentioned in paragraph (b) above in 
the year. 

 
As confirmed by the letter from my university, I began my course on the XX 
Month Year, and entered my writing-up phase on XX Month Year. Please see 
the table below for the breakdown of the hours that I currently study each 
week in the current academic year:- 

 
 

Study Tuition Work Experience 
XX hours XX hours XX hours 

 
 
In line with the section 4(1)(b) above – “…to attend (whether at premises of 
the establishment or otherwise)…” and the confirmation of the ordinary 
meaning of this statement by the case of Feller v. Cambridge City Council 
[2011] All ER (D) 349 (Mar), I also understand that a person can attend a 
course, or attend a university, without being physically present at a particular 
place for any length of time. Obviously this is particularly relevant for myself as 
a PhD student now in the writing-up phase.  
 
On the basis of the above information I would submit that I fall within the legal 
definition of “full-time student” and therefore am exempt from liability for 
council tax at this time. 
 
In the event that you do not accept my submissions highlighted above in line 
with the current legislative framework, I understand that I have a right to 
appeal any decision made by the Council in regards liability, established  
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under section 16 of the Local Government Finance Act 1992. As this is an 
important issue for myself, I will obviously be pursuing the matter through the 
appropriate channels including an appeal to the Valuation Tribunal for 
England at the relevant time. 
 
If you should have any queries please do not hesitate to contact me at the 
above address. 
 
Yours faithfully, 
 
[ your signature ] 
 
Your Name 
 
Enc:- 
- Letter from University of Birmingham re status 
- Copy of current tenancy agreement 
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Sources Of Help 
  
Guild Advice, Guild of Students 
Email: thearc@guild.bham.ac.uk  
Visit the website at: http://www.guildofstudents.com/support/thearc/    
 

Guild Advice Opening Hours (Term Time)* 
  

  Monday - Friday    10am — 4pm 
  Drop In Clinics    12-2pm  

Saturday & Sunday    CLOSED 
  
  *Vacation Periods     12 noon – 2pm  
 
Shelter      www.shelter.org.uk 
Offers advice and information about any housing problems.  
Room 30, 2nd Floor, Ruskin Building, 191 Corporation Street,  
Birmingham City Centre Tel: 0121 236 6668 
 
Shelterline is a 24-hour free phone service providing advice on a range of 
housing issues. Tel: 0808 800 4444  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Disclaimer: The information on this guide only provides general guidance on housing issues and the law. The guide should 
not be regarded or relied upon as a complete or authoritative statement of the law. The ARC will not accept any liability for 

any claims or inconvenience as a result of the use of information on this guide. If you think that you have a legal problem 
you should seek further advice. 
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