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Introduction
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Finance has drafted a new Application for Home Owner Grant form to
replace the existing approved form.
The draft is being shared with the Municipal-Finance Working Group to
give municipalities an opportunity to:


understand the changes being planned to the form,



provide input into the form’s content, and



comment on the implementation of the form.

Legislative framework
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Section 8 of the Home Owner Grant Act requires applicants to apply for a
grant by applying to the collector in the approved form and in accordance
with the regulations. In addition, it authorizes a collector to require that
an application for a grant be accompanied by documentary evidence.
Section 18.2 of the Act authorizes the Minister of Finance to approve
forms for the purposes of the Act. In addition, it states deviations from
the approved form that do not affect the substance of the form and are
not intended to mislead, do not invalidate the form.

Section 3 of the Home Owner Grant Regulation requires the Application
for Home Owner Grant, in the form approved by the minister, to be
printed in full on the portion of the tax notice that is to be returned by
the taxpayer with their payment.

Current version of approved form
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Approved form

Most, if not all, municipalities
currently provide a modified
version of the approved form
on the tax notice.
For example:

Consultations on initial draft
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Finance received valuable comments from municipalities on the initial draft
of the new approved form and will prepare a summary document for the
working group.
Finance also consulted with the Office of the Seniors Advocate and
received the following feedback, which may be informative to
municipalities when considering design changes to their forms:


Use larger font size



Use darker print colour



Make more use of colour



Use simpler language



Provide a contact phone number

Major Changes - Agency
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The new approved form enables a person to apply for the grant on behalf of
the applicant with their permission. The person must identify themselves as
the agent of the owner by providing their name and contact telephone
number:





This is a policy change commencing the 2017 tax year.
Until now, agents have had to provide documentary evidence they have
legal authority to complete the application form. The focus now is on
making it easier for homeowners to receive the grant they are entitled to:


If a homeowner wants someone else to apply for the grant on their behalf,
they just need to give permission (verbal or otherwise).



No supporting documentation is required unless requested by the collector
(e.g. where the collector suspects fraud).

Finance will rely on the penalty provisions if a person applies for a grant
without the permission of the applicant.

Major Changes – Provincial disability
assistance recipients
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Historically, applicants in receipt of provincial disability assistance have had
to provide the tax collector with documentation each year from the
Ministry of Social Development confirming they are in receipt of benefits.
Commencing the 2017 tax year, applicants will only need to provide that
proof to the tax collector once.
This policy change is retrospective – an applicant who provided proof in
2016 will not have to provide it in 2017.
The intent of the policy change is to make it easier for disabled
homeowners to receive the grant they are entitled to.
Proof may still be required by the tax collector if fraud is suspected.
Finance will rely on its audit program to identify and recover grants paid
incorrectly to applicants who no longer qualify for provincial disability
assistance.

Major Changes - Other
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The new form is two pages to enable:


More use of white space.



Larger font to be used (helpful to those with eyesight issues).



Better information and instructions.

It uses simplified language to assist homeowners understand their
entitlement.
It provides for collection of email address so that the tax collector can
contact an applicant by email if there is an issue with the application.

Draft version of new approved form
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Impact on municipalities
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No requirement to include the new two-page form with the tax notice.






FYI - the Surveyor of Taxes will be including it as a separate application from the
rural property tax notice.

Finance will request Cabinet approve a regulation removing the requirement
for the form to printed on the tax notice.

The existing home owner grant application form included on the
municipal tax notice, and the eHOG application, will need updating to:


Include space for an agent to provide their name and phone number.



Reflect the simplified language used on the approved form.

Specific requirements will be provided once the new form is approved.

Impact on municipalities
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Consider how the new agency policy can help you assist your taxpayers.
For example, a customer service representative could apply for the grant
as the agent of a homeowner who phones the municipality’s call centre:


You would want to ensure there was segregation of duties – the person
applying for the grant shouldn’t be the same person who approves the grant.



How would you mitigate the risk of wrong information being entered by the
representative, resulting in you having to deal with a taxpayer complaint?

Explanatory notes replacement
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Up until last year, Finance provided municipalities with Explanatory Notes
to include with the tax notice.
The Explanatory Notes were discontinued for a number of reasons:


They didn’t provide sufficient information for homeowners to determine whether
they qualify for benefits under the home owner grant program or how much they
are entitled to receive.



A significant amount of effort went into redesigning the government’s website so
that homeowners can find the information relevant to their circumstances.

What home owner grant information do you want to include with the tax
notice?


Finance will send the group an email request to solicit responses to that question.



Finance will then develop draft material for the group’s consideration.

Application retention period
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Tax collectors are required to keep paper applications, or scanned copies
of the applications, for 7 years (current year plus 6 years).
The Surveyor of Taxes (SOT) is considering an alternative approach for its
taxpayers, which may be of interest to municipalities, to help deal with the
significant amount of paper handling and storage required.
For rural area homeowners who come into a Service BC (SBC) office
with a paper application, SBC will enter all the information provided by
the homeowner on the application into SOT’s property tax system and
then return the form to the applicant. That electronic record will be
relied on by SOT for adjudicating the application. Exceptions:


If the application is modified somehow by the applicant (sometimes they scratch
out wording or write additional info on the form), it has to be retained.



If supporting documentation is provided (e.g., a Form B), that documentation also
needs to be kept.

