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Agenda Item 7

“Welfare Reform – The Council’s
Strategic Response to its Impact in
Preston”

by the Communities Scrutiny Panel
November 2013
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1.

Opening Statement / Introduction

1.1.

This topic came to the Panel via a Notice of Motion approved at
Council on 18 April 2013 expressing concern regarding changes to the
welfare benefit system, particularly the ‘under occupancy’ rule in
relation to housing benefit. Council requested that the Communities
Scrutiny Panel devise a Strategy outlining how Preston City Council
can best tackle the issues and concerns arising from this in Preston,
including preventing homelessness.

1.2.

The Panel identified that this matter fell within two of the Council’s
Corporate Priorities, i.e.
Your Future – specifically tackling deprivation and social disadvantage
Your Council – specifically well run and value for money.
It was also relevant to the Council’s Homelessness Strategy 2011 –
2013.

2.

What We Did

2.1

The Panel drew up a scoping document, then conducted its
deliberations over the course of four meetings, held from June 2013 –
September 2013. This involved detailed evidence gathering and
probing interviews held with key representatives from Registered Social
Landlords (Community Gateway Association, Your Housing), Methodist
Action North West, The Foxton Centre, officers from the Department of
Work and Pensions (DWP), Job Centre Plus (JC+) and PCC Officers
(Revenues and Benefits, Advice Services and Community
Engagement). Minutes of these meetings are available on the Preston
City Council website.

2.2

The key issues/concerns which came to light during discussions were
Rent arrears – so far there have been no evictions arising from the
‘under occupancy rule’; monies have been set aside for now to deal
with the income shortfall by but in the long term cuts to RSL
staff/services and tenant evictions may be necessary
Lack of two bedroom housing - it would take 18 years for CGA to rehouse everyone who only required two bedrooms as a result of the
under occupancy rule.
Introduction of Universal Credit –
x Housing cost element would be paid as part of Universal Credit
directly to the tenant’s bank account rather than directly to the
social landlord (also would not be paid direct to landlords in the
private rented sector)
x Lack of computer literacy among vulnerable groups (Universal
Credit applications to be mainly online)
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Increase in demand for food banks and for the services of
voluntary groups such as Methodist Action North West and The
Foxton Centre
2.3.1 Members were informed that an Officer Action Group had been set
up (of which Liz Mossop, Head of Advice Services was the lead) to
tackle the impact of the welfare reforms. She outlined a number of
measures in place in preparation for the introduction of Universal
Credit. The Group would be leading a drive to raise awareness
throughout the communities of Preston, e.g. by training all frontline
council staff to provide information and using the ‘Citizen Zone’ vehicle.
She also referred to the Council’s Homelessness Strategy 2011 –
2013, which was now due for a timely review.
2.4

Discussions with the Discretionary Housing Panel revealed that there
had been 455 applications so far this year (since April 2013). Awards
for the previous year (2012 – 2013) totalled £ 58,557.

2.5

As part of its response to welfare reform, the Community Engagement
division is focussing on three service areas: neighbourhood
employment support; digital inclusion; and credit union
development.

2.6

There is currently a post based within Community Engagement which
focussed on providing neighbourhood employment support
services and specifically supporting the creation and operation of
neighbourhood work clubs to support job seekers with CVs, job
searches, interview techniques, filling in job applications etc.
Although Job Centre Plus made referrals, work clubs themselves were
usually run by volunteers. The funded post would finish at the end
of the current financial year. Members expressed concern at the loss
of the post because it would adversely affect the less computer literate,
particularly in light of plans for Universal Credit applications to be
predominantly online.
Blackpool Credit Union had now agreed to extend its common
bond to Preston and that a business plan was currently being
developed. It was envisaged the community credit union would be
launched in Spring 2015.

3.

Recommendations

1.

That members support the hard work already underway and planned
measures being taken by the Officer Action Group, Community
Engagement and Revenues and Benefits as detailed at Appendices A
and B.

2.

That a ‘Councillor Referral Scheme’ be introduced so that ward
councillors can liaise with and assist with hardship cases

3.

That the Cabinet Member for Resources and the Cabinet Member for
Advice Services, Culture and Leisure be recommended to consider
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approval for the Employment Advisor post at a salary graded around
£35k to be included in the budget for the 2014/15 financial year.
(Note: It was reported at the meeting of the Panel 16.10.13 that a
bid had already been placed for funding the post via Job Centre
Plus and the outcome should be known in the next few weeks.
Alternatively, Economic Regeneration had also indicated that
there was the possibility of funding to cover the post for
approximately four months.)

7.

Corporate Management Team Commentary
The programme of Welfare Reforms set out by the Coalition
Government is comprehensive. Changes to Council Tax Support; the
administration of the former Social Fund; the Spare Room subsidy
(Bedroom Tax) and benefit cap have all come into operation during
2013-14. Universal Credit is still at pilot project stage and its
application for all claimants remains some way off.
Whilst there is undoubtedly immediate impact on individuals and
families as a result of these changes, the consequences are likely to
manifest and be clearer over time. This may include financial, social
and impact upon the health of individual communities.
The Council has in place: x
x
x
x
x

A discretionary housing benefit fund
A Council Tax Hardship fund
A Welfare Benefit/Debt Advice service
A financial Inclusion Project
Working with other public sector agencies and the Voluntary,
Community & Faith Sector to co-ordinate support

The Council is also engaged in monitoring the impact of reforms as
they are universally applied over the next few years.
The Council is also engaged in: x

x

Monitoring the operation of the discretionary and hardship funds
administered by the Council, and
Feeding information into a Lancashire wide monitoring project
reporting to Lancashire Leaders and looking at the ramifications of
Welfare Reform including the impact on public health.

Both of the above are medium to long term propositions, collecting
evidence of impact of the various reforms on claimants, public services
and communities.
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x
x
x
x

access to IT
access to Welfare Advice
access to Debt Advice
Information on the timeline of
o Universal Credit & Direct
Payments
o Benefit Cap
o Pass porting to Personal
Independent Payment
o Council Tax Benefit

*Signposting to

External Partners
*Julie Humphries PCN
Joan Burrows CVS
*Michelle Pilling CSP
*Gulab Singh Health
and Wellbeing Board
*Julie Bather
Children’s Trust
Registered Social
Landlords eg
Community Gateway
Association etc
* PSP Steering Group
Members

LA officers
Sue Williamson
Bev Lyon
Adele Thompson
Nigel Heckford
Sharon Taylor

*A communication plan to raise awareness
for
x Local Authority Frontline Staff
x VCFS Frontline Staff
x Other Statutory Agencies

To include:

Liz Mossop

There is a welfare reform lead officer coordinating the Council’s response

DRAFT WELFARE REFORM ACTION PLAN AUGUST 2013
Action
Action Owner
Time line

Leaflet already designed
Easy Read version being
produced
Visits arranged to those effected
by the Benefit cap organised for
w/c 24th June 2013

Follow on Actions/Comments
To be supported by Helen
Johnston and the Welfare
Reform Group

APPENDIX A “Welfare Reform - ~The Council’s Strategic Response to its Impact in Preston
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The Council has a robust Discretionary
Housing Payments process with reference
to the new DHP guidance (April 2013) and
prevention of homelessness

Housing Options Team, Welfare
and Debt Advice, Contact
Centre staff have received
training on DHP
Relevant voluntary sector and
other partners have been briefed
on new DHP guidance

2 x events using the Citizen
Zone Autumn 2013 and Spring
2014
CVS bid to Big Lottery for
computers/potential Guild Hall
unit – needs support

Sue Williamson
Bev Lyon
Adele Thompson
Sharon Taylor

Sharon Riding
DWP/Nigel Heckford

*Access to IT mapped locally to assist with
digital inclusion strategy

Questionnaire to be devised

Credit Union – provider decided
commencement date???

Nigel Heckford

*Measure the impact of support given by
other agencies

*The Council is working towards a financial Nigel
inclusion strategy
Heckford/Jennifer
See attached Apendix D
Carthy

Welfare Reform Group
PSP Steering Group
as above

*Training Package put together and
delivered for
x Local Authority Frontline Staff
x VCFS Frontline Staff
x Other Statutory Agencies
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Liz Mossop
Bev Lyon
John Cameron

Sharon Riding/Amy
Pond

Housing Advice Service to work with
Registered Social Landlords with regards
to their eviction policies due to under
occupancy

Job Centre Plus are an integral part of the
Welfare Reform Group giving regular
updates to the group

Update on Universal Job Match
and how it is working
Update on out turn of people
mandated on to the Work
Programme
Update on European Social
Fund referrals
Update on sanctions and
hardship payments
Update on appeals

Meeting to be arranged

To include Food Banks, Soup
Kitchens, other general welfare
advice

To ensure LA and partners are aware of
Liz Mossop
Funding opportunities and maximise
Helen Johnston
access where ever possible
*Denotes also highlighted at the recent Preston Strategic Partnership Workshop
* PSP Steering Group includes – Preston Community Safety Partnership, Health and Wellbeing Board, Preston
Community Network, Preston Children and Young People’s Trust

Adele Thomson
Bev Lyon
Sue Williamson
Sharon Taylor

*Debt and welfare benefits services have
been mapped and are co-ordinated to give
advice to affected households
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Appendix B
Six month interim financial inclusion project September 2013
1. A campaign raising awareness of door step / easy access / high
interest lenders
2. The above to be ‘proactive’ highlight benefits of saving and
budgeting
3. Promotion of support services available for debt advice and
budgeting
4. Target the above through Community Work Clubs, VCFS
networks, Supported Housing Schemes, Lancashire Adult
College community based learning hubs and target wards
5. Deploy Citizen Zone ‘road shows’ in target wards (in
consultation with PCC Welfare Reform group)
6. Facilitate awareness raising sessions for Good Neighbour
Network (facilitated by Lancashire Community Finance)
7. Establish links and joint community work with CAB, DENW,
Intact consortium ‘Community Connectors’ Programme.
8. Maintain links and support the development of VCFS cross
referral processes with CVS ‘Universal Credit ‘hub’
9. Establish Financial Literacy training for Community Involvement
Worker tasked with developing employment support services in
communities (links to targeted work with JC+)
10. Cascade the above to Good Neighbour Network and Work Club
volunteers and start develop CU ‘Champions’
11. Explore options for the Council to ban access to high interest
loan companies on all IT networks and prohibit advertising on
council owned advertising space.
12. Maintain on-going support for Big Local plan in Inner East
Preston that aspires to address local poverty and financial
inclusion
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Council Tax Support

1.1.1 From 1st April 2013, the national scheme of Council Tax Benefit was
abolished and replaced with a localised Council Tax Support scheme. This is
a cash-limited grant and therefore any increases in demand for benefit over
and above current levels will have to be funded by the Council.
1.1.2 Preston introduced a local Council Tax Support Scheme from 1st April 2013.
Council tax support is calculated on the full amount of Council Tax and a 20%
reduction is applied for all working age customers.
1.1.3 It is anticipated that Council Tax collection rates will be affected by the
Council Tax Support Scheme, and the target for 2013/14 has been reduced
by 1% to reflect general difficulties arising from welfare reform and the impact
of charging on empty properties.
1.1.3 In-year collection rates on previous 100% benefit cases is calculated at 31%
at the end of Quarter 2 (Sept 2013), rather than the 60% (6 instalments) that
was available to collect. Further work is underway to develop additional
statistics on Council Tax Support cases
1.2.

The Under Occupation Penalty or ‘ Spare Room Subsidy’

1.2.1 Restrictions on housing benefit for claimants in social sector tenancies have
taken effect from April 2013. These affect working age customers living in
accommodation that is deemed to be too large for their needs. The following
size criteria reductions in Housing Benefit apply:
¾ 14% where there is one bedroom more than required
¾ 25% where there are two or more bedrooms more than required.

1.2.2 Latest information indicates 1,327 affected customers in Preston (reduced
from 1,501 in July and 1,686 in the original report), creating a shortfall to
Registered Social Landlords (RSLs) of £18k per week (£954K annually).
RSLs advise that affected tenants are choosing from a range of limited
options:

¾ Transferring to lower bedroom accommodation where available.
(Unfortunately there is a shortage of such accommodation).
¾ Paying the additional charge
¾ Finding other children in the household, not previously declared
¾ Ignoring the rule change (arrears are on the increase)

1.3.

The Benefit Cap

1.3.1 The Welfare Reform Act 2012 introduced a benefit cap on the total amount of
benefit for working age households, effective from July 2013.
The
Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) has defined a household to
include the claimant and partner and any dependants. The Benefit Cap has
been set at:
¾ £500 per week for couples (with or without children) and lone parents.
¾ £350 per week for single adults.
1
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1.3.2 The Benefit Cap is administered by the Council, reducing Housing Benefit to
the value of the cap. A minimum weekly value of £0.50 Housing Benefit will
be left in payment to allow claimants to apply for Discretionary Housing
Payments.
1.3.3 There are currently 27 cases in Preston (reduced from 53 in July 2013 and 73
noted in the original report, when the benefit cap was first implemented).
1.3.4 DWP have written to affected families to notify them of the cap, and joint
home visits have been made to all customers affected by the Benefits Cap by
Welfare Benefits/Housing Advice and Housing Benefit staff, to ensure all
affected customers were aware of this welfare reform and its impact upon
them. Any families also on the “Working Together with Families” programme
were identified and passed to the Housing Advice Team as they were mutual
customers and aware of their individual circumstances.
1.3.5 We have also been working very closely with Job Centre Plus and they attend
the PCC Welfare Reform Group to discuss on-going issues. Potential new
cases are referred to the Visiting Officer's in the Housing Benefit Team to
make sure customers are aware of all the information and support available to
them.
1.3.6 Some Registered Social Landlords (RSL) have also made resources available
to provide help and advice including budgeting and debt advice. The main
RSL in Preston (CGA) have sited experienced staff within the Council's
Contact Centre to assist their tenants with issues surrounding current and
future welfare reforms.
1.3.7 The Welfare Benefits team provide advice on all benefits and is providing
budgeting and debt advice where appropriate. This service is located within
Preston CC and available to all residents.
1.4. Discretionary Housing Payments
1.4.1 Discretionary Housing Payments (DHP) are administered by the Council and
are paid to customers who are in receipt of, or entitled to Housing Benefit
where there is a shortfall between the level of Housing Benefit and the amount
of rent charged.
1.4.2 From April 2013 Councils are no longer permitted to use DHP to meet the
costs of Council Tax; this is consequential from the abolition of Council Tax
Benefit and replacement with localised schemes.
1.4.3 Discretionary Housing Payments are typically provided on a temporary basis
to help people over a difficult period or to find alternative accommodation.
1.4.4 To support welfare reform changes the Government has significantly
increased its Discretionary Housing Payments contributions to Councils for
2013/2014. Preston receives £246k and to date has granted £111k to 256
cases. A further 39 cases are waiting consideration.
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1.4.5 At the same time the Council has set up an Exceptional Hardship Fund of
£40k for Council Tax support cases. To date Preston has granted exceptional
hardship payments totalling £11.4k where there is a shortfall between the level
of Council Tax Support and the amount of Council Tax charged.
1.4.6 Authorities across Lancashire are reporting a significant increase in
Discretionary Housing Payment applications. Pressure upon the scheme will
increase in the latter part of the year as rent pursuance action increases and
the effects of the benefit cap are felt.
1.5.

Local Welfare Provision: The Care and Urgent Needs Support Scheme

1.5.1 The Care and Urgent Needs Support Scheme administered by LCC
commenced operation on 2 April 2013 and was established to replace
elements of the Social Fund which are no longer administered by DWP.
1.5.2 The function relates to the provision of financial assistance to customers who
have suffered a crisis (for example a fire, flood, theft etc.) and need urgent
assistance or need support in establishing or maintaining a home (typically
with cost of white goods, furnishings etc.).
1.6

Universal Credit and the Local Support Services Framework

1.6.1 DWP are currently piloting “Universal Credit” in four North West areas
including Ashton Under Lyne, Oldham, Warrington and Wigan. The national
roll-out scheduled for October 2013 has been delayed, and replaced with a
plan to roll out to a further 6 job centres. Preston is not included in this latest
list.
1.6.2 The target date for full implementation is 2017.
1.6.3 Under a Local Support Services Framework it is anticipated that the Council
will have a role to play in face to face contact, ensuring that support is
available to customers to claim online and in managing monthly payments.
This would extend to those customers with more complex needs.
2

Additional Activity

2.1

Welfare Benefits Information Centre

2.1.1 The Welfare Benefits Information Centre has changed its approach to service
delivery to try and address the increase in demand for its service. It now
offers a complete drop in service, whereby clients for both Debt Advice and
Benefit Advice are seen Monday to Friday between 10 am and 4 pm. All
clients are seen, waiting times are kept to a minimum, dependant on staff
availability.
2.1.2 The Centre addressed 41,406 enquiries during 2012/13 which was an
increase of 16,728 on the previous year 2011/12 and now assist with
enquiries for Care and Urgent Needs Support, food bank referrals and
applications for Employee Support Allowance.
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Contact Centre

2.2.1 Increased activity is reported at the Enquiry Counters and in calls, resulting
from welfare reform changes, with a steady increase in the time taken to
serve a customer, due to the change in customer make-up and the details
required. We have seen an increase in the number of DHP applications with
enquiries covering entitlement, refusals and extensions. Pensioners are
asking about under-occupancy, even though they are unaffected by the
changes.
2.3

Council Tax - Collection

2.3.1 To the end of September the Council Tax team has issued 9,178 first
reminders to late payers and 3,134 summonses for non-payment. This
compares to 8,309 reminders and 2,959 summonses issued in the same
period last year. (A further 1,400 summonses were issued in early October to
those taxpayers who were previously in receipt of 100% Council Tax Benefit
in 2012/13 and have failed to pay the 20% reduction in Council Tax Support
for 2013/14)
2.3.2 Council Tax collection rates are down by 0.5% in comparison to the previous
year, but this is considered more a reflection of the opportunity for taxpayers
to pay by 12 rather than 10 instalments and the levy of additional charges on
long term empty properties, rather than any direct impact resulting from
welfare reform changes.
2.3.3 Wherever possible the team endeavour to make suitable arrangements with
taxpayers who contact us after receiving a recovery document and staff have
encouraged this new facility to pay over 12 months rather than 10, for those
customers who are struggling to pay their monthly instalments.
2.4

Council Tax - Discount & Exemptions

2.4.1 There are approximately 1,767 empty residential properties across Preston
(ignoring exempt properties) and of these, 783 are long term empty for more
than 6 months.
2.4.2 However, the introduction of Premiums for properties empty over 2 years has
already had a positive influence on the number of long term empty properties
with records indicating a reduction of 238 dwellings since Council Tax billing
in March 2013.
2.4.3 Specific collection rates relating to Premiums and other empty properties are
currently under development.
2.5

Housing Benefit Processing

2.5.1 The Housing Benefit section is currently receiving an average of 100 new
claims per week. The caseload, as at October 2013 is 15,555 slightly reduced
from 15,589 in July 2013. Prior to this the caseload stood at 15,545 in July
2012.
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2.5.2 Current processing times for new claims in Quarter 2 are 24 days for new
claims and 12 days for changes in circumstances. The current local target is
23 days for new claims and 10 days for changes in circumstances.
2.5.3 Changes to the Housing Benefit rules, reduced staffing levels and the
introduction of the Council Tax Support Scheme had a negative impact on
some processing times at the start of the financial year. However, as staff
become more experienced in dealing with the changes, we are confident that
targets will be met at the end of the financial year.

Adrian Robinson
AD (Head of Revenues & benefits)
22.10.2013
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Welfare Reform – The Council’s Strategic Response to its Impact in Preston
Work Plan Study by the Communities Scrutiny Panel
Response from Cabinet - Minute CA74 - 18.12.13

That the findings of the work plan study be supported and recommends:

i)

That members support the hard work already underway and planned
measures being taken by the Officer Action Group, Community
Engagement and Revenues and Benefits as detailed be supported and
endorsed;

ii)

That a ‘Councillor Referral Scheme’ be introduced so that ward councillors
can liaise with and assist with hardship cases be approved.

iii)

And subject to confirmation of external funding:The Employment Advisor post be supported and continued as long as
external funding is available.

