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1. SUMMARY OF PROPOSALS

2.1

3.1

3.2

3.3

To update Members on the progress and improvements within the housing benefit
service following the limited assurance level report in 2019.

RECOMMENDATIONS

The Committee is asked to note updates as included in this report.

KEY ISSUES

Financial Implications

The Council currently pays approximately £15.5m in Housing Benefit claims with
associated funding received by the DWP.

Legal Implications

The Council has a statutory responsibility to comply with DWP financial regulations
in relation to the payment and claiming of subsidy for Housing Benefit.

Service / Operational Implications

In October 2019 this Committee received an update in relation to the internal audit
of the housing benefit service provided by the Council. The assurance level was
limited due to a number of weaknesses in the processes and the significant delay
that was faced by claimants in waiting for claims to be approved. The Committee
also discussed the intervention of the DWP in the Benefits Service and the reasons
why this intervention had been required. Officers explained that an interim
restructure of the Benefits team had been implemented to ensure more capacity
and management resource within the service. A more comprehensive report was
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3.4

3.5

3.6

3.7

3.8

3.9

3.10

3.11

requested by Members to assure them that the service had improved over the last
12 months.

The service area is responsible for paying over £15 million pounds of Housing
Benefit and almost £6 million pounds Council Tax Support to our residents. In
addition the team has £30k Essential Living Fund budget to administer alongside
£125k Discretionary Housing Payments to support residents who have a shortfall in
their rent to benefit level.

The Essential Living Fund is funded by the Council and Discretionary Housing
Payments are funded by DWP and are allocated to the authority based on the
caseload size and UC take up in the area. Experienced Financial Independence
Team deal with the applications for these schemes and support individual needs
with professional advice.

The service area is currently operating under an interim restructure. This was put
into place following poor performance across the Housing Benefit and Council Tax
Support team.

The service area is made up of 5 main tranches. The team works within a shared
service arrangement with Bromsgrove District Council :

Housing Benefit and Council Tax Support processing — 15 FTE
Financial Independence Team — 6 FTE

Customer Contact Team — 3.8 FTE

Quality and Improvement Team — 3 FTE

System support and admin duties for Revenues and Benefits — 5.3 FTE

Due to the Covid-19 pandemic the team are, in the main, currently working from
home. Management has not seen any negative impact on measures or
performance.

The team currently has an overall benefits caseload of 6,360. Housing Benefit
claimants are decreasing due to the introduction of Universal Credit, with an
approximate 11% decrease in Redditch since July 2019.

In comparison the Council has seen an increase in Council Tax Support claims as a
direct impact of the increase in Universal Credit. The current caseload is just under
6,000 an increase of 200 claims from March 2020.

In relation to the concerns raised within the Audit the following actions have been
undertaken to improve the service;

¢ All outstanding work has now been cleared.
e A thorough Quality Checking Procedure was implemented which resulted
in 1900 quality checks being completed. This helped officers identify

training needs and put a training plan in place.
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e Whilst agency staff were utilised, officers were able to upskill and train
new starters. Managers have provided external training days and also a
buddying system placing experienced officers with new starters.

e Officers were split into teams and provided with a dedicated team leader.
Previously there was 1 team leader for 31 officers, there are now 3 team
leaders and the largest team contains 11 officers.

e This change has enabled support to be given to the officers on a day to
day basis, picking up their concerns and training needs, ensuring 121’s
are completed and offering support and guidance.

e Management reports are being created and reviewed monthly, allowing a
picture to be built on work received against work completed, staff
accuracy, staff output, training needs.

e Measures have been put in place and are to be monitored monthly as
detailed at Appendix 1

3.11 The actions listed have resulted in processing times dropping from 74 for New
Claims and 34 for Change of Circumstances (August 2018) to 26 for New Claims
and 5 for Change of Circumstances (July 2019 should that be 20207?)

3.12

3.13

July/ August 2018 Q1 —2020/21
New Claims 74 26
Change of Circs 34 5

The service area is also responsible for the Housing Benefit Subsidy Audit where
external auditors check expenditure and accuracy and report findings to the DWP.
Accuracy is imperative to “ensuring people get the benefits they need” Accuracy is
important due to potential subsidy losses caused by Local Authority and
administration error. Accuracy was an issue raised in the Audit and the following

table shows the improvement in accuracy over the last 3 years.

2018/2019 2019/2020

Q1 2020/2021

Accuracy %

82 91

95

The permanent restructure of the team has been delayed due to Covid 19 but the
aim is to bring a report to the Executive and Council later this year with
implementation in the new year. This will ensure that the improvements seen in the
interim structure continue into the future.
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Customer / Equalities and Diversity Implications

3.14 Customers are given support and advice from professional officers with all issues
raised addressed in the format required by the customer.

4. RISK MANAGEMENT

4.1 Officers attend regular training and update sessions to ensure that any risk of
incorrect payment is mitigated.

5. APPENDICES
Appendix 1 — Measures
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