                                                                              26 RIPON GARDENS,

                                                                              NEWCASTLE upon TYNE,

                                                                              NE2 1HN

                                                                              Tel. 0191-281 6763

                                                                                     (mob.) 07743-813740

                                                                              E-mail gfimister@blueyonder.co.uk
                                                                               Specialist consultation on anti- 

                                                                               poverty and benefit policy issues

23 February 2006

Dear Reader,

TOP TEN PROJECT
Set out below are the results of my Top Ten Project, designed to identify proposals for improving the administration of housing benefit (HB) and council tax benefit (CTB).

This paper includes all 67 proposals received, rather than just the Top Ten, as some interesting ideas appear lower down the chart. Please note that they represent the views of the advisers and benefit administrators who sent them in, not necessarily of any other organisation or individual, including me. (I would endorse most of them, but disagree with some).

A couple of articles based on the chart have been written for the Institute of Revenues, Rating and Valuation (IRRV)’s Benefit journal. If you would like to use the chart in your publication and/ or on your website, please get in touch.

And if you are one of those organisations or individuals who helped to publicise the competition and/ or submitted an entry, thanks again for your help.

Best wishes,

Geoff Fimister

                                         ________________________________

Introduction

During 2005, HB and CTB administrators were invited to submit up to three ideas for improving the administration of those benefits. A similar invitation was extended to claimants’ advisers. There was a points system (see below) and a “top ten” of proposals with the most points was compiled. This (and indeed the rest of the chart) has been submitted to Ministers and officials at the Department for Work and Pensions (DWP). This paper sets out the results.

Journals/ websites/ contact & membership lists etc. publicising the competition

Age Concern England

Centre for Economic and Social Inclusion

Child Poverty Action Group

Citizens Advice

Citizens Advice London Region

Citizens Advice Scotland

Disability Alliance

DWP Housing Benefit Direct electronic newsletter

IRRV Benefit magazine

IRRV Benefit Practitioner magazine

IRRV Benefits Faculty Board

National Association of Welfare Rights Advisers

Rightsnet

Social Security Consortium

Scottish Social Security Consortium

Additionally, a number of members of the above networks further publicised the competition through their own websites and distribution lists.

Points system

1st. choice = 3 points.

2nd. choice = 2 points.

3rd. choice = 1 point.

Where proposals are tied on points, the ranking is determined by the number of separate entries supporting each one. If still tied, ranking is determined by which was received first.

The competition was launched in March 2005. In July, a reminder was sent around the networks, listing (in no particular order) the 25 separate proposals received thus far. Entrants were invited to vote for up to three of these or add new ones (again with an overall maximum of three, ranked 1 - 3). A further reminder, along the same lines but with 50 proposals and designed for distribution at meetings, was produced in September 2005. Closing date was 15 October 2005.

There were 61 entries. The great majority made three proposals. Some enthusiasts made more, but only the first three were counted in each case. One entrant confined herself to two proposals and another to just one. The total number of eligible proposals was therefore 180. Different entrants, of course, often made similar proposals, while others overlapped to an extent that it made sense to amalgamate them. All in all, this led to a final total of 67 proposals.

As there was a good deal of interest among both administrators and advisers, my subjective impression was that entries were fairly evenly split between them. However, analysis showed that advisers (37 entries) were rather more inclined than administrators (24) to put pen to paper (or fingers to keyboard). This is a split of 61% advisers/ 39% administrators. Noticeably, however, many proposals drew support from both groups, perhaps reflecting a growing focus on anti-poverty and customer service issues among benefit practitioners, and a greater understanding of administrative issues among advisers.

Final chart

1. HB/ CTB administrators to have electronic access (with appropriate security safeguards) to all other relevant benefit and tax credit information. Information and verification relevant to one benefit to be accepted for the purposes of others, or verification requirements standardised. (61 points from 25 entries). [Some entrants cited these proposals separately and some linked them, so they are combined here, being in any case conceptually closely connected].

2. The level of non-dependant deductions to be reduced and their structure simplified, including capping at 50% of the eligible rent or council tax. (22 points from 11 entries). [Some entrants put forward detailed suggestions for restructuring, which have been subsumed under this proposal, as have three entries suggesting total abolition].
3. Responsibility for HB and CTB decision-making to be transferred from local authorities and made part of an integrated decision-making process. (18 points from 8 entries). [NB that all these entries were from advisers. It is unlikely that there would be much support among HB and CTB administrators. NB also that entrants did not necessarily envisage that the DWP agencies would operate the proposed integrated system].

4. Benefit staff to be given more and better training within a framework of recognised qualifications, including training on performance issues; how to apply the law as it is written; and how to deal with vulnerable members of the public. (17 points from 5 entries). [Some entries had more than one specific suggestion relevant to this composite proposal].
5. Overpayments caused by administrative delay or by official error to be non-recoverable. (16 points from 9 entries). [NB some entrants cited these causes of overpayments separately and some linked them, so they are combined here, although to some extent they involve different issues].
6. HB and CTB to be excluded from outsourcing. (16 points from 8 entries).

7. Regulations to be consolidated regularly to avoid the build-up of a confusing tangle. (16 points from 7 entries).

8. Single childless under-25s no longer to have lower eligible rents than other claimants. (13 points from 6 entries).

9. Suspension of HB and CTB to be avoided wherever possible when income support or jobseeker’s allowance stop, while possible continuing entitlement is assessed. (12 points from 7 entries).

10. Documentation, including claim forms and decision letters, to be set out clearly in plain English. (10 points from 5 entries).

11. Greater emphasis to be given to getting claim details right, including the date of claim. Telephone claims for all benefits to be acknowledged in writing. Receipts to be issued automatically for items received at the front desk and in the post, including claim forms and supporting documentation. (7 points from 5 entries).

12. A joint review to be undertaken by the DWP and ODPM to consider how the HB scheme can better support policies on rent arrears and homelessness prevention. (7 points from 3 entries).

13. Local liaison groups to be established between HB/ CTB services and advice agencies. (6 points from 2 entries).

14. Claims to be examined immediately upon receipt to establish what supporting information is still needed and a clear indication of this given to the claimant. A variation would be to take claim details over the telephone and send a completed form to the claimant for signature, with a clear indication of necessary supporting information. (5 points from 3 entries).

15. Full transcripts of all HB and CTB case law to be made readily available via the internet to local authorities and to the general public. (5 points from 3 entries).

16. Tapers to be reviewed to improve work incentives. (5 points from 3 entries).

17. An indication of the likely rent liability to be given at the earliest possible stage after an HB application is received. (5 points from 2 entries).

18. Administrative subsidy to be increased to permit better salaries, in order to recruit and retain high quality staff. Use of temporary staff for benefit assessments to be ended. (4 points from 3 entries).

19. The rules on capital to be simplified and rationalised, including setting the tariff income at £1 per £500 and abolishing the cut-off point. (4 points from 3 entries).

20. Local authorities to exert more effective control of external contractors, including penalties for poor performance and clear conditions for contract termination in cases of serious and persistent failure. (4 points from 2 entries).

21. HB and CTB to be incorporated into tax credits. (4 points from 2 entries).

22. Short breaks in entitlement no longer to require a new claim. (4 points from 2 entries).

23. Council tax demands not to be sent out when the authority is aware that a CTB determination or re-determination is outstanding. Instead, the CTB award to be expedited. (3 points from 3 entries).

24. More pro-active and targeted benefit take-up promotion to be undertaken. (3 points from 2 entries).

25. Interim payments to be made on all claims where benefit not fully assessed on time. (3 points from 2 entries).

26. An HB/ CTB officer to be based in each jobcentre, acting as a link on claims between the jobcentre and the local authority. (3 points from 2 entries).

27. One mainframe computer system for HB and CTB to operate throughout the country, with uniform procedures. (3 points from 2 entries).

28. The HB scheme to be modified to improve the benefits paid to single people in work. (3 points from 2 entries).

29. Each claimant to have a personalised account, with a named account manager, to run indefinitely as long as the claimant remains in that local authority area. (3 points from 1 entry).

30. Computer terminals to be provided in neighbourhood offices, enabling claimants to track the progress of their claims. (3 points from1 entry).

31. Benefits to be independently assessed for each member of a couple. (3 points from 1 entry).

32. The Incapacity Benefit section at DWP to issue a pro-forma certificate showing the start of a period of incapacity for work, in order to avoid confusion around the award of premiums. (3 points from 1 entry).

33. Statistics and subsidy submissions to be returned online via a secure connection. (3 points from 1 entry).

34. Computer programs to make it impossible for DWP staff to pass the screen where they enter the local authority interest - they should have to enter yes or no. (3 points from 1 entry).

35. Transitional protection when benefit rules change to be avoided. (3 points from 1 entry).

36. Administrative subsidy to be based on workload (taking account of change of circumstances) and not on static caseload. (3 points from 1 entry).

37. Provisions relating to underlying entitlements to be abolished. (3 points from 1 entry).

38. Tax credits to be simplified, making claims for HB and CTB easier to process and providing more transparency to customers. (3 points from 1 entry).

39. More onus to be put on the claimant to provide the evidence needed to process claims. (3 points from 1 entry).

40. Partnership working between local authorities to be promoted. (3 points from 1 entry).

41. Council rent increases to be reflected automatically in HB payable. (3 points from 1 entry).

42. A tolerance level to be introduced into HB - eg a £10 variation in weekly income before it needs to be notified. (3 points from 1 entry).

43. Time limits for processing applications to be strictly observed. (3 points from 1 entry).

44. Reductions in previously granted HB/ CTB entitlements caused by reviews to other benefits (other than those arising from non-declarations by claimants) should not generate backdated revisions to HB/ CTB (2 points from 2 entries).


45. Arrears of maintenance under the Child Support scheme to be disregarded, or treated as capital rather than income. (2 points from 1 entry).

46. A review team to be created in each authority to look at claims which have features that make them candidates for inaccuracy. (2 points from 1 entry).

47. A CTB-only claim form to be available for owner-occupiers. (2 points from 1 entry).

48. Training resources and all relevant manuals to be available online and kept up to date. (2 points from 1 entry).

49. Variation of benefit rules between different groups of claimants to be avoided. (2 points from 1 entry).

50. Councils should be able to consider best value when deciding whether or not to action changes of circumstances. (2 points from 1 entry).

51. Effective dates for changes of circumstances to be standardised. (2 points from 1 entry).

52. The conditions of entitlement to extended payments to be simplified. (2 points from 1 entry).

53. Local authorities automatically to transfer a HB/ CTB claim to a partner where the claimant in a couple leaves a council tenancy. (2 points from 1 entry).

54. The restriction on Rent Officers’ powers to make new determinations on rent increases within 52 weeks to be removed. (2 points from 1 entry).

55. A restriction in maximum benefit to be introduced for social housing which is under-occupied. (2 points from 1 entry).

56. A standard application form to be introduced for all the main means-tested benefits. (2 points from 1 entry).

57. The requirement for a new claim from the partner when a claimant dies to be ended. (2 points from1 entry).
58. A benefits officer to see the claimant in person and check the claim. (1 point from 1 entry).
59. The structure of earnings disregards to be simplified. (1 point from 1 entry).

60. Bolt-on solutions, using housing benefit as a vehicle for making money available when the same provision could be made more simply outside the HB scheme, to be avoided. (For example, discretionary housing payments and extended payments). (1 point from 1 entry).

61. Local partnership agreements to be set up with big local employers, to look at payroll matching exercises and encourage take-up of benefit. This would constitute both a take-up and a counter-fraud initiative. (1 point from 1 entry).

62. A performance standards fund to be an ongoing feature of the HB/ CTB scheme. (1 point from 1 entry).
63. The needs allowances (“applicable amounts”) to be increased for claimants receiving incapacity benefit for between 28 and 52 weeks, to avoid a complicated break in entitlement to full HB and CTB. (1 point from 1 entry).

64. Local authorities to ensure that council tenancy start dates are co-ordinated with HB/ CTB claims. (1 point from 1 entry).

65. A national regulations interpretation service to be established. (1 point from 1 entry).

66. Closer inter-agency partnership to be established between the different benefit-administering agencies. (1 point from 1 entry).

67. Claims automatically to be backdated, without having to go through the 'good cause' process. (1 point from 1 entry).
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