
NORTH LANARKSHIRE COUNCIL 

To: HOUSING AND SOCIAL WORK 
SERVICES COMMITEE 

Subject: WELFARE REFORM ACTION PLAN 

From: HEAD OF HOUSING AND SOCIAL 
WORK RESOURCES 

Date: 20 OCTOBER 201 1 Ref: RP/UC/JC 

1. 

2. 

3. 

Purpose of Report I Introduction 

I refer to my previous report to Committee, in April 201 1, advising on the welfare reforms and 
the increasing demand for representation services at social security appeal tribunals. 

This report updates Committee on action taken to minimise the impact of the proposed 
changes within North Lanarkshire. 

Background 

2.1, In June 2010 the UK coalition Government announced its budget, including proposed 
annual savings of f40bn, a quarter of which is intended to come from reductions in 
welfare benefits, with an expected annual saving of f 1 1 bn by 2014/15. Following on 
from this, in October 201 0, further cuts were announced in the Comprehensive 
Spending Review which amount to an additional annual reduction to welfare benefits 
of f7bn, leading to estimated total annual savings of f l 8 b n  by 2014/15. 

2.2. The Welfare Reform Bill was published on 16 February, 201 1. The proposed 
changes and potential impact on North Lanarkshire Council, residents and the local 
economy were summarised in a briefing note issued to all Elected Members. 

Corporate Working Group 

3.1. In response to the changes, a Corporate Working Group has been established to 
analyse (and where possible influence) the proposals and develop corporate 
strategies to address the impact of Welfare Reform. Led by Housing and Social 
Work, the Group’s membership includes representation from other council services 
together with the independent and voluntary sector and other partnership agencies: 

e 

e 

e 

e 

e 

e 

e 

e 

e 

e 

e 

Housing and Social Work Services 
Environmental Services 
Regeneration Services 
Finance and Customer Services 
Chief Executive’s 
Northline 
Lanarkshire NHS 
Coatbridge CAB 
Rochsoles Project 
North Lanarkshire Information and Advice Forum 
Lanarkshire Housing Association Forum. 
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4. Welfare Reform Action Plan 

4.1, 

4.2, 

4.3. 

4.4. 

4.5. 

4.6. 

4.7. 

Through two workstreams focussing on housing benefit and other reforms, an action 
plan (incorporating a communications strategy and supported by a multi-disciplinary 
training programme) has been developed around the following key themes: 

Impact on People 

The aim of the group was to develop a communication strategy to engage with the 
public at all levels, reinforce the impact of the reforms, highlight campaigns and ask 
the public what services they would like to access and information they would find 
useful. 

The communication strategy aims to provide relevant, timely, accurate, complete and 
accessible information to the residents of North Lanarkshire which will enable them to 
plan ahead and prepare for any financial challenges that they may face in the coming 
months and years. In addition we must raise awareness amongst councillors, 
employees and residents of the need to access this information in the first place. The 
communication strategy will highlight the following: 

- Target audiences 
- Key messages 
- Distribution methods 
- 
- Budget 

Low, medium and high profile messages 

In addition the communication strategy includes a timeline of activity and highlights 
high, medium and low campaign work planned for the next three years such as 
campaigns to promote the take up of DLA prior to the introduction of PIP in 2012, 
Working Tax Credits/Child Tax Credits (including Council employees) and Universal 
Credit in 201 3/14. The outline communication strategy is attached. 

Impact on council services and partners 

The group has identified the council and partners’ services that are provided and 
those that will be impacted. The action plan starts by preparing services by scoping 
out the level of advice and information they provide (using their accreditation of the 
National Standards for Advice and Information Providers), how services can be 
accessed (using North Lanarkshire Partnership directory of money advice and 
welfare rights, North Lanarkshire Information and Advice Forum, North Lanarkshire 
Council Contact Centre and Services’ normal access routes), scoping out services’ 
capacity, and where possible expanding the range of partners. 
The strategy also identifies a range of council policies/procedures, some of which will 
need to be reviewed and revised, such as housing options procedures, allocation 
policy, rent arrears policy, Discretionary Housing Payment procedures and the 
Corporate Debt Policy. Small, short term working groups have been established or 
are proposed to take these forward and to streamline the processes, policies and 
procedures. 

Impact on the economy 

The group looked at the impact on employability services, jobs, training, skills, 
education and childcare. 
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4.8. The action plan links with existing strategies. The group identified that North 
Lanarkshire Working (NLW) provides a range of services designed to tackle barriers 
to employment and training, including help with childcare, money advice, literacy and 
numeracy and health interventions. 

4.9. The group also acknowledges that job creation will play an important part of the plan 
and Regeneration Services’ Business Development Team’s ongoing activity will be 
included in the plan. 

Training 

4.10. The group recognised the need to devise and implement training programmes on 
welfare reform, welfare rights, money advice, financial education and representation 
for internal and external audiences. 

4.1 1. Briefing and training sessions, developed by Housing and Social Work Services’ 
Financial Inclusion Team, have been rolled out to all localities to ensure that staff are 
aware of the forthcoming changes and the potential impact of welfare reform; to 
enable reception services to deal with enquiries and provide advice and assistance to 
service users; and to negate the need for appeals to be lodged. 

4.12. The Financial Inclusion Team has also delivered training to volunteers from other 
advice and information providers. Evaluation of this training has been extremely 
positive. 

4.1 3. A multi-disciplinary service learning and development plan is currently being devised 
which will link in with the corporate training section and Housing and Social Work’s 
Learning & Organisational Development plan, and outline the learning objectives, 
method of delivery, groups of staff, dates and trainers. 

4.14. The plan will also include online training materials which the Council and partners’ 
staff can access from their own work place. 

Political engagement 

4.1 5. The group is developing a series of opportunities to support and lobby politicians at 
all levels to reinforce the impact of the reforms, influence the reforms as they work 
their way through the political framework, highlight campaigns and seek out 
information that local politicians will find useful in their roles within the Council, 
CoSLA and other bodies. 

4.16. The strategy also recommends the establishment of a Corporate Consultation Group 
which will respond to the many consultation documents on welfare reform, ensuring 
that a corporate view of the reforms is submitted on behalf of North Lanarkshire 
Council / North Lanarkshire Partnership. 

Monitoring the impact 

4.17. It is vital that the Council and partners not only monitor the impact of the welfare 
reforms but are also able to monitor the outputs and outcomes of the action plan. 

4.18. The group has identified suitable methods for data collection and evidence has 
already been collected via council services, partners (advice and information 
services, health services) and research teams (Housing and Social Work & Corporate 
Services). 
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4.19. 

4.20. 

5. Repre 

5.1. 

5.2. 

5.3. 

5.4. 

5.5. 

5.6. 

5.7 

5.8. 

The action plan does not create any new recording methods / data and will link in to 
all of the current research information used by the Council and other partners, 
presenting the information in a way that reflects the effectiveness of the strategy in 
assisting the residents of North Lanarkshire in dealing with the impact of the welfare 
reforms. 

The action plan is a working document which identifies specific tasks and lead 
officers / services. It will be subject to ongoing review and revised to match the 
demands resulting from the welfare reforms in North Lanarkshire. 

sentation Services 

Following an unprecedented rise in the number of service users appealing 
unfavourable social security benefit decisions, last year the Financial Inclusion Team 
was approached by the Tribunal Service to address the high volume of appeals 
waiting to be listed for North Lanarkshire. 

In September 2010, there was a backlog of 725 appeals waiting to be listed for North 
Lanarkshire residents, with people having to wait between 34 and 54 weeks before 
their appeal could be listed compared with a national average of 19 weeks. 

In order to tackle the backlog, a short term appeals team was established within 
Housing and Social Work Services. This commenced in January 201 1 and ended in 
April, by which time the team had represented at 740 appeals, bringing North 
Lanarkshire Council’s waiting time down to the national average. 

Discussions also took place with other advice and information services that the 
Council funds to look at their role in providing representation for the people of North 
Lanarkshire and scope to increase capacity. Two of these organisations agreed to 
provide additional representation services, with another three taking up the offer of 
training for their volunteers on representation by the Financial Inclusion Team. 

Notwithstanding the above measures, together with the introduction of a new rota and 
appeal procedures from May 201 1, which further increased capacity for 
representation, the Tribunal Service indicated that the resources available were still 
insufficient to meet demand. 

In April 201 1, six Welfare Benefits Assistants were appointed for a period not 
exceeding twenty six weeks. This additional resource has enabled the Council to 
maintain the national average waiting time for an appeal to be held for North 
Lanarkshire residents. 

Following a review of the current position in conjunction with the Tribunal Service, it 
has been established that, from 15 April to 10 October 201 1, North Lanarkshire 
Council will have represented at 1,134 appeals. The current live caseload stands at 
669, of which 287 cases have already been listed for hearing, leaving 382 appeals to 
be listed by the Tribunal Service. However, it should be noted that this figure could 
rise if more people appeal their decisions and ask North Lanarkshire Council to 
represent them. 

It has been agreed with the Tribunal Service that they will list the 382 appeals over 
the next three months, with the Council introducing a new rota system from January 
2012 which will accommodate 12 sessions covering 48 appeals per week, 50 weeks 
over the year (the Tribunal Service closes for two weeks at Christmas and New 
Year). These sessions will provide the residents of North Lanarkshire and the 
Tribunal Service with 2,400 appeal slots over 50 weeks which is well within the 
current demand for representation. 
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5.9. Following the review of representation, and considering the demands on Housing and 
Social Work, the Conveners of Housing and Social Work Services and Policy and 
Resources (Human Resources), following consultation have agreed to retain four of 
the six Welfare Benefits Assistants appointed in April for a further six months. A 
separate report to this Committee seeks to homologate this decision which will 
enable the Financial Inclusion Team to clear the outstanding 382 appeals before 
24 December 201 1 and assist Housing and Social Work Services to alleviate the 
demands on their services due to the reforms. 

6. Financial I Personnel Implications 

6.1. The welfare reforms are expected to result in a total annual loss of benefit income to 
the residents of North Lanarkshire in the region of €40 to €47m, which will impact on 
council services in the future. Further reports will be brought forward to Committee 
as the position becomes clearer. 

7. Recommendation 

It is recommended that Committee notes: 

a) The action plan and outline communications strategy (Appendix) developed by the 
Corporate Working Group to minimise the impact of welfare reform on the Council, 
the people of North Lanarkshire and the local economy; 

b) The action taken to increase and maintain the availability of representation services 
for North Lanarkshire residents: 

c) The need to review the representation service in six months’ time and consider the 
Council’s position and any further action required at that time; and 

d) Otherwise note the contents of the report. 

K o n n i e  Paul 
Head of Housing and Social Work Resources 
20 September 201 1 

For further information on this report please contact John Campbell, Co-ordinator Financial Inclusion, on telephone 01698 
332566. 
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Appendix 

WELFARE REFORM 
OUTLINE COMMUNICATIONS STRATEGY 

Introduction 
The impact of the current economic downturn is being felt far and wide and by all accounts 
the squeeze is set to continue for some time to come. Recent research carried out by the 
Citizens Panel suggests that the problems North Lanarkshire residents face are not new, but 
they are getting worse. The concern is that any additional financial challenges could be the 
last straw for many households. 

The Welfare Reform Bill was published on 16 February 201 1. The raft of reforms that are 
being introduced over the next couple of years will inevitably result in problems for some. The 
task of North Lanarkshire Council is to ensure that its residents are equipped with all the 
information they need to plan ahead, in the hope that in doing so they can cope better with 
the challenges as they arise. 

This outline strategy is intended to set out principles that could be developed into a 
comprehensive communications strategy and action plan. 

Considerations and c ha1 lenges 
Public perception 
Responses to the Punch the Crunch campaign and resulting evaluation work carried out via 
the Citizens Panel suggest that NL residents do not generally look to the council to provide 
information and advice about how to manage their benefits and cope with financial hardship. 
This presents us with a considerable challenge given that it is very much in our 
interest that residents claim everything they are entitled to and to seek to maximise their 
physical and mental wellbeing. 

Multi agency involvement 
While the council has a substantial vested interest in the financial, physical and mental 
wellbeing of North Lanarkshire residents, it is by no means the only stakeholder. In an ideal 
world we would join forces with all relevant public and voluntary sector organisations, develop 
a joint brand and devise a series of high impact promotional campaigns. However this would 
be a time consuming and costly exercise which simply is not practical at a stage when time is 
of the essence and budgets are constrained. The challenge then is to avoid confusing 
residents further by adding yet another set of messages to sit alongside those of the other 
agencies. Dialogue must take place between agencies to minimise this risk. 

costs 
Effective communication will inevitably incur some level of cost. The delivery costs associated 
with the final communications plan will require to be minimised wherever possible. 

0 bjectives 
To provide relevant, timely, accurate, complete and accessible information to the residents of 
North Lanarkshire which will enable them to plan ahead and prepare for any financial 
challenges that they may face in the coming months and years. 

In addition we must raise awareness among elected members, employees and residents of 
the need to access this information. 

Target audiences 
Residents of North Lanarkshire 
Elected members 
Council employees 
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Strategy 
The subject of welfare reform is a sensitive one arising at a difficult time. In addition we are 
only one of a number of agencies with a stake and must be careful to ensure that any action 
we take actually improves the situation rather than muddying the waters. For these reasons it 
is particularly important to keep our approach clean and simple. 

Essentially we require a carefully crafted and thoroughly maintained bank of information with 
a series of relevant, timely and well placed ‘signposts’. The purpose of the signposts will be 
both to raise awareness of the need to seek certain information in the first place and to state 
where that information can be found. 

Sometimes the signposts will be more than just a call to seek further information - they will be 
a call to act. For example, in some cases we will want residents to take up the opportunity to 
apply for a particular benefit before a nationally stipulated deadline. 

The council’s strategy should be to openly acknowledge our position within the bigger picture. 
Every piece of information should include a sentence highlighting where the council sits in 
relation to the benefits agency, independent advisory services etc. Every piece of promotion 
will be topped with the council logo and tailed with a tag explaining what we are offering - i.e. 
to point service users in the right direction. We will have an ongoing dialogue with partners 
and, at all times, will seek to complement and support their work in this area. 

Segmentation 
The backdrop to welfare reform is one of economic hardship and all the challenges that this 

poses. This is something that, according to research carried out through our citizen’s panel, 
most North Lanarkshire residents have had recent experience of. As such, signposts to 
general information and advice on coping when times are hard are relevant to many and 
should therefore be targeted at all residents. 

Signposts for information and guidance about specific benefits will in most cases be relevant 
to clearly defined groups and signposting should be targeted accordingly. 

Councillors and employees represent two distinct groups with clear motivations and 
requirements. In both cases a briefing strategy should be developed. 

Key messages 
The primary message on any signposting communication will relay a specific piece of 
information which will vary. For example: 

‘Did you know that the rules about who can claim xxx are about to change? For more 
information go to.. . ’ 

‘Did you know that if money worries are getting you down, you are entitled to free and 
confidential advice? For more information go to.. . ’ 

‘Did you know that local x benefit rates are being reduced? For details of where to go 
for advice, call 01698 xxxxxx or visit . . . ’  
The second message will always remain the same, consisting of the short URL and a tag 
describing the intentions of the council: northlanarkshire.gov.uk/yourmoney. Let us point you 
in the right direction 

Visual identity 
In order to keep it clear, clean, simple and cost effective we will work with two colours and text 
only. This in itself could be very eye catching. The ‘brand’ will be the corporate identity with 
the council mark in the top right corner and the short URL with the accompanying tag under 
the primary message. A telephone number will be incorporated within the primary message 
since this may change from one signpost to the next. Any communications that are developed 
will be treated in the same way so it will be quickly apparent that they are linked. 

Tactics 
Distribution channels 
These will include some or all of the following depending on the nature and target group for 
the message (budget permitting): 

postcards / business cards placed in libraries, community centres, GP and dental 
surgeries etc 
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posters distributed as above 
bin lorries 
school bags 
bus advertising 
via carers, social workers, debt advice officers etc 
via social networks (probably twitter and possibly facebook) 
via regular council mailings e.g. annual rent statements 
library and first stop shop plasma screens 
payslip advertising (specifically for staff) 

The only sensible 'home' for the bank of information that to some extent already exists but will 
be added to, fine tuned and kept up to date, is the council website. The task of setting up this 
bank of information is a substantial one and work is already underway to tackle it. It will 
require cooperation from web champions across the council. 

We will offer access to this information in a variety of ways: 
directly (ie via the internet) 

* via a northline operator 
via a first stop shop advisor 
in summarised subject specific information bulletins 
in a regular North Lanarkshire News column 
in other relevant newsletters 
at events, meetings and conferences e.g. housing conference, tenant and resident 

group meetings etc. 
* In targeted training / briefing sessions (specifically for councillors and front line staff) 

Working with partners 
While we will be operating within a council brand, we share our 
objectives with our partners and will at all times seek to work with them, supporting and 
complimenting their own communication work. In tactical terms we will set up a 
communications group with representatives from all key partner agencies keeping in regular 
contact via e-mail circulars and meetings as required. 

Promotion a/ activity 
Before we can fully scope out promotional activity we must develop a timeline of sign post 
messages that need to be communicated over the next 12 to 24 months. However, based on 
discussions at the corporate working group meetings, it appears that we may be able to 
categorise these messages into high, medium and low profile requirement. If this is the case 
we can look at a promotional model for each. For example: 

Low profile sign post campaign: 
Library and first stop shop plasma screens 
Social media networks 
North Lanarkshire News 
Council landing page feature 

Medium profile: 
Postcards or equivalent in school bags 
Posters in community centres, GP and dental surgeries 
via carers, social workers, debt advice officers etc 
Council home page feature 
Library and first stop shop plasma screens 
Social media networks 
North Lanarkshire News 

High profile: 
Postcards or equivalent in school bags and in public buildings (libraries, community 

centres etc) 
Posters in community centres 
Bus advertising (internal) 
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Bin lorry adverts 
Library and first stop shop plasma screens 

0 via carers, social workers, debt advice officers etc 
Council home page main feature 
Social media networks 
North Lanarkshire News 

Budget 
This will depend on the number of signpost campaigns of each type that go ahead. Cost 
estimates for each model are as follows: 

Low profile: no external costs 
Medium profile: c . f  1,200 
High profile: c.f6,000 

A campaign strategy consisting of no more than two high profile campaigns in a year and 
around four medium profile would require a two-year budget of cf32,OOO.. 

These costs could be reduced. However, a balance requires to be struck between reducing 
budgets and the potential impact on the council and North Lanarkshire economy if residents 
miss out on opportunities because they weren't aware of them. 
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