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1. Purpose of the Report

1.1 The purpose of this report is to:
• Provide background and performance information on the Scottish Welfare Fund for

the first year of operation;
• Provide an overview of costs for the first year of implementation;
• Outline recent improvements;
• Provide an update on progress towards the permanent scheme; and
• To seek support for operational proposals going forward.

2. Background

2.1 The Scottish Welfare Fund (SWF) went live on the 1st April 2013 and was designed as
an interim two year scheme to deliver Community Care Grants and Crisis Grants. The
interim scheme will be replaced by a permanent scheme from April 2015 and
consultations are currently underway to determine how this will operate.

2.2 Funding of £2,956,014 was awarded for each of the financial years 2013/14 and
2014/15. Similar funding is in place for 2015/16.

2.3 The first year of operation has been particularly challenging, given the tight
implementation timescales, the operational limitations of the SWF ICT system and the
uncertainty in the initial forecasts for demand. Initially the Department for Work and
Pensions were misdirecting customers to SWF when they should have provided those
customers with Short Term Benefit Advances; this resulted in significant confusion for
customers and increased the failure demand of the service.

3. Performance in the First Year

3.1 During its first 12 months of operation the SWF in North Lanarkshire has made 12,597
decisions on applications to the fund with 9,710 grants being awarded. The overall rate
of award from the fund is 77% for the year which is above the Scottish average. Spend
from the fund is outlined in table 1 below.

Month Monthly Budget Spend % of monthly
budget

Mar−14 £246,334 £274,663 111%
Feb−14 £246,334 £265,267 108%
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Dec−13 £246,334
4f4__£155,510

63%



Month Monthly Budget Spend % of monthly
budget

Nov−13 £246,334 £206,043 84%

Oct−13 £246,334 £194,593 79%
Sep−13 £246,334 £179,554 730

Aug−13 £246,334 £171,126 69%
Jul−13 £246,334 £129,324 52%

Jun−13 £246,334 £62,366 25%
May−13 £246,334 £64,324 26%
Apr−13 £246,334 £23,281 9%

Total £2,002,395
Table I

3.2 The figures in table 1 for the final quarter remain notional at this stage as they are still
subject to year−end reconciliation, receipting of outstanding invoices and administration
through the SWF system. For example, there are 326 community care cases which
were received prior to March 31st 2013 and these will add a further £1 70K to the total
spend in table 1. This will bring total spend for the year to approximately £2.1 7M

3.3 The service now receives an average of 4,000 telephone calls per month to the 0300
555 0405 number. SWF has largely overcome the challenges posed by high volumes
of call traffic, assisted by the introduction of 5 Customer Service Assistants and by
introducing smarter menu options for customers who contact us by telephone. This
has allowed the service to reduce some of the failure demand that affected the service
in the early months. In particular for those customers who are 'progress chasing' their
applications or those who need services still provided by the DWP.

3.4 Table 2 below shows the increase in decisions made by the service during the first
year:

Crisis Total Total
CCG Awards Awards Total Awards Refusals Decisions

Apr−13 68 291 359 170 529
May−13 163 257 420 286 706
Jun−13 176 203 379 192 571
Jul−13 243 361 604 198 802
Aug−1 3 263 537 800 137 937
Sep−1 3 332 487 819 256 1075
Oct−13 319 665 984 198 1182
Nov−13 332 537 869 228 1097
Dec−13 194 539 733 186 919
Jan−14 402 777 1179 340 1519
Feb−14 302 982 1284 329 1613
Mar−14 430 850 1280 367 1647
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3.5 During the first year of operation, 100% of all Crisis Grant applications were
adjudicated within the 48 hour target processing time. Community Care Grants saw
92% of all claims adjudicated within the 15 working day target. Throughout the year
the service successfully operated a 'Priority' system for the most critical community
care cases with 100% adjudicated within 5 working days.

3.6 From table 1 it can be seen that the monthly spend profile has increased significantly in
recent months and during the last t ) e months spend was greater than the monthly
budget. Demand/Spend is being c l o f y monitored and this may result in changing the



priority setting as necessary throughout the year to ensure robust governance of the
fund.

3.7 National figures for SWF's first full year will be published by the Scottish Government
for all Councils on or just after 15 July 2014.

3.8 The Scottish Government has produced new communication leaflets to promote SWF.
NLC has received an initial order of 3,000 leaflets and will distribute them to NLC
Offices and services over the coming weeks.

4. First Year Costs

4.1 The Scottish Government provided NLC with £423,360 to cover administration costs for
SWF. This figure did not include any provision for the 2 I tier review process
associated with the fund. SWF has an annual budget for grants across Crisis and
Community Care totalling £2,956,014, the admin costs associated with administering
SWF in its first year are detailed below and represent 17.6% of this overall fund.

5. Recent Improvements

5.1 Guidance on SWF − Scottish Government has updated guidance on the use of the fund
to more accurately reflect the position customers find themselves in with respect to
welfare reform. Key changes include;
• customers no longer require to be in receipt of a qualifying benefit before they can

make a claim to the fund,
• SWF can now consider making grants to those who have been placed on a benefit

sanction by the DWP, and
• Couples without children can be regarded as 'Families' under the category of

Families experiencing exceptional pressure.

5.2 SWF ICT system (Civics discretionary awards module) − This ICT system which
records all SWF activity was not initially configured to North Lanarkshire's specific
requirements and was therefore inefficiently supported from a technical and operational
perspective. A full system reconfiguration has taken place which has streamlined the
application process and allowed for greater assurance in recorded statistical outputs
from the system as well as introducing improved functionality in the production of all
standard letters and payments.

5.3 Paypoint − The system of making payments through 'Paypoint' was introduced at the
end of April as a means of fulfilling crisis grant awards up to the value of £200. This
development allows a much more flexible means of making small payments to
customers in a more convenient and flexible way and augments the payments through
the First Stop Shops.

5.4 New furniture contract − Since April 2013, SWF has been providing furniture items and
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based in East Kilbride. This contra46ias already in place and being used by Housing



Services when SWF went live. The contract provides exceptional value for money,
however delivery times are lengthy and the range and choice of goods available to
customers is fairly limited. In order to address this, SWF moved to the new National
Framework for furniture items at the start of May 2014. This reduced delivery times
and extended the choice and range of goods available for customers. Discussions are
ongoing with NL Industries to add their services to the supplier base for SWF.

5.5 An internal audit of the Scottish Welfare Fund was carried out in the third quarter of
2013. This audit, which resulted in an overall assessment of 'limited assurance',
highlighted a number of key areas of concern, many of which had already been
highlighted to committee in the update report of November 2013. Over the last five
months, there has been significant and focussed improvement activity which included a
complete reconfiguration of the SWF ICT system, staff training on 'Decision Making'
and 'Applying Discretion' and written local guidance on operational practices and
procedures. In addition a business change review was undertaken to streamline
processes and procedures to improve the overall efficiency of the 'end to end' process.
All areas of concern raised in the audit will be addressed by the end of May

6. Progress towards the Permanent Scheme

6.1 As reported to committee in February 2014, consultation on the permanent scheme
closed on the 7th February 2014. This consultation was the first step in the legislative
process and committee were provided with the Councils response to that exercise.
The consultation was seeking views on which elements of the current ministerial
guidance for the SWF should be set out in regulations and which in statutory guidance.
It also sought feedback on options for independent scrutiny of decisions made by LAs
on applications to the SWF through 2 n Tier reviews.

6.2 The options presented for 2nd tier reviews were as follows:
• A panel based in Local Government, with mandatory independent membership
• Scrutiny of decisions by the SPSO
• A tribunal, administratively supported by the Scottish Tribunal Service

NLC's response to the consultation ranked the options in order of preference as
follows:

Local Authority Panel 1
A Tribunal 2
Scottish Public Service Ombudsman (SPSO) 3

6.3 As part of ongoing consultation NLC are currently exploring the possibility of an
amended Local Government option for 2rd tier review based on a shared service
model. However, current advice from Scottish Government civil servants is that the
SPSO has been presented as the recommended option to Ministers.

6.4 Informed by the outcome of this consultation, Scottish Ministers intend to introduce a
Bill into the Scottish Parliament in 2014 that will include the basis for independent
scrutiny of LA decisions. Again informed by this consultation, the Bill will be followed by
regulations and statutory guidance that will set out the operational detail of the Fund.

6.5 The timescale for the introduction of the Scottish Welfare Fund Bill is outlined below:

Introduce Bill June 2014
Stage 1 November 2014
Stage 2 December 2014
Stage January2015
Royal Assent 4 7 j_February 2015



7. Operational proposals going forward

2 nd Tier Reviewers

7.1 NLC have opted to manage 2nd tier reviews by creating three posts to undertake this
work (as approved by committee in May 2013). Many other local authorities rely on a
framework of volunteers who carry out reviews in addition to their existing jobs and, in
the very early days of the SWF, in NLC this same approach was adopted − with a
number of staff identified across services trained in the 2nd tier review process.

7.2 The existence of this dedicated team has allowed us to work collaboratively with a wide
range of third sector partners to raise awareness of the second tier review process and
this on−going engagement has contributed directly to an increase in demand for the
SWF. Feed−back on this work has been positive and more support is being sought by
Women's aid, Barnardos's, Motherwell Job centre, Money Advice, Citizens Advice,
Prison Through Care, food banks and our own Community Mental Health Team.

7.3 NLC's 2 n tier review team has been in place since September 2013, however the
overall volume of 2 nd tier reviews has remained unexpectedly low. For the year
2013/14 there were only 113 first tier reviews which resulted in 60 second tier review
decisions.

7.4 Whilst Committee have approved the creation of the 2 n tier review team for a period of
up to 2 years, clearly the volumes experienced to date do not support the continuation
of this arrangement. It is proposed therefore that from the current team of 3 temporary
staff, that 2 of these posts are deleted. The remaining temporary member of staff will
be backed up from the in house team of volunteers (as existed at the outset of the
service). It should be noted that re−activation of the volunteer approach will require the
pool of volunteers to be retrained as the guidance has changed several times since
they were last involved in reviews. As before, services will require to commit to
releasing staff to undertake reviews when required in order to meet performance
targets.

Customer Service Assistant (CSA) support

7.5 Committee will recall that at the meeting on 26thFebruary 2014 five posts at NLC grade
4 were approved for a period of 6 months until June 2014. It is proposed to continue
with the 5 FTE CSA's for an additional 6 months, by which time we expect the
arrangements for the permanent scheme to have been finalised.

7.6 As detailed in table 2, SWF demand is continuing to increase month on month. The
improvements currently being implemented e.g. 'Paypoint', the new arrangements for
furniture and white goods etc, will take time to bed in.

7.7 In order to allow these improvements to be fully adopted, it will be necessary to use the
temporary CSAs to release experienced decision makers for periods of time to ensure
that the improvements are implemented in a consistent and sustainable way. This will
ensure that the changes are rigorously tested under full operational conditions and
allow for any adjustments to be made in a way that keeps risks associated with this
high profile service to a minimum.

7.8 Extending these contracts will ensure that call volumes remain under control while the
service responds to anticipated spikes in customer demand created as a result of
additional planned welfare reforms being implemented throughout 2014 e.g. extending
the waiting period for first claims from three days to seven for Job Seekers Allowance;
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jobseekers will only be able to g e t l d Benefit and Child Tax Credit for six month



New migrant jobseekers from the European Economic Area (EEA) are no longer able
to claim Housing Benefit (HB) if they are claiming income−based Jobseeker's
Allowance (JSA).

8. Financial and Corporate Considerations

8.1 Committee has already approved a total of £181,260 over two years to fund the team
of three 2nd tier reviewers, with the cost of these posts being met from the one off funds
that the Council has set aside for Welfare Reform.

8.2 Assuming the proposal to reduce this team is accepted, then approximately £100,000
will have been committed in total over the two years of the interim SWF service. The
available balance of £80,000 is more than sufficient to fund the £50,000 required to
extend the 5 CSA posts for an additional 6 months.

8.3 Proposals contained within this report have been the subject of consultation with the
Director of Finance and Customer Services, the Head of Human Resources and the
appropriate Trade Union representatives.

9. Recommendations

9.1 It is recommended that theCommittee:−•
Note the significant progress made to date in the delivery of the Scottish
Welfare Fund Service;

• Approve the deletion of 2 temporary posts of Reviewer (NLC 8) as outlined in
para 7.4 above;

• Approve the extension of the contracts of the 5 CSA staff (NLC 4) for a further 6
months until December 2014 as outlined in para 7.5 − 7.8 above; and

• Remit the report to the Policy & Resources (HR) sub committee

Head of E−Government & Service Development
Members seeking further information on the contents of this report are asked to contact Irene McKelvey, on
tel. 01698 302532
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