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Introduction 

The purpose of this report is to update Committee on the implementation of 
the Housing Benefit Visiting Officer project, following the successful bid for 
Challenge Funding in February 1997. 

Background 

At the March 1997 meeting of the Housing Committee, a report was tabled 
which detailed a bid for Challenge Funding from the government’s Anti- 
Fraud Incentive Scheme, to implement a programme of visits to Housing 
Benefit claimants. 

At its meeting of 18 June 1997, Housing Committee was advised that the bid 
had been successful, and on 11 August 1997, two Visiting Officers took up 
post in the Housing Benefit Central Team. 

Progress to date 

Since August, the officers have targeted mamly private sector claimants by 
carrying out random visits to establish whether or not claimants actually 
resided at the claim addresses. In addition, they have investigated claims 
referred by Area Office staff where there is a suspicion of fraud. 

Where a Benefit claim is checked and found to be fraudulent, a Weekly 
Benefit Saving can be claimed towards the authority’s annual target of 
€526,410. 

As at 31 December 1997, over 960 claimants had been visited, and 136 claims 
established as fraudulent. This has resulted in Weekly Benefit Savings of 
€206,237 which, added to savings from other fraud investigations, will lead 
to the Council exceeding the annual target of €526,410 this year. 

As Weekly Benefit Savings, which exceed the target attract additional 
subsidy of 25% it is estimated that North Lanarkshire Council could receive 
an additional €30,000 for the current financial year. This compares with an 
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estimated penalty of €114,000 which the Council would have incurred in the 
next financial year, had the Visiting Project not been initiated. 

4. Conclusion & Recommendation 

4.1 The Visiting Officer project has proved successful, both in terms of achieving 
additional subsidy through the Anti-Fraud Incentive Scheme, and in acting 
as a deterrent against claimants continuing to make fraudulent Benefit 
claim. 

4.2 The project is financed through Challenge Funding of €33,620 received from 
the Department of Social Security. It is anticipated that the costs of setting up 
and running the project for 8 months will be equivalent to the funding 
received. However, in order to maintain the project after April, funding of 
around f26,000 per annum would be required. 

4.3 Under the current arrangements, the project will have added an estimated 
f350,000 to the Council’s Weekly Benefit Savings. Lf the project were to 
continue, and the fraud incentive scheme remained unchanged, it is 
estimated that a full year would net some additional subsidy of over f58,OOO. 

3.4 Proposals to merge Council Tax Rebate and Housing Benefit Administration 
are the subject of a separate report to this committee. T h s  development will 
require a reduction in the permanent establishment which will be 
implemented over the next 2 to 3 years. The two Visiting Officers appointed 
under the Anti Fraud Initiative are currently on temporary contracts. 
However given the specialist nature of this work which has been so 
successful to date and considering the pressure on the remaining staff to 
implement the new integrated IT system, it is recommended that the existing 
temporary contracts be extended for up to one year with a review after 6 
months to establish the financial and operational viability of further 
extending the scheme. 

5 .  Background Information 

5.1 Background information is available in the Housing Department. 

G. S. Wh~tefield 
Director of Housing. 




