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To: Housing Committee 

From: Director of Housing 

Date: 10 August 1998 Ref: gpaper.hc\4 

,- I s- 

Subject: Green paper - “Beating Fraud is 
Everyone’s Business : Securing 
the Future” 

NORTH LANARKSHIRE COUNCIL 

REPORT 

- 1. 

1.1 

1.2 

- 2. 

2.1 

2.2 

- 3. 

3.1 

4.2 

4.1 

Introduction 

Earlier this year, the government published a Green Paper on Welfare reform, which made clear 
their view that fraud undermines the integrity and purpose of the social security system. The 
Green Paper included a commitment to address the problem forcefully. 

Following publication of the Green Paper, an audit of the Department of Social Security’s anti- 
fraud strategy has been carried out, resulting in the publication of a further Green Paper on 13 
July 1998, entitled “Beating Fraud is Everyone’s Business : Securing the Future” 

! 

North Lanarkshire Council’s remonse 

The Department of Social Security have asked that local authorities contribute to the 
consultative process by responding to their proposals contained within the report. A copy of the 
Housing Department’s response can be found at Appendix A. 

In addition, the Convention of Scottish Local Authorities have asked for the Council’s 
observations, and a copy of the response to the DSS has been forwarded to them. 

Conclusion 

Committee is asked to homologate the Housing Department’s action in making the responses 
detailed above. 

Background Information 

Background information is available in the Housing Department 

A LG%a 
G Whitefield 
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Appendix A - NLC response to DSS 

Department of Housing 
Municipal Buildings 
Kildonan Street 
Coatbridge ML5 3LF 

Our Ref fcc\fraudgp.dss Contact: Fiona Campbell 
YourRef: - Telephone: (01236) 812550 
Date: 10 August 1998 F a :  (01236) 812553 

Direcfor of Housing 
Gavin Whitefield 

The Fraud Green Paper Consultation Team 
Department of Social Security 
6th floor 
The Adelphi 

London WC2N 6HT 
1 - 11 John Adam Street 

Dear Sirs 

GREEN PAPER - “BEATING FRAUD IS EVERYONE’S BUSINESS : SECURING THE 
FUTURE” 

I refer to your letter dated 13 July enclosing a copy of the above. 

This authority welcomes the government’s proposals to address the problem of benefit fraud, and to 
improve the public’s confidence in the administration of welfare benefits. In response to the 
government’s four aims, I should like to make the following observations :- 

Aim One : to develop an anti-fraud culture amone staff and the uublic and to deter fraud. 

In the Green Paper, examples are given (at 2.7 and 4.5) of the extent of suspected fraud, 
and how that money could otherwise be spent. This information should be made widely 
available to the public, as it puts benefit fraud in a financial context to which many 
people can easily relate. It is important that anti-fraud initiatives are seen by the public 
to be nation-wide, and not merely the initiatives of a small number of local authorities. 
The government’s proposal to develop a public communication strategy in this respect is 
to be welcomed. 

Many problems arise with the verification of income, and the way forward may be to 
remove the onus from the claimant by allowing local authorities to verify income 
directly with the provider. 

Aim Two : to desim and operate policies and systems which minimise fraud. 

The introduction of the Verification Framework is to be welcomed in the context of 
preventing fraud occurring. However, once again, DSS policy is based largely on the 
requirements of large London Boroughs and Metropolitan authorities. While local 
authorities would wish to implement many of the features of the Verification 
Framework, the minimal commitment to implementation this year in Scotland is 
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indicative of authorities’ reluctance to commit to practices and procedures which are in 
many ways inappropriate for their benefits administration. The DSS must recognise the 
widely differing requirements of local authorities, and incorporate more flexibility into 
their policies 

The government’s move to set a Benefits Agency target for accuracy, and drop the target 
for speed could be mirrored in the Accounts Commission’s performance monitoring 
requirements. The Housing Benefit Regulations contain a requirement to process 
claims within 14 days, and there is a fear that local authorities who do not achieve this 
will be penalised through the subsidy system. Whilst it is recognised that claimants 
should not have to wait more than 14 days for a determination, this should not be at the 
expense of accuracy and thoroughness of obtaining supporting information. 

This authority is currently pursuing a prosecution policy. However, although a number 
of cases may be presented to the Procurator Fiscal, the decision to prosecute ultimately 
lies with the Procurator Fiscal, who may decide that the cases are not in the public 
interest. The resulting publicity would, however, raise public awareness of the sanctions 
which authorities can impose on benefit fraudsters. Perhaps a financial incentive to help 
authorities meet the considerable costs of preparing cases for prosecution could be 
considered by the DSS. 

Whilst there is currently a minimal level of liaison between local authorities and the 
Benefits Agency and employment Services, there still appears to be a lack of awareness 
of each others’ roles. An example would be the Extended Payment scheme, which fails 
largely because claimants are not given appropriate advice at the correct time. This is 
largely due to a lack of awareness by BA and ES staff (a) of the scheme itself and (b) of 
how Housing Benefit operates. Until this problem is addressed, it will not be possible to 
implement policies which complement each other within the different organisations 
involved in the distribution of benefits. 

t 

The DSS initiative to provide a Benefits Agency RAT to every authority which requires 
one by April 1999 should eliminate many discrepancies, and shorten the delays currently 
experienced in obtaining information from the Benefits Agency. 

This authority has been subscribing to the Housing Benefit Matching Service for some 
time notj’. and has also undertaken some internal data matching. These exercises have 
been invaluable. and demonstrate the benefits to be achieved through sharing 
information with other departments and organisations. Any steps to facilitate the sharing 
of information at the initial claim stage - particularly relating to other welfare benefits - 
would be welcomed. I 

AimThree : to create an environment in which work apainst fraud can flourish. 

The Green Paper talks about co-ordination, but rightly points out that the reward 
schemes currently in place encourage competition between local authorities and Benefits 
Agency for Weekly Benefit Savings on the same case. It is our experience that there is a 
reluctance on the part of the Benefits Agency to stop Income Support on the evidence 
presented by the local authority, and the potential IS WBS is therefore not realised by 
the authority. Co-operation cannot be achieved until this problem is addressed. 

There is a mismatch between the level of administration subsidy received, and the actual 
cost of providing an efficient and effective service. The DSS do not recognise the added 
costs of providing a de-centralised service, and this puts an unfair burden on the local 
authorities who have adopted this approach in the interests of customer service. In 
addition, by time-limiting funding, such as Challenge Funding and the running costs of 
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the Verification Framework, authorities are reluctant to commit themselves to long-term 
improvements in service which are aimed at preventing fraud, but which inevitably cost 
more to run. 

Aim Four : to develoD a highlv-skilled anti-fraud profession. 

Local authorities are relative newcomers to the field of benefit fraud investigation. 
While the Benefits Agency initially provided free fraud training, there is now a charge 
for training courses. The strategy to introduce a set of training modules for all 
organisations involved in benefit fraud work will enable a more consistent approach to 
be applied across the board. It is to be hoped that this training will be provided to local 
authorities free of charge. 

The Fraud Investigators Manual is widely used in this authority, and the introduction of 
a code of conduct and a code of good investigative practice will enhance the guidance 
already available. 

However, the proposal to introduce a professional qualification in this area would not be 
appropriate. In this authority, Benefit staff are members of the Housing Department who 
have specialised in Benefits administration, but the opportunities are open to them to 
move into other areas of housing management. By creating a further division of 
specialist staff, these opportunities would effectively be closed. In addition, although we 
have a small dedicated fraud team, much of the detection of benefit fraud originates at 
Area Office level, from Benefit Officers and Housing Officers alike. Of far more 
importance is a well-rounded appreciation of benefit administration, and courses such as 
the lRRV Benefit Technician could be tailored to include a module on benefit fraud 
where appropriate. 

In conclusion, North Lanarkshire Housing looks forward with enthusiasm to the implementation of 
many of the government’s proposals, and would welcome the opportunity to become involved in 
discussions of a more detailed nature if required. 

Yours faithfully 

G Whitefield 
Director of Housing 


