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1. Introduction 

1.1 The purpose of this report is to seek Committee’s consideration and approval of a 
revised Benefits Fraud Policy. 

2. Background 

2.1 The Committee approved North Lanarkshire Council’s first Benefits Fraud Policy 
document in February 2000. It outlined the Council’s approach to the prevention and 
detection of Housing and Council Tax Benefit fraud. 

2.1 The Council’s Benefits Fraud Policy document has been revised taking into 
consideration the new Social Security Administration (Fraud) Act 2001, the new 
Fraud Incentives instructions issued by the Department for Work And Pensions, 
North Lanarkshire Council’s Internal Audit Section’s recommendations and the 
Benefits Fraud Inspectorate’s guidance on best practice. 

3. Recommendation 

3.1 Committee is asked to approve and adopt the procedures and guidelines detailed 
within the new Fraud Policy document. 

4. Background Information 

4.1 Background information is available within the Housing & Property Services 
Department. 

Director of Housing & Property Services 
encl. 
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1. Introduction 

North Lanarkshire Council outlined its approach to fraud prevention and detection in the 
administration of Housing Benefit in its first Benefits Fraud Policy document in February 
2000. The policy has been reviewed and North Lanarkshire Council’s new objectives are 
laid out in this document. 

The Council is fully committed to ensuring that Housing and Council Tax Benefit is 
awarded to those claimants who have an entitlement and that reasonable procedures and 
processes are in place to verify the circumstances of claimants prior to making an award of 
benefit . 

The Council is also fully committed to the prevention and detection of benefit fraud. 

2. Fraud Investigation Team 

North Lanarkshire Council has continued to show its commitment to fraud prevention and 
detection by enlisting all investigating staff on the Professionalism in Security (PINS) 
course, to be completed by March 2002. 

It is envisaged that the attainment of the PINS qualification will improve the quality of 
investigations to a level acceptable to allow the submission of cases to the Procurator 
Fiscal for prosecution. Successful prosecutions will act as deterrence to any future benefit 
fraudsters. 

The Fraud Section will continue to liaise with local Area Housing offices, other 
departments within the Council, the Benefits Agency Investigation Service and other 
government departments, in a continual review of investigation procedures. 

The Fraud Section also gives a commitment to acknowledge all rights under the Human 
Rights Act 1998. 

The Fraud Section is currently developing a policy document in relation to the Regulation 
of Investigatory Powers (Scotland) Act 2000. 

The staffing requirements of the Fraud Team will be subject to ongoing review, with the 
appointment of additional staff considered as required, to ensure compliance with new 
government guidelines and best practice principles. 

3. Social Security Administration Fraud Act 2001 

A new Fraud Act will come into effect from 1 April 2002, allowing councils more powers 
for information gathering. These new powers must be used in a very prescriptive manner 
and the Fraud Section will introduce control procedures to ensure all requests made under 
the Act apply to relevant cases only, whilst also ensuring the powers of the Act are used 
responsibly and effectively. 



-2- 

4. Verification Framework 

North Lanarkshire Council has been fully Verification Framework compliant since 4 
October 1999. 

The framework will continue to be used as a method of preventing and detecting 
fraudulent activity, whilst at the same time ensuring all claimants receive the correct 
benefit entitlement. 

North Lanarkshire Council is the only Council in Scotland to have increased the scope of 
the Verification Framework, working in partnership with 10 Registered Social Landlords 
in a Department for Work and Pension’s pilot, allowing these landlords to verify 
information for their own tenants. 

5. Training 

The Fraud Section has delivered Fraud Awareness training to all current Benefits Staff 
(Annex 1: Benefit Training Plan). This programme of Awareness Training will be 
expanded to cover all current Housing Services staff. Refresher training will also be 
carried out periodically for Benefits Section staff and any new employees. 

6. Fraud Referrals 

All Housing Services and Benefits Section staff have been issued with a procedural 
document relating to the course of action to be taken when fraud is suspected or has been 
identified at area office level. (See Annex 2). 

As well as introducing a new electronic referral facility to all Benefits Staff from April 
2002, the Fraud Section will launch a free phone Fraud Hotline to allow members of the 
public to assist in the drive to combat benefits fraud. 

The Fraud Investigation Team will carry out risk analysis on these referrals and issue an 
acknowledgement advising of what action will be taken. 

When the investigation is concluded a report will be sent to the staff who made the referral 
with a factual explanation of the investigation and recommendations. 
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7. Joint Working with Benefits Agency 

A number of joint venture campaigns between North Lanarkshire Council and the Benefit 
Agency have been successfully completed. These include: 

0 Joint investigation with the National Collusive Landlord Section of the Benefits 
Agency 

Closer anti-fraud work, investigating fraudulent activity by taxi-drivers and street 
traders 

Joint investigations to identify any fraudulent activities of North Lanarkshire Council 
staff 

Evidence and Verification Framework Project 
Joint investigations into staff working in Nursing Homes who failed to declare earnings 

The council is committed to maintaining closer working relations with the Benefit 
Agency, to minimise duplication of work and maximise resources in the prevention and 
detection of fraud. 

North Lanarkshire Council has made a commitment to improve liaison between Benefit 
Agency Investigation Teams and other Local Authorities by appointing an officer to the 
Joint Operational Fraud Board. 

The Joint Operational Fraud Board will assist the Council in risk analysis, into the extent 
and types of fraud within North Lanarkshire. This will allow referrals selected for 
investigation to be better targeted. 

8. Housing Benefit Matching Service 

North Lanarkshire Council will continue to participate in the Housing Benefit Matching 
Service. This service facilitates the cross matching of data between North Lanarkshire 
Council, other Local Authorities and Government departments. 

These matches include comparing North Lanarkshire Council benefit records to: 

Benefit claimants in other local authority areas 
Income Support and Job Seekers Allowance records 
Incapacity Benefit records 
Inland Revenue records 
Private Pensions records 

This Council aims to maximise its involvement within the matching service to ensure 
detection of fraudulent activity. 
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9. Fraud Service Level Agreement 

A revised Fraud Service Level Agreement has been agreed through the Joint Operational 
Fraud Board. This agreement will ensure effective liaison between the Benefit Fraud team 
and Benefit Agency Fraud Investigation Service. (See Annex 3). 

10. Land Registry of Scotland 

This Council continues to fully utilise local access to the Land Registry service. This 
enables officers to carry out a check on ownership of properties to validate landlords of 
private sector claimants. 

11. Prosecution 

North Lanarkshire Council has approved the use of powers within the Social Security 
Administration (Fraud) Act 1997. Although the new Social Security Administration 
(Fraud) Act 2001 becomes law from April 2002, the prosecution principles detailed in the 
1997 Act are not being amended. 

In reaching a decision on whether to prosecute a claimant where sufficient evidence of 
criminal intent is available, the following factors will be taken into consideration: 

The mental/physical health of the claimant 
The age of the claimant 
The quality of evidence 
Any administrative procedures or delays which may have contributed to the fraud 
Any previous fraudulent activity 

The Council will consider financial penalties, as an alternative to a criminal prosecution, 
in cases where the criteria for prosecution have been fulfilled but the offender’s personal 
circumstances indicate that a financial penalty will be a suitable solution. This provision 
is in accordance with the Social Security Fraud (Act) 1997, which allows the council to 
impose a penalty equal to 30% of the amount of benefit fraudulently obtained. 

When prosecution is being considered, contact will be made with the Benefits Agency to 
ensure that a common approach is adopted. 

12. Publicity 

If a case is successfully prosecuted, the authority’s Public Relations section will be 
contacted and a press statement issued. It is hoped that any resultant publicity will act as a 
deterrent to potential fraudulent claimants. 

,The Council’s free phone Fraud Hotline will be advertised widely throughout the council 
area. 
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13. Internal Security 

All benefit staff have been informed in writing of the procedures that must be followed 
when dealing with claims relating to themselves, relatives or friends. A signed 
acknowledgement, that they have read and understood these instructions, must be 
completed by all benefit staff. These acknowledgements will be monitored by the Fraud 
Team Leader. (See Annex 4). 

All benefit staff have also been issued with a request to provide information of any interest 
they or friends and relatives may have in the letting of property within the private rented 
sector. A register of these interests will be compiled and monitored by the Benefits 
Manager, 

Management checks will be carried out to ensure that all prescribed departmental 
procedures are being adhered to. 

A check on accuracy of input will also be carried out on 5% of new and renewal claims. 

The authority is committed to ensuring all members of staff and anyone licensed by the 
authority are not involved in any fraudulent activity. 

Further checks are also carried out in the following areas by all Benefits staff with any 
anomalies also passed and investigated by the Benefits Fraud Section. 

HousingCouncil Tax Benefit records are checked against Housing Management 
records prior to claim processing 

0 Housing BenefitKouncil Tax Benefit records are checked against Council Tax 
Liability. 

14. New Fraud Incentives 

A new Fraud Incentive scheme will become compulsory from April 2002. 

The revised scheme will offer higher rewards for cases that have been successfully 
prosecuted. North Lanarkshire Council will continue to strive to reach the targets set with 
a new higher emphasis being given to successfully prosecuting claimants where sufficient 
evidence of fraudulent intent is available. 
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15. Royal Mail “DO not Redirect” Service 

North Lanarkshire Council has implemented participation in the Royal Mail “Do not 
Redirect” service. This is an anti fraud measure introduced by the Government which 
ensures that Housing Benefit cheques do not continue to be sent to claimants who have 
moved house or to claims made for empty properties. 

The Benefits Section is currently carrying out an assessment of this project with a view to 
expanding the use of “Do not Redirect” envelopes to all benefits correspondence. 

16. Remote Access Terminal 

North Lanarkshire Council has increased the use of the Remote Access Terminal by 
increasing the number of specially trained staff in the use of the system. This enables 
checks to be made on Income Support and Job Seekers allowance (income based) claims, 
from data held by the Benefit Agency. 

All benefits staff have received awareness training on the information available from the 
Remote Access Terminal and it is hoped that usage of this facility will continue to 
increase, reducing the need for some claimants to provide the same information at a 
renewal stage. 

17. Local Authority Inspectors 

North Lanarkshire Council will assign existing fraud staff as Local Authority Inspectors. 
Appointed by the Chief Executive, they will have the power to enter business premises 
and request payroll records. They can also enter a landlord’s premises and check details 
of tenancies. The Inspectors will follow the Department of Social Security guidelines 
relating to Powers of Inspection. 
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18. Staff Safety 

North Lanarkshire Council has put the following measures in place to protect its staff from 
threats of violence: 

0 A list of known potentially violent claimants is made available to all visiting officers 
and also noted on the Housing Benefit/Council Tax Benefit system 

0 Visiting officers are provided with mobile telephones to ensure that contact with the 
office is easily reached 

0 Staff are provided with personal alarms 
0 Visiting officers are required to complete a Home Visit Daily Record sheet detailing 

names and addresses of planned visits prior to leaving the office. (See Annex 5) .  
All visiting officers must contact the office at the conclusion of their last visit 

0 All visiting officers were offered self-defence training, which has been carried out and 
will be offered periodically to any new staff. 

19. Review 

The next review of this policy will be carried out in April 2003. 


