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Introduction 

The purpose of this report is to seek Committee approval to restructure the Benefits Section to 
ensure North Lanarkshire Council can deliver the pledges outlined in their response to the 
Benefit Fraud Inspectorate’s (BFI) report, recently sent to the Department for Work and 
Pensions. 

Background 

The BFI conducted an inspection of North Lanarkshire Council’s benefits administration 
relating to the period January 2000 to October 2000. 

The BFI sent their final report to North Lanarkshire Council on 1 March 2002, and, the report, 
published 27 February 2002, was critical of many areas of North Lanarkshire Council’s 
benefits administration. 

Although many improvements have been made by the Benefits Section since the BFI 
inspection, especially in regard to more timeous claims processing of new and renewal claims, 
eradication of backlogs, increased scrutiny when processing claims, etc., there are still a 
number of areas which need to be addressed or further improved to reach the standards 
demanded by both the BFI and North Lanarkshire Council. 

Strategic areas of concern include: 

0 

0 

0 

overall performance in relation to the prevention and detection of fraud 
overall performance and the need to put in place a range of Performance Indicators, 
targets, and Management Information Systems to measure output and achievement 
standards which North Lanarkshire Council would wish to achieve through any proposed 
improvements, and, benchmarking against the proposed National Standards in Housing 
and Council Tax Benefits Administration, developed by the Department for Work and 
Pensions and the BFI. 
recognition of Housing and Council Tax Benefits in North Lanarkshire Council’s 
corporate strategy and planning and reference within corporate documents 

0 

In the section of the BFI’s report “Putting it Right”, which deals with payments which go 
wrong and the prompt action required to correct them the BFI placed great emphasis on the 
following areas: 

0 

0 

Identification, classification and recovery of Overpayments 
Prevention and detection of Benefits Fraud 
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Considerations 

In order to fully implement the recommendations contained within the BFI report it is 
necessary to re-structure the management and operation of the Benefits Section as outlined in 
Section 4 of this report and detailed in Appendix 1. 

The BFI was critical of North Lanarkshire Council’s performance in relation to nearly all 
aspects of dealing with overpayments commenting on: 

0 

0 

the need for a benefits-specific overpayments policy or procedures 
the need to provide better Management Information Systems (MIS) on overpayments 
the need for a recoverability and write-off policy for benefits overpayments 
training staff on how to deal with the classification of overpayments 

The benefits section has now developed a benefits-specific overpayments policy and 
procedures, is in the process of liaising with its software supplier to provide better 
overpayments MIS and has conducted intensive training for all staff in classification of 
overpayment s. 

The BFI recommended North Lanarkshire Council should consider introducing a centralised 
benefits overpayments team, and this is reflected in Section 4 of this report where a request 
for three Overpayments Officers has been made. The current Central Team Leader will also 
be responsible for managing the overpayments team. 

The BFI was also critical of North Lanarkshire Council’s counter fraud activities, 
commenting on: 

the quality of investigations 
lack of measurable targets and standards 
training of fraud staff 
lack of risk based assessments and information sharing with other benefits staff and 
external stakeholders 
lack of a fraud awareness programme targeted at the public, landlords, employees and all 
other benefit stakeholders 

Most of the above recommendations have been addressed, however, in order to comply fully 
with the BFI’s recommendations which also stated that North Lanarkshire Council should 
allocate a proper number of staff to the Fraud Team to help meet existing requirements and 
the requirements of the Anti Fraud Incentive Scheme, (operational from 1 April 2002), 
Section 4 of this report requests committee approval for a Fraud Manager and five Fraud 
Officers. 

Throughout the BFI report, comment is made on the need for North Lanarkshire Council to 
have sufficient and appropriate policies and procedures in place, and, whilst the Benefits 
Section currently has many procedures which are included in a Procedures Manual issued to 
all Benefits Officers, there is a need to rewrite the Procedures Manual in a corporate style and 
write and introduce many other strategic and operational policies and procedures. Section 4 
requests committee approval for a Quality and Development Officer within the Benefits 
Section, who will also prepare and deliver training courses, and, for an Assistant Quality and 
Development Officer to assist this postholder. 
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Of the remaining posts outlined in Section 4, the Central Processing Team Leader will further 
enhance the vastly improved review process and provide a range of MIS to the Benefits 
Management Team, and, the remaining two Benefits Officers will be placed in an extremely 
under resourced section which deals with all of the IT (Security) problems and produces a 
wide range of reports and MIS which hitherto have not been analysed and reported to the 
Benefits Management Team to the comprehensive standards required. 

The current benefits structure is attached at Appendix 1 

Proposals 

In recognition of the areas where improvement is still required, it is recommended fourteen 
posts are created and included in the benefits structure. 

Designation Grade Cost per Post 

i) Fraud Manager PO2 &24,74 1 
ii) Quality and Development Officer AP5/P01 &22,95 9 
iii) Team Leader - Central Processing Team AP3 &16,707 
iv) Fraud Officers/Investigators x 5 AP1/2 &14,118 
v) Overpayments Officers x 3 AP1/2 &14,118 
vi) Benefits Officers x 2 AP1/2 214,118 
vii) Assistant Quality and Development Officer AP1/2 214,118 

NB: One Clerical Assistant post will not be required in the new structure and it is 
recommended that this post be removed. 

Total annual costs of the new posts will be 2219,705 based on placements at the mid point of 
salary scale points. This figure does not include employers oncosts of 243,941 and estimated 
travel costs of &16,354 bringing the total requirement to &280,000. 

During 2002/03, these costs will be funded through a combination of: 

increased recovery of overpayments 
reduction in unsubsidised items 

The proposed benefits structure is outlined in Appendix 2. 

New Claim Form - Help Team 

Given the introduction of the new benefit claim form which may be considered complex and 
lead to confusion, especially with elderly and vulnerable applicants, it was decided to 
establish, on a temporary basis, a Help Team to assist these, and other, clientele complete the 
new benefit form. To supplement existing resources within the department, it is proposed to 
appoint ten temporary Clerical Assistants posts for an initial period of 6 months to provide 
essential cover for the Help Team. 

The Help Team will assist claimants complete the new application form and will be available 
outwith normal office hours as appropriate. 

Financial Considerations 

This report and the financial implications have been discussed and approved by the Director 
of Finance. 
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7.0 Recommendations 

7.1 Committee is asked to: 

(a) Approve the appointment of the posts outlined in Sections 4 and 5 of the report; and 

(b) Refer this report to the Policy and Resources (Personnel Services) Sub Committee for 
consideration. 

8.0 Background Information 

8.1 Background information is available within the Housing and Property Services Department. 

T McKe U 
Director of Housing and Property Services 

encls 
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