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1. Introduction 

1.1 The purpose of this report is to obtain Committee’s approval to a policy statement on benefit 
administration. 

2. Policy Statement 

2.1 A draft policy statement is appended for Committee’s consideration. This document sets out 
the Council’s policy objectives in relation to the administration of housing and council tax 
benefits and the prevention and detection of benefit fraud. 

2.2 The objectives are set out under the four main headings which form the framework of the 
government’s strategy for tackling fraud and improving administrative standards - “A new 
contract for welfare : Safeguarding Social Security”: 

0 Getting it right; 

0 Keeping it right; 

0 Putting it right; and 

0 Making sure the strategy works 

2.3 The policy statement has been produced with reference to the Benefit Fraud Inspectorate’s 
(BFI) Good Practice Guide and also takes account of the findings and recommendations 
contained in the BFI’s report on the Council’s benefits administration, published in February 
2002. It encompasses key elements of best practice and, by providing service users, 
members, staff and other stakeholders with a clear indication of the Council’s aims, reinforces 
North Lanarkshire’s commitment to raising the standard of its benefits service. 

3. Recommendation 

3.1 Committee is asked to approve and adopt the Benefit Administration Policy Statement 
appended to this report. 
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4. Background Information 

4.1 Background information is available from the Housing and Property Services Department. 

T McKenzie 
Director of Housing & Property Services 
encl. 
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NORTH LANARKSHIRE COUNCIL 

BENEFIT ADMINISTRATION POLICY STATEMENT 

1. Introduction 

This document sets out the Council’s policy objectives in relation to the administration of 
housing and council tax benefits and the prevention and detection of fraud and error in the 
benefits system. 

2. Background 

The Council is responsible for processing 27,000 benefit claims from local authority tenants 
each year (representing 61% of all tenants), providing approximately &65m in assistance 
towards housing rents. In addition, 6,500 private sector and housing association tenants rely 
on the Council for this service, with approximately &22m paid out in rent allowances. The 
Council also pays &21.5m in council tax benefit. 

The Council has recently emerged from an extremely difficult period in relation to its 
benefits administration service. 

Local government re-organisation in 1996 presented the major challenge of harmonising 
five different housing benefit administrative and IT systems, inherited from the constituent 
authorities, together with the integration of council tax rebates. 

A new computer system which combined the administration of council tax and housing 
benefit was implemented in phases from April 1998, with the final phase, single input of 
housing and council tax benefit claims, introduced in February 2000. 

The fall in processing performance and backlog of claims, which resulted from access 
limitations and ongoing system problems, were exacerbated by a range of other factors: the 
requirement to introduce Section 19 of the Fraud Act in September 1999; introduction of the 
Verification Framework from October 1999; an increase in the number of private sector 
claims; increased emphasis on the prevention and detection of benefit fraud; a series of 
major legislative changes; increased scrutiny of subsidy claims by external auditors; and the 
introduction of the Transitional Housing Benefit Scheme for Supporting People. 

The combination of these factors resulted in a dramatic increase in workload and a 
deterioration in the quality of service to claimants. 

Following an inspection visit to North Lanarkshire between February and May 2001, the 
Benefit Fraud Inspectorate (BFI) produced a comprehensive report on the Council’s benefits 
administration relating to the period from January to October 2000. The report was critical 
of many parts of the benefits service and contained some 140 recommendations. 

1. 



At the end of the inspection period, the Council produced an action plan based on the BFI’s 
emerging findings. The plan was later developed to replicate the recommendations 
contained in the BFI report. By 31 March 2002, when the Council responded to the report, 
75% of the recommendations had been either fully or partially implemented. A target date 
of 31 March 2003 has been set for full implementation with a Best Value Service Review 
planned for 2003/04. 

The Council is committed to improving its performance in relation to benefits 
administration and in the prevention and detection of fraud. 

3. Mission Statement 

To provide existing and potential claimants throughout North Lanarkshire with an 
integrated benefits service of the highest quality, to maximise uptake and combat benefit 
fraud. 

4. Policy Objectives 

The Council’s objectives in relation to benefits administration are set out under the four 
main headings which form the framework of the government’s strategy for tackling fraud 
and improving administrative standards - “A new contract for welfare: Safeguarding Social 
Security”: 

o Getting it right 

Benefit payments should be correct from the start. There must be a secure gateway to 
the benefit system, claimants should not have to deal with unnecessary bureaucracy 
and the Council should provide a modern, integrated, high quality service. 

Keeping it right 

Ensuring that payments are adjusted as circumstances change. This includes effective 
safeguards to keep payments right throughout the period of the claim. 

o Putting it right 

Detecting when payments go wrong and taking prompt action to correct them with 
appropriate penalties to deter a recurrence. It is vital that fraud and error are detected 
as soon as possible to minimise the level of overpayments. 

Making sure the strategy works 

Planning effectively, setting clear objectives and specific targets, measuring 
performance and monitoring progress. 
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5. Getting it Right 

The Council will: 

o issue a single claim form which combines rent rebates and rent allowances for both 
new and renewal claims, meets legal and VF requirements and is designed to 
maximise the number of claims that can be assessed without requesting additional 
information from claimants 

provide all new council tenants with a benefit application form and information leaflet 

R make application forms and information leaflets available at all First Stop Shops, 
benefit offices and local housing associations 

o promote the availability of benefits in general, and specific legislative changes, 
through rent increase notifications, rent arrears reminder letters and other appropriate 
correspondence, leaflets and posters in First Stop Shops, libraries and other public 
buildings 

o target take-up campaigns where appropriate to claimant groups affected by legislative 
changes 

o establish an integrated benefits service including the administration of school clothing 
and footwear grants and free school meals 

o ensure that appropriate staff receive VF and fraud awareness training to improve the 
standard of evidence gathering and the quality of the “considerative process” 

make extensive use of its random access terminals (RATS) to verify claims where 
appropriate 

o . set team targets to assess the standards of performance achieved in relation to speed 
and accuracy of processing 

ensure that all benefits staff have access to a comprehensive procedures manual which 
is subject to continuous review and regularly updated to reflect procedural and 
legislative changes 

o monitor and control the quality, accuracy and security of claims processing through a 
formal management checking procedure set at the 10% target level recommended by 
Audit Scotland 

o establish service level agreements with Jobcentre Plus, housing associations, NLC 
Housing Services and other stakeholders and ensure that all targets agreed are closely 
monitored 

o produce standard notices of determination within the required timescale which are 
used consistently across all teams, and clearly notify claimants of their rights and 
obligations 



6. Keeping it Right 

The Council will: 
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regularly remind claimants and landlords of their responsibility to report changes of 
circumstances (COCs) 

prioritise COCs by the degree of change and input changes on the system from the 
date the change actually occurred 

sample check processed COCs to ensure they are properly prioritised and accurately 
determined 

introduce controls to ensure benefit periods are set in accordance with legislative 
requirements 

operate a weekly rolling review and produce a timetable of reviews for a full financial 
year in advance to effectively plan and manage workloads and make appropriate 
provision for customer counter enquiries 

prioritise cancellation of benefits to ensure claimants are not paid beyond their legal 
entitlement and overpayments are reduced 

ensure that its processes meet the requirements of the revision and appeals system 

issue guidance and provide training to staff on the procedures for dealing with 
complaints 

maintain a landlord register and regularly cross check this with information from other 
sources 

put in place systems to ensure that the “fit and proper person” test is applied to 
landlords whose integrity is in doubt 

introduce a landlord forum to improve the service to claimants and landlords and 
involve landlords in counter-fraud initiatives 

ensure a standard approach is applied to internal enquiries 

ensure controls are in place to minimise the level of failed renewal claims 

ensure that robust IT security policies and procedures are in place for benefits and that 
all benefits staff receive awareness training 

introduce controls to safeguard the integrity of its benefits software 

undertake formal risk assessments of its business processes and implement a disaster 
recovery policy 
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o introduce formal guidance to ensure that access to the benefit system is strictly 
controlled 

ensure that secure arrangements are in place for post opening and for the storage and 
handling of benefit cheques 

regularly undertake training needs analysis for benefits staff and produce benefits- 
specific training plans 

regularly update its benefits procedures manual to reflect legislative, policy and 
procedural changes 

Putting it Right 

The Council will: 

o establish a dedicated overpayments team 

o introduce specific policies and procedures to identify, classify, recover and write-off 
benefit overpayments, supported by management targets and controls and detailed 
procedural guidance and training 

ensure that full use is made of all overpayment recovery powers available including 
recovery from ongoing benefit and recovery from landlords in respect of a third party 

regularly review its counter-fraud policy 

introduce standards and targets for fraud investigations and prosecutions, supported 
by clearly documented operational procedures and staff training 

. ensure that an appropriate level of staff is allocated to counter-fraud work 

o undertake formal risk-based assessments to ensure that counter-fraud resources are 
effectively and efficiently targeted 

o undertake a fraud awareness programme for all benefit stakeholders 

o maintain a clearly documented fraud referral process 

o effectively utilise the Housing Benefit Matching Service and, in conjunction with 
internal audit, internal data matching to identify cases which are suitable for 
investigation 

operate a widely-publicised fraud hotline to encourage public participation in tackling 
benefit fraud 

o liaise with the Benefit Investigation Service to avoid duplicate investigations and 
share information 



8. Making Sure the Strategy Works 

The Council will: 

use its corporate strategy to raise the profile of benefits administration 

regularly review its resource requirements to ensure that the benefits service is 
adequately equipped to meet its operational objectives 

develop its management information systems to monitor performance in all areas of 
benefits administration 

ensure that a robust system is in place to monitor and control the cost of the benefits 
service 

timeously and accurately complete estimates and claims for benefit subsidy 

regularly review progress towards achievements of targets and specific objectives at 
departmental senior management, corporate management and service committee level 

9. Policy Review 

This policy will be subject to review in December 2003. 
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