
40 

To: HOUSING & PROPERTY SERVICES 
COMMITTEE 

From: DIRECTOR OFHOUSING & 
PROPERTY SERVICES 

Date: 27 SEPTEMBER 2000 Ref TMcWHMcG’4 

AGENDA ITEM No. ... SlQ) 

Subject: 

NORTH LANARKSHIRE COUNCIL 
REPORT 

HOUSING AND COUNCIL TAX 
BENEFIT ADMINISTRATION 
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Introduction 

Reference is made to my previous report on Housing and Council Tax Benefit Administration 
which was considered by the Housing and Property Services Committee at its meeting of 30 
August 2000 and which made reference to a review of benefits administration in North 
Lanarkshire. 

The purpose of this report is to seek Committee approval to appoint 10 additional staff to 
ensure both current and future commitments can be attained. 

Background 

In April 1998, a number of staff who administered Council Tax Benefit transferred from the 
Finance Department and a new staffing structure, aimed at rationalising service delivery 
arrangements whilst, at the same time, achieving substantial cost savings, was put in place. 

A new computer system which combined the administration of Council Tax and Housing 
Benefit was implemented in phases from April 1998, with the final stage, single input of 
claims, introduced in February 2000. 

Access limitations and ongoing system problems have, in combination with a number of other 
factors, resulted in a dramatic increase in workload, a deterioration in the quality of service to 
claimants and a considerable backlog of claims. 

Other influencing factors include: 

(a) The introduction of Section 19 of the Social Security Administration (Fraud) Act 1997, 
compulsory on all authorities from 6 September 1999. This requires claimants and 
partners to provide their National Insurance Number and evidence to corroborate their 
identity and that they are the owners of that National Insurance Number. Despite the 
benefits section’s best efforts, vast numbers of claimants either take a long time to 
provide this evidence or do not provide it at all, which leads to lengthy delays in 
processing and eventually, in some cases, to claims becoming defective; 
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(3) The introduction of the Verification Framework from 4 October 1999. This requires 
claimants to provide evidence to support their claim, eg proof of income and capital, 
proof of identity and proof of household composition. As with Section 19 above, a 
considerable number of claimants either take a long time to provide this evidence or do 
not provide it at all, resulting in processing delays and defective claims. Efforts to 
collect the necessary proofs for both Section 19 and Verification Framework required to 
process claims involves the benefits staff writing to claimants and issuing reminders 
which takes up inordinate amounts of time. The overall effect is that a vicious circle is 
created whereby backlogs of work accumulate, enquiries from claimants are generated 
and replicate themselves on countless occasions and, in the meantime, monthly reviews 
are issued, adding to the current backlog situation and ultimately to the pressure on 
existing staff; 

(c) An increase in the number of private sector claims which, compared to council tenant 
claims, are more complex with regard to both information gathering and processing. 
Another 1,300 cases are expected later this year when the Cumbernauld Partnership 
comes on board; 

(d) Increased emphasis on the prevention and detection of benefit fraud; 

(e) 

(0 

Legislative changes. There have been 88 changes in the last year alone; 

Increased scrutiny of subsidy claims by the external auditor in accordance with new DSS 
and Accounts Commission requirements. This has necessitated a review of how certain 
records are maintained and our ability to retrieve them. As this is an area worth in excess 
of S8Om per annum, the importance of proper accounting and record keeping, to avoid 
potential penalty, cannot be over emphasised; and 

(g) The introduction of the Transitional Housing Benefit Scheme for Supporting People. 
Although in its infancy, this initiative has huge implications for the Housing and Property 
Services and Social Work Departments, with a vital role being played by the benefits 
section. Between now and 2003, both departments have to maximise the amount of 
Housing Benefit payable for clients who receive certain elements of care and support as 
the amount of Housing Benefit paid in respect of eligible support charges under the 
Transitional Housing Benefit Scheme will be used to inform the amount and distribution 
of Supporting People funds from 2003. This will inevitably lead to an increase in liaison 
with Social Work and the Tenancy Services and Development sections of the Housing 
and Property Services Department as well as the increased workload of processing 
eligible benefit entitlement. 

3 Objectives 

3.1 In view of the foregoing, a review of the benefits structure is considered necessary at this stage 
to ensure that adequate resources are in place and are targeted as effectively as possible to: 

(a) Administer benefits in accordance with DSS regulations and respond timeously to 
legislative changes; 

(b) Ensure continuity and consistency in claims processing; 

(c) Comply fully with the Verification Framework; 

(d) Recognise the importance of responding to shifts in the benefit caseload (Supporting 
People and the ever increasing private sector caseload) and ensure adequate flexibility is 
provided; 
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(e) Increase fraud prevention and detection including closer working with the Benefits 
Agency on anti-fraud initiatives; 

Improve liaison with Housing Associations and other agencies. This area of benefit 
administration continues to grow and requires closer working links; 

(0 

(g) Ensure robust systems are in place to enhance internal controls and maintain adequate 
records to substantiate subsidy claims; 

(h) ’ Maximise subsidy income; 

(i) Improve processing in terms of both accuracy and performance; 

(j) Improve liaison between benefits and local housing services to promote best practice in 
tackling arrears by ensuring benefits are processed as speedily as possible within the 
current constraints; 

(k) Manage the Transitional Housing Benefit Scheme and maximise the level of funding 
available to the Council after 2003; 

(1) Ensure improvement of performance against both Statutory Performance Indicators and 
internal Performance Indicators by reducing the time taken to process new claims, review 
forms and changes of circumstances; 

(m) Ensure adequate preparation for the Benefit Fraud Inspectorate’s impending visit which 
will investigate and report upon the Council’s approach to and administration of benefits; 
and 

(n) Provide adequate training opportunities for benefit staff. 

4 Options 

4.1 In order to achieve the objectives set out in Section 3 above, the following options were 
considered: 

a decentralised benefits service 

0 

0 a centralised benefits service 
0 

a partially decentralised benefits service 

a combination, ie. decentralised with a dedicated processing team. 

4.2 

4.2.1 Under the present arrangements, the private sector and fraud teams are centralised in 
Coatbridge with decentralised area teams administering rent rebates and council tax benefit for 
council tenants and owner occupiers. 

Option 1 : A decentralised benefits service 

4.2.2 Whilst retaining the status quo would ensure continuity of service delivery on a localised basis, 
the current problems with backlogs, low morale and limited time to look towards system and 
procedural development would continue. 

4.2.3 Retaining the present arrangements with an increased staffing complement would address these 
However, there would also be a number of disadvantages to this issues to some extent. 

approach: 
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0 

0 

0 

0 accommodation requirements; and 
0 

additional resources absorbed into a system which is not working properly; 

lack of flexibility to move staff to crisis areas; 

limited impact at review times when workload is heaviest; 

cost of 12 additional staff of approximately €190,000 per annum. 

4.3 Option 2 : A partially decentralised service 

4.3.1 Withdrawing Benefit Officers from Shotts, Moodiesbum and Viewpark, concentrating 
processing in the larger housing offices, would allow better control of workload, more cover for 
sickness absence and leave and a degree of localised service provision. However, there would 
be a reduction in service delivery in the smaller offices, accommodation issues, a lack of 
flexibility to move staff to crisis areas and, in order to address the present difficulties, there 
would still be a requirement for approximately 10 additional staff at a cost of S160,OOO. 

4.4 Option 3 : A centralised benefits service 

4.4.1 The benefits staff could be housed in one officehnit with the benefits service delivered on a 
centralised basis. 

4.4.2 Operationally, this radical approach would have many advantages: 

0 economies of scale; 
0 

0 

0 faster processing; and 

0 ability to control workload. 

no requirement for additional staff; 

opportunities to investigate system and procedural development; 

ability to create a call centre enquiry service; 

4.4.3 Centralising benefits administration in its entirety would however mean no local service apart 
from advice and assistance and would discourage joint working between the benefit team and 
housing management staff. In addition, there would be accommodation and relocation issues 
with associated costs. 

4.5 Option 4 : A decentralised service with a dedicated processing team 

4.5.1 Benefits would continue to be administered as at present with an additional dedicated 
processing team in place dealing mainly with the rolling programme of annual reviews. This 
approach has been tried and tested over recent months, albeit on a small scale, with some 
success. The advantages are: 

0 

attain better performance standards; 
0 

0 

retain and improve local service delivery; 

provide a more efficient and effective benefits service; 

improve fiaud detection and prevention at an early stage by allowing local processors more 
time to compare and study forms (exceeding the Weekly Benefit Savings target generates 
additional subsidy income for the Council); 
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0 

0 

maximise benefit take up; 

0 dedicate time to system and procedural improvements; . 
0 

encourage closer working with housing services; 

remove peaks of workload from local offices; 

maintain continuity of review processing; 

exert better control over issue and treatment of late reviews; 

improve quality of work by having less pressure put upon processors; 

allow time for staff development including training on regulation changes, computer 
system changes and quality aspects sucli as maximising subsidy; and 

0 improve morale of staff. 

4.5.2 This arrangement could be achieved by increasing the existing establishment by 10 staff. The 
additional staff would be utilised thus: 

(a) 6 additional Benefit Officers (graded AP1!2) and 2 additional Clerks (GS1/2) to fonn a 
centralised processing team dealing mainly with tlie rolling prograinme of annual 
reviews; 

(b) 1 additional Administration/Finance Assistant (AP112) and 1 existing Clerk to deal with 
staffing issues including absence reporting, salary changes, flexitime recording, 
maintenance of holiday, training and personnel records and other duties including co- 
ordinating incoming and outgoing mail, co-ordinating stationery requirements and 
providing clerical support to the benefits management team. This would allow the 
Central Team, consisting of 1 Team Leader, 1 Benefit Officer and 1 Clerk, to concentrate 
on system development, subsidy monitoring, completion of statistical returns, preparation 
of training courses and recovery of oveqjayments; and 

(c) 1 additional Benefit Officer (AP112) for the Private Sector team who would be required 
to fulf i l  tlie requirements of the Transitional Housing Benefit Scheme. 

5 Conclusion 

5.1 Whilst each of the options detailed above Iias its benefits and disadvantages, only Option 4 
satisfies all of the objectives set out i n  Section 3. A decentralised service with a central 
dedicated processing team would strike a balance between improved efficiency and internal 
control on tlie one hand and the continued provision of a local service on the other. Option 4 is 
therefore the preferred solution. Notwithstanding this proposal, tlie structure would be subject 
to ongoing review with further reports to Committee on any subsequent changes required i n  
response to future demands. 

5.2 The existing benefit staffing structure is set out at Appendix I and Appendix 2 illustrates tlie 
proposed structure incorporating 10 additional staff as detailed at paragraph 4.5.2 of this report. 
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Financial Implications 

The cost of employing 10 additional staff would amount to &153,000 per aniiuni. Subject to 
Coniniittee's approval, this would be included in the 2001 /02 Base Revenue Estimates (Non 
HRA) with the cost of approximately 25 1,000 for the remainder of tlie current financial year 
inet froin within the overall resources available i n  tlie General Services Account as set out in 
the Revenue Summary Report. Tlie overall Benefit budget is currently under review and any 
savings identified as part of this process could assist in meeting tlie cost of additional staff. 

Personnel Services 

Tlie Head of Personnel Services has been consulted oil the staffing implications of the proposed 
re-structuring. 

Recommendations 

Coininittee is requested to approve: 

(a) A change to tlie arrangements for benefits administration in North Lanarkshire i n  line 
with Option 4, as detailed in Section 4.5 of this report; 

(6) 

(c) 

The appointment of 10 additional benefit staff as set out at paragraph 4.5.2; 

Establishment of a central dedicated processing team at a location to be determined; and 

(d) Referral of this report to the Finance, Personnel Services and Policy and Resources 
Coinniittees for consideration. 

Background Information 

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

Director of Housing & Property Senkes  

Encl. 
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Benefits Section 

Proposed Staffing Structure 
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