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Executive Summary 

Committee is asked to note the impact of Universal Credit to date on tenants, the housing 

revenues collected through rents and the ongoing actions being taken to mitigate. 

 
 

 

Recommendations 

The Committee is asked to note the current situation affecting tenants in receipt of 

Universal Credit, particularly where they are eligible for housing costs to cover their rent. 

Impact is noted within both HRA and Non-HRA revenues due to the effect on claimants 

within mainstream and temporary accommodation. 

 
 

 

Supporting Documents 

Council business       
plan to 2020 

Improving economic opportunities and outcomes. 

Supporting all children to realise their full potential. 

Improving the health and care of our communities. 

Improving the Council’s resource base. 

 

1. Background 

1.1 The recent rollout of Universal Credit (UC) within North Lanarkshire has had a 
significant impact on Council tenants and particularly those with eligible housing 
costs. Live Service UC has been implemented in the area since March 2015 and 
since April 2018 Full Service UC has been implemented. 

 
1.2 Tackling inequalities and improving health and outcomes for people across North 

Lanarkshire communities are the key priorities of the Councils Business Plan.  
This is supported by the North Lanarkshire partnership Local Outcome 
Improvement Plan (LOIP) that specifically aims to reduce inequalities across 
those groups experiencing poverty.    

1.3 These key priorities contribute to the Scottish Government National Outcome key 
themes of ‘we live in communities that are inclusive, empowered, resilient and 
safe’, ‘we tackle poverty by sharing opportunities, wealth and power more 
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equally’; and ‘we grow up loved, safe and respected, so that we can realise our 
full potential’. 

1.4 The Welfare Reform Act 2012 introduced radical changes to the system of 
welfare provision. Universal Credit has been designed to replace a number of 
other benefits including housing benefit, which in social housing has traditionally 
been paid direct to the claimant’s landlord. In most circumstances, if a claimant 
is entitled to housing costs to meet their rent payments under UC, the funds are 
awarded directly to the claimant. In addition, claims are to be maintained online, 
which can present challenges for some claimants, particularly if they are digitally 
excluded as a consequence of their poverty and/or capacity for managing digital 
access. 

1.5 Some provision is contained within existing legislation for Alternative Payment 
Arrangements (APAs) to enable housing cost elements to be paid direct to social 
landlords on a case by case basis. In addition, the new Scottish Social Security 
Agency will have some limited powers in respect of UC, enabling it to vary 
payment frequencies; and where selected by the claimant to have the rent paid 
direct to the landlord. There is also the promise of a review of welfare reform from 
the Scottish Government in 2020 which may provide further additional funding to 
mitigate the costs of welfare reform.  

 
1.6 The shift to Full Service UC means that every working age claimant of any of the 

included means tested benefits; and who is either in or out of work, has since 
April had to claim UC in North Lanarkshire. The exception to this is families with 
more than two children. Previously, this was restricted under Live Service UC to 
single claimants with the most simple claim types and with no impacts on families 
with children. 

 
1.7 In addition, the UK Government lowered the Overall Benefits Cap in December 

2016 which has the effect of capping the amount, including for housing costs, 
which a household can receive. For illustration, a household with children in 
receipt of benefits has a weekly cap of £384.62. If that household receive non-
housing benefits of £384.62 per week (the worst case scenario), a nominal 
weekly housing benefit of £0.50 will be paid towards housing costs, due to 
housing benefit ranking last within HB Cap legislation.  

 
1.8 The Council is responsible for making the reductions under Benefit Cap 

regulations and the process is audited by the DWP. Since rents in temporary 
accommodation are by necessity higher than mainstream rents, this has had a 
significant impact on households staying in temporary dispersed 
accommodation. Supported (or exempted) Accommodation is not affected; 
however, for people who have limited choices available due to their 
homelessness, and who may also have support needs; the impact is and will 
continue to be, an increase in unpaid charges. This is because people in those 
circumstances simply do not have the funds to meet the higher rent costs 
associated with homeless accommodation. 

 
  

 

2. Report 

 Impact on Mainstream Tenancies 

2.1 The impact on mainstream tenants has been significant and can be illustrated 

most effectively by reference to the increase in rent arrears over the period since 

UC was introduced. Additionally, there has been a sharp rise in rent arrears for 



those affected by the implementation of Full Service UC. This is partly attributable 

to greater numbers of tenant households now being included within the UC 

claimant count; but corresponding increases in arrears more generally suggests 

that the wider welfare reform impacts are also having an effect. 

2.2 The overall benefit cap has had most impact for large households with children 

and for those tenants occupying temporary accommodation or in certain 

segments of the private rented sector. This is because the cap was reduced from 

£26,000 to £20,000 per annum for couples and families, and from £18,200 to 

£13,400 for single persons. This means that homeless households living in 

temporary dispersed accommodation have severe limitations on the amount of 

income available to fund their housing costs. Temporary accommodation rents 

by their nature tend to be significantly higher than mainstream rents, due to the 

costs association with enhanced management, higher turnover, repairs costs and 

furniture provision. 

2.3 The effect on rent arrears for current tenants is outlined at Table 1 and clearly 

illustrates the direct correlation between the change from Live Service to Full 

Service UC and the sharp rises in arrears. Just prior to the beginning of financial 

year 2018/19 the number of current tenants in receipt of UC was 668 and by end 

of period 4 the total number of current tenants in receipt of UC was 1,811.  Arrears 

have increased at corresponding rates from an opening figure at 2017/18 year-

end of £327,936 to the current figure of £1.137m from an overall total arrears 

figure of £4.9m at 20th July 2018, with UC cases now attributing to almost 25% of 

the overall arrears value compared to less than 10% In April. 

 Table 1: Total CT Arrears to Universal Credit Arrears April 2015 to July 2018    

  April 15 April 16 April 17 April 18 July 18 

       

All Current 
Tenants 

Cases No. 10,390 10,218 10,366 10,487 12,388 

Value £’s £3.224m £3.044m £3.333m £3.956m £4.916m 

      

UC Cases 

Cases No. 61 433 624 668 1,811 

Value £’s £0.041m £0.216m £0.297m £0.328m £1.137m 

      

UC Cases as 
a % of Total  

Cases No. 0.59% 4.24% 6.02% 6.37% 14.62% 

Value £’s 1.27% 7.10% 8.91% 8.27% 23.13% 

      

 

2.4 Current and pending Alternative Payment Arrangements (APA’s) amount to 965 

from the total of 1,811 tenants who have made claims for UC. APA’s are 
available for claimants who can’t manage the standard Universal Credit 
payment. There are three types of APA available: 

 direct payment of the housing cost element to landlords (known as 
managed payments) 

 splitting of payment between members of a couple 
 more frequent payment of benefit. 

It is worth noting that there can be delays in identifying those tenants who would 

benefit from an APA, particularly if the rents team is unaware of their claim. In 



examples from other local authorities we are also aware that payments can end 

up in the wrong account due to failures to properly identify the intended recipient. 

2.5 Within the centralised rents team the Service has a dedicated pool of 6 Income 

Maximisation / Sustainability Officers tasked with supporting tenants and 

developing and maintaining relationships with the DWP at a local level. The team 

are building networks with local job coaches in an effort to share knowledge and 

experience of the Housing Costs issues related to UC. In addition, they provide 

on-site support one day a week at each Job-Centre Plus in North Lanarkshire. 

This resource also works very closely with the Financial Inclusion Team based 

within Infrastructure, ensuring compliance with income maximisation standards 

and thorough quality assurance processes realised through oversight by qualified 

Welfare Rights Officers. 

2.6 The rents team also works with the DWP to identify and resolve issues with the 

landlord portal, which is provided by the DWP to enable some limited access by 

accredited landlords to assist in verifying claims and provide supporting evidence. 

This enables the team to highlight examples of any processes that are flawed to 

enable the DWP to investigate and identify gaps and faults in the system. It is 

intended to establish a practitioners group to enhance problem solving at a local 

level; and develop and enhance information sharing and joint efforts to improve 

the flow of relevant data to improve outcomes. 

 Impact on Temporary Accommodation 

2.7 The impact of welfare reforms on temporary and supported accommodation 

revenues has been well documented in reports to previous Committees. The 

most recent report from August 2016 set out projected revenue reductions arising 

from reforms, after full implementation; and projected a figure of circa £4m per 

annum.  

2.8 The level of annual shortfall will be dependent on the speed of UC implementation 

and the effectiveness of DWP to implement the Housing Benefit Cap. As a result 

of this, the strategy over the last 5 financial years has been to earmark surpluses 

to mitigate the impact of future shortfalls allowing management action to be 

developed and implemented to minimise potential shortfalls. 

            At this stage it is unclear whether the Scottish Government or UK Government 

will introduce additional funding to mitigate the impact of these changes. 

            The historic surplus of £4.617m and the surplus generated in 2017/18 of £1.323m 

means there will be reserve balances of £5.940m available to mitigate the 

impact.The utilisation of the reserve will be dependent on a number of factors, 

namely 

 Effectiveness of DWP to apply Housing Benefit Caps 

 Availability of other government funding 

 Reducing rent to more affordable levels 

 Development of further management action to address potential legislative 

burdens 



It is not anticipated that this earmarked reserve will be further supplemented in 

2018/19. 

2.9 Delays in implementation and amendments to the legislation mean that 

Temporary Accommodation is now to be taken out of the UC System altogether. 

However, the overall benefit cap applies to temporary accommodation residents, 

which means that people on working age benefits in our dispersed 

accommodation will have their Housing Benefit award reduced to comply with 

regulations. This means that rent arrears for temporary accommodation are 

increasing and are largely irrecoverable; as in the majority of cases the levels of 

household income that remain available to the household, fall below acceptable 

limits for basic living requirements. 

2.10 The UK Government set out its revised proposals for the future funding of 
Supported Accommodation in December 2017. The revised system will have 
three types of supported housing, namely; 

 

 Sheltered and extra care housing (for older people with support needs 
and some working age tenants); 

 Short term housing (for those in crisis situations, such as those fleeing 
domestic abuse, or homeless people with assessed support needs); 

 Long term housing (for those with long term needs, such as people with 
learning disabilities) 
 

The funding for short term supported housing is to be devolved to Scotland. It is 
not yet clear how the Scottish Government intends to use the funding or allocate 
it; however a working group is currently considering options for disbursing the 
funding after it is handed over. 

 
2.11 The Scottish Welfare Fund at North Lanarkshire Council continues to be 

oversubscribed as demand outstrips supply. Funding was reduced in 2017/18 as 
a result of a revised distribution methodology, which now uses the Income 
Domain aspect of the Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation (SIMD) to allocate 
funds. This means that North Lanarkshire is allocated less resources than in 
previous years and saw a reduction of £158,385 in 2017/18.  The funding remains 
static in 2018/19, which means the funding available for awards is £2,616,190 to 
meet demand for Crisis Grants and Community Care Grants.  

 
2.12 Discretionary Housing Payments (DHPs) continue to be used to administer relief 

for the Bedroom Tax as the Scottish Government continues to commit to fully 
mitigate it across Scotland. In addition, the Council continues to administer DHPs 
in accordance with DWP Guidance to alleviate the impacts of wider welfare 
reforms where possible, including the Benefit Cap and restrictions in the Private 
Rented Sector arising from the Local Housing Allowance (LHA) freeze.  The total 
fund allocation for DHPs in 2017/18 was £4,337,367 and it was fully utilised. 

 
2.13 The Council has established a Tackling Poverty Action Group to consider and 

respond to all aspects of poverty, including poverty associated with welfare 
reforms and changes to housing related benefits. 

 
2.14 Work has been undertaken to mitigate the impacts of changes in benefits that 

affect temporary and supported accommodation. We have increased the 
proportion of stock classified as Specified Accommodation to ensure it was 
protected from most of the reforms, for as long as possible. This was to protect 
revenues that help to pay for services. 



 
 
 

 

 

3. Equality and Diversity 

3.1 Fairer Scotland 
 
3.1.1 North Lanarkshire Council is committed to working in partnership to tackle and 

alleviate poverty and the inequalities arising from poor health, unemployment and 
digital exclusion. 

   
3.2 Equality Impact Assessment 
 
3.2.1 Full consideration has been given to reducing inequalities across protected 

characteristic groups and strengthening the impact of future opportunities. 
  

 

 
4. Implications 

4.1 Financial Impact 
 
4.1.1 The early impact on revenue to fund housing (HRA) and homelessness (Non-

HRA) services has been significant when rent arrears levels and reduced income 
is accounted for. 

   
4.2 HR/Policy/Legislative Impact 
 
4.2.1 There are no personnel, legal or policy implications.   
  
4.3 Environmental Impact 
 
4.3.1 There is no environmental impact arising from this report 

4.4 Risk Impact 
 
4.4.1 Risk has been assessed at Corporate and service area level to ensure that all 

possible mitigation is in place. Risks remain high to moderate. 

  

 
5. Measures of success 
 
5.1 Success will be measured during the early phase of Universal Credit rollout by 

the impact of efforts to maximise incomes and sustain tenancies and living 

arrangements. Particularly for those groups most likely to be affected by 

homelessness, poor health and inequalities. 

  

 
Stephen Llewellyn 
Head of Housing Solutions 


