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1. Background 
 
1.1 In March 2019, the Accounts Commission agreed to the introduction of thematic 

reviews of Housing Benefit issues across all Councils as well as continuing with smaller 
HB performance reviews for individual Councils. 

 
1.2 In 2019/20, a Performance Review Audit was carried out for East Dunbartonshire 

Council. However, the remaining audit programme was suspended due to the COVID-
19 pandemic. 

 
 

Executive Summary 
 
This report summarises the report by Audit Scotland relating to their audit work conducted 
during 2019/20 on Housing Benefit (HB) performance and the introduction of Thematic 
Reviews looking at issues across all councils. 
 
In 2019/20 Audit Scotland carried out one HB performance audit in East Dunbartonshire 
Council, one desktop assessment in Shetland Islands Council and completed a thematic 
study on HB Overpayments in Scotland. 
 
This report summarises the findings of the above and reports on current practice within 
North Lanarkshire Council in respect of these. 
 

Recommendations 

 
Committee is invited to note the report. 
 

The Plan for North Lanarkshire 
 
Priority  Improve North Lanarkshire's resource base 

Ambition statement (21) Continue to identify and access opportunities to leverage 
additional resources to support our ambitions 



2. Report 
 
2.1 HB Performance Audit 

2.1.1 The report identified that during 2019/20, Scottish Councils paid out £1.4 billion in 
Housing Benefit (HB) awards to assist with rent payments (£1.6 billion in 2018/19), a 
reduction in spend of 12%. 

 
2.1.2 In 2019/20 Scottish Councils received £18.8 million (£21 million in 2018/19) in funding 

from DWP to deliver HB services. 
 
2.1.3 This 12% reduction in funding in 2019/20 is due to DWP assumed efficiency savings 

as more claimants move to Universal Credit. 
 
2.1.4 The report detailed the main findings from the Audit of East Dunbartonshire as follows: 
 

• the council carried out a significant number of random management checks which 
were time consuming. As these checks were not targeted, we recommended that 
they were reduced to focus on areas of greater risk and carried out pre-payment 
to avoid the potential for an avoidable overpayment to arise.  

• the Corporate Debt Policy and the Benefit Overpayment Policy had not been 
updated for some time and did not reflect current recovery opportunities.  

•  the council was not making full use of the DWP’s HBDS to recover dormant HB 
debt.  

 
2.1.5 North Lanarkshire Council’s current practice in relation to the risks identified in East 

Dunbartonshire are set out in Appendix 1. 
 

2.2 Housing Benefit Overpayments in Scotland a Thematic Study 
2.2.1 The study compares Scottish Councils’ HB overpayment recovery performance from 

2015/16 to 2018/19 and highlights areas for improvement and good practice. 
 

2.2.2  The report was originally intended for publication in March 2020, however, as a result 
of the Covid-19 pandemic, all HB performance activity was suspended due to the 
pressures on Council services. In view of this, and the time that has elapsed since the 
study was concluded, it was decided not to publish the report, but to provide it to 
Councils as an improvement tool. 

 
2.2.3 The main findings of the report were: 
  

• Outstanding Housing Benefit debt is increasing overall, but the value of new 
overpayments identified in each year is declining. 

• In most Councils, the value of housing benefit debt outstanding over the last four 
years has increased. 

• The migration of claims to Universal Credit negatively affects recovery options. 

• There is significant variation in the amounts written off by Councils. 

• Sundry debt recovery performance is also variable. 

• Councils are not using all available recovery options. 

• Councils are not following good practice. 

• Councils are not applying relevant legislation consistently. 



• The Housing Benefit Debt Service (HBDS) has been successful to date. 
• Scottish Councils are not making best use of HBDS  

 
2.2.4  The report identified main areas for improvement. These are listed in the table in 

Appendix 2 which also details the current practices adopted by North Lanarkshire 
Council in relation to the areas of concern identified. 

 
 

3. Equality and Diversity 
 
3.1 Fairer Scotland Duty 
 N/A 
    
3.2 Equality Impact Assessment  
 N/A   
 

 
4. Implications 
 
4.1 Financial Impact 
 N/A   
 
4.2 HR/Policy/Legislative Impact 
 N/A   
 
4.3 Environmental Impact 
 N/A  
 
4.4 Risk Impact  
 N/A 
 

 
5. Measures of success 
 
5.1  Reduction in the level of overpayments created and the effective recovery of 
 overpayments when identified.  
 

 
6. Supporting documents 
 
6.1  Audit Scotland Housing Benefit Performance Audit Report 
6.2  Audit Scotland Housing Benefit Overpayments in Scotland - A Thematic Study 
 
 
 

 
 
Elaine Kemp 
Head of Financial Solutions 
 
 

 



Appendix 1 
Housing Benefit Performance Audit - Summary Findings: 
 

• the council carried out a significant amount of random management checks 
which were time consuming. As these checks were not targeted, we 
recommended that they were reduced to focus on areas of greater risk and 
carried out pre-payment to avoid the potential for an avoidable overpayment to 
arise.  

NLC Practice 

Our checking regime incorporates many of the areas of good practice as advised by 
Audit Scotland. We have a centralised Checking Team that carry out a pre-payment 
review of all claims selected for checking.  We report on each financial and non-
financial error detected, which allows the Benefits management team to be fully 
aware of the cause of individual errors, the volume of errors in the system and the 
most common types of error. These are used to increase the quality of claims 
processing and the targeting of claim types to be checked in future. 

• the Corporate Debt Policy and the Benefit Overpayment Policy had not been 
updated for some time and did not reflect current recovery opportunities.  

NLC Practice 

The Corporate Debt Policy is reviewed bi-annually to consider any legislative 
changes, trends or other factors that may impact on the effectiveness of the policy. 
The most recent review was carried out in December 2020. 

The Benefit Overpayment Policy is reviewed on an ongoing basis to consider any 
new legislation or relevant policy changes by DWP or the Scottish Government to 
ensure the policy is relevant and effective. The last significant update to the policy 
was in Feb 2018 with the introduction of Direct Earnings Attachments and HBDS 
from April 2018. 

•  the council was not making full use of the DWP’s HBDS to recover dormant HB 
debt.  

 
 NLC has successfully used the HBDS since it was introduced in April 2018. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



APPENDIX 2 
 

Area for Improvement NLC Commentary Action Required 
Councils should consider recording 
the values of sundry debts raised, 
recovered and written-off to provide a 
better understanding of sundry HB 
debt recovery performance.   

NLC records the values of sundry 
debts raised, recovered and 
written-off. 

Not Applicable 

Councils should make use of all 
available options when recovering 
HB overpayments.  

NLC makes use of all available 
options when recovering HB 
overpayments. 

Not Applicable 

Councils should ensure that 
underlying entitlement is considered 
and applied in accordance with HB 
regulations. 

NLC ensures that underlying 
entitlement is considered and 
applied in accordance with HB 
regulations. The Revenues and 
Benefits system highlights 
available UE to staff as a 
reminder to apply to any 
outstanding overpayments 

Not Applicable 

Councils should consider regular use 
of HBDS as part of their overall 
approach to the recovery of dormant 
HB debt, including historical debt that 
has been written off. 

NLC makes regular use of HBDS 
and this has been successful in 
improving the collection of 
dormant and historical HB debt. 
NLC has successfully used the 
HBDS since it was introduced in 
April 2018 
 

Not Applicable 

The outcomes from HBDS matches 
should be recorded to enable 
councils to evaluate the effectiveness 
of participation in the scheme. 

NLC records the outcomes from 
HBDS matches and these are 
reported and considered on a 
monthly basis. 

Not Applicable 

Subject to local criteria, HB debt 
should not be considered for write off 
before all available recovery options 
have been considered, including the 
use of HBDS for matching. 

NLC only considers HB debt for 
write-off when all available 
recovery options have been 
considered including the use of 
HBDS. 

Not Applicable 

 


