REPORT TO EXECUTIVE[image: image1.jpg]www.carlisle.gov.uk






PORTFOLIO AREA: FINANCE AND PERFORMANCE MANAGEMENT

Date of Meeting:
28 August 2007

Public


Key Decision:
No
Recorded in Forward Plan:
No

Inside Policy Framework

Title:
HOUSING BENEFITS ADMINISTRATION - LOCAL HOUSING ALLOWANCE

Report of:
The Director of Corporate Services

Report reference:
CORP39/07

Summary:
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HOUSING BENEFITS ADMINISTRATION

LOCAL HOUSING ALLOWANCE

1. INTRODUCTION

1.1
The Local Housing Allowance (LHA) is the most radical change in Housing Benefits (HB) since its introduction in 1988.  It is the cornerstone of the government’s HB reform programme that aims to simplify HB and ensure it supports the wider objectives for welfare reform.

1.2
Local Housing Allowance (LHA) – (piloted in pathfinder areas including Blackpool in the north west) – will be rolled out, nationally, on 7 April 2008.

1.3
LHA is a new way of working out Housing Benefit for people who rent from a private landlord where the tenancy commenced after 15 January 1989.  Initially, only new claimants, claimants who move or who have a break in entitlement will be affected.

1.4
LHA is based on how much money the claimant has coming in, what savings they have and the number of bedrooms/living rooms the rules say the household needs.  The number of rooms allowed depends on who lives with the tenant.

1.5
With LHA, tenants can choose to pay more to rent a larger property, or spend less to rent a smaller property.  If the rent is less than the amount of the maximum LHA entitlement, and they qualify, they can keep a maximum of £15 above the level of the rent to use for other things.

1.6
Generally, Registered Social Landlords, charities, voluntary organisations, pre-1989 tenancies and where the rent officer decides that a substantial part of the rent is for board and attendance, such as hotel accommodation will be exempt from LHA.

1.7
The main change for private landlords is that LHA will be paid to the tenant.  The tenant will be responsible for paying their rent to the landlord.  In recognition of the risk that some tenants may struggle with the responsibility of paying their rent, safeguards have been put in place for vulnerable claimants.

1.8
LHA rates will be set by the Rent Service on a monthly basis and will be published in the local press.

1.9
Currently there are in the region of 1000 Housing Benefit claims in the Carlisle area who rent from private landlords.

1.10
Other measures introduced by the Welfare Reform Act affecting Housing Benefits include:-

· Ability to investigate and prosecute other benefit frauds alongside housing benefit fraud

· Use of housing benefit sanctions for anti-social behaviour

· Changes to extended payments and War Pension disregards

2. AIMS OF THE LHA SCHEME

2.1 The aims of the scheme are as follows:

(i) Fairness – Pay same amount of housing benefit to tenants with similar circumstances living in the same area

(ii) Choice – Tenants can trade quality for cost, i.e. they can decide to take cheaper accommodation and pocket the difference between HB (based on LHA) and actual rental liability (up to £15.00) to spend on whatever they want

(iii) Transparency – Advance knowledge of amount to be paid helps tenants (and landlords) know how much financial help is available.  Removes the need for any pre-tenancy determination

(iv) Personal Responsibility – To encourage direct involvement in budgeting and payment of rent developing the skills unemployed tenants will need to move back into work.  Rents will be more meaningful and landlords will need to collect and recover the rent from tenants

(v) Financial Inclusion – Ideally payments are made directly into bank account that can support standing order payments.  Landlords need not be aware that tenants are in receipt of Housing Benefit

(vi) Improved Administration and Reduced Barriers to Work – Simpler system that should be easier to understand and provide certainty about what help is available in and out of work

2.2 Payment of Local Housing Allowance –

The provision for a claimant to have the HB paid to the landlord (except for exceptional circumstances) has been removed.  The Council plan to pay by BACS (bank automated credit services) into an appropriate account, e.g. current account, basic bank account.

3. IMPLEMENTATION

3.1
A detailed implementation plan has been prepared to enable LHA to be introduced for the April 2008 deadline.

4. FUNDING TO IMPLEMENT LHA IN CARLISLE

4.1
Carlisle has received £109,000 from the department of Works and Pensions to implement LHA.  Our software supplier (Academy) has now advised the Council that it would cost the Council £26,000 to re-write our benefits operating system.  This leaves £83,000 available to meet operational implications as set out in the action plan, i.e.

(i) Software Development – 

Development of appropriate computer software systems

(ii) Start-Up Activities –

Development of a safeguard policy

Set up structures to provide financial advice

Plan and communicate change to internal and external stakeholders

Test new software 

(iii) Staff Training –

Train existing Benefits staff

Train new Benefits staff (temporary)

Train other relevant council staff on LHA

(iv) Communication Activities –

Publicise initial LHA rates

Develop general local policy material

Develop and issue tenant material

Develop and issue landlord material

Involve and communicate change to stakeholders

5. ONGOING COSTS OF ADMINISTERING LHA

5.1
Other than increased IT licence fees at £2,600 per annum, it has not yet been determined whether there will be any increased LHA administrative costs (non-staffing) from 2008/09 onwards.  Any increases will need to be absorbed within 2008/09 base budgets.

5.2
Pathfinder Authorities suggest that there will be up to a 25% increase in ‘private tenant’ caseload (due to the scheme being more generous), i.e. 250 in the case of Carlisle, approximately 3% increase in overall caseload.  It is anticipated that current staff resources should be able to absorb this level of increase.

6. RECOMMENDATIONS

6.1
Members are asked to note the action plan designed to implement the Local Housing Allowance by the 7 April 2008 deadline.

6.2
Members are asked to note the implementation of grant received of £109,000 and note that the grant will be used to fund implementation costs as set out in 4.1 of the report.

7. REASONS FOR RECOMMENDATIONS

7.1
To enable the statutory Local Housing Allowance to be introduced for Carlisle Benefit claimants.

8. IMPLICATIONS

· Staffing/Resources – Some temporary resources likely to be required funded by DWP grant.  Main staff training issues.

· Financial – Included in report.

· Legal – N/A

· Corporate – N/A 

· Risk Management – A risk assessment has been produced and detailed in Operational Risk Register.

· Equality and Disability – See 2.1 (ii).

· Environmental – 

· Crime and Disorder – 

· Impact on Customers – Major impact of private sector benefit claimants.

ANGELA BROWN

Director of Corporate Services
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