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Full Summary
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1. Reason for the Audit

1.1. The audit was undertaken as part of the agreed Audit Plan for 2006/07. It is one of the Material Audits that Audit Services are requested to review by the Audit Commission on an annual basis

2. Background Information / Summary of the Audit Area

2.1. The following information relating to Housing Benefits is available to potential claimants, via the Authority’s Website
“Housing Benefit is a government scheme to help you pay for your rent. You can claim Housing Benefit if you pay rent to a landlord or landlady.  Housing Benefit is assessed by comparing your household and personal circumstances with your income. It also takes into account any other adults in your household who are expected in some circumstances to contribute to these costs. 

Examples of the type of rented accommodation you can be living in are: 


· bed-sit 

· flat 

· hostel 

· house 

· lodgings 


2.2. Council Tax Benefit is a government scheme to help you pay your Council Tax bill.  In order to apply for this type of benefit you must be liable to pay Council Tax.  Council Tax Benefit is assessed by comparing your household and personal circumstances with your income. It also takes into account any other adults in your household who are expected to contribute to these costs.”

3. Scope of the Audit 

3.1. Audit testing and verification has been carried out to form an opinion over the adequacy of systems and controls in place relating to the risks identified.  Key areas for review are:

Matters Arising – Section of Report
Area Examined

1.
Verification

2.
Parameter Files

3.
Calculations

4.
Outputs

5.
Feeder Systems

6.
IT Systems

7.
Contingency Plan

8.
Procedure Notes

9.
Follow up of the recommendations of 2005/2006 Report

4. Associated Risks of Providing this Service/Function 
4.1. Examination of the Risk Registers noted the following identified risks: 

Strategic Risks: 

There are no specific risks highlighted in the Strategic Risk register.



Operational Risks:  
Ref
Risk Description
Risk Score

20
Benefit Administration

The ensure that the Authority’s low income residents receive their full entitlement to Housing and Council Tax Benefit entitlement
6

21
Benefit Take-up

To ensure by organising Benefits Take up Campaigns that Benefits available are widely advertised
2

22
Benefit Probity

To ensure that whilst Benefit claimants receive their maximum benefit entitlement in accordance with Regulations the interests of Council Tax payers generally are protected.
3

5. Overall Conclusion of the Audit Review
5.1. The overall controls and procedures in place within the Housing and Council Tax Benefits System are operating well. The recommendations made within this review aim to assist the strength of the current controls.

Revenues and Benefits Services, Corporate Services Directorate 

The Head of Revenues and Benefits should complete the shaded areas below.   

Please ensure this includes the officer responsible for overseeing the implementation, the perceived level of risk attached to the issue and the target date in order to fully address the recommendation.   For further details on how to respond to audit reports please refer to the guidance notes attached as Appendix A.

Ref
Issue
Recommendation
Grade
Action to be Taken (including responsible officer for overseeing the implementation)
Level of Risk

(H, M or L)
Target

 Date

3a
The current procedures for checking the workload of trainee staff is different from the agreed procedures. However it is a agreed that the procedures should be amended and documented. 
The Benefits Manager/Training Officer should document the new agreed procedures for the percentage of checks that the Training Officer makes on the trainee staff.
B
Procedure notes will be written


Deputy Benefits Manager / 

Team Leader (Technical and Training)
L
End of June

3b
The Training Officer has not carried out any checks since December 2006 which could result in trainee staff are repeating errors.
It is important for all monitoring to be carried out weekly to ensure that Trainee staff are not repeatedly making the same errors
B
The back log will be cleared.


Team Leader (Technical and Training) / Training Officer
L
End of April

5a
Benefits officers have been reissuing all un-presented over 6 months old. Some of these have been for a low value. One was as low as 50p
Benefit staff should review all un-presented cheques that are over 6 months old before reissuing them. All cheques with a value of less than £5 should not be reissued unless the claimant has requested it.
B
This activity commenced as the result of a previous audit recommendation so we are happy to act on current audit advice.
L
Immediately

5c
The reconciliation of the Rent Allowance Balancing should be carried out monthly and in order for Finance to carry this out it is necessary for Benefit Services to provide the necessary reports
The necessary reports for the Rent Allowance Balancing should be sent to relevant Senior Accountancy Assistant monthly
C
The relevant reports will be sent to the responsible Senior Accountancy Assistant.


Team Leader (Technical and Training)
L
Immediately 

Financial Services, Corporate Services Directorate 

The Head of Financial Services should complete the shaded areas below.   

Please ensure this includes the officer responsible for overseeing the implementation, the perceived level of risk attached to the issue and the target date in order to fully address the recommendation.   For further details on how to respond to audit reports please refer to the guidance notes attached as Appendix A.
Ref
Issue
Recommendation
Grade
Action to be Taken (including responsible officer for overseeing the implementation)
Level of Risk

(H, M or L)
Timescale

5b
Through attempts have been made during the year the Rent Allowance has not been reconciled in the current financial year. The Senior Accountancy Assistant has attempted on four occasions to reconcile but has not been able to. This was highlighted in the previous audit
Rent Allowance Balancing should be reconciled immediately
A
This work has been given as a priority for the Senior Accountancy Assistant to focus on once the 06/07 reports are available. He will work with RBS and keep the Head of Finance informed with progress on a weekly basis.
M
April 07

5d
The Rent allowance balancing is currently carried out as time allows which has lead to ad hoc procedures being in operation.
Rent Allowance Balancing should be reconciled monthly to ensure that any imbalances are dealt with promptly
B
This will be included in the service plan and lists of duties of the Senior Accountancy Assistant post. A procedure will be drawn up by the Senior Accountancy Assistant
L
April / May 07

5e
The Benefit Services staff were not aware of the imbalance.
The Senior Accountancy Assistant should feed back to Benefit Services monthly on the outcome of the reconciliation
B
This will form part of the procedure of 5d
L
April / May 07

ICT Services Corporate Services Directorate 

The Head of ICT Services should complete the shaded areas below.   

Please ensure this includes the officer responsible for overseeing the implementation, the perceived level of risk attached to the issue and the target date in order to fully address the recommendation.   For further details on how to respond to audit reports please refer to the guidance notes attached as Appendix A.

Ref
Issue
Recommendation
Grade
Action to be Taken (including responsible officer for overseeing the implementation)
Level of Risk

(H, M or L)
Timescale

6a
It was agreed at the last review that the benefits staff would remain a priority during the office 2000 rollout. The Infrastructure Network Manager explained that Windows Vista and Office 2007 is now the preferred upgrade and that the Authority are in the final stages of the assessment prior to implementation. The Benefits Manager advised that Academy Benefits is not yet Windows Vista compliant
ICT Services should ensure that Benefits Services remain a priority for the new system and that they are upgraded as soon as possible
B
The requirements of the Benefits Service will be taken into account during the scheduling of the upgrade and given the necessary priority
M
Within 6 months

Revenues and Benefits Services, Corporate Services

Key Officer responsible for implementing Agreed Actions : Head of Revenues and Benefit Services

Ref
Issue Raised
Agreed Audit Action to be Implemented
Grade
Target 

Date 
Details of action taken to implement  this Agreed Audit Action
Actual date 
Is the responsible key officer satisfied that the Agreed Audit Action has been fully implemented? – include any matters outstanding  / concerns arising

4a
The Benefits Manager stated that all trainees are checked for at least six months before being allowed to handle a straightforward assessment alone. The Officers currently in post have been so for over 6 months now. Because of their length of service the trainees’ work does not receive a 100% check.
All new trainees should receive a 100% assessment check until they have been in post for 6 months.
B
Immediate
The Benefit Manager advised that this was the agreed procedure. 


Discussions held during the current audit highlighted that this has not been taking place and therefor the issue has been re-addressed.



4b
There may however be a problem carrying this 10% check out in the future as currently the monitoring-posts contracts only run until the end of May 2006.  It should also be highlighted that accuracy checks should not be limited just to trainees as trainees are not the only officers capable of error
Based on performance to date, the scope and detail of accuracy checks should be considered.  It is suggested that these checks be increased and should include all Assessment staff.


B

It was explained at the last audit that this would not be possible until the roll out of Office 2000.


Office 2000 will not now be rolled out. The preferred system is Windows Vista. As with other systems the Academy Benefits is not yet compliant so the implementation of this recommendation with be delayed
N/A


Financial Services, Corporate Services

Key Officer responsible for implementing Agreed Actions : Head of Financial Services

Ref
Issue Raised
Agreed Audit Action to be Implemented
Grade
Target 

Date 
Details of action taken to implement  this Agreed Audit Action
Actual date 
Is the responsible key officer satisfied that the Agreed Audit Action has been fully implemented? – include any matters outstanding  / concerns arising

6a
The General Ledger Housing Benefit control account should ideally be balanced on a monthly basis.  Due to resource issues in Financial Services, this has not been completed since April 2005
The Head of Financial Services should find the necessary resources to ensure that the Housing Benefit Control Account is balanced as soon as possible and thereafter on a regular basis.
B
May 06
The Rent Allowance has not been reconciled during the current year.


It has been highlighted again during the 2006 / 2007 review
N/A


ICT Services, Corporate Services

Key Officer responsible for implementing Agreed Actions : Head of IT Services

Ref
Issue Raised
Agreed Audit Action to be Implemented
Grade
Target 

Date 
Details of action taken to implement  this Agreed Audit Action
Actual date 
Is the responsible key officer satisfied that the Agreed Audit Action has been fully implemented? – include any matters outstanding  / concerns arising

4c
It will not be possible for Benefits to implement the Academy Quality Assurance module until office 2000 has been implemented
Benefits staff should be prioritised during the Office 2000 systems ‘roll-out’ to enable the usage of the Academy Quality Assurance module as soon as possible.  This will highlight and potentially minimise error, thus improving accuracy and improving BVPi79a. 
B
ASAP
This has not be implemented as the Office 2000 roll out is only just being implemented.

It has been highlighted again during the 2006 / 2007 review
Ongoing
No

5a
Difficulties were caused were IT staff accidentally input the incorrect cheque number sequence in to the system.
IT staff should take due care when initiating cheque runs to ensure that the correct cheque numbers have been input into the program.
C
April 06
Reminders were sent to ICT staff asking them to take more care.  
April 06
Yes.


9a

The Head of Information, Communication & Technology Services should immediately formalise the current contingency arrangements.
B

The Head of ICT is satisfied that short term provision of IT equipment can be sourced and that no formal contract is necessary.
The internal Business Recovery plan is being updated in line with the Corporate Business Continuity Plan 
Ongoing
Yes
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