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COUNCIL’S READINESS FOR FULL ROLL OUT OF UNIVERSAL CREDIT 
[DRAW-DOWN]

1. Summary

1.1. The Chairman of Scrutiny has requested, on a draw-down basis, a report 
detailing the Council’s readiness for the full roll-out of Universal Credit (UC) in 
the Borough scheduled for July 2018. This report gives specific information on 
the readiness of the Council to meet this challenge. 

2. RECOMMENDATION

2.1      That the Committee note the contents of this report.

3. Background and Discussion

3.1.Universal Credit (UC) is a new benefit which is to replace means-tested social 
security benefits and tax credits for working-age individuals and families. The aim 
is to simplify and streamline the benefits system, improve work incentives, tackle 
poverty among low income families, and reduce the scope for fraud and error.

3.2.UC was first introduced for new claimants with relatively straightforward 
circumstances in certain areas in 2013. The UC ‘full service’ roll out is now 
progressing and this will enable all types of claimants to claim the benefit. For 
Dartford, the full service will begin in the Gravesend Job Centre in May 2018 and 
in the Dartford Job Centre in July 2018.

3.3.As at 8 February 2018, there are 774,600 people nationally on UC with 237 full 
service Jobcentres accepting claims for single claimants, couples and families.

3.4.The Dartford Job Centre has 449 people on UC and the Gravesend Job Centre has 
728.  Out of the 1,177 people receiving UC, 53 are Dartford Council tenants and 
88 receive Council Tax Reduction (CTR). 

3.5.The Department for Work & Pensions (DWP) insist that UC is working and have 
stated that roll-out of the full service will proceed according to the planned 
timetable. Their statistics show that 89% of people making new UC claims receive 
some payment, and 81% receive their full payment on time i.e. within 6 weeks, or 
5 weeks if they do not have to serve “waiting days” at the beginning of their claim.  

3.6.However, these statistics only cover the period once a claimant has registered their 
account, submitted details of their circumstances, accepted their responsibilities 
and made a formal declaration. Statistics are not available on how long claimants 
take to complete these preceding stages, and on how many accounts are deleted 
because of failures to complete the necessary steps in time.
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3.7. In respect of difficulties being experienced with the new benefit, they are likely to 
relate to:

 adapting to the new payment arrangements;
 budgeting over a month period where they are used to weekly/fortnightly 

payments;
 making and managing their claim digitally; and
 Prioritising and making payments of rent from their single Universal Credit 

payment.

4. Supporting Residents

4.1. Officers from the Council’s Housing Service arranged to visit all recipients of UC 
to ensure that claims were submitted successfully and to establish an ongoing 
rapport with them. Officers also had meetings with the DWP and local Job 
Centres to establish closer working relationships. The DWP also provided 
training for staff prior to implementation and when the HERO scheme was 
established.

4.2. The HERO scheme commenced in 2015 and the specific work areas covered 
by the scheme are:

 Getting tenants ready for UC;
 Generating income for the Council in terms of benefit claims; and
 Saving costs generated from sustainment of tenancies

4.3. The latest figures show that 191 referrals have been made to the scheme, with 
an average engagement of 63%.  HERO has 30 live cases and sees an average 
of 12 cases per week.  Most referrals are for debt advice, including rent arrears, 
and the number of referrals for UC cases is low. The majority of work around the 
prevention of homelessness is enabling access to benefits.

4.4. In addition to this, the scheme also enables tenants to access work 
opportunities, especially for those who are subject to the benefit cap. The HERO 
officer has also forged strong links with local Job Centres. The following details 
the spectrum of activity the scheme has contributed to:

 191 customer referrals;
 135 customers engaged with the service;
 30 live cases;
 £29,726 direct income to rent accounts;
 22 negotiated arrears offers;
 26 successful Housing Benefit (HB) claims, including back dates;
 4 cases cleared rent arrears;
 5 cases secured employment;
 24 cases referred for debt advice;
 34 new applications for Discretionary Housing Payment (DHP);
 21 new applications for Personal Independence Payment (PIP);
 139 cases closed; and
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 3 UC cases.

4.5. The recently approved restructure of the Housing Options and Private Sector 
team, in light of the Homeless Reduction Act, also aims to assist in mitigating 
the impact of UC on vulnerable tenants by utilising a new triage homeless 
application process and the HUB. Both processes are designed to highlight 
specific issues around vulnerability and make appropriate referrals to relevant 
agencies.

4.6. Through the UC working group that has recently been established, Officers 
from Revenues & Benefits, Housing and Customer Services will be working 
together to ensure that UC claimants are aware of the support that the Housing 
HUB can provide. The work of this group will also help to inform Customer 
Services of other organisations who can provide advice and support so that 
residents can be quickly and easily signposted in appropriate circumstances – 
this includes the local food bank in Market Street where a good working 
relationship has already been established. 

4.7. From the work undertaken to date, it is also important to highlight other 
challenging factors such as homelessness, addiction, learning difficulties and 
mental health problems. Consequently, it is becoming apparent that more 
intensive, tailored support needs may need to be provided by local authorities, 
social landlords and independent advice services.

The areas requiring particular focus are:

 Personal budgeting support, alternative payment arrangements and the 
availability of information technology

 Making and managing digital claims for UC;
 Help and advice with housing options;
 Additional support with housing costs; and support with Council Tax 

costs

5. Review and Learn

5.1. In October 2017, through the Kent Revenues & Benefits Manager Group, a 
presentation was made by East Kent Services (Canterbury City Council, Dover 
District Council and Thanet District Council) giving an account of their 
experience with the UC full service which had gone live in some of the Job 
Centres in their respective districts. 

5.2. UC is primarily digital-by-default but customers have to check their UC accounts 
and manage their claim online on a regular basis. Failure to do this will result in 
their claim being closed down, followed by a process that the claimant then has 
to follow in order to get their claim reactivated.

5.3. In order to mitigate this risk the Council will: 
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 Continue to build good working relationships with DWP Partnership; 
Managers and UC Service Centre Managers

 Provide access to phones and computers;

 Work with UC claimants on computer literacy skills;

 Encourage claimants to take advantage of the support available and 
by referring to and partnering with other agencies; and

 Encourage claimants to report changes in their circumstances 
immediately

5.4. The volume of notifications received by Revenues and Benefits because of 
the UC full service is significant. The quality of notifications is currently of a 
poor standard and staff are increasingly being utilised as ‘paper sorters’ to 
manage and administer these notifications.

In order to mitigate this risk Officers will visit East Kent Services so that this 
issue can be interrogated in more detail. This will enable a better insight into 
the problem and so that the impact on administration and existing resources 
in the Revenues & Benefits Partnership can be assessed and addressed at 
an early stage..  

5.5. It was highlighted that the frequent recalculation of UC where a Council Tax 
Reduction (CTR) claim is in payment is having a considerable impact on the 
recovery of council tax. 

In order to mitigate this risk the Council will undertake a fundamental review 
of the CTR scheme to ensure it is fit for purpose in 2019/20 when the UC full 
service has been fully rolled out in the Borough.

5.6. Applications for DHPs are increasing significantly and are time consuming 
for staff to administer, using manual processes to assess and determine the 
outcome.  

In order to address the impact of an increasing number of applications and 
to help mitigate the increasing burden of administering claims, Capita’s 
online DHP solution has been purchased. This will provide an intelligent, 
flexible online form to make applying for help easier and the solution also 
contains inbuilt workflow automation that can calculate income and 
expenses to assist in the decision making process. 

Customers will have the ability to track the progress of their claim online 
and, within agreed parameters, the application and decision making process 
can be fully automated from start to finish. This will deliver an instant 
decision to the claimant at the time the application is submitted, thereby 
improving customer service and reducing the stress and worry of having to 
wait for a decision.
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6. Discretionary Housing Payments

6.1. A recent report from ‘Inside Housing’ indicates that councils in UC areas are 
making more use of their DHP funds. 

6.2. The following details the amount of DHP funding given to the Council by the 
DWP over the last 5 years, the level of spend for the respective periods and 
the overall financial impact on the Council.

Year DWP 
Allocation

Spend Over(+)/
under(-) 
spend

Cost to 
Council

2012/13 £72,337 £59,681 - £12,656 £0
2013/14 £154,767 £82,652 - £72,115 £0
2014/15 £146,988 £105,657 - £41,331 £0
2015/16 £101,075 £100.028 - £1,047 £0
2016/17 £144,258 £123,209 - £21,049 £0

6.3. Despite an increase in funding of £65,534 for 2017/18, there has also been 
a significant increase in the number of DHP applications received, the 
number of successful claims and the total amount awarded. The table 
below shows the comparison:

DWP 
Allocation

Spend Successful 
claims

Unsuccessful 
claims

Apr 17 – 
Feb 18

£209,792 £205,495 292 191

Apr 16 – 
Feb 17

£144,258 £114,733 198 141

6.4. Administering and awarding DHPs and keeping within the DWP funding 
allocation is becoming more challenging and the latest forecast is that the 
total amount of DHP awarded for 2017/18 is likely to exceed the DWP 
allocation by £3,000. 

6.5. The challenge to remain within budget year-on-year is undoubtedly 
becoming more difficult, especially as the DWP allocation for 2018/19 has 
been reduced by £23,026 from £209,792 to £186,766.  However, councils 
are able to top-up the DWP allocation from their own funds up to a maximum 
of two and half times the allotted amount if they choose to. Therefore, the 
maximum top-up permitted for 2018/19 would be £280,149.

7. Communication & Engagement

7.1. The Council’s Landlords’ Forum meets on a quarterly basis to discuss current 
issues and to build stronger working relationships.  A presentation was given 
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to the Forum last year on the implications of the Homelessness Reduction 
Act 2017. 

7.2. Landlords have not been directly engaged in terms of UC, however, a multi-
agency Hub has been created which includes representatives from the DWP, 
Citizen’s Advice (CA), Revenues & Benefits and the newly created Inclusion 
Officer (was HERO) to mitigate the impact on tenants that may be at risk. 
The HUB will therefore provide a specific reactive landlord service and has 
scope to increase HB and CA capacity if necessary.

7.3. In addition to the above, Officers attend Kent-wide meetings to discuss UC 
related issues with a representative from the National Landlord’s Association 
(NLA) and are in the process of developing a Landlord’s working group.

7.4. Within Revenues & Benefits, communication and engagement with partners 
is primarily facilitated through the Benefits forum. This provides an 
opportunity to engage with key partners and keep representatives informed 
and updated on UC so that organisations can then relay UC information to 
residents through their own communication channels.

7.5. The forum takes place every quarter and a DWP Partnership Manager 
attends to provide an update on UC. There is also an opportunity to 
exchange information and have a discussion on UC between all the 
representatives in attendance. The table below details the list of invitees.

Revs & Bens 
Shared Service 
Staff

Dartford Staff Other attendees 

Benefit Manager

Quality Team 
Manager

Benefits Team 
Leader

Billing & 
Collection 
Manager

Housing 
Manager

Senior Housing 
Officer

Housing Options 
& Private Sector 
Manager

Customer 
Services 
Manager

Business 
Support Officer 
(Customer 
Services)

 DWP Partnership 
Managers
(Dartford and Tunbridge 
Wells)

 North West Kent Citizens 
Advice
(Dartford, Edenbridge and 
Sevenoaks)

 Kent County Council – 
Benefits Advice Officers

 Amicus Horizon
 Aragon Housing (Grand 

Union)
CDS Co-operatives 
Housing Association (HA)

 Hanover HA
 Hyde HA
 London & Quadrant Group
 Moat HA
 North West Kent Women’s 

Aid 
 Places for People



SCRUTINY COMMITTEE
17 April 2018

 Richmond Fellowship
 Rockdale HA
 Sevenoaks Area MIND
 Town & Country Housing 

Group
 West Kent HA
 YMCA Thames Gateway

7.6. In addition to the Benefit Forum, regular meetings with the DWP’s Thames 
Gateway Partnership Manager and Integrated Partnership Manager are 
taking place with officers from Revenues & Benefits, Housing and Customer 
Services.

7.7. The primary purpose of these meetings is to ensure good information flow as 
well as identifying and overcoming any barriers in respect of the transition to 
UC. The following highlights some of the work undertaken so far:

 DWP Partnership Managers are delivering briefing sessions for front-
line staff

 The local Partnership Manager is leading on engagement with 
stakeholders and has attended a number of meetings leading up to the 
implementation of the UC full service

 Exchange visits with Jobcentre staff are being arranged to initiate an 
understanding and appreciation of respective roles and responsibilities 

 Identifying opportunities to improve communication and ensure that 
claimants understand and engage with UC

 Looking at how claimants with specific on-going and fluctuating risks 
and vulnerabilities are identified and ensuring that an infrastructure is 
in place so that referrals can be made to appropriate support services 
for help in managing the UC process.

7.8. These meetings, together with the forum meetings, will continue to act as the 
catalysts that help claimants to:

 successfully make a claim for UC
 understand the amount of UC awarded and
 sustain and manage their UC claim

7.9. Plans are also being made to further improve communication and 
engagement by promoting some useful UC tools that have been produced 
to help UC claimants.

7.10. The Money Advice Service has built a UC Money Manager tool to help those 
claiming UC or moving onto it for the first time to be financially better 
prepared. The tool asks a series of questions and then gives tailored advice 
relevant to the claimant’s circumstances. It provides a task list that can be 
worked through and it also contains a simple budget planner. The tool is 
currently being used in Job Centres and it will shortly be made available on 
the Council’s website. Once it is available, a concerted effort will be made to 
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promote it. 

7.11. The DWP have also launched www.understandinguniversalcredit.gov.uk, a 
new website that helps to give claimants a better understanding of UC. A link 
to this website will soon be available on the Council’s website. 

8. Risks and Impact Assessment

  Waiting time between making a claim and receiving the first payment 

8.1. Before the changes were introduced on 14 February 2018, UC claimants 
were not paid for the first 7 days after the claim was made (this period was 
known as ‘waiting days’). However, the changes announced in the 2017 
Autumn Budget removed this element from the claims process and 
consequently, this means that the average wait for a first payment has 
reduced from 6 weeks to 5 weeks.

8.2. DWP can award an advance payment of UC for new claimants who expect 
to struggle meeting essential expenditure whilst waiting for their first 
payment. DWP staff should offer claimants an advance payment at the UC 
interview but from Spring 2018, DWP have said they expect that claimants 
will be able to request an advance through their online account. Advance 
payments will only be granted where the UC claim looks likely to result in an 
award. The advance payment is a loan and must be repaid, usually by 
deducting the agreed repayment amount from subsequent payments of UC.

8.3. From 11 April 2018, the financial impact on claimants in receipt of HB who 
move on to UC will be mitigated even further because they will also be 
entitled to HB for two weeks during the wait for their first UC payment. This 
‘double’ payment will have a positive impact on rent accounts and also give 
tenants in the private sector some breathing space. 

  Claimants in the private rented sector in receipt of UC

8.4. A recent survey carried out by the Residential Landlords Association found 
that one in three private landlords of UC claimants report their tenants are in 
rent arrears. 

8.5. The results of the survey are contained in the RLA’s document 'Welfare 
Reform and Universal Credit: The impact on the private rented sector’. The 
report analyses the responses to a survey of 2,974 landlords across the UK, 
finding that one in three reported that they attempted to evict a tenant in the 
past 12 months, with the majority (60%) reporting this was due to rent arrears, 
with tenants on average owing in excess of £1,000.

Of those who let to tenants on UC:

 38% of landlords reported that they have experienced tenants on UC 
going into rent arrears in the past 12 months

 53% successfully requested an alternative payment arrangement

http://www.understandinguniversalcredit.gov.uk/
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 45% reported that the DWP were unhelpful when contacted; and
 the issue of rent arrears for UC tenants was one of the leading reasons 

for attempting to regain possession of the property (64% of landlords 
reported this).

  Claimants under 21

8.6. Some 18-21 year olds claiming UC in a full service area will not be entitled to 
help with housing costs. It is not possible to identify affected cases in advance 
of a claim for UC but it is pertinent to highlight that there are categories of 18-
21 year olds who will still be able to get help with their housing costs. Some 
groups include:

 people receiving UC housing costs prior to 1 April 2017 until they move 
off UC or cease to claim those housing costs

 certain vulnerable people
 people unable to live with their parents and those claiming as a couple 

9. Financial Risks

  Rental Income/Collection

9.1. One of the issues around the roll out of UC in terms of the approach adopted 
by the DWP is that it is ’test and learn’ so roll out has been deliberately slow 
to enable lessons to be learned; initially from the pilots, then other sites, on 
the basis of a phased roll out involving initially small numbers.

9.2. Dartford was in Tranche 4 for the initial roll out in January 2016. The numbers 
involved were manageable and made it possible to contact those involved 
and ensure that there has been no impact on arrears caused by UC. Looking 
forward to the roll out to the full service there will be greater challenges due 
to the larger numbers involved. The Council has prepared for this by 
increasing resources available to visit tenants by appointing a Visiting Officer 
within the rents team to help maximise tenant’s income. And, as detailed in 
this report, the HERO Officer will be replaced by an Inclusion Officer within 
the Housing Solutions team who will form part of the Housing HUB. 
 

9.3. In addition to this, changes being introduced by the Government include a 
newly established Landlord’s Portal currently being rolled out to large 
landlords that should come into effect for smaller landlords including Dartford 
as we approach full service. This will specifically help to ensure that 
communications between social housing landlords are improved at the time 
new claims are made and where ‘managed payments’ for vulnerable clients 
are required. 

9.4. As detailed earlier in this report, recent changes to HB Regulations enable 
payment for the first two weeks of HB to be paid to ease the transition to UC. 
 Evidence from the pilots has shown that it is the initial transition to UC that 
created a problem and led to an increase in arrears. These changes should 
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help mitigate the impact alongside the other measures outlined in this report. 
  

Council Tax Income/Collection

9.5. From May 2018 to the end of March 2019, the move to the UC full service 
could impact on Council Tax recovery. The main issue is that housing costs 
are paid as part of the UC but any financial help towards Council Tax during 
this period will have to be claimed separately and directly from the Council. 
The DWP will notify the Council of a person’s entitlement to UC and it will be 
this notification that will trigger an invitation to be sent to the claimant to claim 
CTR.

9.6. It is anticipated that a proportion of people will not take up the invitation. Whilst 
every effort will be made to follow up on cases that do not engage it is possible 
that claims will not be forthcoming and therefore, people who are already on 
a low income could be missing out on help towards their Council Tax costs. 
In addition to this, the delays in awarding UC and the cumulative impact of 
welfare reforms may have a detrimental impact on the financial resources 
available to households to meet essential household bills. 

9.7. In order to alleviate the requirement to make a separate claim for CTR, the 
CTR scheme for 2019/20 will recommend incorporating a provision which will 
enable the Council to treat a notification of UC entitlement as a claim for CTR. 
 Unfortunately, the regulations do not allow for in-year amendments to be 
made to CTR schemes so this amendment cannot be made to the current 
scheme. However, if this amendment is approved for the 2019/20 scheme it 
will mitigate the problem detailed above and ensure that nobody misses out 
on their potential entitlement to CTR.

10.  Resource Impact Assessment

10.1. Customer Services deal with all HB and CTR enquiries, both face-to-face and 
over the telephone, and there will undoubtedly be an increase in the number 
of enquiries from UC claimants. Frontline staff are currently increasing their 
knowledge of UC through training that has been arranged with the DWP 
Partnership Manager and through the UC full service local authority support 
pack issued by the DWP. The pack has been designed to support councils 
develop their own learning and development material to support the staff 
whose job roles will be impacted by the introduction of UC full service.

10.2. In respect of Revenues & Benefits, the anticipated decrease in the HB 
caseload in the short to medium-term is expected to be offset by the additional 
work required to help facilitate the transition to UC and the expected increase 
in work resulting from the volume and quality of UC notifications that will be 
received from the DWP.  

11. Relationship To The Corporate Plan

Theme 5 - TO FACILITATE QUALITY, CHOICE AND DIVERSITY IN THE 
HOUSING MARKET, TO CREATE STRONG AND SELF RELIANT 
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COMMUNITIES AND DELIVER HIGH QUALITY SERVICES TO SERVICE 
USERS

12. Financial, legal, staffing and other implications and risk assessments

Financial Implications As detailed in this report

Legal Implications The Universal Credit Regulations 2013 No. 376 
is a Statutory Instrument.

Staffing Implications As detailed in this report

Admin Implications None

Risk Assessment There is some risk to the Council that the full roll 
out of UC may impact on the level of rent arrears.  
The actual impact is unknown at this stage, 
however, the Council has put measures in place 
to help mitigate this risk, as detailed in Section 
9.1 – 9.4 of this report.

13. Details of Exempt Information Category - None.

14. Appendices - None
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