
POLICY OVERVIEW COMMITTEE
18 June 2019

WELFARE REFORM UPDATE

1. Summary

1.1 To update Members on the impact of the roll-out of Universal Credit  Full  
Service across the Borough.

2. RECOMMENDATION

2.1 That the information contained in the report be noted.

3. Background and Discussion

Universal Credit – National Position

3.1. Universal Credit (UC) is a new means-tested benefit which was first 
introduced in April 2013. The aim of UC was to simplify the existing 
welfare system and to provide one single benefit for people both in and 
out of work. UC replaces the 6 ‘legacy benefits’- Income Related 
Employment and Support Allowance, Income Based Jobseekers 
Allowance, Income Support, Housing Benefit (HB), Child Tax Credit and 
Working Tax Credit.

3.2. The roll-out of UC Full Service becoming operational in all parts of the 
United Kingdom was completed in December 2018. By March 2019, 
there were 1.8 million individuals receiving UC nationally, of which just 
over a third were in work. 

3.3. Transferral from the legacy benefit system to UC is currently by a 
process known as Natural Migration i.e. via new claims or a change in 
circumstance.

3.4. According to the January Welfare Trends Report produced by the Office 
for Budget Responsibility, the UC caseload is expected to reach 6.7 
million by 2022-23, with the vast majority coming from Natural Migration.

3.5. Managed Migration (the transfer of existing claimants whose 
circumstances have not changed from legacy benefit to UC), is planned 
to start in July 2019 and to end in March 2023.

3.6. The 2023 deadline still applies, despite the Secretary of State for Work 
and Pensions confirming in January 2019 that a pilot will start in July 
2019 initially. The pilot will test approaches to Managed Migration with 
10,000 claimants and its evaluation will precede a parliamentary vote 
before the full programme commences. 
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3.7. The Government has introduced a number of changes to the UC Full 
Service over the past 18 months following concerns and criticism raised 
from many different areas including MPs, Social Landlords, Child 
Poverty Action Group. Listed below are the key concerns:

 January 2018 – Advance payments of up to 100% (previously 
50%) paid within 5 days of UC claim and to be repaid over 12 
months rather than 6 months.

 February 2018 - The 7 day waiting period has been removed, so 
payments will start from the date of claim rather than 7 days later. 
This has also cut down on the waiting time for a first payment of 
UC from 6 weeks to 5 weeks.

 April 2018 - Housing Benefit will continue for 2 weeks after the 
date UC is claimed, so for the first two weeks of the UC claim the 
customer will also receive HB.

 April 2018 – Where a customer has been placed in Temporary 
Accommodation by the Local Authority under the Homeless Act, 
1996, they will need to claim HB for their housing costs. 
Customers will still need to claim UC as well for their living costs.

 January 2019 - Customers who are receiving, or have recently 
been entitled to Severe Disability Premium (SDP), can no longer 
claim UC but have to claim HB.

 February 2019 - People with more than two children now have to 
claim UC instead of HB.

 April 2019 – Citizen Advice is now delivering ‘Help to claim’ 
previously known as Universal Support. This is where customers 
are supported in the early stages of their UC claim, from the online 
application, through to support with their application, before the 
first full payment.

3.8. In May 2019, the Government brought in a change to UC for mixed age 
couples (where one is pensionable age and one is not). From 15 May 
2019, mixed age couples who need to top up their income, can no longer 
claim Pension Credit & Housing Benefit, but UC instead.

3.9. There are still many concerns surrounding UC. A recent study by Policy 
in Practice for the Office of the Children’s Commissioner, published on 
11 May 2019, shows a dramatic increase in child vulnerability as a result 
of welfare reforms. The research shows that the introduction of UC, the 
two child limit to benefits and the Benefit Cap combined, has meant that 
the number of low-income families who are struggling to make ends 
meet has jumped from 13% to 25%. Further, the cumulative impact of 
welfare reforms is considerably greater than the impact of each reform 
in isolation, affecting 48% of households who lose £3,441 on average 
per year.

Universal Credit – Local Position
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3.10. The Borough is covered by 3 Jobcentres – Dartford, Gravesend and 
Bexleyheath. The majority of the Borough went onto UC Full Service on 
25 July 2018 with the remainder following on 24 October 2018. 

3.11. This means all working age customers who are on a low income or out 
of work and need help will need to apply for Universal Credit via the 
online application.

3.12. The exceptions to this are if the customer:

 Has reached State Pension age and if they have a partner who 
has also reached State Pension age. In this case they still need 
to apply for Housing Benefit;

 Is currently in receipt of Severe Disability Premium, they still need 
to apply for Housing Benefit; 

 Lives in supported accommodation e.g. where extra support and 
sometimes care services are needed, the customer must claim 
UC for their living costs and HB for their housing costs;

 Are in temporary accommodation placed by the Council’s 
Housing Options Team, the customer must claim UC for their 
living costs and HB for their housing costs.

3.13. By March 2019, there were 2,190 individuals receiving UC in the 
Borough, of which just over a third were in work.

3.14. The impact on the Benefits Service since UC Full Service went live, has 
been a change in the type of work rather than a reduction in work overall: 
 

 The number of new HB claims from working age customers have 
reduced. In April 2018 there were 3,737 working age claimants 
but this has reduced to 2,881 in May 2019;

 The Benefits Service continue to administer the HB working age 
caseload but this is also reducing due to customers’ changes in 
circumstances putting them onto UC;

 The DWP records received have increased by 52% as a result of 
UC Full Service. The quality of notifications are of a poor standard 
and staff are increasingly being utilised as ‘paper sorters’ to 
manage and administer these notifications;

 The Benefits Service continue to administer the working age 
Local Council Tax Reduction scheme;

 The Discretionary Housing Payments for housing costs during 
2018 compared to 2017 have increased by 20%, but there is a 
fundamental problem with requests for rent-in-advance 
payments. This is because rent-in-advance payments cannot be 
awarded until housing costs in UC are paid, whilst on the flip side 
housing costs cannot be paid until a property is occupied;
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 The Benefits Service continue to administer the Pension age 
Housing Benefit and Council Tax Reduction cases.

3.15. The Benefits Service continue to work very closely with the key 
stakeholders, including Housing and DWP Partnership Managers. This 
includes attending monthly meetings which is contributing to meaningful 
dialogue and effective planning. The Benefits Service have provided 
training around Housing Benefit and UC to many organisations, 
including the Council’s housing officers, over the last year. Later this 
month the team will be training the staff at both the Dartford and 
Gravesend Jobcentres on different types of tenancies, contrived 
tenancies and Discretionary Housing Payments.

3.16. Citizen Advice, in Dartford Jobcentre, provides assistance to customers 
who need help with making an online UC application.

3.17. The Council’s Local Council Tax Reduction (CTR) scheme for working 
age claimants changed in April 2019, to cope with the frequent 
recalculation of UC where a claim is in payment. Introducing a banded 
scheme has alleviated the need to recalculate a CTR claim every time 
a change in UC is notified.

Welfare Reforms affecting Housing Benefit and Council Tax Reduction

3.17. The majority of welfare reform has now been introduced and there are 
no other major changes on the horizon that are likely to have a direct 
impact on HB or CTR. The welfare reform agenda is widely expected to 
wind down as 2020 approaches, although small tweaks may be made 
in response to changing economic forecasts or the impact of events 
such as Brexit.

4. Relationship to the Corporate Plan

Not applicable.

5. Financial, legal, staffing and other administrative implications and risk 
assessments

Financial 
Implications

See risk assessment

Legal Implications None 

Staffing 
Implications

None

Administrative Minimal at present
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Implications

Risk Assessment Affected residents may experience a reduction 
in their household income. With less disposable 
income, this may result in some residents 
finding it more difficult to pay their rent and their 
council tax. The following will help mitigate this 
impact:

 The Discretionary Housing Payment 
Scheme (Housing Benefit)

 The Exceptional Hardship Scheme 
(Council Tax Reduction)

6. Details of Exempt Information Category

Not applicable
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