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To: Scrutiny Committee 
Date: 5 November 2019 
Report of: Head of Financial Services 
Title of Report:  Update on the impact of Universal Credit 

 

Summary and recommendations 

Purpose of report: 
 

To provide detail on the impact that the roll out of 
Universal Credit is having on the Council’s finances 
and on residents since it was implemented in October 
2017. 

Corporate Priority None 

Policy Framework None 

Recommendation:That Scrutiny Committee resolves to 

1. Note the impact that Universal Credit has had as set out in the report  

 

Appendices 

Appendix 1  
Appendix 2 
Appendix 3 

Reduction in Benefit Caseload and UC notifications. 
Migration to Universal Credit 
Letter to then Secretary of State for Work and Pensions 
 

Introduction and background  
1. Universal Credit (UC) was introduced into the welfare agenda as part of the Welfare 

Reform Act 2012.  This benefit amalgamates the legacy benefits of Income Support 
(IS), Job Seekers Allowance (JSA), Employment Support Allowance (ESA), Tax 
Credits (TC) and Housing Benefit (HB) into one benefit.  UC is administered by the 
Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) and is paid on a monthly basis, 1 month 
in arrears.  This benefit only applies to people of working age.  People who are of 
pensionable age currently remain on Pension Credit and receive HB to meet their 
rental liability. At present there is no date for migrating pensioners onto UC. 
 

2. Since the introduction of UC, claimants have been migrating from Housing Benefit 
to Universal Credit. Oxford City Council (OCC) migrated to full service from 18th 
October 2017.  Other Oxfordshire Councils migrated in November 2017.  Since 
migration, OCC has not been able to pay Housing Benefit for working age people 
unless the person claiming resided in temporary accommodation or supported 
accommodation. 
 

3. People who wish to make a new claim for financial support to help pay rent have to 
claim UC with a Housing Element.  With the whole of England and Wales on UC, 
the Government intended for a ‘managed migration’ to commence this year. This 
has now been delayed with an expected commencement date of 2023, whilst a pilot 
scheme in Harrogate is tested.  
 

4. The current Secretary of State for Work and Pensions made her first appearance 
before the Work and Pensions Committee on the 16th October 2019 and set out her 
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position on a number of issues. Currently managed migration is on hold whilst a 
pilot is carried out in Harrogate. Her view is that this is not moving fast enough and 
she is encouraging the DWP to extend this across the country. Early indications 
from Harrogate show that the people eligible are people moving from tax credits, 
rather than people on the other kinds of legacy benefits such as HB.  
 

5. Current Housing Benefit claimants that have a ‘significant change’ in circumstances 
(such as moving outside of an area or a change in legacy benefits, for example, 
where IS/JSA/ESA/Tax Credits are no longer in payment) will have their claim 
cancelled at the point of the significant change and will have to claim UC.  As soon 
as the customer claims UC, the service will receive a ‘stop notice’, which requires 
the Council to cancel the HB, as a customer is not entitled to both UC and HB. On 
average the service receives 85 stop notices each month and this number is lower 
than where both the DWP and the Council predicted we would be during the natural 
migration process, which has been happening for 2 years.  
 

6. The roll out of UC has not been smooth for the DWP as a result of: 

 Computer issues meaning that certain types of claims were not able to be 
paid. 

 Initial 8 week delays in claimants receiving their first payment.  Often those 
first payments were not be for the total award, but had deductions because 
of an overpayment of a DWP benefit or an advance payment of UC which 
would be recovered in one instalment. 

 Delay in availability of the Landlord Portal to all social sector landlords, 
affecting the ability for a landlord to apply for Alternative Payment 
Arrangements (APA), to verify the amount of rent due or rent increases for 
the UC Service Centre, or to allow a landlord to see when the next UC 
payment is due. 

 Discrimination of people with disabilities who were adversely affected when 
changing benefit from ESA to UC, as the amount of benefit was lower. 

 Temporary accommodation was initially paid within the housing element of 
UC, however after the first year Central Government established that this 
was unsustainable and this has reverted back to Housing Benefit. 

 The Court of Appeal found that there was discrimination in how earnings 
were treated in the calculation of entitlement to UC. Single mothers were 
found to be adversely affected as often their wages are paid weekly and UC 
is paid monthly, so in those months where there is a 5-week pay period, 
they would receive less benefit (Regulations are not yet available). 

 
Neither the Council nor the DWP can quantify the numbers in these cases as we 
weren’t keeping records in such detail. 

Implications for the Benefit Service 
7. At the start of the managed migration to UC, the Council’s Benefit Service had a 

working caseload figure of 4,500 to be migrated to UC within 3 years.  A drop in 
processing was expected as fewer changes would be applied to the existing claim 
data.  However this has not been the case as a result of the DWP data exchange. 
Many changes reported to the Council by the DWP were not for claimants within the 
Council’s area and data in relation to claimants within Oxford has been missing.   
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8. This has mainly been because the DWP held incorrect data postcode data which 
affected the communication of changes. This cost the Council staff processing 
time.  Each change had to be looked at and for those which were not relevant to the 
Council a form had to be completed manually and returned to the DWP to explain 
that the change was for a claimant outside of the Oxford City area.  
 

9. The wider impact of this was that other claims which required an assessment were 
waiting longer in order to have their claim re-assessed.  In some cases this created 
hardship as underpayments and overpayments were created to their HB 
entitlement. This issue has now been resolved, some 18 months after the start of 
migration.  
 
 

10. Table 1- current caseload figures 
  At 2nd October 2019 

Total Caseload 9,660 

Total working age Housing Benefit 
(HB) and Council Tax Reduction (CTR) 

6,465 

Total working age UC customers 1,895 

% of working age caseload on UC (HB 
and CTR) 

29.31% 

% of total caseload on UC 19.62% 

 
11. The Council’s Benefits Team is working closely with the DWP to promote the use of 

automation of UC documents sent to the Council.  In 2018/19 the Council received 
notification of approximately 2,000 additional changes and this has had a great 
impact on how quickly staff can process any changes and has stretched resources. 
The Council has always given new claims high priority so that HB claimants can get 
their payments quickly. The Council already had a resilience contract with an 
external company to tide us over during busy periods, and this has been utilised 
again to deal with the volumes of work that have been received. The additional cost 
to the council is estimated to be £50k pa with no funding from the DWP. 
 

12. The scheme is administered alongside payment of Housing Benefit by 31fte staff at 
a gross cost of £1.016m per annum for 2019-20 .Central Government issues a grant 
to compensate local authorities for the cost of administering CTR and HB. For 
2019/20 OCC will receive £145,253 for CTR administration, and £420,426 for HB 
Administration. With some other smaller grants for increased workloads this results 
in a net annual cost for administration of both HB and CTR of £353,167. Funding for 
HB administration from Central Government is reducing by roughly 10% annually to 
reflect the gradual change from HB to UC as shown below: 
 
Table 2: HB Administration Grant figures 

 
2015/16  2016/17 2017/18 2018/19 2019/20 

HB Admin Grant (DWP) 
         
639,667  

         
584,424  

         
515,988  

           
465,233  

        
420,426  

 
 

13. The Council had assumed that there would be a reduction in its administration costs 
once full roll out of UC was implemented given the reduced caseload that it would 
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be dealing with. However the reality is that work is increasing. Whether this disparity 
in workload continues remains to be seen. 
 

14. If the managed migration to UC is delayed further, assuming administration grant 
reductions continue the funding gap for administration will increase and lead to 
additional budget pressures for the service  
 

15. The Council has done some powerful campaigning work in this area, including 
holding a conference in 2018 on Child Poverty. At the Full Council meeting on 23 
July 2018, the Council passed a motion calling on the government to stop the rollout 
of Universal Credit and urgently work to fix its impact on vulnerable people. A copy 
of the letter subsequently sent to the then Secretary of State for Work and Pensions 
by the Leader of the Council and the Supporting Communities Portfolio Holder is 
attached at Appendix 3. The letter raised urgent concerns regarding UC and its 
impact on claimants. 

 
16. Housing Benefit Overpayments have ordinarily been recovered via instalments from 

ongoing Housing Benefit as this is the cheapest and most effective way of 
recovering overpayments.  Once a claimant moves on to UC this is no longer an 
option as entitlement to HB will cease.  At this point the debt will become a Sundry 
Debt and the Council would seek to recover it through the relevant legal process.  
Recovery of these amounts will be more challenging as UC claimants are learning 
about budgeting with a single monthly payment and having to pay bills which are 
due.   
 

17.  The figures below are for customers now in receipt of UC where the Council can no 
longer recover debt from ongoing HB. 
 
Table 3: Customers where the Council can longer recover from ongoing HB 

No of Invoices No of Customers Total Value of Debt Debt with a new 
payment arrangement 
or deduction from 
earnings 

396 194 £385,275.60 £102,306.36 for 81 
invoices and 35 

Customers 

 
18. As the Council cannot recover a debt from ongoing HB, other options for recovery 

will be considered. These are: 

 Requesting deductions from ongoing UC (the council is no’s 26-28 out of 30 
on the list of DWP priority deductions therefore this method of collection is 
unlikely to be successful). 

 Deduction from earnings. If the claimant is now in work the Council can 
request the employer deducts an amount from their wages and sends this to 
the Council. 

 Using Enforcement Agents. We will always try to reach an agreement with the 
claimant first so will use this as a method of last resort. 

 
19. Officers make reference to the Financial Inclusion Policy and Corporate Debt 

Recovery Policy when looking to recover HB overpayments.   
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Before making contact with the claimant to discuss a repayment arrangement, an 
officer will check to see if there are other arrears owed to the Council such as Rent 
or Council Tax.  This is one of the reasons not all invoices are yet on a payment 
arrangement or deduction from earnings, as an officer will delay recovery of HB 
overpayments until the other priority debts are cleared. 
 

20. Historically these HB Overpayment debts may have a number of invoices that span 
many years. The Council has to give 28 days from the date of the cancelled 
Housing Benefit before taking any action, to give the claimant the opportunity to 
make a single payment to clear the invoice or to make contact to agree a repayment 
plan.   With the number of HB claims being cancelled each month, the numbers are 
likely to increase as the Council takes a holistic approach to debt management 
within our services. 
 

21. All Council staff receive training on Safeguarding as it is often financial hardship that 
leads to other concerns. Staff actively use the Council ‘My Concern’ reporting 
function when alerted to the possibility of issues. 

   
22. The Council has a bad debt provision and the service will write-off debts when 

reasonable to do so. Last year £900k was written off as irrecoverable, for example 
where there is no estate, uneconomical to collect etc. 
 

23. Benefits staff also meet regularly with the Voluntary Sector to discuss issues with 
debtors and debt recovery options. 

 
Council Tax Collection 
24. Council Tax arrears have not been significantly affected by the migration to UC as 

the Council offers a reduction of up to 100% through its Council Tax Reduction 
Scheme (CTR).  There are 1,714 Council Tax accounts which have UC as an 
income source and of these 704 (41%) are subject to a liability order, which once 
obtained allows the Council to take appropriate recovery action, such as Attachment 
of Earnings, or the use of Enforcement Agents .  The data below was correct at 1st 
September 2019. 
 
Table 4: UC claimants at Liability Order stage with a recovery method in place 

Recovery Method Number of cases 

 Value  of 
outstanding 
arrears 

Arrangement 203  £    83,104.84  

Attachment of Benefit (UC Deductions) 138  £    53,616.79  

Attachment of Earnings 36  £    11,775.35  

Enforcement Agents 213  £  119,176.04  

With Officers for other recovery 114  £    61,076.79  

   Total 704  £  328,749.81  

 
25. The Council’s Benefit and Revenues Teams take a pro-active approach to ensuring 

customers claim Council Tax Reduction (CTR).  Where there is a notification of a 
UC claim or where there are recovery proceedings due to start on an account, the 
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teams will make contact with the customer to ensure that the maximum help is 
provided to maximise income. 
 

Rent Arrears 
26. The Council’s Incomes Team has seen a significant impact on rent collection from 

council tenants since the introduction of UC.  An additional Income Recovery Officer 
has been recruited to support UC claimants to maintain their rent at a cost of c£40k.  
This UC officer provides a direct contact with the local Job Centre to assist with rent 
collection and to help with UC payments for the tenants. 
 

27. Alternative Payment Arrangements (APA) is a scheme within UC which allows a 
social landlord to ask the DWP to have the Housing Element of the UC award to be 
paid directly to the rent account once the tenant is 8 weeks or more in arrears.  The 
award of an APA is at the discretion of the DWP and can be removed at any time.  

28.  Where possible members of the Incomes Team try to encourage tenants to 
manage their Universal Credit Payment. The council was a Direct Payment Project 
Pilot back in 2012, where tenants were encouraged to manage their rent payment 
by having any Housing Benefit paid directly to them rather than to their rent 
account.  
 

29. The number of tenants on Direct Payments is falling as a consequence of the move 
onto Universal Credit. At the beginning of the Financial Year 2019/20 the Council 
had 456 Tenants on Direct Payments; this has now reduced to 424. 
 

30. If an Income Recovery Officer recognises that a tenant is vulnerable or has a risk of 
becoming homeless due to service of a Notice Seeking Possession (NSP), then an 
APA will be applied for straight away. APA’s are taking on average 5 to 6 weeks to 
be confirmed. The payment is then received by directly by the Council a further 6 
weeks from when the decision is made.  
 

31. This has a considerable impact on rent collection by the Council as a rent account 
could fall into over 14 weeks-worth of rent arrears before payments are made by the 
DWP (8 weeks of arrears and a further 6 weeks to process the request). 

 
As at 30th September 2019: 

Table 5: UC and arrears 

Total number of rent accounts where tenants are on UC 848 

Amount of tenants arrears, where the tenant was not in 
arrears prior to UC entitlement 

£290k 

Total value of arrears for tenants who are on UC £634k 

Number of accounts with Alternative Payment 
Arrangements 

201 

UC arrears as a % of all arrears (£1.1m) 26.22% 

Number of evictions due to UC arrears April 2019 to date 
                                                               April 2018-2019 

2 
6 

 
Performance Figures- current year and previous year comparison 
 
32.  The rent arrears figure at the end of September 2019, (which does not take into 

account any Direct Debit Payments, Direct Payments or any calculated regular 
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payments to be made by tenants), is currently £1,105,719.08. This compares to the 
figures at the end of August 2019 of £1,085,100.70, an increase of £20,618.38.  

 
In comparison with the figures for the last financial year, in September 2018 arrears 
were £1,193,309.64 which means that there has been a decrease from last year of 
£87,590.56.  

 
Rent Arrears Graph – 2018/2019 and 2019/2020 
 

 
 
There are only 4 accounts that have been in arrears for 52 weeks or more. £428k of the 
total arrears is between 0-4 weeks old. 
 
Discretionary Housing Payments  
33.  Discretionary Housing Payments (DHP’s) are funded through an annual allocation 

of money by the DWP to Local Authority’s to help tenants with a shortfall in benefits 
to meet their rental liability.  With UC having a greater impact on financial budgeting 
by claimants, there is an increase in the number of applications for this assistance.  
Despite the need for DHP exceeding the funding provided by the DWP last year, the 
DWP reduced the funding provided to the Council. 

 
34. This matches the national picture of reduced DHP.  This puts pressure on OCC to 

fund any shortfall. OCC can increase spend on DHP’s up to a ‘permitted total’.  
Additional funding from OCC is made available from other grants as required. 

 
35. The demand on DHP’s has fluctuated since UC has been introduced.  Only 3 

applications were made in the first 6 months of UC roll out which would suggest 
that claimants were applying for an advance payment of UC from the DWP instead 
of a DHP. 

 
36. In comparison, in the first half of this financial year the Council has seen an 

increase of 30% as a proportion of applications where there is a UC award. 
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37. Table 6: Discretionary Housing Payments – UC applications as a % of all 
applications 

  2016-2017 2017-2018 2018-2019 2019-2020 

DWP Funding £376,792 £494,566 £405,010 £336,825 

OCC Spend £312,202 £466,879 £415,865 £261,289 

Total applications 744 842 626 302 

UC applications 3 45 172 114 

% 0.40 5.34 27.48 37.75 

 
 
Assisted Digital Support (ADS) and Personal Budgeting Scheme (PBS) 

38. This service used to be administered within the Council’s Welfare Reform Team, 
providing support to the public with personal budgeting and completion of the 
electronic application form for Universal Credit. The team also helped claimants to 
obtain Verified Identification to be used on any government website.  This was 
known as the ‘Springboard’ service.  The demand for the ADS was apparent, 
however in line with the national picture; people would ask for help and then not 
attend appointments.  In September 2018, the Government announced that it was 
removing the service from Local Authorities and it was passed to the Citizens 
Advice Bureau (CAB) from April 2019. 

 
Emergency Hardship Fund 

39. The Council has an emergency hardship fund available to support people facing a 
significant reduction in income, as they migrate onto UC. The objective of the 
scheme was to ensure that residents migrating to UC were able to afford essential 
living costs, excluding housing costs, without having to resort to high cost or illegal 
lending services. The scheme prioritised providing support for food and utility 
costs. It was not intended to provide support for housing costs, debts of any kind, 
or be an alternative to obtaining an advance payment of UC. 
  

40. Subsequently the DWP announced that they were changing how advances work, 
with all claimants able to claim an advance loan of UC, with an increased 
maximum of 100% of the expected award, a longer repayment period, and an 
ability to be paid the advance within 24 hours in emergency cases. These changes 
made the advance system more generous and accessible.  The abolition of the 7 
waiting days at the start of a UC claim removed the issue of UC recipients having 
to wait a minimum of 6 weeks to receive payment when first claiming, a key driver 
in the design of the eligibility for the emergency hardship scheme.   

Financial implications 
41. Housing Benefit is administered alongside payment of Council Tax Reduction 

(CTR) by 31fte staff at a gross cost of £1.016m per annum for 2019-20. Central 
Government issues a grant to compensate local authorities for the cost of 
administering CTR and Housing Benefit. For 2019/20 OCC will receive £145,253 
for CTR administration, and a Housing Benefit Administration Grant of £420,426. 
With some other New Burdens funding for increased workloads this results in a net 
annual cost for administration of both Housing Benefit and CTR of approximately 
£353,000 per annum.  
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42. As Universal Credit is rolled out the Housing Benefit Administration Grant to the 
Council is likely to be reduced further. The Council is currently seeing a cut in the 
Housing Benefit Administration Grant of around 10% annually which is expected to 
continue until at least final roll out of UC in 2025. At this point the Council expects 
to make further reductions in expenditure due to reduced workload in the order of 
£130k per annum. 

 
43. Last year the Council spent approximately £51.5m on Housing Benefit expenditure 

and receive the majority of this back in subsidy from the Government. 

 

Legal issues 
44. There are no legal implications arising from this report. 

 
 

Report authors Tanya Bandekar 
Laura Bessell 

Job title Service Manager Revenues and 
Benefits/Benefit Manager 

Service area or department Financial Services 

Telephone  01865 252281/252649 

e-mail  tbandekar@oxford.gov.uk 
lbessell@oxford.gov.uk 
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Appendix 1 

The number of notifications from the DWP which relate to an UC entitlement. 
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HB stop 
notice (i) 

70 50 33 61 59 55 55 74 122 86 88 74 96 78 71 85 58 

UCDS total 
(ii) 

1,548 1,483 1,523 1,540 1,529 1,822 1,767 1,685 1,767 1,768 2,070 1,701 1,638 1,294 1,557 1,646 1,676 

UC 
Claimants 
(iii) 

716 791 903 989 1,068 1,191 1,276 1,348 1,423 1,459 1,542 1,588 1,668 1,714 1,784 1,836 1,895 

 
i. A Stop notice is where a legacy benefit has to be cancelled as a Universal Credit claim has been made. 
ii. Universal Credit Data Share (UCDS) is the total number of reporting changes that the Benefit has to review.  These come 

through daily and have to be completed within 5 days. These are changes in entitlement to UC which have an effect on the CTR 
entitlement or the HB entitlement if the claimant is in temporary accommodation or supported accommodation. 

iii.  UC Claimants is the number of claimants who are on our caseload which the service needs to review.  This is not the total 
across the City as there will be claimants who are owner occupiers and may be able to afford their Council Tax charge.  The total 
number of UC claims within Oxford City according to the national DWP data as of May 2019 is 3,662.  
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Appendix 2 
 

End of September Migration figures: 
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Appendix 3 
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