TELFORD & WREKIN COUNCIL

CABINET 28th JULY 2008

DISCRETIONARY HOUSING PAYMENTS POLICY

REPORT OF THE HEAD OF FINANCE
1.
PURPOSE
To seek approval of the Discretionary Housing Payment policy to be used in determining entitlement to Discretionary Housing Payments (DHPs).

To seek updated delegated authority for determining applications for assistance and approval for the revised internal review and appeal process for the scheme.

	2.
RECOMMENDATIONS
2.1 Members approve the Discretionary Housing Payment Policy (Attached).
2.2 Members agree to the delegated authority for decision making and appeals as outlined in the report.



3.
SUMMARY
The existing procedures and policy have not been reviewed since original Member approval in 2001.  

A review of the existing policy is now necessary following the introduction of Local Housing Allowance on 7 April 2008.  Local Housing Allowance is a different way of calculating rent for the purposes of assessing entitlement to Housing Benefit.  It is anticipated that there is a strong chance that this will put an increased strain on the limited Discretionary Housing Payment fund.  
In addition, there are a number of changes resulting from the 2007/2008 internal audit inspection which will be more adequately addressed by a full review of current policy and procedures. 

4.
PREVIOUS MINUTES
Policy & Resources Committee , 12th July 2001


5.
INFORMATION
The Discretionary Housing Payment (DHP) scheme was introduced in July 2001 and is funded through an annual Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) cash limited grant.  A report outlining the guidelines for determining entitlement was approved by Members in 2001.
Discretionary Housing Payments are not payments of benefit.  They are payments to be made at the discretion of each Local Authority, subject to an annual cash limit, in cases where the authority considers that additional help with housing costs is needed in situations where Housing Benefit or Council Tax Benefit does not meet the full liability.

The Revenues & Benefits Service has procedures and controls in place to ensure all applications for Discretionary Housing Payments are administered fairly and within the cash limits allocated by central government.

The primary change in this revised policy is a move away from the previous rigid points based administrative decision making process, to a much wider approach .This will consider not only whether or not it is appropriate to award a DHP, but also what other sources of advice, assistance, and support would be of benefit to the customer.  The intention is that this greater degree of face to face officer involvement will assist the customer to find solutions to the root cause of the hardship or difficulty that has lead to the application for a DHP.
Where it is identified that a DHP applicant has need for specialist advice, assistance or support, they will be signposted, or directly referred to the internal team, or external partner organisation who are best placed to provide the appropriate help or services.
5.1 Delegated authority

The existing scheme gives authority to the Benefits Manager, or the Revenues & Benefits Services Manager in their absence, to determine applications for DHP and authorise payment.  It is proposed that these arrangements be reviewed to give these delegated powers to the Control Team Manager or an officer with appropriate training and skills or the Benefits Manager in absence.

These changes are proposed to bring the decision making responsibility in line with other areas in the Business Unit and to reduce the time it takes for a decision to be made on a DHP award.

5.2 Appeals

Appeals will be determined by the Revenues & Benefits Services Manager or in their absence the Benefits Manager.
Where the Decision Maker is the Benefits Manager, the appeal must be decided by the Head of Finance in the absence of the Revenues & Benefits Services Manager  

6 Equality and Diversity
An Equality Impact Assessment has been carried out on this revised policy, and no issues have been identified. 


7 Environmental Impact
No environmental impact 
8 Legal Comment
The Child Support, Pensions and Social Security Act 2000 allows authorities to make payments of DHP to customers in receipt of either Housing Benefit and/or Council Tax Benefit. The regulations governing DHP are The Discretionary Financial Assistance Regulations 2001.  These regulations provide only limited guidance on the administration of the scheme, with each Local Authority having to produce its own policy framework. 

A review of this policy is now necessary following the introduction of Local Housing Allowance on 7th April 2008.
9 Links with Corporate Priorities
· Giving Children & Young People the Best Possible Start in their lives
The provision of good quality suitable and sustainable accommodation is an essential element in the well-being and development of children and young people.  The DHP scheme can assist families to meet the costs of their housing in cases were the housing benefit scheme does not cover their full liability and they do not have the resources to meet any shortfall themselves.  It can, for example, meet the costs of renting a property with additional bedrooms to accommodate children who are not resident in the property permanently, or allow an expectant parent to rent a property with an additional bedroom for an as yet unborn child; both costs not met by the standard Housing Benefit scheme.

· Promoting Healthy Communities and Improving the Quality of Life of Vulnerable and Older People
The link between poverty and health is well documented and ensuring that payments of benefit generally, and DHP in this context, is maximised and  directed to those most in need has far reaching affects.  Proven factors include reduction in health related issues such as stress and reduction in need for other services such as through the NHS and Social Services.  In many cases the payment of a DHP, even on a short term basis, can alleviate an immediate financial crisis whilst alternative solutions are identified and can be put in place whilst at the same time protecting tenancies and preventing evictions and homelessness.
· An Efficient, Effective and Customer-Focused Council that delivers Value-For-Money for the Community.  

The Revenues & Benefits Service has had a local anti poverty strategy in place for some years and the aims of the strategy has been supported by considerable work to improve awareness of Benefits services (including DHP) administered both within and external to T&WC.  This has been reinforced and advanced by extensive partnership working within the area to promote take up of benefits and services and for which the Unit has received national recognition.
In addition, all customer facing employees receive comprehensive training on welfare benefits and services in order that possible entitlement can be identified and the customer assisted where necessary, to claim relevant benefits.
10 Opportunities and Risks
The opportunities and risks associated with the policy have been identified and assessed. Arrangements will be put in place to manage the risks and maximise the opportunities that have been identified.

11 Financial Implications
Telford & Wrekin Council will receive an allocation to fund Discretionary

Housing Payments for 2008/2009 amounting to £27,879.  Any funding left unspent at the end of the financial year has to be repaid to the Department for Works and Pensions and cannot be used for any other purpose.

12 Ward Implications
“District Wide Implications.”
13 Background Papers
None
Report prepared by:

Christine Evans, Revenues & Benefits Services Manager,  20th June 2008 






