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Briefing Note of: Deputy Managing 
Director 

Contact Officer: Rob Wolfe 
Telephone No: 01543 464397 

 

Customers and Corporate Scrutiny Committee  

30 November 2015 

Universal Credit 

 

1 Purpose of Briefing note 

1.1 The purpose of this briefing note is to inform members of the latest available 
information as to; 

• The commencement of Universal Credit (UC) claims in the Cannock Chase 
area 

• The Council’s roles and responsibilities in respect of UC 

• How we are dealing with our roles and responsibilities. 

• Future progression of UC claims. 

2 Key Issues  

2.1 One of the Government’s key reforms of the Welfare Benefit system involves the 
introduction of a new benefit, called Universal Credit for working aged claimants 
who are either seeking employment or employed in low paid jobs.  

2.2 UC will begin to be paid to some claimants in the Cannock Chase area from 7 
December 2015.  Initially this will involve new claimants, who are single, and 
who do not have complex needs, or need to claim certain disability benefits such 
as Employment Support Allowance. 

2.3 UC will be claimed from and paid by the Department for Work and Pensions 
(DWP) and will include the Housing Costs of the claimant.  The local authority 
will not therefore be required to pay Housing Benefit to UC claimants. 

2.4 Local Council Tax Reduction (formerly Council Tax Benefit) will not be included 
in UC and so will still be claimed from the local authority. 

2.5 The role of the local authority in the “benefit” process will therefore change. We 
will no longer be the provider, but instead be expected to adopt a supporting 
role, assisting claimants who experience difficulty in claiming or managing their 
payments. 
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3 Detail  

3.1 1Universal Credit will replace the following: 

• Jobseeker’s Allowance 
• Housing Benefit 
• Working Tax Credit  
• Child Tax Credit 
• Employment and Support Allowance 
• Income Support 

3.2 A number of existing benefits payable in respect of disabilities will continue to 
exist and will not be replaced by UC.   Similarly, claimants living in Supported 
Exempt Accommodation (where the landlord provides care as well as 
accommodation) will be excluded from claiming Universal Credit.  In these 
cases, the claimant will still be expected to claim Housing Benefit from the local 
authority. 

3.3 UC will only apply to claimants of working age.   No plans have yet been made 
as to change the Housing Benefit arrangements for claimants of pensionable 
age.  This is something being considered by the Pension Service and may 
develop after the full roll out of UC. 

3.4 Government’s intention is that UC will be claimed ‘on-line’ by the applicants, that 
applications will be processed from regional processing locations and that 
payments of it will be made by BACS transfer into claimants’ bank accounts. 

3.5 The introduction and roll out of UC has been considerably delayed from the first 
timescales that were given following the 2010 general election, though some 
progress in now being seen.  A number of Job Centres and local authorities 
have ‘piloted’ the roll out to single claimants and there is now a timetable to 
introduce UC to single claimants in all Job Centres across England.  Cannock 
Job Centre will start to manage UC claims from 7 December 2015. 

3.6 Whilst the majority of Job Centres and local authorities are implementing the first 
tranche of claims, for single people, the early adopters are now piloting the more 
complex claims for couples and families, prior to their roll out across the country. 

3.7 As yet, UC is only being paid to new claimants and no local authority or job 
centre has migrated any existing benefit claimants onto the new benefit.  The 
migration of our existing Housing Benefit caseload will be the final phase of the 
UC roll out. 

3.8 2The timeframe for full roll out of UC has been subject to a number of changes.  
The latest information available from DWP suggests that; 
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• UC claims on the current IT system will be moved to the universal credit 

digital service from May 2016 

• natural migration for new claims for housing benefit and other legacy benefits 

will begin during 2017 using the new digital service, with the number of 

claims for housing benefit progressively declining as they are replaced by 

universal credit claims 

• it appears that the managed migration of existing housing benefit and other 

legacy benefit claims will not now commence until the digital solution is fully 

available and able to take claims through managed migration 

• this is now scheduled to start in 2018; the bulk of claims will be from 2019 

onwards, with the aim of completing most of the transition to universal credit 

in 2020–2021. 

3.9 Whilst not responsible for making UC assessments, the local authority is 

expected to support the UC process in 4 ways, with some DWP funding 

available to enable us to do this. 

3.9.1 IT access.  It is accepted that whilst the claim process is expected to be a 
digital one, some claimants will not have access to computers or the 
internet in order to do this and so the Council is expected to assist.  To 
that end we are arranging for a ‘public access’ PC to be available in our 
reception area to facilitate this.  Benefit visiting officers will also be 
provided with mobile technology, to support this process. 

3.9.2 Claim Assistance. Claiming any benefit can be difficult or overwhelming 
for some people.  The local authority is expected to provide assistance for 
those who have difficult in making claims.  Our existing benefit staff have 
extensive knowledge of assisting claimants and will help with UC claims. 

3.9.3 Housing Costs.  Under the existing Housing Benefit rules, the 
assessment of eligible housing costs i.e. that part of the housing cost for 
which we can pay HB, can be very complicated in some cases.  This 
complication will pass to DWP, where a UC application includes housing 
costs.  As DWP have no prior experience of assessing complex housing 
costs, they require the local authority’s assistance regarding this. 

3.9.4 Budget Advice.  UC will be paid directly to the claimant, on a monthly in 
arrears basis, including the element that is intended to cover the housing 
costs.  Many claimants will be tenants of the Council or Housing 
Associations and will historically have had their rent paid directly to their 
landlord.  When a claimant is identified who has difficulty managing a 
budget, be that as a result of the change to their pay methods, or 
otherwise, DWP will expect the Council to provide budgetary assistance. 

                                                                                                                                                            
2
 Source: CIPFA Benefits and Revenues Service E-alert – 29 October 2015 

 



  ITEM NO.   5.4 
 

3.10 3DWP’s best estimate of the numbers of cases included in the first phase, is that 
approximately 400 people will claim UC, of which 40 will need some form of local 
authority assistance.  It is expected that these numbers can be managed from 
within existing staffing and existing arrangements with voluntary sector partners.  
We are however arranging ongoing training for our staff, in order that any 
increasing numbers can be accommodated, as the UC project expands. 

3.11 In addition to our role as administrators of the current Housing Benefit scheme 
and our supporting role for UC, the Council is of course, a landlord to a number 
of households who will be subject to the UC roll out, in the coming months and 
years.  Traditionally HB has been paid directly from one Council department 
(Benefits) to another (Housing).  This will not be the case with UC, which is paid 
directly to the tenant who must pay the rent.  Given the potential risk of non-
payment and increase rent arrears, a few safeguards exist to reduce the risks; 

• DWP should notify any providers of social housing, including our housing 
Department, if their tenant claims UC. 

• Benefit Department have undertaken to also notify our Housing Department, 
when we become aware of a UC claim from a Council tenant (DWP should 
also notify the Benefit Department of UC claims, so that we know not to 
consider HB). 

• In certain circumstances, the landlord can request an Alternative Payment 
Method.  These circumstances include; 

o Vulnerable tenants or those who can not manage their finances. 

o Tenants currently seriously in arrears. 

o Tenants with a history of arrears or who are unlikely to pay their rent. 

• The alternatives that DWP may offer include; 

o More regular payments to the claimant (say fortnightly instead of 
monthly) 

o Payments direct to the landlord. 

• It is however expected that alternative payment types exist for a temporary 
period only, whilst the local authority supports the claimant to overcome their 
difficulty. 

4 Implications (if applicable) 

4.1 Benefit processing resource.    The roll out of UC will change the focus of the 
Benefit Section from a processing function, to more of a support function, as far 
as UC is concerned.  However UC will not affect any pension aged claimants 
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(approximately half of our caseload) and will not affect Council Tax Reduction 
claims. 

4.2 New skills, Training, IT availability etc.  The change from a processing 
function to a support one will require training of appropriate staff, as well as the 
procurement of appropriate IT equipment.  These issues are in hand and will be 
progressed as UC rolls out. 

4.3 Financial. The funding of our benefit service on an ongoing basis, is very much 
dependant on DWP in 2 ways; 

• As our HB caseload reduces, so our Administration Grant, paid by DWP to 
support the HB function will be cut.  DWP will determine the level of grant 
according to their assessment of the rate of reduction in HB caseload. 

• The specific funding made available to pay for our involvement in UC will be 
determined by DWP.  As yet, we have not been notified of the amount to be 
paid from 7 December 2015. 

4.4 Housing.  The introduction of UC unequivocally represents a risk of increased 
rent arrears amongst local authority and private tenants.  This again affects the 
Council in 2 ways: 

• Financial pressures on the Housing Revenue Account caused by higher 
arrears levels. 

• Potential increases in the number of private tenants becoming homeless as a 
result of arrears and needing assistance and/or accommodation. 

 

5 Appendices 

None  

Background Papers 

None 

 


