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This is not a Key Decision 
The decision is not subject to Call-in Procedures for the following reason: 
The decision is for noting only. 
This decision will affect no ward specifically. 
 
 
RECOMMENDED that: 
 
A Cabinet notes the specific comments and concerns raised by the Committee as 

detailed in paragraphs 4 – 8 of the report. 
 

B Cabinet notes the specific issues and concerns raised by external support 
organisations and contained within their written responses provided to the 
Scrutiny Committee and contained within the appendices to the original report 
attached. 
 

C Cabinet notes that the Committee will be undertaking another review in six 
months. 

 
 
REASON FOR DECISION 
 
A The Scrutiny Committee considered a report on the review of Universal Credit in 

Harlow at its meeting on 13 March 2018. The Committee has asked Cabinet to 
note some specific comments.  
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BACKGROUND 
 
1. At its meeting on 13 March, the Scrutiny Committee received a report on the 

review of Universal Credit in Harlow. 
 

2. The committee noted the written and verbal responses received from claimants, 
support organisations and the DWP. 

 
3. The Committee has made a recommendation to note the specific comments as 

detailed in paragraphs 4 – 8. 
 

 
SPECIFIC COMMENTS 

 
4. The online applications process can be complex, and maintaining an online 

journal can be difficult, especially for particularly vulnerable claimants and those 
who do not have immediate access to a computer. 
 

5. Additional help is needed to assist certain claimants manage their monthly 
finances. Monthly payments have caused issues with arrears for some 
claimants. Allowing more claimants to receive fortnightly payments would help 
alleviate some of these problems. 

 
6. There had been a significant increase in demand for support services, as well as 

a sharp increase in the usage of food banks. This included an increase in the 
number of young families using food banks. 

 
7. Residents in temporary accommodation were particularly vulnerable in instances 

where one week’s arrears on rent could see eviction. 
 

8. It was still too early to have gained any conclusive evidence with regard to rent 
arrears and evictions. Therefore it is proposed that a further review be carried 
out by the Committee in six months’ time. 

 
 
IMPLICATIONS 
 
Implications of the recommended decision are outlined in the ‘Implications’ section of 
the original report, which is attached as Appendix 1.  
 
 
Appendices 
 
Appendix 1 – Original report to the Scrutiny Committee, ‘Review of Universal Credit 
in Harlow – Interviews with DWP and Claimants’ 
 
Background Papers 
 
All original reports to the Scrutiny Committee can be viewed from 
http://moderngov.harlow.gov.uk/ieListDocuments.aspx?CId=119&MId=933&Ver=4  
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Glossary of terms/abbreviations used 
 
None. 
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REPORT TO 
 

SCRUTINY COMMITTEE 

DATE: 
 

13 MARCH 2018  

TITLE: 
 

REVIEW OF UNIVERSAL CREDIT IN HARLOW – 
INTERVIEWS WITH DWP AMD CLAIMANTS 
 

LEAD OFFICER: 
 

ANDREW MURRAY, HEAD OF HOUSING (01279) 
446676 
 

CONTRIBUTING 
OFFICERS: 
 

CARA COXHEAD, HOUSING OPERATIONS 
MANAGER (01279) 446490 
 
DONNA BEECHENER, REVENUE AND BENEFITS 
MANAGER (01279) 446245 
 

 
RECOMMENDED that: 
 
A The Committee considers the evidence produced both within the report and from 

the discussions that will take place at the meeting on 13 March 2018, and makes 
any necessary recommendations to Cabinet for its consideration. 
 

B The Committee notes the feedback obtained from claimants and those 
organisations able to be present at the meeting. 

 
C Notes the operational issues that the transition to Universal Credit is having for 

the Council and its services during the first six months of the live scheme in 
Harlow. 

 
 
BACKGROUND 
 
1. Universal Credit (UC) was a new benefit introduced in 2013. It was initially 

regulated by the Welfare Reform Act 2012 and the Universal Credit Regulations 
2013. The intention of the new benefit was to replace six means tested benefits 
and tax credits: 
 

a) Job Seekers Allowance (JSA); 
 

b) Housing Benefit; 
 

c) Income Support; 
 

d) Employment and Support Allowance; 
 

e) Working Tax Credit; and 
 

f) Child Tax Credit. 
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2. Although there have been a number of delays and changes to the scheme since 
its initial introduction, implementation of UC in Harlow began in February 2016 
and was finally rolled out to all eligible claimants in September 2017. 

 
3. The administration and management of UC is carried out by the Department for 

Works and Pensions (DWP) and locally is accessed via the Job Centre Plus. 
 

4. The Committee requested that, as part of its work plan for 2017/18, a review of 
the local impacts of UC be carried out. This report provides some of the currently 
available statistics following the full role out of UC in Harlow in September 2017. 

 
5. The key issues and local impacts will be explored further through the 

discussions that will take place at the meeting itself and from evidence provided 
by those organisations represented at the meeting or the written responses to 
the pre-determined questions submitted to the Council. 

 
 

ISSUES/PROPOSALS 
 
Impact on Housing Services 
 
6. The introduction of UC has impacted on the Housing Service in a number of 

ways.  However, the single biggest change that has been experienced by both 
the Council and other landlords has been the conversion to monthly payments of 
housing costs, paid directly to claimants. Previously, under the housing benefits 
system, housing costs were paid directly to tenants rent accounts on a weekly 
basis (or to the landlord in the case of Registered Social Landlords). This has 
impacted significantly on the Council’s income stream from rental payments, and 
on the day to day management of claimants rent accounts. 

 
7. For Council tenants’, rent is payable either weekly, or otherwise in advance, as 

required by their tenancy agreement. As UC claimants have generally had to 
wait around six weeks to receive payments, sometimes longer. Furthermore, in 
most cases they have had no access to additional benefits during this time, and 
therefore in the vast majority of cases this has led to arrears accruing or 
increasing on claimants rent accounts. Further information regarding the impacts 
of this change are set out later in the report. 

 
8. The implementation of UC has also seen a significant change in information 

sharing arrangements between agencies. Prior to the roll out of UC, Rent 
Officers were able to liaise effectively with Revenues and Benefits Officers 
regarding the status of tenants Housing Benefit claims, and were therefore able 
to assist tenants with actions required. Under UC the responsibility for sharing 
information rests with the claimant, with Officers no longer able to rely on an 
‘implied authority’ from the claimant to obtain information regarding a claim from 
UC. Information can only be provided where the express authority of the 
claimant has been provided, and is required each time information is sought, 
making effective liaison more difficult. To address this issue, Rent Officers are 
working closely with the local DWP office to assist claimants wherever possible. 
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9. In response to the changes, Rent Officers have had to adapt their approaches to 
recovery of rent, with a focus on early intervention and communication with 
claimants, assisting with budgeting support and looking to identify any potential 
vulnerabilities or difficulties. Additionally, claimants are also advised of the 
availability of independent personal budgeting support and additional digital 
support, and other support agencies. One of the key difficulties experienced by 
landlords is encouraging tenants falling in to arrears to engage with them 
regarding their situation. 

 
10. UC does make provision, in certain specified circumstances, for landlords to 

request payment of claimants housing costs to be paid directly. For example, 
where the claimant may have a vulnerability or specific difficulty in managing 
finances, or where there is a history of rent arrears. While this does enable 
Officers to take steps to seek to ensure payment of housing costs, and/ or 
arrears, such payments are made in bulk on a schedule system and this has led, 
in some cases, to delays of up to seven weeks from the date payment is 
deducted from a claimants UC payment, to the time it is applied to their rent 
account, resulting in increases in arrears of over £600.  

 
Impacts on the Council’s rent arrears 
 
11. While it is still very early to carry out a full analysis of the impact of UC on rent 

arrears figures, with full service only being rolled out from September 2017, the 
table below shows the month by month increase in the number of UC claimants, 
and the effect on arrears since the end of September 2017. 
 

 Total No. of 
Council 
tenancies 

No. of Council 
tenants in 
receipt of UC 

No. of UC 
Council 
tenants in rent 
arrears 

Total value of 
arrears for UC 
tenants  

Sept 17 9223 228  170  £92,605   

Oct 17 9219 341  266  £153,778   

Nov 17 9203 480  366  £213,904   

Dec 17 9190 531 442  £264,593 

Jan 18 9179 615  486  £276,600 

 
12. As at 28 January 2018, 615 Council tenants were recorded as being in receipt of 

UC, equating to 6.7 percent of all Council tenancies. Of these 615 cases, 486 
were showing arrears at this date, amounting to a total debt due of £276,600. 
The average level of arrears for tenants on UC currently amounts to £569.14. 
 

13. In context, the average level of arrears for all Council tenants in arrears at this 
date was £384.46. 
 

14. Due to the nature of UC, with Claimants receiving payments on differing dates, 
and the four weekly schedules for receiving managed payments, it should be 
noted that these figures can only represent a snapshot of the position at the 
relevant date in question.  

 
 

7



Appendix 1 

Changes in service demands for Revenues and Benefits 
 
15. Following the roll out of UC in Harlow the Revenues and Benefits service has 

seen a number of impacts in terms of its day to day work. 
 

16. The service has seen a considerable increase in documentation received 
relating to Universal Credit since full service was introduced in Harlow, with 
6,023 documents being received in the period 19 July 2017 to date. For 
comparison, the service received 1,328 documents relating to UC in the period 1 
February 2016 to 18 July 2017 under Live Service. Most of this documentation is 
received from the DWP but some is from claimants themselves. The service has 
also experienced a high level of duplicate requests for information from the UC 
service centres, which is resulting in duplication of work and confusion within the 
team. 

 
17. The service receives numerous calls from residents querying their Universal 

Credit entitlement. Officers have been supporting residents wherever possible 
but no longer have the tools or access to information to solve many of the issues 
and therefore can only refer residents back to the DWP Job Centre Plus office or 
the UC service centre in Bangor for the support they need. Residents can be 
referred to or approach support agencies to assist in dealing with these matters. 

 
18. Traditionally claimants made a claim for Housing Benefit and Council Tax 

Support via the Council’s own claim form. Where a resident of working age 
claims UC, their housing costs are assessed as part of the UC claim, but no 
corresponding claim for Local Council Tax Support (LCTS) is made. Where the 
Revenues and Benefits service is aware residents have claimed UC, Officers 
are proactively inviting customers to make a claim for LCTS, but residents do not 
always take this up. This can lead to a loss of entitlement to support and council 
tax arrears. The Council has agreed a change to its LCTS scheme from 1 April 
2018 to accept notification from the DWP of a UC claim as an intention to claim 
Council Tax Support. 

 
19. The Council’s Revenues and Benefits service have received official complaints 

from residents and Member of Parliament enquiries on behalf of residents 
regarding UC – which indicates that residents may be uncertain as to who is 
responsible for providing their support in the whole process. 

 
20. The Council receives funding directly from the DWP to provide discretionary 

awards of housing payments to those affected by welfare reforms. In 2017/18 
this funding amounted to £305,579. Applications from residents for Discretionary 
Housing Payments (DHP) have increased by 40 percent in 2017/18 compared to 
the same period in 2016/17. This is partially due to UC but is also due to the 
wider welfare reforms such as the benefit cap. Payments of DHP in 2017/18 
financial year to those in receipt of UC amounts to £60,000 at the time of writing 
this report. Awards totalling £22,000 were made to residents in receipt of UC in 
the 2016/17 financial year. The applications received have also become more 
complex for officers to assess with residents presenting with multiple issues. 

 
21. The design of UC has two key principles, namely:  
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a) It is digital by default and therefore applications must be made on line 

and once accepted, the customer must maintain their online journal; 
and 
  

b) Applicants must budget monthly to prepare them for the world of work. 
 
The Council’s Revenues and Benefits Service, and Housing Service look to 
identify those residents that require Assisted Digital Support (ADS) and Personal 
Budgeting Support (PBS) as the DWP do not provide these services. Referrals 
are made to the Citizens Advice Service who provides the support services. The 
Council receives funding from the DWP for these services. 
 

Impacts on Claimants and other support/advice providers. 
 

22. It is anticipated that a fuller picture of the implications for both the support 
organisations and the claimants will be developed through the question and 
answer session at the Committee meeting and where it has not been possible to 
gain specific representation at the meeting then the evidence will be provided 
from the responses to the questions agreed by the Committee at its February 
meeting. 

 
 
IMPLICATIONS 
 
Place (Includes Sustainability) 
None specific. 
Author: Graeme Bloomer, Head of Place 
 
Finance (Includes ICT) 
None specific at this stage. 
Author: Simon Freeman, Head of Finance 
 
Housing 
As outlined in the body of the report. 
Author: Andrew Murray, Head of Housing 
 
Community Wellbeing (Includes Equalities and Social Inclusion) 
None specific. 
Author: Jane Greer, Head of Community Wellbeing 
 
Governance (Includes HR) 
In order for the survey to be undertaken the full principles of the Data Protection 
legislation must be adhered to. Officers when collecting personal information 
including personal sensitive information must adhere to the processing principles in 
the Schedules to the current legislation, the principles of the General Data Protection 
Regulation [GDPR], and any guidance that has been published by the Information 
Commissioners Office. Failure to comply with data protection legislation and 
Regulations is likely to result in a breach of the fair processing principles. 
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Prior to any interviews taking place the Council will need to ensure that those being 
interviewed are aware that they did not have to participate in the interview process. If 
they do wish to do so the Council will need to explain that the information will be 
anonymised and used for statistical and research purposes only. 
Author: Amanda Julian, Legal Services Manager 
 
 
Appendices 
 
Appendix A – Copy of the agreed questions for DWP Representatives 
Appendix B – Copy of the agreed questions for claimants 
Appendix C – Copy of the agreed questions for support organisations 
Appendix D – Responses from Organisations 
Appendix E – Worked Example Supplied by Harlow Advice Centre 
 
Background Papers 
 
None. 
 
Glossary of terms/abbreviations used 
 
None. 
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Questions for DWP Representatives 
 
1. What are the current numbers of Harlow people/households on UC? 

 
2. How many single people and families will be going on to UC and over what time scale? 

 
3. Are you able to provide a breakdown of claimants by housing tenure? 

 
4. What support is being offered to claimants and how are claimants made aware of it? 

 
5. How many and what percentage of claimants are requesting emergency loans or 

advance payments? 
 

6. What is the most effective way for the Council to communicate with the DWP if 
claimants have any issues with UC payments? 
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Questions for Claimants   
 
1. When did you transfer to Universal Credit? 

 
2. How many weeks did you have to wait for your first Universal Credit Payment? 

 
3. Has switching to Universal credit caused you more or less financial problems? 

 
4. Has Universal Credit impacted on your rent payments, and if so, how? 

 
5. When you were going through the process of switching to Universal Credit: 

 

 What worked? 

 What didn’t work? 

 Was seeking help and advice easy for you to access? 

 What could have been done better and how? 

 Is there anything that you feel Harlow Council could have done to assist you during 
this process? 

 How did the on line claim process work for you especially with reference to ease of 
use and accessibility? 
 

6. Are you aware that you can still claim for Council Tax Support from the Council? 
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Questions for Support Organisations  
 
1. What evidence is there to suggest that the transfer to UC has caused –  

 

 Rent arrears, or increased rent arrears? 

 Debt issues for claimants? 

 Referrals to agencies such as the Food Bank/CAB, or an increase of referrals? 

 People to approach pay day loan type facilities to support themselves of their 
families? 
 

2. What impact is the introduction of UC having on the rental/housing market? 
 

3. What is the impact of UC on your organisations resources? 
 

4. Are there any requirements for the links between the agencies to be strengthened and 
if so in what way? 
 

5. Are that any areas in which you believe Harlow Council can provide additional 
assistance to help in managing the challenges of Universal Credit? 
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Responses from Support Organisations 

 
Family Mosaic 
 

1. What evidence is there to suggest that the transfer to UC has caused:  
 

 Rent arrears, or increased rent arrears.  
 
Unless the customer is engaging with an agency this is where the notices are 
being served as the communication between the landlord and tenant is non-
existent, in my experience when customers are claiming UC for the first time it 
would appear that advice given may be incorrect about their housing costs. 
They are not being advised that they can have direct payments to the 
landlords. A big concern is that when the customers are paid the entitlements 
which includes there housing costs they are not paying the rent, they then fall 
into rent arrears and this in turn causes problems.  
 

 Debt issues for claimants.  
 
The period that they have to wait for six weeks for their first payments, they 
are offered a loan that they have to pay back but from my experience they do 
not budget correctly and end up running out of money a lot sooner than the 
first payment date and then the debts accumulate. 
 

 Referrals to agencies such as the Food Bank/CAB, or an increase of referrals.  
 
I have seen a great deal more attending the food bank due to being paid once 
a month and the customers find it hard to manage their money for the entire 
month (budgeting).   
 

 People to approach pay day loan type facilities to support themselves of their 
families?  
 
None identified at present. 

 
2. What impact is the introduction of UC having on the rental/housing market?  

 
It is very hard to private rent within the Harlow area. Estate agents require six to 
twelve months rent up front and a £408 holding fee which is non-refundable whilst 
checks are being processed. This is very hard for customers to achieve, they do not 
have that amount of money, a DHP can be applied for but this could take anywhere 
from 24hours to 3 weeks to be agreed and in the meantime a customer will become 
homeless. 
 

3. What is the impact of UC on your organisations resources?  
 
No impact at present, staff have regular fresher training provided by Gill Close from 
the DWP. 
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4. Are there any requirements for the links between the agencies to be strengthened 
and if so in what way?  
 
Regular meetings if needed, sharing agreements to enhance communication. 
 

5. Are that any areas in which you believe Harlow Council can provide additional 
assistance to help in managing the challenges of Universal Credit?  
 
No, 1st point of call including duty are fantastic, cannot fault the team. 
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Harlow Save (Credit Union) 

1. What evidence is there to suggest that the transfer to UC has caused:  

 Rent arrears, or increased rent arrears  

We don’t deal with rent arrears. 

 Debt issues for claimants 

Harlow advice centre deal with this. 

 Referrals to agencies such as the Food Bank/CAB, or an increase of referrals. 

 People to approach pay day loan type facilities to support themselves of their 
families? 

We are not getting any referrals to us. 

2. Harlowsave are getting a few people who haven’t got a bank account coming into 
open an account with us to get there benefits or UC paid into us.  
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Harlow Advice Centre 

1. What evidence is there to suggest that the transfer to UC has caused –  
 

 Rent arrears, or increased rent arrears? 

 Debt issues for claimants? 

 Referrals to agencies such as the Food Bank/CAB, or an increase of referrals? 

 People to approach pay day loan type facilities to support themselves of their 
families? 

 
Response 
 
A significant number of local residents who have sought assistance from Harlow 
Advice Centre with universal credit have rent arrears or increased rent arrears as a 
direct result of the way universal credit works. Please see attached example. The 
main problem is the change from fortnightly to monthly payments. Whilst it is 
possible for some claimants to obtain more frequent payments this is not open to 
everyone.  
 
Many claimants are forced to make applications for advance payments because of 
the long wait between application and payment. This solves the immediate problem 
but creates a debt which has to be repaid. Claimants who reach the maximum 
possible under the advance payment system are often tempted to take out 
expensive debt elsewhere including pay day loans. 
 
Since the introduction of full service UC Harlow Advice Centre has experienced a 
43.5% increase in food bank referrals. This is from a fairly low base but does 
illustrate the impact on local residents forced to wait for long periods between claim 
and payment.  
 

2. What impact is the introduction of UC having on the rental/housing market? 
 
Response 
 
It is difficult for Harlow Advice Centre to comment on this. Local residents who have 
experienced difficulties, letting agencies, and agencies assisting local residents on 
UC to obtain accommodation are best placed to answer this question.  
 

3. What is the impact of UC on your organisations resources? 
 
Response 
 
The introduction of UC has resulted in additional training costs and increased 
demand.  
 

4. Are there any requirements for the links between the agencies to be strengthened 
and if so in what way? 
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Response 
 
The Welfare Reform Network hosted by the Council, the Job Centre’s Multi-Agency 
Centre, and Frontline referral system work well but there is always room for 
improvement. 
 

5. Are that any areas in which you believe Harlow Council can provide additional 
assistance to help in managing the challenges of Universal Credit? 
 
Response 
 
The Council could work with the Job Centre and other agencies to ensure that all 
tenants experiencing financial difficulties are made aware of the availability of 
Discretionary Housing Payments and are provided with assistance to complete the 
relevant claim form.   
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Responses from Support Organisations 

 
Streets2Homes 
 

1. What evidence is there to suggest that the transfer to UC has caused: 

 Rent arrears, or increased rent arrears. 

At first this was an issue however, now we can arrange direct payments to be 
made and the waiting time has been greatly reduced. 

 Debt issues for claimants . 

Again not since the changes.  

 Referrals to agencies such as the FoodBank / CAB, or an increase of referrals. 

We have seen in an increase in referrals but this has little to nothing to do with 
UC. 

 People to approach pay day loan type facilities to support themselves or their 
families?  

Not that we aware.  

2. What impact is the introduction of UC having on the rental/housing market? 

Before the changes to UC we were extremely concerned as to how we could possibly 
expect landlords to work with us due to the long wait and the rules around the housing 
element part of UC, the changes have meant UC is more attractive to landlords in the 
fact direct payments can be arranged, one monthly payment, 100% of rent is paid and 
the waiting time has been cut drastically, also the advance can be made within a 
reasonable time frame. 

3. What is the impact of UC on your organisations resources? 

We have need to train all staff, inform landlords and assist clients to change over to 
UC, this has impacted on our staffing hours. 

4. Are there any requirements for the links between agencies to be strengthened and if 
so in what way? 

We have certainly needed and achieved to build stronger links with DWP, better 
communication, assistance with difficult cases, to tap into expert knowledge of UC. 

5. Are there any areas in which you believe Harlow Council can provide additional 
assistance to help in managing the challenges of Universal Credit? 

No as it seems to be working well now.  
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Responses from Support Organisations 

 
Citizens Advice Bureau  
 

1. What evidence is there to suggest that the transfer to UC has caused: 

 Rent arrears, or increased rent arrears. 

95% of cases reported rent arrears, or increased rent arrears of which 100% 
applied for Discretionary Housing Payments. 

6 Cases reported Housing Element of UC only paid at 50% due to joint tenancy 
where one partner has left the property, despite being joint and severely liable 
for the whole of the rent. Client unable to afford rent leading to arrears.  

Self-employed claimants reporting loss of HB and Tax Credit awards leading to 
0 UC award, struggling to meet Housing Costs.  

Clients failing the UC Habitual Residence test despite claiming Housing Benefit, 
Job Seekers Allowance, Income Support previously. Now not eligible for UC so 
no help with Housing costs leading to rent arrears and risk of Eviction.  

 Debt issues for claimants . 

The Debt Specialists report claimants are more likely to have no disposable 
income to offer creditors due to Advance payment’s being deducted, pushing 
into negative income each month.  

Any delay or gap in benefits causes immense problems as clients end up 
defaulting on payments. As benefits only cover the bare essentials many clients 
can never "catch up" and borrow themselves deeper and deeper. 

Claimant’s reported they are using credit to meet needs. 

100% reported struggle to manage monthly payments and run out of money 
before their next payment date.  

100% of clients referred to UC lead adviser for Personal Budgeting support had 
debt issues including rent arrears. 

 Referrals to agencies such as the FoodBank / CAB, or an increase of referrals. 

Our figures show an increase in FB Vouchers over the previous 6 months in 
comparison to the previous year.  

 People to approach pay day loan type facilities to support themselves or their 
families?  
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The Debt Specialists report the majority of income and expenditure statements 
from our UC clients show the have negative income (their outgoings are more 
than their income). 

Generally when clients do not have enough to live on until the end of the month 
they apply for any loan they find online that will take them, even if the interest 
and charges are really high. 

They use Catalogue/store debts e.g. Argos, Very, JD Williams, Littlewoods as 
this enables them to replace goods and buy clothes.  

Credit cards are also surprisingly common given that they must have a poor 
credit rating often under store names such as Tesco, Asda, Sainsburys but also 
Vanquis and Aqua. 

Loans also from Provident (and similar) still common with a person who calls to 
collect repayments weekly. 

2. What impact is the introduction of UC having on the rental/housing market? 

If renting to a UC claimant will cause certain rent arrears then Landlords are likely to 
be less likely to rent to claimants. There are already a limited number of properties 
available to those in receipt of benefits; this is likely to reduce the availability further. 

3. What is the impact of UC on your organisations resources? 

Our statistics show that every client that presents with a UC issue has at least 2 issues 
(inc Debt, Housing, Financial Capability, Immigration, Utility issues). 

Extra pressures on Specialists  

 Benefit specialists not only dealing with a client’s ESA appeal they are dealing 
with the same claimants UC issues (they are advised to claim UC despite 
appealing ESA decision) 

-Dealing with complex UC issues such as Income Taper for working claimants 
and Habitual Residence cases 

 Housing Specialist increase in rent arrears, predominantly dealing with 
Possession cases or prevention of possession, negotiating with LL 

-No income during waiting period or because they are not eligible for UC means 
they are unable to keep to previous arrangements including Suspended 
Possession orders leading to Eviction 

 Debt Specialists-dealing with priority and non-priority debts increasing as direct 
result of UC lowering income  

Vulnerable claimants including clients with Physical, Mental and Learning disabilities 
unable to navigate UC process without significant assistance, leading to high demand 
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for frontline service. We have increased our number of volunteers to cope with 
demand. 

57% of Council referrals for UC Personal Budgeting support had Disabilities/Long 
Term Health Problems with lack of Digital Capacity a prevalent issue.  

4. Are there any requirements for the links between agencies to be strengthened and if 
so in what way? 

Communication between CAB and Housing service in the prevention of homelessness, 
delay possession action if CAB are assisting client with Benefits/Debt and Housing 
Advice, especially in cases where there is a clear reason for the arrears which is being 
addressed.  

The council are referring clients directly to CAB which is working well.  

5. Are there any areas in which you believe Harlow Council can provide additional 
assistance to help in managing the challenges of Universal Credit? 

There needs to be changes regarding Alternative Payment Arrangements. Where 
vulnerable claimants were having their Housing Benefit paid straight to their landlord, 
under UC the process is more complex and is time limited in (4 months). Local 
Authorities could continue to ask for changes to legislation to ensure claimants who 
are at risk of homelessness or are vulnerable can have ongoing APA’s.  

Continue to refer claimants to CAB for assistance with claiming UC. 

Refer all claimants to CAB who need Personal Budgeting Support and Debt Advice  
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02-11-17 09-11-17 16-11-17 23-11-17 30-11-17 07-12-17 14-12-17 21-12-17 28-12-17 04-01-18 11-01-18 18-01-18 25-01-18

IRESA     *£216.88   *£216.88

HB **172.90 **172.90

CTS **37.68 **37.68

Total £427.46 £427.46

UC ***£579.00 ***£750.00

Advance £436.00 £464.00

CTS **81.64 **81.64

Total £660.64 £831.64

Rent arrears £322.00 £668.00 ****0

IRESA  =

HB  =

CTS  =

UC  =

Transfer from Income-Related Employment and Support Allowance to Universal Credit - Couple Claim

****rent arrears reduced to zero following further payment of UC and discretionary housing payment of £258.

**shown as fortnightly payments whilst on IRESA. CTS shown as monthly payments whilst on UC.

*reduced to recover budgeting loan and tax credit overpayment. Gross amount before deductions = £229.70 fortnightly.

***reduced to recover advance payment of UC and pre-existing budgeting loan and tax credit overpayment.                                                                           

___Gross before deductions = £873.51 monthly - includes housing element. 

NB: Rent arrears avoided by payment of discretionary housing payment and application for advance payments deducted at £75.07 per month 

over 12 months. 

Income-Related Employment and Support Allowance

Housing Benefit

Council Tax Support

Universal Credit
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Appendix F 

Responses from DWP Representatives 
 
1. What are the current numbers of Harlow people/households on UC? 

2098 live claims as of w/c 05/03/2018 

2. How many single people and families will be going on to UC and over what time scale? 

Unfortunately we are unable to give any specific or accurate forecast in relation to this 

question. The aim is that all 6 benefits will be replaced by UC with the only exemptions 

being temporary housing (Post April), families with more than two children and couples 

where both parties are over pensionable age. However, the timescale of this change is 

yet to be finalised. We are currently in the process of transferring UCL customers over 

to UCFS and expect that to take approximately 3 months to complete.  

3. Are you able to provide a breakdown of claimants by housing tenure? 

We have requested this information from our National UCFS team. However, due to 

the nature of the request and MI available we are still awaiting a response at this time.  

We have been informed that it would be very difficult to obtain this information from 

existing MI if even possible.   

4. What support is being offered to claimants and how are claimants made aware of it? 

We have made huge efforts to offer as much support as possible. Leading up to the 

launch of UCFS we held awareness sessions for all partners and providers, this 

included a large focus on Q&A. This event allowed us to share a lot of information and 

give practical demonstrations of how customers could make a claim to UCFS allowing 

the providers to see the UCFS system in action. We have continued to send regular 

updates to all the providers and partners who attended and have supported a closer 

working relationship by making direct links to staff within the jobcentre available for 

contact. We have informed providers that they can contact us locally to book 

interviews.   

We operate from our site a Multi-Agency Centre (MAC) where we have anything 

between 12 to 15 partners and providers attend each fortnight to deliver a supportive 

drop-in surgery for our customers.  This allows us to work together with our partners 

and providers to support and overcome customer barriers including such concerns as 
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debt management and housing issues.  The MAC is widely publicised via both physical 

means with posters in jobcentres, Doctors surgeries and via digital channels such as 

Twitter and Facebook. Local providers and partners have also been encouraged to 

promote as well. Our linked service centres in Bangor & Wrexham have also been 

provided with the details of the MAC so that they can promote it via the daily contact 

they have with our customers. Since the launch of UCFS we have also ensured that a 

UCFS Work Coach attends the MAC to deal with any UCFS queries that any 

customers or partners/providers may have. 

We have computer support in place for all customers that require it when either making 

new claims or managing their required actions such as journal entries or reporting 

changes of circumstances. This is again promoted via the jobcentre and service 

centres at every customer contact.   

5. How many and what percentage of claimants are requesting emergency loans or 
advance payments? 

We offer the opportunity of an advance to every customer at the initial interview 

regardless of circumstances. We explain the full amount they can request but also 

focus on ensuring that they are also looking at how they budget and promote the 

Personal Budget Support. For example, if a customer could potentially be eligible to 

request an advance of £1500 we would talk to them about what they need to pay for 

essential living costs and how long they will need it to last (until 1st payment of UC).  

Once this is discussed the customer may only decide to request £200 knowing that 

they can return to us next week for a further amount if required. We try to minimise 

customers claiming the full amount but ensure that the full amount is available if 

required. 

We have no official MI on advances at this point. However, from local discussions with 

our Work Coaches we believe that around 80% of our customers are requesting an 

advance with most of those accepting a 12 month repayment plan. I can also confirm 

that we have deferred repayments for some customers to allow them to focus on 

budgeting. This action is decided at a local level based on individual’s circumstances. 
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6. What is the most effective way for the Council to communicate with the DWP if 
claimants have any issues with UC payments? 

We have a network of shared contacts between the local council and the local 

jobcentre. We are in contact with each other on a weekly basis to discuss and 

investigate more complex cases. This contact is mainly via telephone and email but we 

do organise face to face meetings as well. 
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Responses from Claimants   
 
1. When did you transfer to Universal Credit? 

 

 June -1 

 July -1 

 Sep -5 

 October-9 

 Nov -2 

 Dec -14 
 

2. How many weeks did you have to wait for your first Universal Credit Payment? 

 6-8 weeks 

 Average 8 weeks  

 Longest 15 weeks  

3. Has switching to Universal credit caused you more or less financial problems? 
 
All responded more financial problems. 
 

4. Has Universal Credit impacted on your rent payments, and if so, how? 

All clients apart from one responded they accumulated arrears as a direct result of 
claiming UC. 

One client said he did not fall into arrears but he had 0 money to pay for anything else 
including food. 

6 Claimants reported they could not afford rent as only receiving 50% of housing 
element, ex-partner on tenancy even though not in occupation of the property. 

Workers report they did receive Tax credits and some Housing Benefit, now they do 
not receive help with under UC (0 award). 
 

5. When you were going through the process of switching to Universal Credit: 
 

 What worked? 
 
The Council referred me to the CAB who helped me with the claim. 

 

 What didn’t work? 
 

-lack of clear communication. 

-unable to complain to DWP by telephone.  

-having to take time off work to go to JC. 
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 Was seeking help and advice easy for you to access? 
 
-Job Centre staff not helpful. 

-not told by applying for UC would stop me going back onto ESA if won appeal. 

-Couldn’t get through on phones. 

-Called helpline and told to go online. 

 

 What could have been done better and how? 
 
-Help with computers. 
-told what to expect.  
-someone to speak to my Landlord to tell him why I can’t pay my rent.  
-told whether I would be worse off applying for UC than staying on the benefits I 
was on.  
 

 Is there anything that you feel Harlow Council could have done to assist you during 
this process? 
 
- Accessed help for me.  
-The council were helpful. 
-It would have been helpful to have my DHP application processed quicker to   
prevent rent arrears.  
 

 How did the on line claim process work for you especially with reference to ease of 
use and accessibility? 
 
-I couldn’t claim as my partner did not have an email address. 
-I needed help but the helpline told me to go online. 
-I was unable to proceed with my claim so I was sanctioned. 
-I did not want an email account as I fled DV and worried my ex could find me 
- didn’t understand what I needed to do to claim.  
-I couldn’t use a PC. 
-I couldn’t do it on my own but the CAB helped. 
 

6. Are you aware that you can still claim for Council Tax Support from the Council? 
 
No and yes equal responses. 
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