
Agenda item 6 refers

1. Mr David Forman to Councillor Eugenie Harvey, Portfolio Holder for 
Community and Wellbeing

The latest House of Commons Work and Pensions Committee 19th report on 
benefit sanctions highlights the lack of detailed research on the effects 
sanctions have on claimants’ wellbeing. 

The report concludes that ‘the Welfare Reform Act 2012 and subsequent 
changes have made sanctions longer, more severe and applicable to more 
people than ever before. The failure to evaluate the 2012 reforms is 
unacceptable. It is time for the Government to urgently evaluate the 
effectiveness of reforms to welfare conditionality and sanctions introduced 
since 2012, including an assessment of sanctions’ impact on people’s 
financial and personal well-being.'

Consequently, will the Portfolio Holder for Community and Wellbeing publicly 
state what she and her Labour administration will do to:

a) Assess the impact of sanctions on the wellbeing of Harlow's benefit 
claimants and on the Council's finances;

b) Publicise the rights and methods of appeal benefit claimants have 
when facing a sanction;

c) Provide additional support to sanctioned claimants through the 
Council's Welfare Panel, and

d) Bring forward a motion to full council making demands of the 
Conservative government to gather full statistics of the sanctions being 
applied by the DWP and to initiate a full investigation of the effects of 
sanctions on people’s financial and personal well-being.

Response from Councillor Eugenie Harvey, Portfolio Holder for 
Community and Wellbeing

The Council recognises the study undertaken by the Work and Pensions 
Committee and the report it has produced specifically relating to Benefits 
Sanctions as referred to in the question.

I would also like to make reference to the work already undertaken by the 
Council’s Scrutiny Committee over the past 12 months which has focussed on 
the impacts of the roll out of Universal Credit in Harlow and the work it has 
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done with the Job Centre Plus to understand the impacts and the issues for 
local residents.

It is important to recognise that the Work and Pensions Committee report 
specifically focusses on those benefits administered by the Department for 
Works and Pensions (DWP) and that its focus is not on areas of the benefits 
system which fall to the responsibility of local authorities. The benefits 
administered by the Council (namely Housing Benefit and Local Council Tax 
Support) do not have claimant commitments nor sanctions contained within 
their supporting legislation.

Whilst the Council may be privy to some of the outcomes and impacts of 
sanctions applied to claimants through the direct contact it has with local 
residents, its ability to assess the full impact of sanctions is very limited. Data 
relating to sanctions imposed is solely held by the DWP to which the Council 
has no direct access.

The Works and Pensions Committee report describes the lack of review of 
sanctions since their introduction in 2012 as being “unacceptable” and calls 
for the Government to “urgently evaluate the effectiveness of reforms to 
conditionality and sanctions”

I fully support this recommendation and look towards the publication of the 
findings of the DWP review. I especially support the recommendations that 
the application of sanctions to specific vulnerable claimants especially those 
with limited capability for work, care leavers and single parents.

It is the Council’s understanding that all claimants subject to sanctions are 
fully advised in the sanction notifications they receive of their full appeal 
rights. Whilst the Council could publicise claimants appeal rights on its 
website, it would be difficult to ensure that any such content was up to date as 
the Council does not set the rules and has no control over any amendments 
or updates to those rights.

The Housing Welfare Panels remit is limited to specific cases, namely Council 
tenants who have breached the terms of existing County Court possession 
orders and many of the cases the panel deals with will not involve tenants 
who are subject to DWP sanctions.

The Panel does, however, inform tenants of the availability of advice from 
relevant support agencies where issues are identified. It should be noted 
however that the Panel does not have the authority to alter any payment 
terms ordered by the County Court, or the terms of any sanctions imposed by 
the DWP.



The Council does offer some support and its Discretionary Housing Payments 
(DHP) which are administered by the its Revenues & Benefits service. DHP 
can be awarded to support customers in receipt of Housing Benefit or 
Universal Credit who have been sanctioned and are struggling to maintain 
their rental payments.

In addition where a claimant is sanctioned, their income is reduced for the 
purposes of calculating Council Tax Support, which increases the award, and 
their Council Tax payments are much lower, helping to reduce any financial 
hardship.

The Council believes that the recommendations made in the report should be 
implemented by the DWP and findings resulting from it made public to help 
influence and change the conditionality and sanctions introduced in the 2012 
Act. It believes that this work should be undertaken in the first instance and 
that if this is carried out the core issues identified within the question posed 
should be addressed.

2. Mr John Wake to Councillor Mark Ingall, Leader of the Council 

Has the Council carried out a study of the feasibility of reducing the Council 
Tax burden of householders in receipt of out-of-work benefits, within the past 
year?

Response from Councillor Mark Ingall, Leader of the Council

The Council reviews its Local Tax Support Scheme each year. As set out in 
the original reports when the scheme was introduced there were significant 
Government funding cuts of 10 percent when compared to the funding 
provided for the abolished Council Tax Benefit scheme.

As set out at the time, the Council and the other precepting bodies in Essex 
were not able to absorb this reduction and hence the local scheme design 
includes claimant contributions that are reduced by 76 per cent.

As detailed in the most recent report regarding the 2019/20 LCTS scheme 
proposals, the Council’s funding has continued to reduce at a faster rate than 
the reduction in the cost of the LCTS scheme, with the result that the Council 
now subsidises the LCTS scheme by over £400,000 per annum.

Having carried out the annual review in preparation for the 2019/20 scheme it 
is not possible to further reduce the direct burden of council tax on out of work 
households. However the Council does consider specific cases of hardship 
and helps support those residents in greatest need as a result of this and 
other Government welfare changes wherever possible.



3. Mr Hugh Hoad to Councillor Mark Ingall, Leader of the Council 

If a library in the Harlow area is closed by Essex County Council, will Harlow 
Council provide computer facilities in the area of the closed area of the 
library?

Response from Councillor Mark Ingall, Leader of the Council

We will consider this question when debating the motion later in the agenda. 
Currently the Council only retains 17 pence in every £1 of Council Tax it 
collects. The remaining 83 pence goes to the Police and Fire Commissioner 
for Essex and Essex County Council. For this Harlow residents have a right to 
expect an adequate police force and community services such as libraries. It 
is unlikely that the Council can keep on picking up the bill for cuts to services 
made at County level.

4. Mr Hugh Hoad to Councillor Mark Ingall, Leader of the Council 

With the planned expansion of Harlow, are there any plans for Harlow to 
become a unitary authority?

Response from Councillor Mark Ingall, Leader of the Council

There are no plans for Harlow Council to become a unitary authority.


