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PERFORMANCE STANDARDS FOR HOUSING AND
COUNCIL TAX BENEFITS
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SUMMARY

This report deals with adoption of the Department for Work and
Pensions (DWP) new Performance Standards for Housing Benefit and
Council Tax Benefit as part of a “tool kit” for consideration by the
Financial Services Best Value Review Team.

INTRODUCTION

In April, Malcolm Wicks MP, Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State

for Work and Pensions wrote to the Leader of the Council setting out
that one of his key priorities was to improve the standard of Housing
Benefit (HB) administration and that his Department wanted to work
closely with each local authority to achieve that. He went on to explain
that to achieve this effectively, it was necessary to express clearly what
we should be aspiring to.

To this end he issued copies of the DWPs newly developed
performance standards package. This document runs to around

15 modules contained in two volumes. It is not practical to reproduce
these as an appendix to this report but they are available for inspection
at the Council Offices, Rochford to any interested Member.

PERFORMANCE STANDARDS
The Standards are intended to :-

give a comprehensive picture of what makes up secure and
effective benefits administration - divided into seven key functional
areas

be a clear strategic and operational framework for assessing the
performance of each authority

be an aid to identifying local priorities for action and planning for
continuous improvement

improve accountability for £14 billion of public funds.

The Head of Service and the Benefits Manager attended a DWP
conference in London in April where the key issues were debated.
These included:-

how standards form part of a wider programme of housing benefit
reform

what the standards cover, why, and how DWP set the level of
standards
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the implementation timetable and the advantages for each authority
in making early use of the standards.

A briefing note is appended to this report which sets out in question
and answer format why the DWP are introducing the standards.

FINANCIAL SERVICES BEST VALUE REVIEW

The Council have earmarked this year for a Best Value Review of
Financial Services which would naturally include Council Tax Benefit
and Housing Benefit functions.

The Officer review team feel that the Self Assessment toolkit contained
in the Performance Standards Package would provide an excellent
document to which they should work.

At the conference, the Minister stressed the importance of the formal
adoption of the Standards by each local authority to demonstrate
Member commitment to achieving the collective aims.

FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS

The review and adoption of the Standards is additional work to that
already planned for the Benefits Team which is already heavily
committed to the new Weekly Incorrect Benefit Subsidy (WIBS) regime
which was introduced on 1 April 2002 and our decision to adopt the
Verification Framework from the same date. Consequently, Rochford
may not be able to move at the pace described in the Briefing Note
(paras 8 - 11). However, it is important that a start is made.

Para 15 of the Briefing Note describes that consideration will be given
to targeting additional resources to those local authorities who are
working to meet the standards but have difficulty achieving them within
their existing resource levels. This will be part of the Spending Review
for 2002; traditionally in July.

CONCLUSIONS

Adoption of the Standards will send a positive message to the DWP
that the Council intends to make improvements to Service delivery
albeit over a period of time.

It is therefore proposed that Members formally adopt the Standards

and that the timetable for implementation be included in the Action Plan
for the Financial Services Best Value Review.
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7 RECOMMENDATION
7.1  Itis proposed that the Committee RESOLVES to

Q) adopt the Department for Work and Pensions new Performance
Standards for Council Tax Benefits and Housing Benefits;

(2 incorporate an implementation timetable within the Financial
Services Best Value Review.

Steve Clarkson

Head of Revenue & Housing Management

Background Papers:

DWP Performance Standards Pack
For further information please contact Steve Clarkson on:-

Tel:- 01702 546366, Ext. 3120
E-Mail:- steve.clarkson@rochford.gov.uk
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A PERFORMANCE FRAMEWORK FOR
HOUSING BENEFIT AND COUNCIL TAX BENEFIT
A SENIOR MANAGER'S GUIDE

Why a perforniance framework? Why pesformance standarda?

1. We wantto work with you to improve the standard of administration of housing

benefit and conncil tax bepefit. To do.this effectively, we must as an carly step
express clearly what we shonld be aspiring to, by seiting performance standards,

Thiz is part of a wider commitrent made in our regponse to the Housing Green
Paper (published November 2000) to develop a performangce framework for
honsing benefit, and earlior by the Berefit Fraud Inspectorate to the Soclal
Security Sclect Comnxittes, 10 publish performancs standards for bencflts
afministration.

How do thess stundards ﬂt with the wider programme of housing henafrt
reform?

3.

We need secure, effactive delivery of housing hanefit to help meet wider
Government objectives:

 To offer everyono the opportmity of 8 decent home and so proraote sociat
vohesion, well-being and independence

« To deliver modern, efficient, secure atomer focused public services

» Toreduce barriers fo wotk, particularly in relation to benafit and rent policy

= To support vulnersble people and tackle social exclusion, including bad
housing, homelessness, poverty, arime and poor health

» To extend choice and personal responsibility

« Ty support dignlty and security in retirement

¢ To protect the sysiem agalost fraud and etrar.

These objectivey can only be met by reforuiing the benefit itself, sticngthening
accountability for the service in local eufhorities, and providing bettar central
support and help in return for meesurable improvements in performance. The
development of a performance framework for housing benefit is therefore.one
element arong & number of reforms we are making.

Performance standards are an early step in a wider performance framework we are
devaleping to inchuder

s Congistent national performance standards which make clear what local
autherities are expected to deliver

o dccurate gnd timely management information so that local authorlties con
compare their performance and be held to-gogount

o Links between administration subsidy and performance — we are looking at
how we can use performancs assessments to targot help and support to
anthorities that nesd it most -

* A wider package of help and challenge and betier change rmanagement to
provide a stable basis on which loce! authorities can plan, irivest and deliver.
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What do staudards cover and why?

6. These performance standards allow locsl smthorities Yo micke a comprehensive
self-assessment of whether they deliver beneflt effectively and securely. Bor sase
of hise they are divided into. 7 functional areas. Thage are:

—  Strategic anagement — clear stated aims and action, resources and
monitoring to deliver those amms, with effective Iraining and IT

~  Cusiomer services — providing an officient and prompt serviee that meets the
needs of all claimants

— Processing of tlaims — speedy and acourste claims processing with effective
verifcation

—  Working with landiords —so private landlords have the confidence to fet to
claimants and we sepport delivery of social housing

=~ Internal security — preventing internal frand

~ Counferfraud - daterting; proventing, detecting and prarauing fraud

— Overpayments - preventing, identifying and recovering overpayments,

7. We have deliberately chosen to look at the full picture of what makes up effective
and secure hovsing benefit delivery, that meets wider strategic objectives, rather
than focusing solely on speed, sccuracy and security: There is & danger that if we
focused on a nerrow sot of admirdstrative standards and Yinked these to subsidy.
this would distort behaviour and measurement,

What do senlor managers need to 40 now?

8. Weintand to take time'in implementing these standards, They ass the standards
‘we agpire 19, got the standards we think you cen afl achieve tomorrow.

9. But there dre clear advanteges for you in acting now to see where you are against
standards, and planning for improvement. Self-nssessment allows you to take
control of the agenda:

¢ Mrking an effective fnput into Aodit Conmission and BFI assessment of your
performance

¢ Imegrating work to meet perfonnance standards into your own change
management mogrammes, and fitting it round yourpeierities.

10. We recommend you:

o Eusire key staff are aitending one of the one day conferences we are nomning
on the standards —being held in Harrogte gn 16 and 30 April and London en
23 and 24 April.

s Plan for a programme of .velf-as:rmmem.r preferably building self-assessment.
into planning for and resourcing improvements In the delivery of service,

& Salf-asvess against the standard for processing claims in the first half of 2002~
2003, identifying priotity areds for tmprovements in performance.

»  Consider wider self-assessment during 2002-2003 in time to feed in to Aadit
Commission Compreliansive Performancs Assessments

*  Give us feedback on your experience of applying the standards.
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11, How quickly local autboritics meet standards will depend onthe dr-:,umstam
they face, current levels of pesformance, and the level of Jocsl and national
resonrces, as woll a¥ the etloctiveness of change management withli the suthorty
itself, We bave not therefore set any timetable at thia stage for how rapidly the
standards will be met. The exveption is speed of pracessing, where we have set
standards based o top quartile Jocal anthority Best Value performance data, to
which the standard 5 yeer Best Value timescale has then been applied.

How did you decide what level to set standards at?

12. In'developing these standards our approach has been {o wark with local authorities
and other siakeholders to;

» To set an ideal - going beyond the regrtatory minintum to Yook at what local
anthorities eally need. o do to deliver HB effectively and securely

v But ensure that it is achiovable - setting standards that we know some
autherities are already achleving, for instance those in the Best Value upper

quartile

+ Notjust scoepting average performance -~ average performancs iz posrin
some cascs )

» Notjust accepiing what can be achieved with existing ways of ronning things
—we néed to look at ways of working more effectively, and both centrzl and
locel governrnent may need to invest over the long term o deliver
nprovements and meet stmdards.

How much scope o these standards ghve us to reflect local prioritles and
chireamstances to drive forward locsl improvemeny?

13. Our sim iy that stendards should be flexible enough fo take account of the
varistion in local needs and circumstances that focal mihorities face, For instance;
we have offered flexibility in how you meet customer neads in nisal aréas, Aod
we recognise that somoe of you faoe much greater domands than others for sarvices
that meet the necds of ethnic minority commmnnities and customers with special
needs, We intend that the standarde should b the basis of locally driven plans to
make improvesaent, helping you identify where you are and where you should alm
1o be, helping you benchingrk against your peers.

14, It iz however impoviant to recogniss that this {9 2 national banefits service, subject
to natlonal rules and oustomers, whatever their needs, should legitimately expect
similar levels of scrvice, whersver they happen to ive. We hove therefore set
national fandands that we should all work towards, Existing returms to DWP show

~ subgtantial peographical vadation in the level of service actually delivered: locsl
suthority self-assessmenta will (s} us {and yon) more.
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Will wo get auy addittonal tending to help us deliver these standarda?

15. We will be considering the case fot targeted help 1o authorities who are working
o meet these performange standards but have difficulty achicving ther within
curent resourvo Iovels. The level of support for expenditure on housing benefit
administration is, like ull othet spending, being considered as part of the Spending
“Review 2002,

What incentive have we to make 2 fraak ssaeszient of performance?

16. Effective, realistic, carly self-assessment of pérformance will provide a firm basis
for managers to make fature improvements, rather than systematic weaknesses
coming to light at a Iater stage, for instence a8 a result of external assesgment,

17. A frank asgesgyment will enableus to targat help and support to those awthorities
that need it most

We are some wxy off meethag these standards - vhat hielp will yon give local
Anthoritics bike ours to Improve administration fo mpet these standarils?

18. The DWP i¢ committed to canstructive and positive working with local authorities
that need help. DWP can provide help theough the Help Team and Help Fund to
susist managers who want i tackle serivuz performance problems.

19. We slso want to help more suthorities deliver a high standard of Housing Beuefit
service by sharing good practics. As s first step; we plan to meke available
shortly & CD contaming a “toolkit* which the Help Team has developed.

20.We mﬂmdcvéhpulaadndimdw&mmﬂmpmwugtwaway
comimunication with local quthorities, and improving the provigion of and sccess
to central support materials sich as training packages and customer Jeaflets.

We are a high performing authority — what da these strndagds offer m?

21. The standards provide high-performing authorities with &n opportunity to
demonstrate thelr excellonce against challeaging standards fhat go beyond the cor
Best Valus messures ofspoed, pocuzacy and basic security and sddress wider
issues - customer service, housing need and anti-poverty objectives.

22, We also want high performing suthorities to work with us to develop and
disgeminate good practice material,

Who to contact
23.1f you or your colleagues would like to know more abont the performance

standards, please contact Bmily Hay on emity hay@dwy.gsi.gov.uk or telephone’
0207 ?12 2455,
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