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PERFORMANCE STANDARDS FOR HOUSING AND
COUNCIL TAX BENEFITS

1 SUMMARY

1.1 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.

2 INTRODUCTION

2.1 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.

2.2 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.

3 PERFORMANCE STANDARDS

3.1 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.

3.2 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.

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

4 FINANCIAL SERVICES BEST VALUE REVIEW

4.1 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.

4.2 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.

4.3 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.

5 FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS

5.1 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.

5.2 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.

6 CONCLUSIONS

6.1 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.

6.2 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 It is proposed that the Committee RESOLVES to

(1) 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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