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HOUSING BENEFIT AND COUNCIL TAX BENEFIT TAKE UP STRATEGY 2010/2011
Introduction
The Revenues & Benefits Service provides help to thousands of households in Rochdale Borough, an area where deprivation and unemployment levels are above the national average.

Take up of benefit features high on the Government agenda to support families and individuals access the support for which they are eligible to reduce the numbers of people living in poverty and deprived circumstances.   We need therefore to ensure we have an effective and strategic approach in place to identify households eligible for support and target take up activity effectively for Housing Benefit and Council Tax Benefit.
There is also a statutory requirement to promote take up placed upon us by sections 123(3) (a) and 123(4) (a) of the Social Security Contributions and Benefits Act 1992:

“Every authority awarding Housing and Council Tax Benefit shall take such steps as appear to them appropriate for the purposes of securing that persons who may be entitled to benefit from the authority become aware that they may be entitled to it.”

In order to increase take up of benefit we must go beyond basic awareness and this strategy sets out our aims and objectives in encouraging take up and identifies where we will target our work both in the short term and the longer term, to encourage take up of Housing Benefit and Council Tax Benefit in support of national and corporate objectives. 
An action plan has been developed to ensure our aspirations are achieved, and this will be reported monthly to ensure the effects of take up activity are properly evaluated to inform the continued development of our service provision. 
Background

Rochdale Borough is the 12th most deprived district as measured by the local concentration measure of the 2007 indices of deprivation.  13% of our population live in the most deprived 3% Lower Super Output Areas (LSOAs) in England.  Our service therefore plays a key role in supporting borough residents financially and preventing further poverty and disadvantage for many of our citizens. 

We have undertaken extensive analysis of our current customer caseload and undertaken research with borough residents to identify their barriers to accessing our service to inform our strategy development. 

Effective benefits service delivery and customer support has far reaching financial and social benefits, including easing pressure on other services such as education, health and social services; supporting the Welfare to Work system and enabling more people to enter or re-enter the labour market and generating additional spending capacity for the local economy. 

Aims

This strategy aims to:

· Maximise take up of Housing Benefit and Council Tax Benefit

· Provide a framework for effective targeting of take up activity

· Standardise processing times for all service customers
Strategic Links

This effective implementation of this strategy will support local and national priorities by helping to reduce:
· Poverty

· Deprivation

· Homelessness

· Worklessness
It also links directly to the Council’s Aiming High corporate strategy and the borough wide Pride of Place community strategy by contributing to the following key priorities:

· Increasing jobs and prosperity

· Marking sure every child matters

· Improving health and well being

· Customer focus

· Value for money

· Maximising the potential of our people
Understanding our customers and targeting our service

Our current caseload (June 2009 data) is 26,718 claiming Housing Benefit, Council Tax Benefit or both.  This equates to 29.4% of all households in the borough, higher than the Great Britain average of 23.4%. 
The majority (69.3%) of our caseload currently claim both Housing Benefit and Council Tax Benefit, 26.2% claims Council Tax only and 4.5% Housing Benefit.

62.3% of our caseload are of working age (16-59/64 women/men), 33.6% are older people (over 65), 27.5% are households with children and 17.5% are disabled.
For our existing Housing Benefit customers the majority are local authority housing tenants, 35.7%, far more than the GB average with a 14.2 percentage point difference. We also have significantly fewer claimants living in rented social landlord / housing association and private landlord properties than the GB average. 
Geographical analysis of our current caseload has shown the majority of LSOAs in the borough have a claimant rate of less than 30%.  However there are some LSOAs with very high claimant rates, with four having claimant rates over 50%.
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There is a direct correlation between areas of high concentration of Housing Benefit and Council Tax benefit claimants and the more deprived parts of the borough.  Interestingly also, some of the most deprived LSOAs in the borough also have relatively low existing claimant rates, suggesting there may be many potentially eligible households living in these areas not currently accessing benefits for which they are entitled. 

12% of the borough’s population are Black or Minority Ethnic (BME).  The ethnic mix of the populations in each of the borough’s LSOAs varies significantly, with some areas predominately ‘white’ and others far more mixed. Detailed analysis was undertaken on the four LSOAs with the highest claimant rates, which revealed the ethnic mix of the population in these areas ranged from 60.9% ‘white’ to 98.3% ’white’, and compared to the borough average of 88.6%.  This highlights the existing caseload, and those areas we need to target for take up activity, are likely to be ethnically diverse and we need therefore to ensure our service provision is suitably targeted and accessible to all borough residents regardless of ethnicity.
Detailed customer segmentation work, using Mosaic data, has also informed our strategy development to gain insight into our customer’s needs and preferences and inform how best to tailor our service to meet those needs and target our provision. This analysis again showed the diversity in our current customer caseload.
Through engagement activity with residents not currently claiming Housing Benefit or Council Tax Benefit the single largest barrier to accessing our service was identified as people not being aware if they were eligible for support. This key finding has informed our strategy development, highlighting the need for effective and targeted service promotion and ensuring citizens are aware of how a change in their circumstances could affect their eligibility for benefits. 

Our service delivery

As part of our existing caseload analysis we have also looked at claim processing times. We have service standards for claim processing times which identify:
· Low processing time – less than 4 days

· Medium processing time – between 4 and 20 days

· High processing time – more than 20 days

We endeavour to process all claims in low processing times.  

Our current caseload analysis found significant variations exist in processing times across different client groups, with older people having the shortest processing times (around 11 days) and households with children having the longest (around 22 days). Our strategy therefore aims to standardise processing times for all client groups.  
Key delivery objectives 
In order to achieve our strategy’s three key aims we will: 
· Ensure that the service is accessible to all residents of the borough: 
· Identify locations where advice surgeries and take up events need to be held

· Support and use the AGMA Mobile Advice Centre  
· Consult with service partners and key stakeholders on service issues
· Ensure the needs of customers with special needs are met including people with disabilities and from ethnic minority groups by working with appropriate representative groups

· Provide a home visiting service to elderly, disabled and housebound customers

· Promote the council’s online claim form and benefit calculator 
· Consult with customers to understand their needs in accessing our service
· Ensure that benefit claim forms are up to date, easy to understand and readily available to those in need 
· Use all available information and intelligence in order for us to understand Rochdale and its communities, allowing us to identify areas and reasons for low take up of benefits and variations in claim processing times and to ensure that these issues are addressed by targeted campaigns and promotions:
· Work closely with the council’s research & intelligence team
· Regular analysis of our benefit data 

· Collect equalities monitoring information via all survey activity and at all take up events

· Work closely with partners, key stakeholders and Government agencies to maximise take up and ensure that national and corporate priorities are achieved:
· Service Level Agreement with Pension Service
· Joint working with citizens advice bureau, Stepping Stones Crisis Support Service, the council’s Adult Care Service and Safeguarding Team

· Provide joint customer advice surgeries with Pension Service, CAB and the council’s advice service via the Mobile Advice Centre

· Attend regular liaison meetings with all partners and stakeholders

· Work with partners and stakeholders to promote Disability Benefits (to increase entitlement to Housing Benefit and Council Tax Benefit
· Encourage take up of other welfare benefits
· Effectively promote Housing Benefit and Council Tax Benefit, and any appropriate changes in benefit legislation throughout the borough, using a variety of media:
· Leaflets/posters/flyers in targeted locations

· Mail shots to targeted households

· Adverts – local press and targeted locations

· Website

· RBH tenant newsletter

· Local radio

· Identify our vulnerable and hard to reach customers in order to provide assistance in claiming benefit:
· Lone parents
· Low wage earners

· Customers whose first language is not English

· Housebound, elderly or infirm

· Customers with mental or physical disability

· Customers with literacy and/or numeracy problems

· Customers moving into work from state benefits

· Engage with customers regarding their experience of claiming benefit and access to our service, to improve the process:
· Annual benefit satisfaction survey

· Quarterly surveys via contact centre and customer service centres

· Ongoing surveys to consult on issues

· Feedback at take up events and advice surgeries at churches and mosques, halls, sheltered accommodation, community centres, shopping centres and supermarkets, schools and Sure Start Centres

· Attendance at annual Equalities Listening Event

· Consult with customers on service issues through focus group meetings with different sections of the community

· Attendance at Supporting People Service users forums

· Take the Mobile Advice Centre out into the community every quarter

· Consult with customers to help develop a new benefit application form

All engagement activity carried out will have regard for the Council’s Community Engagement Strategy.
Benefit Take up Action Plan
The action plan, attached as Appendix 1, sets out the activity to be delivered to implement our strategy and identifies linkages of our activity to corporate priority outcomes. 

Benefit Take Up Action Plan 

	Activity
	Timescale
	Lead


	Link to Aiming High

	Analyse Housing Benefit data quarterly to identify and monitor trends in caseload make up and variations in processing times to ensure equal service delivery
	30/06/10
	Carolyn Goddard/Colin Connor
	Improving Health and Wellbeing

Customer Focus

	Investigate the variation in processing times and reduce the median processing time for households with children
	30/09/10
	Carolyn Goddard/Colin Connor
	Improving Health and Wellbeing

Making Sure Every Child Matters

Customer Focus

	Monitor the demographic profile of our caseload annually to identify areas of high eligibility for effective take up activity
	31/12/10
	Dot Knox
	Improving Health and Wellbeing

Customer Focus

Value for Money

	Take the MAC out into the community every quarter, planning partner involvement, location and target audience and evaluating outcome and success.
	30/06/10
	Dot Knox
	Improving Health and Wellbeing

Customer Focus

Value for Money

	Collect equalities monitoring information via all survey activity and at all take up events
	Monitored and reported each month
	Dot Knox
	Customer Focus


	Carry out annual benefit satisfaction survey to assess customer access to service and identify key issues
	31/12/10
	Dot Knox
	Customer Focus

	Carry out quarterly satisfaction surveys via Contact Centre and Customer Service Centres to assess customer access to phone and face to face service and identify key issues
	30/06/10
	Dot Knox
	Customer Focus

	Consult with customers, staff and stakeholders to review new benefit claim form and benefit service standards
	31/12/10
	Dot Knox
	Customer Focus

	Increase take up of HB/CTB by £50K by working jointly with Pension Service to identify those in receipt of Pension Credit but not HB/CTB
	31/03/10
	Dot Knox
	Improving Health and Wellbeing

Customer Focus

	Proactively promote benefit changes for families with children and people aged 60 and over to maximise take up by conducting targeted campaigns
	Monitored and reported each month
	Dot Knox
	Improving Health and Wellbeing

Customer Focus

	Work jointly with Advice Service and CAB to promote HB/CTB as ‘in work’ benefits and proactively promote CTB to older people in  line with national priorities
	31/03/10

	Dot Knox
	Improving Health and Wellbeing

Customer Focus

	Work with Registered Social Landlords to develop tenant panels to consult on service issues
	30/09/10
	Dot Knox
	Customer Focus

	Attend quarterly Bond Board forums to address benefit related issues
	30/06/10
	Dot Knox
	Customer Focus

	Target benefit take up in areas identified as having high levels of deprivation and potential high entitlement to benefit and towards households identified as having possible barriers to claiming
	Monitored and reported each month
	Dot Knox
	Improve Health and Wellbeing

Customer Focus
Value for Money

	Develop further links with BME communities to identify needs and ensure our service is accessible to, and used by BME residents
	30/06/10
	Dot Knox
	Improve Health and Wellbeing

Customer Focus

	Consult with a representative service user group of HB/CTB claimants from the main Mosaic types identified in our caseload for ongoing engagement activity to inform service improvements
	30/06/10
	Dot Knox
	Customer Focus

	Proactively promote the need to report changes in circumstances to ensure correct entitlement and avoid unnecessary overpayments
	Monitored and reported each quarter
	Dot Knox
	Improve Health and Wellbeing

	Produce a wide range of leaflets promoting benefits and make available at key locations throughout the borough
	Monitored and report each quarter
	Dot Knox
	Improving Health and Wellbeing

Customer Focus


Benefit Take Up Strategy version 2 March 2010

