
SEFTON BOROUGH PARTNERSHIP OPERATIONS BOARD — WELFARE 
REFORM BRIEFING NOTE 

1. BACKGROUND AND POLICY CONTEXT 

1.1 	The Welfare Reform Act 2012 received royal assent on the 8th March 2012. 
The Act — one of the Coalition Government's flagship bills - puts into law many 
of the proposals, as well as the broad vision, contained in the 2010 welfare 
reform White Paper Universal Credit Welfare that Works. As with that 
document the Act is primarily concerned with replacing a number of benefits 
with Universal Credit. It also develops on a number of changes existent in a 
nascent form in that White Paper, relating to Housing Benefit, Council Tax 
Benefit, disability benefits, and Employment and Support Allowance. 

1.2 The premise of the Welfare Reform Act is to move more people into work; 
simplify the complexities that exist around benefits and to realise savings 
estimated at £28 billion. 

2. KEY ELEMENTS 

The following sets out each of the key elements: 

2.1 	Household Benefit Cap 

2.1.1 From April 2013 the Government will put a limit on the total amount of benefit 
that working age people can receive. This means that households claiming 
out of work benefits will no longer receive more in benefits than the average 
wage paid to those who are working. Total benefit payable will be limited to a 
maximum of £500 each week for couples and lone parents and 2350 for 
single people, though entitlement to certain other benefits will exempt 
claimants from the Household Benefit cap. 

2.1.2 Local authorities will be responsible for applying the Household Benefit cap to 
new and existing claims from April 2013, through Housing Benefit deductions. 
From October 2013 new claims will start to be taken through Universal Credit 
and the cap will be applied directly to those claims. 

2.2 Reforming Council Tax Support 

2.2.1 Local authorities have been given responsibility for developing a local Council 
Tax Reduction Scheme within the following framework: 

• Future Council Tax Support to be offered in form of a discount 
• Local authorities must have a Council Tax Support Scheme by 31st 

January 2013 to begin on 1st April, 2013 
• Support for vulnerable pensioners should be delivered through a national 

framework of criteria and allowances (with no changes to current levels of 
award) 

• Support for Council Tax is provided for the most vulnerable in society 



• Schemes should support work incentives and in particular avoid 
disincentives to move into work 

• Schemes must set out the classes of person who are entitled to a reduction 
and the reductions that will apply 

• A billing Council must consult before making a scheme and each year must 
consider whether to revise or replace the scheme. 

2.2.2 At the 2010 Spending Review, the Government announced that it would 
localise support for council tax from 2013-14, reducing expenditure by 10 per 
cent. This is part of a wider policy of decentralisation and welfare reform. 

2.3 	Universal Credit (UC) 

2.3.1 This will be a single benefit paid on a monthly basis and will replace Income 
Support, income based Job Seekers Allowance, Housing Benefit, Child Tax 
Credit and Working Tax Credit. 

2.3.2 The Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) has worked in partnership 
with local authorities through the Local Government Association to examine 
the options for face to face service delivery and it has been agreed that a 
national service with targeted local flexibility is the optimum solution from the 
point of UC rollout. The core UC offering, for the majority of UC claimants 
will be provided by DWP. However local authorities to provide face-to-face 
support for a minority of UC claimants, with more complex needs, who will 
need help to access the new online system and more intensive, work 
focussed support. 

2.3.3 An incremental approach is envisaged from October 2013 with applications 
for the new benefit arising only from new claims or major changes in a 
claimant's circumstances. Government are asking local authorities who may 
be considering reducing their benefits services to have regard to the fact that 
some capacity will be needed to maintain the Housing Benefit caseload prior 
to full migration to UC; process new claims to Housing Benefit for some 
working age claimants until April 2014; and to provide the face to face 
support described above. New Housing Benefit claims for pensioners will 
also continue until October 2014 and full migration of all existing claims to UC 
will not be complete until the end of 2017. 

2.3.4 The DWP and the Local Government Association are working together on the 
development of short term pilots to help ensure that local authorities are ready 
for Universal Credit in 2013, and longer term pilots to help develop a more 
diverse model for delivering Universal Credit after 2015. More information 
about these can be found on the website of the Local Government 
Association. 

2.3.5 The UC Programme will additionally be working with local authorities to 
understand the full range of impacts resulting from decommissioning the 
Housing Benefit delivery service. This work will allow Government to confirm 
both the specific impacts which will need to be funded and the amount of 
funding that will be available for each item. 



2.3.6 During discussions with the DWP and DCLG concerns were expressed about 
plans to pay rent to claimants, rather than landlords, under UC. The Housing 
Benefit Demonstration Projects will begin in five local authority areas from 
June 2012 and will involve directly paying Housing Benefit to approximately 
2000 tenants in each local authority to examine approaches to help claimants 
manage their own money on a monthly cycle, test safeguards for landlords 
and understand the level of exceptions. 

2.4 Social Fund 

2.4.1 This will be replaced with a non-ring fenced grant which will be paid to local 
authorities and they will become responsible for distribution. This covered 
crisis loans for people at most need, ie victims of domestic violence who have 
been forced to flee their homes and start up somewhere else. 

	

2.5 	Disability Living Allowance (DLA) 

2.5.1 This will be replaced for all working age claimants by a Personal 
Independence Payment. There is no automatic transfer from one to the other, 
so people currently receiving DLA will have to make a fresh claim for the new 
benefit and will be reassessed in line with new assessment criteria. 

2.6 Employment Support Allowance (ESA) 

2.6.1 The amount of time that people can receive contribution based ESA wil be 
limited to 265 days for those claimants in a work related activity group or in 
assessment phase. The youth element of this for disabled young people has 
been abolished within the Act for those who haven't paid National Insurance 
contributions. 

2.7 The Single Fraud Investigation Service (SFIS) 

2.7.1 In February 2012 the Government produced a strategy called Tackling Fraud 
and Error in Government. This outlined plans to tackle fraud and error in the 
tax credit and benefit system. They will be creating a single integrated fraud 
investigation service with statutory powers to investigate and sanction all 
benefit and tax credit offences. They are also piloting a Mobile Regional 
Taskforce to concentrate on fraud in targeted, small, areas of the UK. 

2.7.2 In November 2011, the Government announced that local authority staff 
currently employed on welfare benefit investigation will become part of SFIS 
from 2013. These staff will remain employed by local authorities, but operate 
under SFIS powers, policies, and priorities. 

	

2.8 	Social Sector Size Criteria 

2.8.1 From April 2013 the applicable maximum rent will be reduced by a national 
percentage rate depending on how many bedrooms the household is 
considered not to require. A 14% reduction will be made for those who under-
occupy their home by a single bedroom and a 25% reduction for two 



bedrooms or more. The assessment of requirements will be against the same 
criteria currently used for LHA: a bedroom will be allocated for a single adult 
or couple; every two children under the age of 10 or each child over 10 if they 
are different genders. 

2.8.2 Although there are no planned exemptions to the new size criteria, on 14 
December 2011 the Government announced that it would add an additional 
£30m per year to the national discretionary housing payment budget from 
2013/14. This is aimed at supporting two specific groups of social tenants 
through the changes. The first group are disabled people who live in 
significantly adapted accommodation and who may need additional support to 
remain in their existing homes. The second group are foster carers, including 
those who need to keep an extra room when they are in between fostering. 

2.8.3 The Government are working with social housing providers and local 
authorities to build an effective implementation strategy that will support 
tenants, their advisers and housing providers in preparing properly for this 
change. 
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