
  

 

 

 
 
 

REPORT TO: Policy and Performance Review Committee 
 
MEETING DATE: 24 September 2013 
 
BY:  Depute Chief Executive (Resources and People Services) 
    
SUBJECT: Audit Scotland Housing Benefit and Council Tax Benefit 

Risk Assessment Report 
  

 
 
1 PURPOSE 

1.1 To advise PPRC Members about the Audit Scotland Housing Benefits 
and Council Tax Benefit Risk Assessment Report and the action plans 
produced by the East Lothian Benefits Service as a response.  

 

2 RECOMMENDATIONS 

2.1 That the PPRC note and consider the content of the Audit Scotland Risk 
Assessment Report and the Benefit Unit’s Action Plans. 

 

3 BACKGROUND 

3.1 Under statutory duties relating to Best Value and Community Planning 
Audit Scotland have responsibility for conducting a Housing 
Benefit/Council Tax Benefit, (HB/CTB) risk assessment programme.  
During a rolling programme of engagement the assessment takes 
account of the performance of HB/CTB administrations across all 32 
Scottish Local Authorities and identifies ‘risks to achieving continuous 
improvement within the service’. 

3.2 Whilst the HB/CTB risk assessment does not represent a full audit of the 
Benefits Service it serves to determine the extent that the Council’s 
Benefits Service is meeting its obligations to achieve continuous 
improvement in all its activities and provides some assurance for the 
Secretary of State for Social Security in respect of HB/CTB 
administration. 

3.3 Following an initial risk assessment report carried out on East Lothian 
Council’s Benefits Service in April 2009 which identified 15 risks to 



continuous improvement, the Council submitted an action plan to 
address the identified risks. 

3.4 In preparation for the most recent Risk Assessment the Council 
submitted a self assessment in December 2012, updated action plans 
relating to the previous report along with supporting evidence. 

3.5 Following the on-site phase of the Risk Assessment Audit Scotland 
produced its latest report in March 2013 which identifies that of the 15 
risks previously identified 3 actions were fully completed, 7 actions were 
ongoing and 5 were still outstanding. The format of the risk assessment 
report covered following 5 themes:  

 Welfare Reform,  

 Business Planning,  

 Performance Reporting,  

 Meeting the needs of the user and the community 

 Delivering outcomes 

3.6 During the 2013 assessment process Audit Scotland highlighted a further 
12 risks to continuous improvement of which 6 were linked to those 
previously identified. 

3.7 In response to the latest Risk Assessment Report the Council produced 
2 further action plans in order to track the management of the identified 
risks to continuous improvement. 

3.8 In addition to identifying risks to achieving continuous improvement the 
latest Audit Scotland report also noted some of the major changes that 
had taken place in the East Lothian Benefits HB/CTB administration and 
highlighted a number of areas where the Council had made a positive 
contribution to the delivery of the Service. 

3.9 The latest report also highlighted the significant impact which Welfare 
Reform will have on local authorities and the services they provide.  The 
report also acknowledged the actions that the Council had taken to 
prepare for the welfare changes. 

 

4 POLICY IMPLICATIONS 

4.1 None 

 

5 EQUALITIES IMPACT ASSESSMENT 

5.1 This report is not applicable to the well being of equalities groups and an 
Equalities Impact Assessment is not required.  



 

6 RESOURCE IMPLICATIONS 

6.1 Financial - None 

6.2 Personnel  - None 

6.3 Other - None 

 

7 BACKGROUND PAPERS  

7.1 East Lothian Council Audit of Housing and Council Tax Report, (dated 
March 2013) 

7.2 Letter dated 3 April 2013 from Assistant Auditor General enclosing the 
Report 

7.3 ELC Progress against previous HB/CTB Risk Assessment Action Plan, 
(dated April 2013) 

7.4 ELC HB/CTB Risk Assessment Action Plan, (dated 3 May 2013) 

7.5 Letter dated 15 May 2013 from Assistant Auditor General accepting the 
Council’s proposed actions 

 

AUTHOR’S NAME  John Cunningham 

DESIGNATION  Benefit Manager 

CONTACT INFO  Tel: 01620827706  email: 
jcunningham@eastlothian.gov.uk 

DATE  10 September 2013 

 



















































Appendix 7.3

ELC Progress against previous HB/CTB Risk Assessment Action Plan (As @ 24 September 2013)

Risk No Description of Risk Responsibilities List of tasks to be carried out to 

remove risk

By when Link to New Action Plan Status as at 24 September 

2013

Context

1 The benefits service’s performance against 

corporate customer service standards is not 

monitored.

Benefit 

Manager/Customer 

Feedback Manager

Liaison between Benefits Unit & 

Customer Feedback Team to be 

reviewed and Feedback system issues 

to be addressed. 

30-Jun-13 Linked to point 4 in May 2013  

Action Plan

Completed  (31 August 2013) Feedback statistical recording  system problem addressed by 31 

August 2013.  Q1 Benefit responses within target.

2 There are no routine consultations with 

customers and the wider community on the 

level and type of service they need.

Benefit Manager To repeat annual Benefits Unit 

Customer Survey, (using CiPFA Housing 

and Council Tax Benefit model survey)

30-Sep-13 N/A Revised Completion date of 

31st March 2014

Last Benefit Customer Survey done in 2012.  Yet to carry out one in 

2013. Questionaire under development for issue by 31st March 2014.

3 Although the business plans detail the key 

activities to be carried out in order to achieve 

targets, there is no audit trail to demonstrate 

the systematic monitoring of progress 

throughout the year.

Benefit Manager Completed N/A N/A Completed Completed

4 Pre-implementation planning for the new IT 

system will be included in the Benefits Unit 

Plan 2009/10. However given the size of the 

task, more detailed planning is required 

breaking down the critical activities that must 

be carried out prior to the key milestone dates 

in the current IT implementation project plan.

Benefit Manager Completed N/A N/A Completed Completed 

5 The balanced scorecard presents a broad 

picture of the benefits service’s performance 

to senior managers and members. However, 

performance in other areas is not given the 

same attention. Performance targets have not 

been set, and performance has not been 

monitored within the unit, for appeals, 

reconsiderations, overpayments recovery and 

intervention activity

Benefits 

Manager/CMT/PPRC

CMT Monthly Updates to include Key 

Benefit Performance Measures.

31 May 2013 

Monthly thereafter 

and when required 

by CMT & PPRC

Linked to points 3 in new 

Action Plan

Completed CMT Update reports being submitted monthly.  Aside from reporting 

significant positive & negative variances in performance measures 

these reports highlight Key Activities, Service Plan 

achievements/Progress,  Ongoing Budget Position,Risks and 

Challenges as well as the Priorities for the coming month.

6 The majority of checks are carried out after 

benefit notifications and indeed payments 

have been issued. Consequently the council’s 

ability to prevent fraud and error entering the 

system, and reduce the numbers and amounts 

of any resultant overpayments is decreased.

Benefit 

Manager/Benefit Team 

Leaders

Accuracy checking process to be re-

introduced for 2013/14 claims 

processing work.

30th June 2013 

(Revised date 30th 

November 2013)

Linked to point 6 in new 

Action Plan

Revised Completion date of 

30th November 2013

Post payment accuracy checking re-introduced for cases actioned by 

staff under going training/monitoring.  Wider accuracy checking  

process still to be re-instated after review is complete. 

7 The council has no documented policy or 

guidance covering pre-notification checks and, 

as a result, the sample population and the 

method of selection are unclear. As an 

example in the quarter ending December 

2008, 348 cases were selected for checking 

but only 197 had actually been checked. It is 

unclear what happened to the remaining 151 

cases. While the number checked exceeded 

the quarterly target, the methodology gives 

limited assurance that the quality checking 

regime is effective and secure.

Benefits 

Manager/Benefit Team 

Leaders

Completed N/A Completed Completed Completed



8 The council does not have effective processes 

in place to routinely gather and analyse 

information on the effectiveness of its risk 

criteria to ensure its activity is efficiently 

targeted.

Benefit 

Manager/Benefit 

Performance Officer

RBV Policy in place since August 2012 

and automated risk scoring facility 

implemented as part of Capita New 

Claims process. However reporting 

issues need

30-Sep-13 N/A Completed Reports detailing High Risk Scoring cases now being dealt with by 

Fraud  Investigation Team.

9 There is no audit trail detailing the number of 

overpayment decisions checked or the 

number and type of errors found.

Benefits Team 

Leaders/Training and 

Development Officer

Accuracy checking/recording process to 

be reviewed to include effective analysis 

& feedback loop

30th June 2013 

(Revised date 30th 

November 2013)

Linked to point 8 in new 

Action Plan

Revised Completion date of 

30th November 2013

Wider accuracy checking  process still to be re-instated after review is 

complete.  Completion date revised. 

10 There is no routine analysis of overpayments 

raised to identify any necessary changes or 

additions to processes, procedures or training 

that could improve accuracy and minimise 

official and claimant error overpayments.

Benefits Team 

Leaders/Training and 

Development Officer

Accuracy checking/recording process to 

be reviewed to include effective analysis 

& feedback loop

30th June 2013 

(Revised date 30th 

November 2013)

Linked to point 8 in new 

Action Plan

Revised Completion date of 

30th November 2013

Wider accuracy checking  process still to be re-instated after review is 

complete.  Completion date revised. 

11 The council reports that the service it receives 

from DWP’s Debt Management has declined 

since the office providing the service for East 

Lothian Council has changed. The council 

needs to invoke the escalation procedures 

within the Service Level Agreement to ensure 

it is receiving an effective level of service.

Benefit 

Manager/Benefits 

Performance Officer

A further approach will be made to re-

instate referral process between ELC 

and DWP Debt Management.

30 September 2013 

(Revised date 31st 

March 2013)

N/A Revised Completion date of 

31st March 2014

Departure of previous DWP External Relationship Manager and 

priority of Welfare Reform  issues has delayed completion of action.  

The Benefit Manager will now raise issue with recently appointed 

'Employer and Partnership' Manager. Completion date revised.

12 Despite a commitment in its Overpayment 

Policy, the council does not routinely monitor 

the recovery of fraud overpayments and 

administrative penalties to ensure they are 

rigorously recovered and that benefit fraud is 

deterred.

Benefits 

Manager/Benefits 

Performance Officer

Review overpayment recovery targets 

set in Benefits Unit Business Plan 

2013/14 and review overpayment 

process to allocate appropriate priority 

to the recovery of fraud overpayments 

and administrative penalties.

31-May-13 Linked to point 10 in new 

Action Plan

Completed New overpayments targets set in 2013/14 Benefit Service Plan.  

Reports being produced to ensure that  fraud overpayments are given 

appropriate priority.

13 The council does not monitor the progress of 

reconsiderations or appeals and as a result it 

does not measure the level of service it 

delivers to its customers making such 

requests.

Benefits 

Manager/Team Leaders

Review reconsiderations and appeals 

monitoring process to establish the 

potential for carrying out more detailed 

analysis of appeals/reconsideration 

requests

30th September 

2013

Linked to point 12 in new 

Action Plan

Q2 Analysis will be completed 

W/C 30 September 2013

Analysis of reconsiderations requests in Q1 2013/14 carried out. Q2 

figures still to be analysed.

14 There is no routine analysis of reasons for 

reconsiderations and appeals with a view to 

informing training, processes or procedures to 

deliver continuous improvement.

Benefits 

Manager/Team Leaders

Review reconsiderations and appeals 

monitoring process establish the 

potential for carrying out more detailed 

analysis to inform training, processes & 

procedures

30st September 

2013

Linked to point 12 in new 

Action Plan

Q2 Analysis will be completed 

W/C 30 September 2013

Analysis of reconsiderations requests in Q1 2013/14 carried out. Q2 

figures still to be analysed.

15 The council’s HB/CTB Sanctions Policy 

stipulates that the decision to apply a sanction 

will be taken by the Investigations Team 

Leader and/or the Benefits Manager. However 

all decisions have been taken by the 

Investigations Team Leader. Consequently, 

assurance on impartiality and equality of 

treatment, when administrative cautions or 

penalties are administered, is reduced.

Benefits 

Manager/Investigation 

Team Leader

Will undertake review of HB/CTB 

Prosecution and Sanctions Policy. 

30-Sep-13 N/A Due to complete by 30 

September 2013

Benefits Manager & Investigation Team Leader continue to case 

conference decisions relating to sanctions as per HB/CTB Prosecutions 

& Sanctions Policy.  The 2013 policy review due to be completed by 

30th September 2013.



Appendix 7.4

ELC HB/CTB Risk Assessment Action Plan 24 September 2013

Risk No Description of Risk Action to be Taken Responsibilities List of tasks to be carried 

out to remove risk

By when Link to Previous Action Plan Status as at 24 September 

2013

Context

31-Jan-14 Ongoing Implementing the Welfare Reform Action Plan is currently 

the Benefits Unit's highest priority.  In addition to 

managing the various welfare changes the Unit's staffing 

resource is being used to implement the SWF Service and 

to Integrate the CCFU Financial Assessment service. 

Inevitably these actions have had a detrimental impact on 

HB Processing.

(subsequent actions subject to 

on-going planning)

Ongoing HB Processing performance will be balanced with other 

services being delivered by Unit

Benefits Unit Plan 2013/14 

currently under development will 

include further targets relating to 

HB/CTR admin’.  

Benefits Unit Business 

Plan 2013/14 to be 

finalised & published

Completed Benefits 'Service' Plan drafted by 31st May 2013 and 

signed of for publication on 4th July 2013.  The  Revised 

plan contains  an expanded range of performance 

indicators however separate Fraud Investigation 'Unit 

Level' Plan is being used to direct & monitor counter fraud 

performance .

In addition to this a separate 

business plan will be drafted to 

reflect the work of the Benefits 

Fraud Investigations Team.

Completed Separate Counter Fraud 'Unit Plan' in Place as @ 31st May 

2013

Both business plans will be 

available for the Council 

Management Team and Council 

Members to review, monitor and 

challenge.

Benefits Investigation 

Team Plan 2013/14 to be 

finalised and Published

Completed Separate Counter Fraud 'Unit Plan' in Place as @ 31st May 

2013

3 As there is limited reporting of the benefits 

unit's performance, senior management and 

members are not provided with regular 

opportunities to challenge performance that 

does not meet local targets.

Monthly updates to the Council 

Management Team, (CMT) will 

include information relating to the 

Benefits Unit’s performance 

against a selection of key targets. 

The Council’s Policy and 

Performance Review Committee, 

(PPRC) will also have the 

opportunity to challenge 

Benefits 

Manager/CMT/PPRC

CMT Monthly Updates to 

include Key Benefit 

Performance Measures.

31 May 2013 Monthly 

thereafter and when required 

by CMT & PPRC

Linked to point 5 ‘ongoing’ 

from previous Action Plan

Completed CMT Update reports being submitted monthly.  Aside from 

reporting significant positive & negative variances in 

performance measures these reports highlight Key 

Activities, Service Plan achievements/Progress,  Ongoing 

Budget Position,Risks and Challenged as well as the 

Priorities for the coming month.

4 The council has not met the target to respond 

to 100% of complaints within 20 days since 

2010/11, and was unable to provide data for 

2012/13 due to a problem with the customer 

relationship management system.

Feedback reporting arrangements 

to be reviewed and system issues 

to be addressed.

Benefit 

Manager/Customer 

Feedback Manager

Liaison between Benefits 

Unit & Customer 

Feedback Team to be 

reviewed and Feedback 

system issues to be 

addressed. 

30-Jun-13 Linked to point 1 ‘ongoing’ 

from previous Action Plan

Completed  (31 August 2013) Feedback statistical recording  system problem addressed 

by 31 August 2013.  Q1 Benefit responses within target.

5 Although the council has good relations with 

key external stakeholders, it has not been in 

regular contact with its local benefits delivery 

centre at Bathgate. This has led to a 

breakdown in communication and delays when 

requesting information in respect of DWP 

clerical claims which could have a detrimental 

effect on claims processing times.

The Benefits Unit Management 

Team will seek to re-instate 

effective liaison arrangements 

with the Bathgate DWP Benefits 

Delivery Centre, (BDC).

Benefit Manager/DWP 

External Relations 

Manager

Meeting to be arranged 

with (DWP External 

Relationship Manager) to 

discuss potential for re-

instatement of regular, 

joint operational liaison 

meetings.

30th June 2013  (Revised date 

31 March 2013)

N/A Ongoing Departure of previous DWP External Relationship Manager 

and priority of Welfare Reform  issues has delayed 

completion of action.  The Benefit Manager will now raise 

issue with recently appointed 'Employer and Partnership' 

Manager. 

2 Although it is acknowledged that the council 

has a business plan for the benefits unit, there 

are only two targets that relate to the work of 

the unit. In addition, there is no counter-fraud 

business plan setting out the aims, objectives, 

targets, monitoring and reporting 

arrangements for the work of the fraud team. 

We therefore consider that there is limited 

assurance that the benefits unit is being 

actively monitored against all aspects of its 

work and that, when appropriate, performance 

is being challenged by senior management and 

members.

Benefits 

Manager/CMT/PPRC

31 May 2013 (Signed off for 

publication on 4th July 2013).

N/A

1 The use of benefits unit staff to work on the 

implementation of the welfare reform agenda, 

or any slippage in the council's Welfare Reform 

action plan targets, could have a detrimental 

effect on claims processing performance.

ELC Welfare Reform Action Plan 

activities to be supported by Policy 

& Improvement resources

Corp’ Policy & 

Improvement 

Manager/Benefit 

Manager

Welfare Reform Action 

Plan to be implemented

N/A



6 Due to the limitations of the benefits IT 

system, the council is unable to carry out any 

pre-payment accuracy checks. In addition, 

there has been no Capita post-payment checks 

carried out since June 2012, and therefore 

there is an increased risk of fraud and error 

entering the system unchecked.

The Benefits Unit Management 

Team to re-establish the Capita 

post-payment accuracy checking 

process.

Benefit Manager/Benefit 

Team Leaders

Accuracy checking 

process to be re-

introduced for 2013/14 

claims processing work.

30th June 2013 (Revised date 

30th November 2013)

Linked to point 6 ‘0ngoing’ 

from previous Action Plan

Ongoing Post payment accuracy checking re-introduced for cases 

actioned by staff under going training/monitoring.  Wider 

accuracy checking  process still to be re-instated after 

review is complete. 

7 At the time of the on-site visit Audit Scotland 

was unable to reconcile the accuracy 

performance reported on the Audit Scotland 

performance matrix with the accuracy 

information provided by the council in support 

of its self-assessment.

The Benefits Unit Management 

Team to review the process for 

recording the results of post-

payment accuracy checking.

Benefit Manager/Benefit 

Team Leaders

Accuracy 

checking/recording 

process to be reviewed 

prior to being re-

introduced for 2013/14 

claims processing work.

30th June 2013 (Revised date 

30th November 2013)

N/A Ongoing Wider accuracy checking  process still to be re-instated 

after review is complete. 

8 Although outcomes from management checks 

are recorded on a spreadsheet, it is not to the 

level of detail that could help the council 

identify trends, patterns and areas for learning 

and development of the service.

The Benefits Unit Management 

Team to review the process for 

analysing the results of post-

payment accuracy checking.

Benefits Team 

Leaders/Training and 

Development Officer

Accuracy 

checking/recording 

process to be reviewed to 

include effective analysis 

& feedback loop

30th June 2013 (Revised date 

30th November 2013)

Linked to points 9 & 10 

‘0utstanding’ from previous 

Action Plan

Ongoing Wider accuracy checking  process still to be re-instated 

after review is complete. 

Review procedure for 

recording overpayment 

recovery performance.

Ongoing Review of self assessment suggests that self assessment 

return may have bee inaccurate.  New overpayments 

targets set in 2013/14 Service Plan

Review accounting 

arrangements for HB 

Debt

Review of accounting arrangements for historic/ongoing 

HB overpayment debt will take longer to complete

In drafting the 2013/14 Benefits 

Unit Business Plan the Benefits 

Unit Management Team will 

review its overpayments recovery 

targets to ensure they are 

‘achievable’ whilst still promoting 

Review overpayment 

recovery targets set in 

Benefits Unit Business 

Plan 2013/14.

31 May 2013 (Signed off for 

publication on 4th July 2013).

Linked to point 12 

‘Outstanding’  from 

previous Action Plan

Completed New overpayments targets set in 2013/14 Benefit Service 

Plan.  Reports being produced to ensure that  fraud 

overpayments are given appropriate priority.

The overpayment recovery 

process will also be reviewed to 

optimise recovery methods for 

recovery of fraud overpayments 

and administrative penalties.

Review overpayment 

process to allocate 

appropriate priority to 

the recovery of fraud 

overpayments and 

administrative penalties.

31 May 2013 (Signed off for 

publication on 4th July 2013).

Linked to point 12 

‘Outstanding’  from 

previous Action Plan

Completed Housing Benefit Overpayments Recovery Policy reviewed 

July 2013 to reflect overpayments recovery focus in 

2013/14 Benefit Service Plan.

11 Due to the limitation of the council's debt 

recovery system there is only limited analysis 

of overpayments data.

The Benefits Unit Management 

Team will endeavour to develop 

available systems functionality to 

optimise overpayments data 

analysis.

Benefits 

Manager/Benefits 

Performance Officer

Review current systems 

capability in order to 

develop or enhance 

wherever possible.

31st March 2014 N/A Ongoing Action requires the involvement of Benefits Unit, Finance 

Team & Sundry Debtors

12 A significantly high percentage of requests for 

reconsideration received by the council in 

2011/12 and 2012/13, to 31 December 2012, 

were revised in favour of the customer.

The Benefits Unit Management 

Team will carry out further analysis 

of reconsiderations to better 

understand reasons for 

reconsideration decisions.

Benefits Manager/Benefit 

Team Leaders

Develop system to 

facilitate analysis of 

reconsiderations

30th September 2013 Linked to points 13 & 14 

‘Outstanding’  from 

previous Action Plan

Ongoing Analysis of reconsiderations requests in Q1 2013/14 did 

not indicate high percentage revised in favour of customer  

although Q2 figures still to be analysed.

10 The council has not met its in-year 

overpayments recovery targets since 2008/09. 

In addition, fraud overpayments and 

administrative penalties are not prioritised for 

recovery.

Benefits 

Manager/Benefits 

Performance Officer

9 At the time of our site visit, the overpayments 

data provided to Audit Scotland as part of the 

council's self assessment submission was 

inaccurate. Based on our analysis, there is 

approximately £394,000 of additional debt that 

is unaccounted for.

The Benefits Unit Management 

Team will work with the Council’s 

Finance Team to improve analysis 

of overpayment recovery 

performance and accounting for 

outstanding HB debt.

Benefits 

Manager/Benefits 

Performance 

Officer/Departmental 

Accountant

30th June 2013 (Revised date 

31st March 2014)

N/A




