
Date: 6 November 2018 

Your Ref: 

By email: 
Bob Doris MSP 
Convenor 
Social Security Committee 
T3.60 The Scottish Parliament 
Edinburgh 
EH991SP 

Dear Mr Doris 

East Lothian 
Council 

John Muir House 
Haddington 
East Lothian 
EH41 3HA 
Tel 01620 827827 

Re: Social Security Committee Enquiry into Social Security and In-work Poverty 

Thank you for your letter of 3 October 2018 in which you asked what financial provisions have been 
made in response to the roll out of Universal Credit in East Lothian. In tasking me to draft this 
response our Chief Executive is offering evidence from the perspective of the Council's Benefits, 
Revenues and Welfare Support Services. 

I believe that it's fair to say that Universal Credit (UC) has had an impact on a wide range of Council 
Services. However, the fact that the Revenues, Benefits and Welfare Support Teams have been 
involved in income collection, benefits administration and welfare reform mitigation throughout the 
rollout, means that these services are well placed to inform the Committee about some of the 
additional financial provisions required, (and some of the additional costs incurred). 

The Universal Credit Full Service, (UCFS) rollout in East Lothian started on 23 March 2016. This 
meant that East Lothian Council (ELC) was amongst the very first local authorities in the UK 
involved with the (full service) "digital" rollout. As such, the Council, received only short notice of 
the rollout from the Department for Work and Pensions, (DWP) and therefore there was no additional 
provision made from the Council's Budget in 2016/17. However, a Delivery Partnership Agreement, 
(DPA) was in place for 2016/17 and under this the Council received £53,838 from the DWP to 
provide additional support for UC claimants migrating from Housing Benefits, (HB) to UC (Housing 
Costs), the provision of Personal Budgeting Support, PBS and Assisted Digital Support, (ADS) for 
those making new claims for UC. 

In anticipation of the increasing natural migration of cases on to UCFS during 20 l 7 /18 the Council 
allocated an additional £165,000 from its own House Rent Account, (HRA). This was required to 
bolster the Council's Rent Income and Welfare Support Teams' capacity to help mitigate UCFS 
impact on Council House rent collection and to support financial inclusion work. As a consequence 
of ongoing welfare reforms and the UCFS rollout the DWP reduced the level of HB Administration 
Subsidy paid to the Council. In recognition of this the Council made additional provision of £60,000 
to bolster its Benefits Service, (HB/CTR Administration). 

During 2017/18 the Council's Universal Support funding from the DWP reduced by 23.6% to 
£41,111. However, following representations made by CoSLA and other Local Government 
Associations the DWP allocated a one-off payment of £120,965 to ELC (as one of the 67 first tranche 
Councils involved in the UCFS rollout across the UK). This payment was partly in recognition of the 
additional costs incurred by Councils involved in the UCFS rollout during the nascent stages of its 
development) however the overall funding did not reflect in any way the actual costs incurred by the 
Council in respect of the UCFS roll out. 
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In the year immediately preceding the UCFS rollout ELC Council Tenant rent arrears had been 
reducing and by 31 March 2016 this figure stood at £1,295,782. However, during the first full year of 
the UCFS rollout, (2016/17) ELC rent arrears increased by £380,265 (29.4%) to £1,676,047. During 
2017/18 rent arrears continued to increase by a further 2.7% (by the end of Q3). However, the 
allocation of additional resources and process improvements saw rent arrears decrease by £54,714 (-
3 .27%) to £1,621,333 by the end of 2017/18. Whilst the overall reduction in rent arrears was due to 
reductions achieved in respect of Tenants in receipt of either full or partial HB and those in receipt of 
no HB or UC, in-year rent arrears for tenants in receipt of UC continued to increase by a further 
£102,187 to £883,780 (13.1%) in 2017/18. 

Aside from the associated increase in rent arrears for Council Tenants in receipt of UC the Council 
has also borne consequential costs resulting from the additional administrative burden associated with 
the UCFS rollout. Whilst in some cases this has been difficult to accurately quantify, ELC has 
worked with CoSLA and other Scottish local authorities to develop a common template for capturing 
some of these costs. This exercise has shown that in 2016/17 the additional administrative burden for 
ELC was estimated at £371,090. In 2017/18 this was estimated to be £273,277. 

A report providing a comparison of the above UC costs incurred by the Scottish Local Authorities 
involved in the early stages of the UCFS rollout can be found on the CoSLA website. NB, this report 
currently only covers up to Q3 2017/18 but will shortly be updated to include the above 'full year' 
figures. ELC will continue to contribute to this exercise as the rollout impacts more Scottish Councils. 

During 2018/ l 9 the Council budget has continued to allocate £165,000 (HRA funding) to resource 
rent collection and financial inclusion work along with its £60,000 additional investment in the 
Benefits Service. Whilst ELC bad the potential to receive £7 4, 1 SO from the DWP in respect of 
Universal Support during 2018/19, the Council now expects to receive £61,664 due to the constraints 
of the DWP funding model and a lower than estimated number of PBS referrals from Job Centre 
Plus. 

Other Universal Credit impacts beyond rent collection and additional administration have also been 
experienced by Council services administering grants/relief schemes on behalf of the Scottish 
Government. The Committee may already be aware of the increased demand for Scottish Welfare 
Fund, (Crisis Grants and Community Care Grants) and the expanded mitigation now being provided 
by Discretionary Housing Payments, (DHPs). Whilst Council Tax Reduction, (CTR) expenditure has 
not exceeded pre UCFS rollout levels it is thought that the fact that the reducing number of working 
age claimants able to (jointly) claim HB/CTR has resulted in a lower uptake of CTR amongst UC 
claimants. In spite of the lower uptake, the additional administrative burden for CTR administration 
is in part due to the large volume of changes in circumstances being generated by UC decisions, 
(automatically responding to claimant's fluctuating earnings). Whilst the DWP's use of HMRC's 
Real Time Information, (RTI) means that the UC assessment can readily adjust for frequent changes 
in earnings, the Scottish Government and Local Authorities are only now beginning to develop 
automation, legislative and procedural changes to help CTR administration keep pace. 

I trust that this letter provides the Committee with an account of the financial provisions that have 
been made, (as well as costs being bo :ne) by the Council as it continues to respond to the UCFS 
rollout. Please contact me, (detail elow) if the Committee requires any further information. 
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