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RIBBLE VALLEY BOROUGH COUNCIL

REPORT TO POLICY & FINANCE COMMITTEE



Agenda Item No 


meeting date: 
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title:
HOUSING/COUNCIL TAX BENEFITS POLICIES


submitted by: 
DIRECTOR OF RESOURCES


principal author: 
BENEFITS MANAGER

1
PURPOSE

1.1 To obtain Committee’s approval to implement/update the following policy and code of Practice: -

· Write Off Policy

· Housing/Council Tax Benefit Anti-Fraud Investigator/Visiting Officer Code of Practice.

2 BACKGROUND

2.1 Following an assessment of our housing benefits service by the Fraud Inspectorate assessment team in 2003, a number of areas for development were identified and prioritised.  These were originally approved in March 2004.

· Housing/Council Tax Benefit Anti-Fraud Investigator/Visiting Officer Code   of    Practice.

2.2 
The above (Housing/Council Tax Benefit Anti-Fraud Investigator/Visiting Officer Code of Practice) policy has been updated and amended for 2007.

2.3 Close liaison between the Benefit Fraud Inspectorate and East Lancashire Benchmarking Groups for Overpayments in 2006 recognised that a Write Off Policy is also required. 

3 
ISSUES

3.1 
The above Policy and Code of Practice are essential in that they set the standards the Council and its customers can expect. As a result both Customers and staff should have the reassurance that positive steps are being taken to protect the public purse and interests. This should result in higher Customer confidence in the Benefits system. 

4
FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS

4.1 Whilst there are no further direct costs on revenues associated with the adoption of the Policy and Code of Practice there will be greater integrity of the debtor position as amounts deemed irrecoverable will actually be formally written off.

5
RECOMMENDED THAT COMMITTEE

5.1 
Approve the attached policies.

BENEFITS MANAGER

PF19-07/DS/AC

6 JUNE 2007

Ribble Valley Borough Council
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Write Off Policy

Version 2

June 2007

Ribble Valley Borough Council’s policy is to recover 100% of every recoverable overpayment of benefit, in compliance with regulations.  However, while making all reasonable efforts to maximise the Council’s recovery, it is sometimes necessary to write off debt.

Write Offs of Recoverable Debt

These are carried out on a monthly basis and can include:

1
Uneconomical to Recover

Overpayments that are small balances, which could cost the authority more to recover than would be recovered.

2
Untraceable Claimants

If the claimant cannot be found after making all efforts to trace them, the overpayment and any admin penalty will be temporarily written off.  These cases will be written back on again where the customer is retraced.

3
Uncollectable as Recovery options exhausted

On a few occasions all types of recovery has been attempted and there is not further action that can be taken.

4
Bankruptcy

If a claimant is declared bankrupt and is still in receipt of Housing Benefit then the overpayment can still be recovered through ongoing entitlement (CPAG 2003/2004 page 522).  However, if the overpayment is created before the date of bankruptcy then the overpayment cannot be recovered.   It is possible to request that the debt be considered against other debts the claimant may have, and if the claimant has assets the Official Receiver can force them to sell the assets to repay the debts.  This can result in a small repayment usually a few pence for each pound owed, but in the majority of cases the claimant will not have assets to sell and therefore the debt should be written off.

5
Deceased No Estate

Writing Off an Unrecoverable Debt

If an overpayment is classified as ‘official error’ (either by a local authority or the DWP) –

Reg 100(3) of the Housing Benefit Regulations 2006 or Reg 81 (3) of the Housing Benefit (Persons who have attained the qualifying age for state pension credit) Regulations 2006 applies.

“… an overpayment caused by an official error where the claimant or a person acting on his behalf or any other person to whom the payment is made could nor, at the time of receipt of the payment, or any notice relating to that payment, reasonably have been expected to realise that it was an overpayment.”

These overpayments are set on the system as unrecoverable for subsidy purposes and so to ensure the debt is managed correctly within the system and statistics are produced correctly, all unrecoverable debt is written off annually for the financial year 2 years prior to the current year.

Authorisation

Periodically overpayments for the attention of write off will be submitted for authorisation by nominated officers depending on the value of each individual case.

A full breakdown of all debt recovery action is available, for audit and to clarify that the use of a blanket policy is not in operation see form below.

Each potential write off will be allocated to one of three categories and authority to approve the write off will be delegated as follows:

	Authorisation required by
	Category

	Benefit Officer

(Lynn Osliffe) or

Fraud/Control Officer

(Janice Place)


	· Debts under £15.00 deemed uneconomical to chase



	Benefits Manager
	· Debts over £15.00 but not exceeding £50.00



	Director of Resources will authorise this type of write off, after a specifically designated Manager has summarised the information in the spreadsheet format


	· Debts over £50.00 but not exceeding £1,000 and that has not been created by fraudulent action which falls into categories 1, 2 or 3 above

· A debt where the debtor has died and there is no estate

· A debt where the debtor has been declared bankrupt (please see 4 above)



	Director of Resources / Elected Members


	· A debt from £1,000 which falls into categories 1, 2 or 3 above

· Created fraudulently




Any debt can be reclassified to a higher category where it is agreed that it is inappropriate for the delegation to be exercised at the specified level.

For all categories the write offs should be signed and dated by the individuals carrying out the authorisation.  In practice write offs in Categories 1 or 2 will be carried our on an ongoing basis with those in Category 3 being carried out at the end of each quarter.

A summary of write offs will be included in the quarterly management reports.
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Ribble Valley Borough Council

Request for Write Off
Overpaid Housing Benefit

	Name (s)
	
	
	Claim Ref
	

	Debt Address
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	Current Address

(if different)
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	


	Details of Overpayment

	Period
	Amount
	Reason

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	


	Reason for write off

	1
	Debtor ‘Gone Away’ no forwarding address
	

	2
	Bankruptcy Order
	

	3
	Deceased no funds
	

	5
	Uncollectable (specify below)
	

	


	Recovery Information

	

	Tracing Information
	(
	Result

	CIS Search (DWP trace)
	
	

	Check Iworld (including Ctax)
	
	

	Check Register of Electors
	
	

	Enquiry with other Authorities (attach details if approp)
	
	

	Experian Credit Check
	
	

	Other (specify)
	
	


Recommended by _________________________  Date _________________

Checked by            _________________________  Date _________________

Authorised by         _________________________  Date _________________

Ribble Valley Borough Council
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Visiting/Investigation Officers Protocol

Version 6

February 2007
The visiting/investigation officers are part of the benefits section within Ribble Valley Borough Council.  This protocol has been designed to let the visiting/investigation officers know the procedures that need to be followed and adhered to when visiting customers in the home.

1
All visits by the visiting officer must be pre-notified (one week’s notice must be given) unless authorised by the Benefits Manager.

2
Every claim must be checked prior to the initial letter being sent to the customer to ensure their claim is live and that the customer qualifies for benefit.

3 Any potentially violent customers should not be visited.

4 The Fraud Officer/Visiting Officer will consider if their visit needs to be accompanied and inform the Benefits Manager of that decision.

5
A list of all daily visits must be left in the office.

6
A mobile telephone must be taken on all visits and must be available for incoming and outgoing calls.

7 The Fraud Officer/Visiting Officer must contact Dawn or Janice at a set interval in the day, normally mid-afternoon. 

8 Where mobile phone reception is poor the Visiting Officer/Fraud Officer should ensure contact is made as soon as possible once outside the area,

9
Code-word should be used to indicate potentially violent situation, these will be recognised by staff when Visiting Officer/Fraud Officer calls the office.Code-word for potentially violent situation will be ‘my car has broken down’, if the Visiting Officer/Fraud Officers car as genuinely broken down the Visiting Officer/Fraud Officer will tell the staff member that it is not a potentially violent situation.

10 If an officer fails to ring in or arrive back in the office at the stated time the manager will wait 30 minutes before attempting to contact the officer. If the manager is unable to contact the officer they will wait a further 30 minutes before raising the alarm with the relevant authorities (police).

11 A timesheet is to be completed after every visit, detailing the arrival and departure time of the visit.  This timesheet must also note the time of departure from the office for visits and the time of return.

13
The timesheet must be handed to the Benefits Manager on a daily basis so courtesy calls can be made to a selection of customers regarding the visit.

14
The telephone number of each customer is to be noted on the above timesheet.

15
Identification must be shown before the officer enters any property.

16
If a customer refuses to let an officer in to their property the officer must leave immediately and inform the customer they will call again and a letter sent to confirm the time and date.  If a customer still refuses entry after a second visit the Benefits Manager must be informed.

17
Each visit should take no longer than 10 to 15 minutes.  If a visit has taken longer the reason why must be noted on the back of the timesheet.

18
The visit must only be regarding housing/council tax benefit issues and the officer must not be drawn into dealing with any personal matters whatsoever.  If the customer has any queries regarding other benefits the officer should refer them to the relevant agency.

19
The officer must never use any private facilities, ie toilet/bathroom, whatsoever in the customer’s house.

20
The officer must only conduct the interview in the room indicated by the customer.  Under no circumstances must the visiting officer enter any other room.  The investigation officer may, if invited, enter other rooms if the investigation warrants this.

21
The officer will at all times be polite, courteous and helpful, adhering to the benefit service standards policy and the benefits confidentiality statement.

22
If the officer is not returning to the office he/she must telephone the office so a finish time can be noted.

23
If, whilst visiting, an officer feels threatened in any way he/she must leave the property immediately and either telephone the benefits office or come back to the office.

24
An officer can be accompanied on a visit if he/she feels vulnerable or has prior knowledge that a customer may be difficult.

25
To ensure customer satisfaction a selected number of customers will be sent a courtesy card regarding the visit.  Any comments will be monitored and passed on to the officer concerned.

26
All mileage will be recorded accurately.  To ensure best value, visits must be made according to areas, ie Clitheroe, Longridge.  Visits to outlying areas must also be grouped according to locality.

27
Breaches of the above protocol will be regarded as a disciplinary matter.

Signed



Date



Position



DECISION
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