IRRV EXAMINATIONS DECEMBER 2004
BENEFITS ADMINISTRATION
LEVEL 2
Time allowed: 3 hours

Answer FIVE questions

All questions attract equal marks

Maximum marks: 300

1. Draft an explanatory note to your Head of Finance that outlines the Performance Standards Fund and explain the types of project that may be suitable for assistance.

2. Prepare an action plan to improve your authority’s Performance Indicator relating to overpayment recovery.

3. Your authority is considering changing its core benefit computer system. Outline the factors that should be considered relating to both choosing and procuring a new system.

4. You have been approached by a group of local senior citizens who are confused by the changes introduced in October 2003 affecting the Housing and Council Tax benefits for pensioners. Prepare a leaflet that summarises and explains the changes.

5. The role of the Benefits Fraud Inspectorate has developed considerably in recent years. Outline the current work that is undertaken by this organisation.

6. The Department for Work and Pensions is placing greater importance on increasing the take up of Council Tax Benefit. Prepare a strategy to improve the take up of this benefit in your area. 

7. Your authority has been criticised for its low level of expenditure on Discretionary Housing Payments. Outline the circumstances when these payments may or may not be made and suggest ways to increase expenditure in this area.

8. The government is committed to the continuing reform of the Housing Benefit scheme. Outline the proposals for a Local Housing Allowance and the advantages and disadvantages of such a scheme.

9. What is meant by “good cause” in relation to the backdating of benefit claims? Your answer should include practical examples of when good cause is and is not established.
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Examiners Report December 2004

The examination followed a familiar format, covering both topical issues and standard elements of the syllabus. It is heartening to note a good standard with many students clearly anticipating questions of current interest.

Question 1

Circular S6/2004 contains the latest information on the Performance Standards Fund and includes many examples of the types of project that are suitable for funding. A good answer would have included:-

· Background to the scheme

· Priorities for funding

· The application process

· Assessing applications

· Payment and monitoring

· Examples of schemes suitable for funding 

Question 2

A good answer would include:-

· Explanation of the indicator (% of recoverable overpayments recovered, only counting those raised since April 2000 and not carrying forward written off debts.

· Minimising overpayments by employing processes that deal with changes that affect entitlement quickly

· Utilising full range of methods of recovery (explanation of these required)

· Targeting most effective methods of recovery when possible eg blameless tenant recovers all of the overpayment quickly

· Monitoring debts and taking appropriate action eg invoices cancelled when claimant comes back onto benefit and deductions from ongoing benefit commenced

Question 3

Many local authorities are implementing an upgrade to their core system or planning such a change. Although not a popular question, where it was attempted it was answered well.

A good answer would include:-

· Scoping the project, assembling the relevant skills in project management and allocation of sufficient resources

· The tendering process, model specifications 

· Evaluation strategies that may involve demonstrations, site visits, questionnaires and other mechanisms to establish strengths and weaknesses of systems

· Evaluation matrices, scoring strategies

· Decision making, bringing staff on board, contract negotiations

Question 4

A good answer would include:-

· Abolition of benefit periods and open ended claims

· Income, using assessed income figures in Savings Credit cases, new definition of income for others

· Changes to entitlement, continuation of payments, non dependant charge delays, notifiable changes

· Start dates, automatic backdating, Guarantee credit, Savings Credit

Question 5

A popular question and candidates clearly had revised this topic well. Although originally set up to carry out inspections the BFI role has expanded significantly in recent years and now covers:-

· Inspections 

· Best value inspections

· Comprehensive Performance assessments (England)

· Race Relations Act inspections

· Good practice dissemination, model claim form

· Performance Improvement Action Teams (PIAT)

Question 6

The take up of Council Tax Benefit has received greater attention from the DWP and a question on this topic might have been anticipated. The DWP Best Practice Guide to Council Tax Benefit take up issued in March 2004 is a good summary.

 Marks were awarded for mentioning:-

· Why people fail to claim their entitlements, ie stigma, lack of knowledge, poor perception of need, previous experiences, lengthy claim forms

· Raising awareness, publicity, advertising using the press, and media

· Form design, use of colour, plain English

· Targeting, co-ordinating work with other agencies/voluntary bodies

· Telephone techniques, making the claiming process pleasant, using visiting officers

Question 7

A straightforward question on Discretionary Housing Payments and well answered by those candidates that attempted it.

Marks were awarded as follows:-

· Background to the scheme

· Eligible payments

· Payments not eligible for help

· Take up work identifying shortfalls in rent and council tax, non dep cases. Improving publicity.

Question 8

The Local Housing Allowance is one of the most significant changes in Housing Benefit in recent years and the piloting of the scheme through pathfinder authorities is well under way.

Much information is available from the DWP website. Marks were allocated for mentioning:-

· Objectives – fairness, choice, transparency, simplicity and personal responsibility

· Pathfinders – phased implementation and big bang approaches

· Scheme details – broad rental areas, household size, length of award, changes, payments to tenants, vulnerable groups, protection

· Disadvantages – poorer quality housing, fraud, unscrupulous landlords, arrears of rent

Question 9

A good answer would include

· Legal background – continuous good cause

· Definitions – actions of a reasonable person of that age and experience

· Ignorance and failure to make enquiries

· Tests of reasonableness

· Administering backdating applications, obtaining facts and making decisions

· Examples 
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