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HOUSING AND COUNCIL TAX BENEFITS ADMINISTRATION

Monday 6th December 2004

2.00 - 5.00 pm

Time allowed: 3 hours

	Answer SIX questions

All questions carry equal marks

(Maximum marks 300)

Where questions are divided into sections, marks will be allocated equally between sections unless otherwise indicated




1. Write to a Council Taxpayer explaining ‘non dependants and non-dependant deductions’.

2. Explain the rights of claimants to have a claim reconsidered, or to appeal.  What are the administrative problems associated with the appeal procedure?

3. From whom can overpayments of housing benefit be recovered, and how? What are the advantages and disadvantages of the various alternatives? 

4. What are the administrative difficulties associated with Discretionary Housing Payments?  Use examples to illustrate your answer.

5. Explain the different types of Benefit Subsidy.  How is the subsidy claimed and paid?
6. Explain the duties imposed on a Benefits Manager as the Responsible Officer under the Health And Safety Act, in relation to the following:

(a) First Aid     






(b) VDU risk assessment.




7. What are the financial rewards available to a local authority for anti-fraud work?  What conditions must be satisfied to claim those rewards?

8. Explain the purpose of an anti-fraud strategy and a prosecution policy and what might be included in these.

9. What are the ‘Data Protection Act principles’? What responsibilities do benefit staff have under the Data Protection Act?
10. Prepare a job description and person specification for a Trainee Benefit Assessment Officer.
Housing Benefit and Council Tax Benefit Administration
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Examiner’s Analysis and comments

1. Write to a Council Taxpayer explaining ‘non-dependants and non-dependant deductions’.

Write a letter to a Council Taxpayer. The question was seeking the ability of the candidate to demonstrate of knowledge the basic skills of letter writing; the ability to express complex issues simply and knowledge of the subject matter.  There are various letter formats, which include common characteristics.  I expected a reference number; name of writer; date;

contact details; Dear…etc.  A letter should start with an introduction, which is usually the reason for writing - e.g. “I refer to your recent enquiry” or “Thank you for your letter dated … You have requested information about Non Dependants.”  The good answer enabled the reader to have a basic understanding of non-dependants and non-dependant deductions. 

It was a popular question but generally badly answered.  Either candidates lost marks having failed to ‘write a letter’, or failed to demonstrate knowledge of non-dependants and non dependant deductions.  53% of those that answered this question passed and the average mark was 28.7%.

2. Explain the rights of claimant to have their claim reconsidered, or to appeal.  What are the administrative problems associated with the appeal procedure?

A popular question where many candidates demonstrated in depth knowledge of this subject. 75% of those answering passed.  The question was in two parts requiring knowledge of the regulations and rules relating to the appeal process. Candidates also needed to demonstrate that they understood those rules and were therefore aware of the practical difficulties associated with the appeal process.

3. Who can overpayments of housing benefit be recovered from and how? What are the advantages and disadvantages of the various alternatives? 

All but one candidate attempted this question and the quality of answers was very high. It was clearly a subject that had been revised and as a consequence 82% scored more than 25 marks.  The average score was 38.  The question sought firstly an understanding of the rules relating to the recovery of overpayments and then awareness to the practical problems.  Perhaps the recent case law quoted by most candidates made the subject matter topical and popular for revision?

4. What are the administrative difficulties associated with Discretionary Housing Payments?  Use examples to illustrate your answer.

The question asked specifically for the administrative difficulties and for examples illustrating those difficulties.  Nearly all those that attempted this question scored low because they did not answer the question.  Many simply stated the rules relating to DHP’s.  Another problem the answers demonstrated was that many councils have introduced local practices to administer DHP’s There was a surprising number of candidates who were confused between the rules and local practices.

5. Explain the different types of Benefit Subsidy.  How is the subsidy claimed and paid.

Candidates needed to know the subsidy arrangements to answer this question but easy marks for those who had revised this topic. In terms of presentation a simpler chart or column listing the various types and rates followed by an explanation of the claiming and payment arrangements.

A question where it was easy to achieve maximum or near maximum marks. The rules relating to subsidy have undergone significant change in recent years and subsidy is therefore a topic students need to check during the revision period to ensure that they have current information.  

6. Explain the duties imposed on a Benefits Manager, the Responsible Officer under the Health And Safety Act in relation to the following: -

(a) First Aid     






(b) VDU risk assessment


The question was in two parts each scoring a maximum of 25 marks.  A good opportunity for listing the duties and scoring quick marks.  The duties are contained within legislation and most candidates answering this question were able to quote the appropriate legislation and requirements.  Whilst the law does specify certain requirements, I consider this to be a subject which officers should have knowledge in even if they are not studying.  Health and safety is a subject we all need to be aware of so much in this answer I consider should be general knowledge and therefore easy to revise.

7. What are the financial rewards available to a local authority for anti-fraud work?  What conditions must be satisfied to claim those rewards?

Very few candidates attempted this question.  The question was in two parts each scoring a maximum of 25 marks.  What are the financial rewards and what are the conditions for claiming those rewards.  It was important to answer both parts to this question. Some candidates new the financial rewards available but failed to explain the conditions that needed to be satisfied to claim those awards.  

8. Explain the purpose of an Anti Fraud strategy and a prosecution policy and what might be included in these documents.
I was disappointed with the answers. The average mark was only 24 and only 1/3 of those answering this question scored more than the pass mark of 25. Again the question was in two parts with most candidates concentrating on what might be included in the prosecution policy.  The question asked for the purpose of an Anti Fraud strategy and a prosecution policy and with a few exceptions this part of the question was not answered. There must be a purpose otherwise there is no point in having them, and policies and strategies would not form a very important part of the Performance Standards.
9. What are the ‘Data Protection principles’? What responsibilities do benefit staff have under the Data Protection Act.  

Surprisingly not a popular question but those that answered this question answered it well.  86% scored more than 25 marks .It was not a question for answering if you did not know the principles or what duties it imposed on benefit staff.  Whilst all employees should know the principles and responsibilities it is clear from the answers that many Officers did not. It is not a difficult subject to grasp and I do recommend all students revise this topic. 

. 

10. Prepare a job description and Person specification for a Benefit Trainee Assessment Officer’

Very poorly answered. Generally much confusion between Job descriptions, Job adverts and Person Specifications.  The (old) Performance Standards require Job Descriptions to be SMART.   There are various formats but most Job Descriptions include details of job title and grade; who to report to; who the post holder is responsible for, job reference; date; the purpose of the job.

The Person Specification should identify the essential and desirable conditions of the Post Holder.  It may desirable that the successful applicant is studying for the IRRV exams.  It may be essential that they hold a driving license. Another important characteristic of Person Specifications is to determine how to establish if the applicant for the job satisfies the condition.  

If the Person Specification requires a “Good Team Member”, then how is that tested?
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