

BENEFITS ADMINISTRATION
Time allowed: 3 hours

Answer FIVE questions

All questions attract equal marks

Maximum marks: 300

1. Your Local Authority has decided that all service departments should find out the views of customers concerning the quality and standard of service provision. Draft a report for your Director of Finance that outlines how your Benefits service might obtain this information from its customers.

2. Explain how the new rules for benefit subsidy that came into effect in April 2004 may affect the financial position of local authorities, including those who have not transferred ownership of their housing stock. Your answer should include explanations of how subsidy may be maximised under the new regime.

3. You have been invited by neighbouring Local Authorities to join a Benefits Benchmarking group that would make comparisons and contrast performances among group members. Draft a working paper that outlines the advantages and disadvantages of joining the group. Your answer should list the key benchmarks you would expect to see in place. 

4. Write a paper to your benefits manager that explains the revisions to the Verification Framework and Security Against Fraud and Error schemes from April 2004. Your answer should include an explanation of risk based reviews. 
5. Explain the current Best Value Performance Indicators for benefits administration. Your answer should include the problems that may be encountered in compiling the data requirements.

6. Outline how current developments in communications and technology are changing the way that Housing and Council Tax Benefit is administered and delivered.
7. Draft an explanatory note to be presented to your landlord forum that explains your local authority policy on recovery of overpaid housing benefit. Your answer should include examples of when recovery may be made from landlords.

8. You have been asked to give a presentation to Age Concern about “changes in circumstances” and their effect on entitlement to Housing and Council Tax Benefit for elderly claimants. Prepare some notes with practical examples that explain the rules.
9. Draft a sanctions policy for your authority. Your answer should include the types of fraud case that may be considered for prosecution.
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JUNE 2004 - EXAMINERS REPORT

Introduction

The June 2004 paper once again followed a format that candidates should be accustomed to. The paper included topical areas that are currently changing the administration of benefits such as the new subsidy, VF and SAFE schemes as well as traditional areas of benefits administration like performance indicators and overpayment recovery. 

The overall standard was quite good with over 80% of candidates achieving the required standard. However there were a significant number of candidates who only just achieved the pass mark, often relying on one or two very good answers to counterbalance answers that were below the required standard. 

Question 1

This question requires candidates to display a knowledge of surveying techniques and other mechanisms to capture the views and opinions of customers. It was reasonably well answered although a number of candidates failed to reach the pass mark. It was a popular question.

 The best answers  addressed issues such as:-

· who to survey? remember landlords and other departments/agencies are also customers as well as claimants

·   how a survey could be conducted. Postal, telephone, exit surveys, panels etc

·   selecting a sample

·   framing the right questions

· other mechanisms of capturing data including feedback information through  the authorities website, analysis of appeals and complaints records

Question 2 

This was an opportunity for candidates to show what they know about the revised subsidy scheme that was introduced in April 2004. Bearing in mind that past exam papers have often included questions on subsidy and the new arrangements are the most significant changes for many years, a question on these new arrangements might have been anticipated.

A good answer would include:-

· Outline of the new unified rates for non HRA and HRA ordinary qualifying expenditure





· Effect on the accounting arrangements for HRA and the General Fund


· New incentive areas for local authority error overpayments, local scheme and backdated awards






· Transitional arrangements







Question 3

Benchmarking clubs are gaining in popularity and are useful tools in comparing standards and performances with other Local Authorities. It was not a popular question and those that attempted it, scored reasonably well.

Areas that were looked for included :-

· With which authorities should comparisons be made? Comparisons with larger or smaller authorities may be misleading due to economies of scale.

· What benchmarks are useful? Examples include caseloads, staffing numbers and costs, I.T. costs, costs per claim, opening times, structures etc.

· Disadvantages include comparing like with like as some structures such as generic working with Council Tax Sections make quantifying costs more difficult.

· Identification of key benchmarks






Question 4 

The revised VF/SAFE schemes are bound to have a significant impact on the administration of benefits and a question on this area may have been anticipated. Details are included in circular A38/2003 and include:-

· The revised VF scheme - abolition of risk groups, 

· Revised reviews and visits modules, the role of HBMS with risk based reviews 




· The revised SAFE scheme – new WIB reward levels, abolition of threshold, only interventions counted



Question 5

This question required candidates to display a knowledge of the Best Value Performance Indicators. It was generally poorly answered with the majority of candidates failing to reach the required standard, often by a significant margin. Yet this should be a straightforward question. A good answer would expand on the indicators to include some of the administrative problems in compiling the data requirements.

· BVPI 76 – visits, investigations, prosecutions and sanctions

· BVPI 78a – speed – new claims

· BVPI 78b – speed – changes of circumstance

· BVPI 78c – speed – renewals (not applicable from April 2004)

· BVPI 79a – accuracy

· BVPI 79b – overpayment recovery

· BVPI 80 – customer satisfaction

Question 6 

There are many methods by which modern technology can assist in the administration of benefits and most candidates picked up on a number of them and scored well.

Areas that scored included:-

· Customer Relationship Management

· Document Imaging/Workflow systems

· Call Centres

· Remote processing centres utilising ISDN/Broadband

· Mobile Officers using digital cameras, remote dialling in to systems

· E-Government initiatives- electronic transactions, on-line claim forms, COC and fraud reporting, e-mail, payments electronically, BACS, interactive and digital TV

· Video conferencing – video booths – remote communications with customers

· Internet access to information – electronic Circulars, Guidance Manual, legislation

· RAT development

· Rent Officer electronic communications 

· Intranet communications between sections/teams. Sharing of good practice electronically.

· Electronic storage, COLD systems

· Automatic transactions within core processing systems

· Partnerships, Private Finance initiatives

Question 7

This was a wide-ranging and very popular question encompassing the administration of overpayments particularly looking at methods of recovery from landlords.

A good answer included:-

· Definition of overpayment

· Recoverable and non recoverable overpayments, discretion to recover

· Calculation of overpayments, offsetting, underlying entitlement

· Who to recover from

· Different methods of recovery

· Overpayment notifications

Question 8

This question focuses on changes in entitlement for pensioners. The rules changed in July 2001 and October 2003. The question specifically asked for practical examples, and those candidates that did not include them lost marks. 

A good answer included:-

· Revising and superseding decisions, including favourable and unfavourable changes. Notification within one month. Late notification and amending from the Monday after the date notified. Mistakes, official errors. Duty to notify changes.




· The new rules for pensioners from October 2003. The role of the Pensions service, open ended claims, notifiable and non notifiable changes


· Practical examples of the above

Question 9

This question is about a sanctions policy including official cautions, administrative penalties and prosecutions. It was not a popular question.

Areas to be included:-

· Prosecution policies, who to prosecute, when not to prosecute, publicity and deterrence






· Administrative penalties and formal cautions, suitability, examples of suitable cases  

EXAMINATIONS


LEVEL 2


June 2004








Benefits Administration, Level 2, June 2004

Page 3 of 5

