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Executive Summary 
 

OVERALL ASSURANCE ASSESSMENT  OVERALL CONCLUSION 

 

 

The housing benefit system provides an adequate audit trail, with 

additional information held in the document management system. 

Sample testing indicated that the controls in place facilitate the 

accurate and timely assessment and payment of claims. 

Approvals for amounts written off should be in line with requirements 

of the Financial Procedure Rules. 

Best practice be more closely followed by including Discretionary 

Housing Payments in the existing testing regime and completing a 

checklist for each decision check performed. 

Functionality within the housing benefit software may afford the more 

efficient management of Discretionary Housing Payments. 
 

   

SCOPE  ACTION POINTS 

The review considered the arrangements in place for processing housing benefit 

claims and payments. In particular, the review covered: policy and procedure (mainly 

the application of statutory duties); notifications of changes in personal 

circumstances; Local Housing Allowance; backdated benefits; discretionary 

payments; payment processes (authorisation, BACS routines etc.); cancellations, 

overpayments and recovery action; quality control processes; dealing with fraudulent 

activity; system reconciliations, and; performance reporting. 

 

Urgent Important Routine Operational 

0 1 2 1 

 



   

 

            
      PRIORITY GRADINGS      

1 URGENT 
Fundamental control issue on which 
action should be taken immediately. 

 2 IMPORTANT 
Control issue on which action should 
be taken at the earliest opportunity. 

 3 ROUTINE 
Control issue on which action should be 
taken. 
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Management Action Plan - Priority 1, 2 and 3 Recommendations 
 

Rec. Risk Area Finding Recommendation Priority Management 

Comments 

Implementation 

Timetable 

(dd/mm/yy) 

Responsible 

Officer 

(Job Title) 

3 Compliance Paragraph 28 of the Financial Procedure 

Rules requires that amounts above 

£20,000 to be written off individual debtor 

accounts are approved by Cabinet or the 

relevant committee. From a review of 

amounts written off during 2018/19 to 

date, one amount was in excess of 

£20,000. This was designated as a DWP 

Official Error. The Housing Benefit 

Manager confirmed that this write-off was 

not approved by Cabinet; instead being 

approved by the Chief Finance Officer. 

Amounts to be written off individual 

debtor accounts that are in excess 

of £20,000, regardless of the 

reason, be approved in line with the 

requirements of the Financial 

Procedure Rules. 

2 This write-off was not referred to 

council as it was a DWP error 

overpayment which we are bound 

by legislation to write off as 

unrecoverable.  The Constitution will 

be updated to reflect this in a similar 

manner to business rate write-offs.  

It is not a discretionary decision that 

the authority makes, therefore, there 

was no write off approval to be made 

by council, hence was not included 

in agendas etc.  Had it been a 

discretionary write off decision, then 

the procedures would have been 

followed for referral to council. 

31/12/19 Financial 

Services 

Manager 

1 Compliance The DWP Housing Benefit Quality 

Assurance Process Good Practice Guide 

states that "it is necessary that accuracy 

checks cover a full range of HB 

assessment work and are not just 

targeted at specific claim types such as 

new claims or change in circumstances." 

At present, the existing accuracy checks 

do not include Discretionary Housing 

Payment claims. 

Controls over Discretionary Housing 

Payment claims be strengthened 

and brought in line with existing 

controls by including these claims 

within the existing review process 

operating for Housing Benefits, in 

compliance with the DWP Housing 

Benefit Quality Assurance Process 

Good Practice Guide. 

3 Accepted. 30/09/19 Benefits 

Manager 
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Rec. Risk Area Finding Recommendation Priority Management 

Comments 

Implementation 

Timetable 

(dd/mm/yy) 

Responsible 

Officer 

(Job Title) 

2 Compliance The DWP Housing Benefit Quality 

Assurance Process Good Practice Guide 

states that "LAs should consider using QA 

checklists to ensure a consistency of 

approach amongst those conducting 

quality checks." At present, the Council 

only uses checklists if the original decision 

is determined to be incorrect. 

A suitable checklist be implemented 

for each housing benefit decision 

check performed, not just for 

decisions determined to be 

incorrect. This would accord with the 

DWP Housing Benefit Quality 

Assurance Process Good Practice 

Guide. 

3 Accepted. 30/09/19 Benefits 

Manager 

 



   

 

   

ADVISORY NOTE 
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Operational Effectiveness Matters 
 

Ref Risk Area Item Management 

Comments 

1 Compliance It be investigated whether functionality within the new housing benefit software 

could reduce or eliminate the manual process of entering DHP control data via 

spreadsheets. 

Accepted. 
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Detailed Findings 
 

Introduction 

1. This review was carried out in February 2019 as part of the planned internal audit work for 2018/19. Based on the work carried out an overall assessment of the 

overall adequacy of the arrangements to mitigate the key control risk areas is provided in the Executive Summary. 

Background 

2. Housing Benefit is a statutory, income related benefit that is intended to help meet housing costs for rented accommodation. This review forms part of the rolling 

three-year programme of key financial and governance audits. 

Materiality 

3. The Housing Benefit estimated mid-year subsidy claimed for 2018/19 was £17,058,000. Discretionary Housing Payments (DHPs) are financed from a separate 

subsidy claim, for which the mid-year estimate for 2018/19 was £114,000. 

Key Findings & Action Points 

4. The key control and operational practice findings that need to be addressed in order to strengthen the control environment are set out in the Management and 

Operational Effectiveness Action Plans. Recommendations for improvements should be assessed for their full impact before they are implemented. 

Scope and Limitations of the Review 

5. The review considered the arrangements in place for processing housing benefit claims and payments. In particular, the review covered: policy and procedure (mainly 

the application of statutory duties); notifications of changes in personal circumstances; Local Housing Allowance; backdated benefits; discretionary payments; 

payment processes (authorisation, BACS routines etc.); cancellations, overpayments and recovery action; quality control processes; dealing with fraudulent activity; 

system reconciliations, and; performance reporting. 

6. The definition of the type of review, the limitations and the responsibilities of management in regard to this review are set out in the Annual Plan. 

Disclaimer 

7. The matters raised in this report are only those that came to the attention of the auditor during the course of the internal audit review and are not necessarily a 

comprehensive statement of all the weaknesses that exist or all the improvements that might be made. This report has been prepared solely for management's use 

and must not be recited or referred to in whole or in part to third parties without our prior written consent. No responsibility to any third party is accepted as the report 

has not been prepared, and is not intended, for any other purpose. TIAA neither owes nor accepts any duty of care to any other party who may receive this report 

and specifically disclaims any liability for loss, damage or expense of whatsoever nature, which is caused by their reliance on our report. 
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Risk Area Assurance Assessments 

8. The definitions of the assurance assessments are: 

Substantial Assurance There is a robust system of internal controls operating effectively to ensure that risks are managed and process objectives achieved. 

Reasonable Assurance 
The system of internal controls is generally adequate and operating effectively but some improvements are required to ensure that risks are managed 

and process objectives achieved.  

Limited Assurance 
The system of internal controls is generally inadequate or not operating effectively and significant improvements are required to ensure that risks are 

managed and process objectives achieved.  

No Assurance There is a fundamental breakdown or absence of core internal controls requiring immediate action. 

Audit Contacts 

9. For any queries or to discuss the content of this report, please contact either of the following: 

Lead Auditor: Ian Goodwin 

ian.goodwin@tiaa.co.uk  

07867 526292 

 

Head of Internal Audit: Peter Harrison 

peter.harrison@tiaa.co.uk 

07970 376542 

 

Audit Report Distribution 

10. We would like to thank staff for their co-operation and assistance during the course of our work. 

For Action: Michael Fisher, Revenues and Benefits Manager 

Vicky McDonald, Benefits Manager 

For Information: Shelagh McGregor, Assistant Director Resources (Section 151 Officer) 

Helen Smith, Financial Services Manager 
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Release of Report 

11. The table below sets out the history of this report. 

Date draft report issued: 1st March 2019  

Date management responses received: 26th March 2019  

Date final report issued: 26th March 2019  

 


