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Policy Review: Discretionary Housing Payment Policy

Is this report confidential? No

Is this decision key? No

Purpose of the Report

1. To present the proposed revised and updated Discretionary Housing Payments (DHP)
Policy. The proposed policy is attached at Appendix 1.

2. To highlight the reduction in central government funding and the potential for
overspend as a result.

Recommendations to Council

3. Council approve the revised DHP Policy.
4.  Council note the reduction in Government funding.

Reasons for recommendations

5. The revised DHP policy will allow the council to prioritise the more financially
vulnerable residents in difficult economic times.

6. The revised policy will also better manage the risk to the council of the reduction in
funding from central government.

Other options considered and rejected

7.  To continue to administer the existing policy would mean the council may not be able
to assist the most vulnerable residents. It would also increase the financial risk to the
council in the light of reduced government funding.

Executive summary

8. The changes to the policy outlined at 23. to 26. can be summarised as follows:

i.  Priority given to vulnerable residents rather than those in a property which




is too big.

ii. Includes reference to the shared financial statement, a more generous
approach to means testing.

iii. Includes additional information about the other types of help for residents.

iv.  Some clarification added following lessons learned from customer
feedback.

Reasons for the changes

9. A significant reduction in government funding for the current financial year means
there is an increased risk of the available funding falling short of the value of
applications received.

10. In addition, the current cost of living crisis means it is likely that there will be an
increase in applications over the reminder of the year.

11. The changes to the policy better mitigate the financial risk to the council.

12. The changes also achieve one of the key objectives for the Shared Services model of
working towards shared systems and processes as far as possible. This will have
benefits for the council and customers ensuring consistency of service delivery,
reducing duplication and helping to develop a shared and flexible workforce.

Corporate priorities

13. The report relates to the following corporate priorities:

Housing where residents can live well A green and sustainable borough

An enterprising economy with vibrant local Healthy, safe and engaged communities
centres in urban and rural areas

Background to the report
14. A policy review is underway as part of Customer and Digital Shared Services

15. The council’'s DHP policy was last reviewed in June 2015. This policy is available here:
Final Discretionary Housing Payments Policy.pdf (chorley.gov.uk)

16. The purpose of a DHP is to provide customers suffering financial hardship with
further financial assistance towards housing costs.

17. The Discretionary Financial Assistance Regulations 2001 make provision for the
awarding of DHPs. The Department of Works and Pensions DHP Guidance Manual
and good practice guide 2019 set out the framework for the scheme.



https://democracy.chorley.gov.uk/documents/s55031/Final%20Discretionary%20Housing%20Payments%20Policy.pdf

18. The DWP have acknowledged that given the numbers of people affected by the
welfare reform changes, awarding DHPs to meet all shortfalls in rent as a result, is
not a viable option. It is therefore suggested that the focus is on the most vulnerable
residents.

Objectives

19. This revised DHP policy achieves the following:

a. Updates the policy in respect of the recently adopted Fair Collection Charter.

b.  Clarifies the qualifying criteria, priority considerations and other factors
considered when assessing an application for a DHP and ensures they are in
line with the latest DWP guidance.

C. Aligns the policies for Chorley and South Ribble Councils, allowing for
consistent decision making and simplifying operational procedure.

d. Updates the information regarding what types of income and expenditure will
be disregarded for the purposes of a DHP.

20. The policy applies to customers in receipt of Housing Benefit or Universal Credit.
Awards in relation to Council Tax Support are covered by the Council’s Discretionary
Hardship Policy.

21. The application process will be based upon the eligibility criteria detailed in the policy
and an application form will be available online.

General principles

22. In deciding whether to award a discretionary housing payment the council will have
the following objectives:

relieve poverty

support vulnerable or elderly people in our community

support young people moving to adult life

prevent families and young people living in temporary accommodation

help people to move to affordable accommodation

encourage and keep people in employment

prevent homelessness and keep families together

help to keep a tenancy whilst other solutions are put in place

help people through personal crises and difficult events

help those who are trying to help themselves

support residents affected by the benefit cap, reductions in local housing

allowance and removal of the spare room subsidy in the social rented sector
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Notable changes
23. In view of the reduced government funding available, the revised policy focuses on a

resident’s level of vulnerability and prioritises them rather than residents who are in a
property which is too big for them. This is also in line with the latest DWP guidance.

24. The policy now includes reference to the shared financial statement, a more generous
approach to means testing.

25. More information about the other types of help has been included.



26.

Clarification of some areas has been added following lessons learned from customer
feedback e.g. a DHP can only be applied for in the local authority where Housing
Benefit or UC is in payment and Disability Living Allowance income will be
disregarded.

Shared Financial Statement

27. In February 2022, the council adopted the Standard Financial Statement (SFS) as
recommended by the Money Advice Trust to objectively assess affordability in relation
to council tax debt.

28. The SFS is a tool run by the government-backed Money and Pensions Service and is
intended to provide a consistent and fair method of working out affordable repayments
for residents in financial difficulty. The statement makes generous allowances for
outgoings including food and a savings element.

29. The SFS is more generous than the previous means testing which may lead to more
DHP applications passing the financial need check.

30. This is likely to have an impact on the spend of the cash-limited DHP budget.

Funding

31. An amount of funding for the scheme is provided on an annual basis by the DWP. For

the last two years this funding has been provided in two tranches with the second
tranche being awarded mid-year based on latest caseload data. Any funding unspent at
the end of the year is effectively returned to government.

32. The table below indicates the level of government funding received and the total spend

on DHP for the last three years:

2020-21 2021-22 2022-23
Total government funding received £193,443 £150,356 £106,566
Total government funding awarded £176,484 £140,668 £75,972*
(cumulative)
Total government funding remaining £16,959 £9.688 £30,594*

*up to end of October 2022

33.

34.

The Council can also award up to two and a half times this amount from its General
Fund. There is no current budget provision for such additional awards. The risk of
having no provision has been low historically but as funding from the government is
reducing this risk will increase.

The cash limit for the awarding of DHPs is made up of the combination of the two
amounts. The Council cannot make awards when this amount has been fully allocated.



35. Executive Cabinet agreed that an additional £20k be allocated from the Household
Support Fund to top-up the DHP funding for this financial year. The Household
Support Fund is funding made available to local authorities by central government to
support those in need with the rise in the cost of living.

Climate change and air quality

36. The work noted in this report has no impact on the Councils Carbon emissions and the
wider Climate Emergency and sustainability targets of the Council.

Equality and diversity

37. The Equality Impact Assessment (EIA) indicated there would be positive implications
for residents vulnerable due to health or financial issues. There are no negative
implications.

Risk

38. There is arisk that the value of applications may exceed the funding available. This is
a particular concern in the light of the reduced funding received in both this and the
previous financial year. In order to mitigate this risk ‘the allocation of payments is
closely monitored on a monthly basis.

39. The risk of applications exceeding the available funding would be reduced by writing
into the policy a limit up to which the council would fund DHP payments. However, this
would fetter the council’s discretion. Fettered discretion is part of common law and
applies to authorities and individuals in that an authority may not improperly fetter it's
undertaking, and it may not be stopped by its conduct from exercising its powers.

40. To ensure adequate funding is available for those customers most in need, the policy
gives priority to those in certain defined circumstances such as at risk of
homelessness, affected by the benefit cap or fleeing violence.

41. To reduce the likelihood of multiple awards to the same applicant, customers are
asked to take action to try to improve their circumstances as a condition of the award.
This could include actively searching for alternative accommodation, debt counselling
or engaging with the council’s housing team to maximise housing advice.

Comments of the Statutory Finance Officer

42. There is the potential for these changes to create a financial pressure for the Council.
Spend will be monitored closely and applications assessed to ensure it is valid. Should
the forecast expenditure become significantly greater than the available funding, then
further action will be taken to address the position, which may include a requirement
for the provision of additional resource.

Comments of the Monitoring Officer
43. Asthis is a discretionary policy, members need only be satisfied that they are acting
reasonably. They should consider the content of the report carefully and balance the

information provided to ensure they agree with the proposed policy.

Background documents
There are no background papers to this report.
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