
 

OVERVIEW AND SCRUTINY BOARD 
17/10/2017 at 6.00 pm 

 
 

Present: Councillor McLaren (Chair)  
Councillors Dean, Toor, Williams, Williamson, A Hussain, Hewitt 
and J Larkin 
 

 Also in Attendance: 
 Lori Hughes Constitutional Services 
 Dami Awobajo Head of Business Intelligence 
 Cath Ball  
 Joanne Betts Principal Transport and Highways 

Policy Officer 
 Dominic Coleman Principal Policy Officer 
 Bryn Cooke Strategic Regeneration 
 Tim Haworth DWP District Manager 
 Nick Mellor DWP North West Planning & 

Partnership Lead 
 Vivien Robinson DWP Representative 

 

 

1   APOLOGIES FOR ABSENCE   

Apologies for absence were received from Councillor Goodwin. 

2   DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST   

There were no declarations of interest received. 

3   URGENT BUSINESS   

There were no items of urgent business received. 

4   PUBLIC QUESTION TIME   

There were no public questions received. 

5   MINUTES OF PREVIOUS MEETING   

RESOLVED that the minutes of the Overview and Scrutiny 
Board held on 5th September 2017 be approved as a correct 
record. 

6   MINUTES OF THE HEALTH SCRUTINY SUB-COMMITTEE   

RESOLVED that the minutes of the Health Scrutiny Sub-
Committee held on 4th July 2017 be noted. 

7   UNIVERSAL CREDIT - MEETING WITH JOB CENTRE 
PLUS (DWP) REPRESENTATIVES  

 

The Board had invited representatives from the Department for 
Work and Pensions (DWP) to discuss the current position of the 
implementation of Universal Credit.  Oldham had been selected 
as a pilot area and the implementation had been and continued 
to be a learning exercise for both the Council and the DWP.   
 
The Board were provided with a presentation by the DWP.  
Universal Credit was the most significant change in many years 
and the aims were to reduce dependency on benefits, reduce 
worklessness, support people by moving into work, provide 
value for money and recognise the needs of claimants.  
Universal credit combined six previous benefits into one.  When 



 

claiming Universal Credit it would not be necessary to sign off or 
make new claims as it was reported to one organisation.  
Universal Credit was a digital service available on smart phones, 
tablets and other devices.  Notifications were immediate for 
most customers.  Universal Credit was a personalised service.  
All issues related to the claimant were put on the journal and 
usually responded to in 24 – 48 hours.  Assistance for claimants 
was provided by DWP officers which included budgeting and 
personal assistance.  Support was also available from other 
organisations including the Council.  Members were invited to 
visit the Job Centre.   
 
Members sought an explanation as to the delay in claimants 
receiving payments when they had met the criteria.  Members 
were informed that the length of time taken to receive payment 
was policy design and could not be changed.  If claimants were 
in hardship, an advance payment could be generated in 3 days 
and for the most vulnerable payment could be arranged the 
same day.  Payments were made monthly and personal 
budgeting support was available.  Monthly payments were made 
in order to prepare claimants for the world of work where most 
workers were paid monthly.   
 
Members queried the percentages in the labour market and 
were informed national predictions were 7 million were back in 
the economy.   
 
Members queried how support was provided to those residents 
who did not have digital access to the service.  Members were 
informed if Universal Credit could not be accessed digitally it 
may not be possible to apply for jobs as most job applications 
were on-line.  As well as personal budgeting support, DWP had 
contracted assisted digital support.  There were 26 computers 
available in the Oldham Job Centre and work coaches were also 
available to assist applicants on the computers.  Information 
could be found at www.gov.uk and search for Universal Credit.  
It was important to get customer feedback.  The system was 
agile and would evolve.  Oldham alone made several requests a 
week.  Self-employed customers who worked were required to 
call and declare earnings but an update had been requested 
whereby the information could be put into the on-line journal. 
The complexities of the system were huge with a large customer 
base. 
 
Members referenced a case whereby a resident, single parent 
with 2 young children, had made an application and it took 8 – 9 
weeks for the first payment, an advanced payment was made.  
However, the repayments had been made over three months 
with no negotiation.  Members were informed that repayment 
should have been over six months.  Members asked what 
discretion was available to make decisions on a case by case 
basis and also with sanctions.  Members were informed the 
advanced payments were in the policy design.   
 
Teleconferences were done monthly with the job centres.  The 
message was not to sanction but to help.  Customers could be 

http://www.gov.uk/


 

late for a whole host of reasons and those reasons were 
explored.  The difference between job seekers allowance and 
Universal Credit and stopping of payments was outlined.  Claims 
would not be closed in Universal Credit but payments would be 
suspended.  There was guidance on the use of sanctions and it 
was hoped to avoid the use of sanctions and the root of the 
issue explored.  The Board were advised that in terms of 
sanctions the number had fallen, there had been 190,000 
interviews with customers and 98 sanctions. 
 
Members sought further clarification on discretion on the use of 
sanctions.  Members were informed that there was no prepared 
script.  There was a condition and those seeking employment 
were to actively seek work 35 hours a week.  If this had not 
been done, the job centre would not impose a sanction but 
advisors would try to understand the reasons why.  Sanctions 
for not reporting had reduced from 11% to less than 2%, some 
job centres were less.  Sanctions were used as a last resort.  
Members were informed that DWP staff could not change the 
policy of monthly payments.   
 
Members commented on the take up of the council tax reduction 
scheme and free school meals which had been previously 
provided automatically under housing benefit.  There was a 
need to work together to ensure that residents were put onto the 
schemes.  Residents were currently getting into arrears and 
other difficulties.  Members were informed that business cards 
were provided to those residents who submitted claims to 
remember to claim council tax reduction and schools meals.  
This design fault was having a significant effect on residents and 
it was requested that something be built into the system.  
Members raised concerns related to housing benefits and social 
landlords who were wary of Universal Credit.  Arrears rates were 
at currently 70%, it had been 18% previously.  The lack of direct 
payment was causing major problems along with the six week 
in-built delay which had a significant impact.  Tenants had 
accrued arrears, run up debts and then tried to catch up on 
payments.  The problem had accelerated over the last few 
months.  Members were informed that a portal was in the 
process of being implemented for direct payments for the social 
rented sector.  In a number of areas there were issues with the 
verification of rent details and residents who did not know who 
their landlord was.  For the privately rented sector, this remained 
with their work coaches.  Members were informed that claimants 
were offered personal budget and money management support.  
Where the housing payment module had been implemented it 
was seen to have made an impact.   
 
Members questioned the number of sanctions within the 
information from Poverty Action Oldham.  Members were 
reminded that job centre staff had not made the policy design. 
 
Members questioned the affordability of the use of devices by 
claimants.  Members were informed that the services could be 
accessed by devices around Oldham including local libraries 
and the job centre.  Library staff had been trained to assist 



 

claimants.  Digital support staff were located in the job centre to 
provide assistance.  Members commented that the use of 
foodbanks had increased by 77%.  DWP representatives were 
unable to confirm if this was linked to Universal Credit. 
 
Members asked if a monitoring system was in place and what 
support was provided to BME residents with language difficulties 
or those residents who were disabled.  Members were informed 
that monitoring was key as well as supporting people and 
building a relationship.  Mental health training had been 
undertaken and support developed through medical 
professionals.  Visiting officers could provide a service to 
residents in their homes.  A range of data was available on the 
DWP website.  The DWP used various agencies for language 
support which included the Red Cross and there were staff in 
job centres who spoke more than one language. 
 
Members questioned the percentage who failed to attend and 
the higher sanction rate in Oldham.  Members were informed of 
the quality assurance framework of internal measures which 
reviewed staff and customer interviews.  Members were 
informed that job centre practices were the same across Greater 
Manchester.  The work practices had been reviewed and a 
strong process was in place.  The variance in the number of 
sanctions had been reviewed and was due to demographics. 
 
Members asked why charges were incurred when using the 
Universal Credit helpline.  This was a policy decision by 
Government and applicants should be encouraged to use free 
channels. 
 
The DWP representatives were thanked for their attendance.  
Further case studies and questions would be arranged to be 
sent to the DWP representatives.  A visit to the Oldham Job 
Centre would also be arranged. 
 
RESOLVED that: 
 
1. The information provided related to Universal Credit be 

noted. 
2. The questions and responses provided be noted. 
3. Further case studies and questions be sent to the DWP 

representatives. 
4. A visit be arranged for Overview and Scrutiny Board 

members to the Oldham Job Centre. 
 

8   HOMELESSNESS STRATEGY UPDATE   

The Board gave consideration to an update on the Council’s 
Homelessness Strategy and Homelessness issues in Oldham.   
 
The Homelessness Action 2002 required all local authorities to 
take a more strategic and multi-agency approach in tackling all 
forms of homelessness and its prevention.  The Council had 
developed strong relationships with its partners which had 
assisted in keeping the levels of homelessness in the borough 



 

amongst the lowest in Greater Manchester.  The current 
strategy covered the period 2016 – 2021 and covered the 
themes of: 

 Access to information and accommodation 

 Early intervention and prevention 

 Targeted support to those most in need. 
The strategy was also backed up by an annual action plan. 
 
There had been an increase in the number of households being 
presented as homeless which reflected the national and local 
situation.  There had also been a corresponding increase in the 
number of households  which required temporary 
accommodation.  There were a number of policy changes that 
were likely to have an impact on the number of households 
approaching Homelessness Services and the costs of services.  
The policies included: 

 Changes to homeless legislation – Homelessness 
Reduction Act; and 

 Welfare Reform – changes to local housing allowance, 
roll out of Universal Credit, changes to payments for 
people with disabilities and changes to housing benefit. 

 
The Greater Manchester Combined Authority (GMCA) had been 
approached by the Department for Communities and Local 
Government (DCLG) who requested GMCA pilot a prevention 
duty approach to homelessness.  A bid had been submitted for 
Trailblazer funding for the pilot to be undertaken along with 
additional bids for resources to support work with rough sleepers 
or those at risk of rough sleeping.  Information had been 
provided in respect to support these.   
 
The report outlined achievements to date as well as priorities for 
the coming year. 
 
Issues were outlined which would increase the burden on the 
local authority and included the introduction of the Homeless 
Reduction Act, the additional responsibility and burden placed 
on the local authority; the need for additional resources; the 
effects of welfare reform which included the introduction of 
Universal Credit, benefit caps; local housing allowance cap; 
increased rent arrears, mortgage repossession; asylum seeker 
dispersal and out of area placements. 
 
Housing allocation was being reviewed and a report was being 
presented to Cabinet which sought additional resources to 
address demands on the service.   Members were informed of 
developments working with partners, the lack of decent 
affordable housing, lack of social housing stock being created 
and the need to unlock better accommodation in the private 
sector.  It was also hoped to get something in place to give 
private landlords confidence for tenants in receipt of Universal 
Credit.  The development of a Private Rented Sector Bond 
Scheme was highlighted to the Board. 
 



 

Members asked how far reaching the strategy was in terms of 
partners and were informed on how this issue was being 
addressed locally and across Greater Manchester and 
recognition of the issue by the Greater Manchester Mayor.   
 
Members raised the difficulty of those who were homeless and 
the difficulty they faced in getting rented accommodation due to 
up-front costs and the further implications in upcoming changes 
which affected young people.  Members commented on the lack 
of facilities available in Oldham and the need better access and 
better temporary accommodation. Members were informed that 
the additional capacity requested in the Cabinet report would 
look to access resources to tackle such issues. 
 
Members asked how many children were affected.  Members 
commented that priority should be given to families with children 
given the everlasting impact going through this process and the 
effect on their schooling.  Members were informed that families 
with children were prioritised.  Under the allocation scheme work 
was ongoing with registered providers but there was lack of 
available larger housing stock.   A review of the allocation 
scheme had been proposed. 
 
Members commented about the new duty related to applicants 
who refused to cooperate with local housing authorities and 
were informed that none were known. 
 
Members raised the issue of Housing in Multiple Occupation 
(HMOs) and the controversy caused.  Members were informed 
that HMOs had become more prevalent due to residents being 
unable to afford a home on their own.  There had been a stigma 
on the way HMOs had been managed previously.   
 
Members asked if any Trailblazer scheme funding would be 
coming to Oldham.  Members were informed that this had not 
been confirmed yet but the sums would not be huge. 
 
Members asked about the inclusion of the Selective Licensing 
Scheme, increased use in the private sector and look to expand 
the scheme. 
 
RESOLVED that: 
 
1. The Homelessness Strategy Update and the information 

provided at the meeting be noted. 
2. The activity by the Council to continue to work with 

partners to prevent and addresses homelessness in the 
Borough be supported. 

3. The emerging issues and priorities for the Homelessness 
Action Plan 2018/19 be noted. 

4. The increase of the use of the Selective Licensing 
Scheme be included as a priority for the coming year. 

 

9   GM 2040 TRANSPORT STRATEGY AND SUPPORTING 
SUSTAINABLE ECONOMIC GROWTH  

 



 

The Board gave consideration to a report which provided an 
update on the Greater Manchester 2040 Transport Strategy and 
the first Delivery Plan which had been adopted in February 
2017.   
 
Transport was crucial in supporting ambitious growth plans set 
out for the next 25 years in the Greater Manchester Strategy 
and the Greater Manchester Spatial Framework.  Major growth 
in employment was predicted which would lead to more trips on 
the transport network.  The Greater Manchester Transport 
Strategy provided a long-term framework for the improvement of 
transport across the city region and accommodated the 
predicted levels of growth.  Predicted growth occurred through 
the Greater Manchester Spatial Framework which identified new 
development locations.  Work was underway to understand the 
transport investment needs which were to be brought forward 
through the GM2040 Delivery Plan.  There were also many 
policies and interventions in the strategy that contributed 
towards the challenge of accommodating growth.  
 
The report detailed progress that had been made since the 
GM2040 Transport Strategy had been published that supported 
sustainable economic growth and included external policy 
developments, both national and regional, as well as 
progressing in the delivery of specific GM2040 transport 
interventions. 
 
There had been two key government policy documents 
published which could affect the GM2040 policies which were 
the Cycling and Walking Investment Strategy and a new 
National Air Quality Action Plan. 
 
Oldham Council was also reviewing the Local Plan which sought 
views from the local community and stakeholders and issues 
included transport and accessibility.  The report also highlighted 
schemes being delivered under the GM Transport Capital 
Programme which included improvements to Yorkshire Street.  
Funding was also being sought under the National Productivity 
Investment Fund competition for two bids in the Oldham Town 
Centre. 
 
The report highlighted the continued development of the case 
for the transfer of local rail stations to GM Control, continued roll 
out of the GM smart ticketing programme, promotion of the 
cycling and walking through infrastructure, training and support, 
delivery of GM Travel Choices and Active Travel Programmes 
and improving sustainable transport to major employment areas. 
 
Members were informed of the rollout of various travel schemes 
and the GM Travel Choices Initiative which included one 
element that assisted job seekers and apprentices with free 
travel for a 28 day period.  Members were also informed of the 
provision of free bus tickets which were purchased at a discount 
and offered through Get Oldham Working and also informed of 
the positive cycle scheme.  It was hoped to increase the number 
of people using the free scheme.   



 

 
Members sought clarification on the third city crossing and were 
informed that transport strategies were being developed which 
included rapid transit (Metrolink) and further work would need to 
be completed in order for the network to grow.  Models would be 
measured against value for money and benefit cost ratio. 
 
Members sought clarification on the outcome of the NPF bid and 
were informed that an announcement was hoped to be imminent 
and would be in the Autumn Statement.  There was only a two 
year delivery phase. 
 
Members asked if the job seekers travel initiative had been 
advertised.  Members were informed that work was ongoing with 
the Get Oldham Working team and this area of work was being 
concentrated upon. 
 
Members asked for an update on the direct link to Piccadilly and 
were informed that there had been no formal report back yet. 
 
Members raised the issue of the “Get Me There Card” and using 
it on Metrolink.  Members had found it difficult to access and 
raised the issue that certain tickets had to be used within two 
hours, whereas, the First Manchester app was on file until 
activated.  Members were informed that their comments would 
be passed to Transport for Greater Manchester.  Members 
commented on the limited usability of the app. 
 
Members sought clarification on travel cards and who could 
access them.  Members were informed that the cards had first 
been trialled on concessions but TfGM was in the process of 
extending the offer and to make them available through more 
outlets.  Members asked if the information could be made 
available at District Executive meetings.   
 
RESOLVED that: 
 
1. The GM2040 Transport Strategy and Supporting 

Sustainable Economic Growth report and the information 
provided at the meeting be noted. 

2. Further discussion on information for District Executives 
related to transport officers be arranged and an update 
provided through the work programme. 

3. An update on the GM2040 Transport Strategy be 
provided in 12 months’ time. 

 
NOTE:  Councillor Williamson left the meeting during this item. 

10   COMMUNITY FOOD AND GROWING HUBS   

The Board gave consideration to an update on the current 
position in respect of community food and growing hubs across 
Oldham and the potential of the hubs to deliver the ambition of 
‘fair access to health food for all’ which included a focus on the 
minimisation of food waste through redistribution and education. 
 



 

There had been engagement and consultation with a number of 
elected members and representatives from Growing Oldham, 
including the Feeding Ambition Partnership and Oldham Food 
Network. 
 
The report highlighted the following: 
 

 A workshop had taken place with members of the 
Oldham Food Network and elected members; 

 Points raised around access for all residents and that 
investment in building new and existing community hubs 
could be a more sustainable and co-operative approach; 

 Detailed existing mapping work undertaken to plot the 
increasing number of food and growing hubs across the 
borough; 

 The opportunity of the network approach in delivery of the 
ambition of ‘fair access to healthy food for all’; 

 Get Oldham Growing Public Health Programme; 

 Green Dividend – a co-operative initiative which 
supported 48 projects (with the final round to be 
announced; and 

 Oldham’s Food and Growing Hub Model. 
 
The delivery of ambitions around fair access to food was 
ongoing and specific proposals were under review.   
 
Members were informed on developments of an Oldham model.  
The model would be inclusive with increased access to locally 
grown food.  Also highlighted were food markets, locally grown 
produce for restaurants, the link to cooking skills and 
employment.  Since the community shop had first been 
considered the community food network had been developed, 
successful campaigns had taken place, forums had been 
established, delivery of Get Oldham Growing continued and 
there were new health ambassadors.   
 
Members were supportive of the community food network model 
as it was locally based and focussed and the model should be 
extended.  The food network model also fulfilled the health and 
wellbeing agenda.  The community shop model was costly. 
 
Members were informed that more funding was expected from 
Well North.  The aim was to set up groups, have public health 
initiatives, for the groups to be sustainable, include education for 
healthier eating with one idea being a mobile van.   
 
Members congratulated the excellent work done on the 
Community Food and Growing Hubs.  Members asked if 
initiatives could be taken up in schools and also encourage 
people to grow in their own gardens. 
 
RESOLVED that as the issue of the Community Shop model 
had been considered and explored in consultation with a range 
of partners, and following the engagement and the review of the 
opportunities for Oldham it be agreed that: 



 

 
1. No further work be undertaken related to the Community 

Shop as this was not the most appropriate solution for 
Oldham due in part to limitations on access for all 
residents and the changing capacity, interest and 
ambition in Oldham maturing through the community-led 
Oldham Food Network. 

2. A locally-led model refocussed on the investment in 
building new and existing community food and growing 
hubs as part of a sustainable and co-operative approach 
be taken forward by the Growing Oldham: Feeding 
Ambition Partnership. 

3. Updates from the Growing Oldham: Feeding Ambition 
Partnership be reported back to the Health and Wellbeing 
Board. 

  

11   OVERVIEW AND SCRUTINY BOARD WORK PROGRAMME   

The Board gave consideration to the latest Overview and 
Scrutiny Work Programme.  Members were asked to consider a 
request that the Regeneration Projects be changed to the 
Oldham Town Centre Master Plan.  This was agreed but 
members requested that an update be included on Princes’ 
Gate. 
 
RESOLVED that: 
 
1. The Overview and Scrutiny Board Work Programme be 

noted. 
2. The Regeneration Projects due at the meeting to be held 

on 28th November be changed to Oldham Town Centre 
Master Plan and an update on Princes’ Gate be included. 

12   GENERAL EXCEPTIONS AND URGENT DECISIONS   

The Board gave consideration to a decision authorised under 
Rule 16 of the Council’s Constitution. 
 
RESOLVED that the General Exception and Urgency Decision 
related to the Well North Collaboration Agreement be noted. 

13   KEY DECISION DOCUMENT   

The Board gave consideration to the Council’s Key Decision 
Document. 
 
RESOLVED that the Key Decision Document be noted. 
 

14   DATE AND TIME OF NEXT MEETING   

RESOLVED that the date and time of the next Overview and 
Scrutiny Board meeting to be held on Tuesday, 28th November 
2017 at 6.00 p.m. be noted. 
 

The meeting started at 6.00 pm and ended at 8.20 pm 
 


