
 

 

  
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

Reason for Decision 
The purpose of this briefing note is to update members about the impact of the roll out of 
Universal Credit Full Service in Oldham to date.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Recommendations 
That members note the contents of the report 
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Overview and Scrutiny Board 16 January 2017 
 
Universal Credit Update 
 
1 Background 
 
1.1 Universal Credit Full Service (UC) was introduced in Oldham on 26th April 2017. UC is a 

single monthly payment which replaces six working age benefits (known as legacy 
benefits).These are Housing Benefit (HB), Income Support (IS), Working Tax Credits 
(WTC), Child Tax Credit (CTC), Employment and Support Allowance (Income-related) and 
Job Seekers Allowance (Income-related). It supports residents on low incomes who are 
both in and out of work. 

 
1.2 Oldham has been a pathfinder for UC since 2013. However, the numbers of residents 

moving onto UC from 2013 were restricted to new claimants and straightforward cases. 
The roll out of the full service of UC from April 2017 is a new entirely online-based system 
and claimants must apply for and manage their claim online. It also brings in a wider 
range of claimants including more complex cases. It affects claimants when they make a 
claim for the first time or have a change in circumstances that means their existing claim 
for one of the legacy benefits has to be cancelled.  

 
2 Current Position 
 
2.1 There are 8,709 UC claimants in Oldham (as at November 2017). These figures have 

doubled since June 2017 when Oldham had 4,334 UC claimants. The numbers are 
increasing as more new benefit claimants apply for UC and those on legacy benefits have 
a change of circumstances such as moving in or out of work that requires them to move to 
UC. 

 
2.2 Since the introduction of UC, the Housing Benefit caseload is reducing as new claimants 

claim UC rather than HB. The number of Council Tax Reduction (CTR) claims is also 
reducing and this could be because residents now need to make a separate claim for help 
towards paying Council Tax. Under the HB system, HB/CTR and Free School Meals 
(FSM) entitlement was dealt with via one claim to the Council. Residents eligible for UC 
now need to claim this support directly from the DWP and also claim CTR and FSM 
separately from the Council. The Council has worked to raise awareness of this for 
residents in a number of ways including launching radio campaigns and working closely 
with the DWP to ensure full entitlement to benefits are claimed. As at December 2017, the 
Council had a CTR caseload for claimants who are in receipt of UC of 2,568 which is an 
increase of 1,910 since the introduction of UC at the end of April. This caseload figure is 
less than the overall number of UC claimants in the borough as not everyone will be liable 
for Council Tax or entitled to CTR as well as those residents who may be unaware that a 
separate claim needs to be made. 
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 Table 1: Benefit Caseload 
 

2017/18 
Benefit 

caseload 
May August November 

Council Tax 
Reduction 

23,411 23,184 22,761 

Rent 
Rebates 

1,327 1,290 1,255 

Housing 
Association 

11,514 11,020 10,353 

Private 
Tenants 

5,565 5,261 4,743 

Total 
Caseload 

41,817 40,755 39,112 

 
2.3 Those residents who need support to make an online claim are assisted by the Do it 

Online team in Access Oldham to do so. Since April 2017, 650 residents have been given 
digital support. This can be quite a lengthy process with times recorded of around one 
hour to support a single claimant and twice that for a couple. The longest time taken so far 
to support a couple to make a claim was four hours although this was a particularly 
complex case. 

 
2.4 The Council also offer Personal Budgeting Support (PBS) to help residents manage their 

money. Since April 2017, 116 residents have been supported in this way and this is a 
lower number than anticipated. To increase take up of this service, the Council is now 
taking referrals directly from CAB when PBS would be helpful for their UC customers 
presenting with debt problems and is also intending to run PBS awareness sessions to 
UC customers at the Job Centre.  

 
2.5  Local Welfare Provision (LWP) is a fund administered by the Council to help people in 

short term emergency need including those under exceptional financial pressure. 567 
requests for support from the fund have been made this financial year, 22 of which were 
from UC claimants. Of those 22 UC claimants, 18 received help with electricity costs, 14 
got help with gas costs and 19 received a foodbank voucher. The Council ensured that an 
emergency LWP service was available over the Christmas period to support anyone 
suffering extreme hardship; this service was not utilised. 

 
2.6 The Discretionary Housing Payments (DHP) fund supports those residents who need 

short  term help with their housing costs. The Council can offer this support to those on 
HB and to those claiming UC. 268 residents claiming UC have been awarded a DHP this 
year. 
 

2.7 The Welfare Rights team also continues to support residents who require help to 
challenge welfare benefit decisions and up to the end of December 2017, the service has 
supported 92 customers with UC related benefit issues. The team have worked with the 
Jobcentre to identify a single point of contact so that vulnerable cases can be discussed 
and resolved quickly. A Care Leavers protocol has also been developed and agreed with 
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the Job Centre and Children’s Services to help safeguard young people leaving care and 
ensure their UC claims are processed and put into payment without delay.   

 
2.8  The volume of UC post received by the benefits service is increasing. On average, the   

  Council is receiving 1250 items of UC post each week (in September the weekly average 
was 750) and this includes cancellations of HB, UC information to support a new claim for 
CTR and any monthly changes in circumstances affecting a UC/CTR award. It also 
includes DWP information that is incorrect or has little or no value. The team are currently 
investigating ways in which some of this information could be better managed and 
automated so that processes can be streamlined. 

 
3 Changes to UC announced in the budget 
 
3.1 Many of the problems relating to UC for residents to date have resulted from the design of 

the existing system which included residents experiencing delays of at least six weeks for 
a first payment. In November 2017, the Chancellor of the Exchequer announced a number 
of changes to UC in the Autumn Budget. The changes appear to be positive and are 
aimed at alleviating many of the problems identified as part of the roll out of UC full 
service. The extent to which issues for residents improve will be monitored over the next 
few months as the changes roll out. 

 
3.2 From February 2018, the 7 day waiting period for UC Claimants will be abolished. Under 

the current system, no payment at all is made for the first week of a new claim. From 
February, subject to satisfying the conditions of entitlement, all new claimants will be 
eligible for UC from the first day they claim it. 

 
3.3 Under the current system, claimants are entitled to an advance of up to 50% of their 

estimated entitlement which can be repaid over a period of up to six months. From 
January 2018, the advance payment will be increased to 100% and will be repayable over 
a period of up to 12 months. From Spring 2018, it will be also possible to apply for an 
advance payment online. 

 
3.4 From April 2018, claimants moving from HB to UC will receive a transitional payment; an 

extra two weeks HB support. This payment will be automatically made by the Council.  
 
3.5 From December 2017, DWP will ensure that claimants in the Private Rented Sector who 

have managed payments to landlords for their legacy HB are offered this option when 
they join UC to maintain continuity of payments, provided the relevant criteria is met. 

 
3.6 Currently, those in short term temporary accommodation (TA) in Oldham need to claim 

UC rather than HB to help with their housing costs. UC is not an appropriate fit for this 
category of tenancy and has contributed to an increase in arrears for this accommodation; 
the cost of which is borne by the Council. To date the level of rent arrears for households 
in TA in Oldham for this financial year currently stands at over £55,000. This is for the 
period since April 2017 and is largely attributable to UC. The total amount for the previous 
four years combined was £36,000. From April 2018, any new claims from people in TA will 
be met by HB and existing TA claimants on UC will also move to HB. This is a positive 
change and one which the Council lobbied for along with other local authorities.  

 
3.7 The government is also exploring with CAB the scope for greater collaborative working to 

help people manage their finances as they move to UC. More details about this are 
expected soon. 

 
3.8 All helplines for UC are now free for claimants to use. 
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4 Next steps 
 
4.1 The service will continue to monitor the impacts of UC for Oldham residents. Members of 

this committee have also been invited by the DWP to visit the Job Centre to see the UC 
service in action. This visit is likely to take place in early 2018.   
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