
OVERVIEW & SCRUTINY - CORPORATE & 
COMMUNITY COMMITTEE 
 

17 July 2019 

Present: Councillor Stephen Woodliffe (Chairman),  (Vice-Chairman), Councillors 
Alan Bell, Anne Dorrian, Neill Hastie and Jonathan Noble 
 
Officers –  
Head of Regulatory Services, Council Tax and Benefits Manager and Senior Democratic 
Services Officer 
 
3   MINUTES 

 
The minutes of the Committee’s last meeting, held on 6th June 2019, were agreed as a 
correct record and signed by the Chairman. 
 
4   APOLOGIES 

 
Apologies for absence from Councillors Tom Ashton, Richard Austin and Frank Pickett. 
 
5   OVERVIEW OF HOUSING BENEFITS AND COUNCIL TAX SUPPORT / 

ROLL OUT OF UNIVERSAL CREDIT 
 

The Council Tax and Benefits Manager presented a report, which outlined the Housing 
Benefits and Council Tax Support provided to local residents and gave an update on 
current performance within this area.  In addition, a presentation about the roll out of 
Universal Credit (UC) in Boston would be made to the Committee by the Department for 
Works and Pensions (DWP).   
 
By receiving and considering both, the Committee would be able to scrutinise whether 
the Council and its key partners were achieving and supporting its corporate priorities to 
Support the most vulnerable in our borough (in welfare terms) and to Maintain our 
excellent welfare support performance.  The Committee could then provide any 
feedback and recommendations to the Cabinet that arose from the scrutiny process. 
 
The Revenues and Benefits team dealt with some of the most vulnerable residents in 
the borough and aimed to provide support and assistance in a timely and professional 
manner.  Appointment slots were offered for new claims to both Housing Benefit and 
Council Tax Support with a trained benefits assessor who could support the claimant 
with their application and, where possible, a decision was made at the appointment.   
 
Housing benefit was a Government scheme providing means-tested benefit towards 
rental costs and was now only available to new claimants of pensionable age and those 
under pensionable age who were in receipt of Severe Disablement Payment or in 
temporary or supported accommodation.  All other new claimants applied for UC.   
 
Legislation set out the process by which local authorities had to approve a local Council 
Tax Support scheme.  The regulations included protection for pensioners, but allowed 
local authorities to make changes in the way that support was calculated for working age 
claimants.   
 
The Council’s Council Tax Support scheme used the following principles: 
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 Protecting the most vulnerable (pension-age and war pensioners); 

 Means-testing based on the former Council Tax Benefit rules as far as possible; 

 Reviewing the scheme annually 
 
The scheme included elements that protected war pensioners from reductions in support 
and capped maximum entitlement at 75% of Council Tax liability.  The review of the 
scheme for the current year had identified that the projected costs were contained within 
the resources available.  As of 30 June 2019, there had been 4,836 people claiming 
Council Tax Support and expenditure totalled £3,900,123, of which 51.2% had been 
claimed by people of working age.  For the same period there had been 5,430 claims to 
Housing Benefit.   
 
The performance measure used for both benefits was the time taken to process new 
claims and changes of circumstances and these figures were reported monthly to the 
DWP.  As at 30 June 2019, figures relating to processing new claims were 3.72 days for 
Housing Benefit and 5.85 for Council Tax Support against the performance measure of 
10 days.  With respect to processing changes in circumstances, the figures were 5.25 
for Housing Benefit and 7.12 for Council Tax Support against the performance measure 
of 14 days.  Delays in processing claims could be caused by the need for further 
information.  The figures for Council Tax Support were higher due to the need to obtain 
property valuations, which could take up to 90 days.   
 
Performance fluctuated due to the variation of the number of claims and changes in 
circumstances and the level of new claims was affected by seasonal workers.  The 
number of new claims received had been reduced by the introduction of UC; however, it 
had increased the volume of changes of circumstances significantly.  All claims of UC 
that included earnings were updated every month, whereas the team would have relied 
on the claimant providing this information previously.   
 
The Council Tax and Benefits Manager would be reporting back in October on the 
Council Tax Support scheme for 2020/21, though changes were not expected. 
 
In response to questions, it was explained that it was not known how many claimants 
were presenting on a recurring basis.  The team dealt with 80-90 customers per day in 
relation to Housing Benefit, Council Tax Support and Council Tax and around 100 
telephone calls per day, including changes of circumstances, which was every couple of 
months for some claimants.   
 
Currently, the team was coping and was adequately staffed.  The increase in work 
processing changes of circumstances from UC claims would be looked at during the 
Council Tax Support scheme review.   
 
Each member of the team was subject to an accuracy check on 5% of their caseload 
and the results were fed back to each individual.  The 5% sample was chosen at 
random through a system-generated report and was checked by the Council Tax and 
Benefits Manager or a supervisor; staff never checked their own caseload.  Roughly, the 
team checked 5-600 cases per year and only those on which an officer had worked, i.e. 
to deal with changes of circumstances, were selected.  The team received up to 40 
records per day from the DWP in relation to UC. 
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Members commended the team’s performance.   
 

RESOLVED: That it be recommended to Cabinet that the data relating to the 
numbers of claims and changes of circumstances processed and the figures 
relating to the caseload checks be included as part of the performance figures in 
future reports.   

 
The Committee was then addressed by Matthew Hall, Partnership Manager for the 
Department for Work and Pensions (DWP). 
 
UC had been rolled out in Boston on 12th September 2018.   
 
It replaced: 
 
 Child Tax Credit. 
 Housing Benefit. 
 Income Support. 
 income-based Jobseeker's Allowance (JSA) 
 income-related Employment and Support Allowance (ESA) 
 Working Tax Credit. 
 
In Boston, there were presently 2,538 claimants, of whom 843 were in full or part-time 
work and 963 were looking for work.  Others could be claiming due to ill-health or if they 
were carers or caring for children. 
 
There was now a “managed migration” pilot scheme taking place in Harrogate, to begin 
to move a small number of people from existing legacy benefits to UC.  In response to 
questions, it was explained that claimants were currently being identified for migration 
onto UC and it would begin with those claimants who were normally contact monthly, i.e. 
in receipt of JSA.  Those claiming Housing Benefit and Child Tax Credit would be last.  
The pilot would not affect this area unless a claimant was moving to or from Harrogate.   
 
The majority of people claimed UC online.  Vulnerable claimants and those who lacked 
IT skills could claim by telephone or in person at the Job Centre, and they could still 
change to a digital claim at a later stage.  Home visits were made to vulnerable people 
to help them make a claim, deal with verification of the claim and carry out the duties of 
the Job Centre’s Work Coaches.  In Lincolnshire, it took 3-4 working days to claim or it 
could be quicker.   
 
There were payment options.  For example, if a claimant was struggling to pay their rent, 
a ‘managed payment’ could be arranged to pay their rent directly to their landlord and 
this could be requested by the claimant or the landlord.  The payment would be made to 
the landlord on the same day as the claimant or monthly according to Registered Social 
Landlord cycle.  Payments could also be split and paid separately to each of the adults 
in a couple claiming UC if they were having problems and this could be at the request of 
either partner.   
 
Claimants could ask that the monthly UC payments be made more frequently; in these 
cases, half of the payment would be paid halfway within the assessment period, 
depending on the number of days within the month, either 14, 15 or 16 days. Any 
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payments due on Saturday, Sunday or Bank Holiday would be paid the last working day 
beforehand (usually Friday).  Where claimants received ‘alternative’ payments, their 
cases were checked and home visits were made, as appropriate.  All payment methods 
could be reviewed and all cases were reviewed every two years anyway.   
 
Identification had to be provided to verify claims for UC and lack of identification could 
lead to blocked or delayed payments.  For example, in order to claim for housing costs, 
people had to provide two forms of proof of tenancy, residence and liability, in order to 
prove they were living at their address and paying rent.  Proof of habitual residence was 
also needed, though wage slips were proof of this.  There was a process in place 
whereby Work Coaches reminded claimants of what proof they needed to bring along to 
their appointment to claim UC to ensure people were paid in full and on time.   
 
There was an agreement in place with the Citizen’s Advice Bureau, which had replaced 
the support provided by local authorities.  In Boston the CAB provided this service face-
to-face, Monday to Friday 9.30 am – 3 pm.  The service could also be accessed by 
phone, on a free phone number, and through the website Monday to Friday 8 am – 6 
pm, though they would not necessarily speak to a local agent, but they could be referred 
on to the local office.  The CAB would provide this support until a claimant had received 
their first full and correct payment of UC.  They had an ‘open door’ policy; therefore, 
even if someone from Lincoln went to the Boston office, they would have an individual 
needs assessment.  The assessment covered eligibility, verification and submission of 
the claim and reminded them of any verification and evidence they had to provide.  They 
also looked at finances and budgeting, advised on advances and income maximisation 
and ensured people were claiming everything they were entitled to.   
 
In response to further questions, the Council Tax and Benefits Manager explained that 
there was no discount on Council Tax for people in receipt of Severe Disability Premium.  
Details of all discounts, including the disregard of householders who were severely 
mentally impaired, were available on the Council’s website.   
 
Mr Hall explained that there was a 5-week wait from the date of claim to payment, but 
advance payments could be available once ID had been verified.  If a customer was 
reporting a health condition and unfit for work, they could be referred for a Work 
Capability Assessment, but the current waiting time did vary depending on volume of 
referrals etc.  Further information could be obtained regarding this.  Those in receipt of 
Severe Disability Premium on their legacy benefit within the last 28 days could claim the 
old style benefit even following changes of circumstances.   
 

Action: MH 
Provide a written answer regarding questions about those claiming Universal Credit on 
the grounds of disability. 

 
With respect to advanced payments on the grounds of hardship, these could be made 
once a claimant’s identity had been verified and could be claimed online or at the Job 
Centre.  It would be paid within 5 working days or sooner if possible.  Claimants were 
eligible for benefit from day 1 and they received it five weeks later, but they could claim 
an advanced payment.  UC encouraged people to work using a taper system.   
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Mr Hall could not comment in response to a question about whether the system was 
foolproof to abuse, but confirmed that he had seen none locally, which was a testament 
the Work Coaches.  Checks were made, but there would still be human error.   
 
There was a minimal number of home visits made currently, as the majority of claimants 
were either working or looking for work.  Visits were made by lone officers or pairs if 
appropriate.   
 
Text messages were generated once appointments were booked as a reminder, but that 
was on the day of booking; they were not generated 48 hours before as it used to be 
with Job Seekers’ Allowance. 
 
The roll-out of UC in Boston had gone very well.  Lessons had been learnt from the 
earlier roll-out in other areas, there had been a lot of advice, and there had been good 
partnership working with the CAB and the Council.  The assessors were self-employed 
and very well trained.  Residence tests had improved accuracy.  There were 16 Work 
Coaches in Boston, also known as Service Delivery Coaches.   
 
In response to concern about press coverage that people were worse off on UC, Mr Hall 
explained that the majority of claimants were not; those in receive of Severe Disability 
Premium would have been worse off, but their transition to UC had been stopped so that 
they were protected.  The DWP did feedback to the Government, as did the Citizen’s 
Advice Bureau.  They had an electronic system, which analysed data to identify issues 
and whether they were due to changes of circumstances or required a change to 
national policy. 
 
People entering the UK has to complete the Habitual Residence Test, a very rigorous 
process, using interpreters when necessary, that required a significant amount of 
information and evidence, which was examined by an independent decision-maker.  The 
results depended on the reasons for entering the UK based on information from the 
Home Office.  Asylum seekers could apply for UC, but were assessed against different 
criteria.   
 
The Head of Regulatory Services advised Members that the Council had information on 
the test due to applications for housing etc. and this could be provided to Members.   
 

Action: AF 
e-mail Members with information on the Habitual Residence Test. 

 
The Chairman thanked the officers for their informative presentations on behalf of the 
Committee. 
 
6   CONTROLLING MIGRATION FUND - INTERIM EVALUATION REPORT 

 
In September 2017, Boston was awarded £1,387,503 from the Government’s Controlling 
Migration Fund (CMF).  The funding was awarded to the Council as the Accountable 
Body. 
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Referred to as the ‘Inclusive Boston Project’, the funding brought together a partnership 
of: 

 Boston Borough Council  

 Boston College 

 Bringing Learning into Communities 

 Citizens Advice Mid Lincolnshire 

 Lincolnshire Community and Voluntary Service 

 Taylor Itex 

 The Parish of St Botolph’s  
 

The programme was overseen by the Inclusive Boston Board, which was made up of 
senior representatives from each organisation.  
 
The purpose of the fund was to ‘help local authorities mitigate the impacts of recent 
migration on communities in their area’.   
 
As described in the successful bid submission, tackling the issues Boston faced was 
about the need for additional resources that did not already exist and could not be found 
from small, ever-decreasing budgets.  The bid set out the range of projects and activities 
that it was believed would have a cumulative, lasting impact in mitigating some of the 
issues faced by partners and the existing and new population: 
 

1. A Passion for People, sponsored by St Botolph’s Parish Church 
2. Community Leadership, Advice and Integration, sponsored by Lincolnshire 

Community and Voluntary Service and Citizens Advice Mid Lincolnshire 
3. Adding value to learning English, sponsored by Bringing Learning into Communities 
4. Doing what’s important to our Community - Regulating the Impact of Migration, 

Increasing Fitness Provision and Bringing Christmas back into the Community, 
sponsored by Boston Borough Council 

 
A significant element of the Inclusive Boston Programme was project evaluation.  
Lincolnshire Community and Voluntary Service (supported by the Inclusive Boston 
Board) had commissioned Rose Regeneration to undertake an iterative evaluation of the 
Inclusive Boston Programme.  An interim evaluation had been produced by Rose 
Regeneration in partnership with a team from the University of Lincoln and was attached 
to the report at Appendix 1.  A final evaluation had to be presented to the Ministry of 
Housing, Communities and Local Government (MHCLG) by 30 September 2020. 
 

The Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government had agreed the 
governance framework around the Inclusive Boston Programme and Audit Lincolnshire 
had already provided Substantial Assurance about its governance; however, Member 
scrutiny of the interim report at this stage would add significant value to the ongoing 
evaluation process. 
 
The Head of Regulatory Services advised the meeting that he was the chairman of the 
Inclusive Boston Board, which was appropriate as the Council was the accountable 
body.  The bid had included details of the Council’s review from 2012 regarding the 
social impact of population change.  Information regarding CMF expenditure and 
performance was included in the Council’s quarterly monitoring reports.   
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The importance of evaluation had been recognised and the resources to provide it had 
been doubled.  The Board had helped with the process of appointing Rose 
Regeneration and the organisation had presented their evaluation to the Board in May.   
 
The Committee then received a presentation from Ivan Annibal of Rose Regeneration, 
which explained the evaluation process and explored the findings to date.     
 
The presentation began with the quote: Immigration is a key economic and social issue 
– fuelling economic growth, meeting labour and skills needs (through choice, necessity 
or both), and influencing our culture and way of life. 
 
Boston was a small town and did not have the resources to deal with the challenges, but 
had now received Controlling Migration Funding, which would cover:  
• Activities to build community cohesion and encourage integration  
• Activities to tackle the increase in rough sleeping by non-UK nationals.  
• Activities to tackle rogue landlords.  
• Other activities that help in reshaping services to reduce additional demand 
 
Giving the project the name of Inclusive Boston was welcomed, making it more 
accessible.  The evaluation was formative, with full involvement from the outset, which 
would mean there would be more engagement and learning and that, in turn, would 
inform the process.   
 
The ‘theory of change’ set out the details of the initial conditions for change; the 
activities to address those challenges; the themes of the activities; outputs and 
outcomes, to demonstrate the difference being made in order to achieve the long-term 
goals.  It explained how all this would benefit established residents and recent migrants, 
and what the Council and its partners would learn from the process along with the 
Government, which was particularly interested in Boston due to the high level of 
migrants in the area.   
 
The presentation listed the individual activities, and set out their planned performance 
and areas of impact, and gave a flavour of what was being delivered.  It was interesting 
how the activities had triggered learning between the partner organisations and how it 
was strengthening them, individually and as a co-operative.  Information on ‘areas of 
impact’ related to what was termed ‘social return on investment’, a developed technique 
for assessing social value, some being ‘soft outcomes’ such as improved lifestyles.   
 
Charts were shown indicating international migration flows in Boston since 2007/8, with 
fluctuations reflecting the effects of Brexit.  Whilst 27% of Boston’s population was 
other/white, i.e. Eastern European, 45% of live births were to non-UK born mothers, 
which was a significant percentage.  The percentage of population that did not speak 
English well in England and Wales was indicated on a map, with Boston comparing to 
parts of London.   
 
Mr Annibal then talked about the “voices”; the beneficiaries, stakeholders and delivery 
partners of both the migrant and English communities.  Selected case studies were set 
out in the Interim Evaluation and contained actual views expressed.  Examples of views 
from individuals from migrant communities showed that Boston was still regarded as a 
good place to work; that the importance of speaking English was recognised; and that 
some were heavily involved in volunteering.  There was a sense that their future 
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aspirations were driven by their children and that would bring changes in the next 10-15 
years.   
 
The aim was to hear all these voices and in the second evaluation there would be more 
engagement with the indigenous population.   
 
[Councillor Jonathan Noble left the meeting at this point and the meeting was closed as 
it became inquorate.] 
 
7   WORK PROGRAMME 

 
The work programme was not considered. 
 
 
 
 
 

The Meeting Closed at 8.00 pm 
 


