
TH Federation of TRAs: notes of discussion with Steve Hill, LBTH Benefits Manager

Steve Hill thanked the meeting for inviting him back.  He feared his update would be depressing.  He 
would cover the bedroom tax, the benefit cap, Council Tax reduction (Council Tax Benefit), Housing 
Benefit for the under-35s, increases in non-dependents’ allowances, Local Housing Allowance and 
Universal Credit.

Bedroom tax: has had an unexpectedly severe effect as residents can only avoid it by downsizing – and 
there is not enough accommodation to downsize.  LBTH urges all those affected to apply for 
Discretionary Housing Payments (DHPs) – while social landlords try to find more permanent solutions 
such as downsizing where possible and, more often, helping tenants find work.

Benefit Cap is a ceiling on the total of all benefits someone receives.  Pensioners are exempt, as are 
some disabled people and those on in-work benefits.  Fortunately, the number of those affected is not as 
high as had been feared.  The Government may have over-estimated the problems the cap would 
create, in their rush to implement it.  The Council relied on government figures – hence the Council has 
not see as many problems caused by the Cap as had been feared.  In response, the Council is trying to 
get “capped” residents into work, targetting the long-term unemployed.  The LBTH Welfare Reform Task 
Group is working with Skills Match and similar organisations to plan how to help residents affected. They 
are actually have more success with getting residents into work than they had hoped.

Discretionary Housing Payments: rents on temporary accommodation are very high, so helping 
homeless families is costly.  General budget cuts mean there will not be as much money next year: there
will be greater demand for smaller funds.  They may have to find ways of rationing DHPs and equalising 
the money over the year: it may be necessary to ensure that those looking for work have actually been 
looking and not just relying on DHP as a solution (rather than as a safety net under the bridge to a 
solution).  This year’s funding should meet demand, but things will be tight next year.

Council Tax benefit/reduction: pensioners are exempt. The mayor found money to fund central 
government cut this financial year. The weekly sums each affected household would pay (if the Council 
did not pick this up) is perhaps £3 a week or so, but that mounts up if you are on benefits. TH is one of 
perhaps two Councils in London to fund the government cut. Some other Authorities who have passed 
on the charge to residents are block booking courts to deal with Council Tax arrears. In this way, the 
residents had to fund not only their arrears but also court costs (of considerably more than the original 
debt).  It looks like the Mayor will find funding for that part of Council Tax Benefit not funded by central 
Government in next year’s budget.

Housing Benefit for the Under-35s: £98.16, the Local Housing Allowance (LHA) rate for a room in a 
shared house, is the maximum HB payable for the under-35s. It is impossible to find accommodation, 
even a bedsit, for that sum in TH.  LBTH has lots of young resident, and Housing benefit records suggest
that benefit claimed by this age group has gone down, so there are probably lots of people being 
affected.  Government advice is that the Under 35s should live with their parents, but that only works if 
you have some and they are not overcrowded (and not always then).  Many of our Under 35s are 
probably sofa surfing and similar, which makes it harder to concentrate on finding work.

Landlords are putting rents up above what LHA will cover and families are having to move out. LBTH is 
having to use DHP to help families not lose their homes (and disrupting children’s lives, and losing their 
support networks, etc.).  Rents on temporary accommodation are very high and may rise further to the 
point where the Council will not be able to pay them.  Councils are only allowed to use B&B in 
emergencies – but LBTH is having to use cheap hotels as private landlords are so expensive.

Social Fund Payments have become Local Welfare Provision, administered by the Council.  From next 
year, government funding for this will be rolled into general funds.  Councils nationally are opposing this. 
The DWP is now looking at it again is likely to stand by its decision.



Questions

Clive:  Where people have applied for downsizing but there is nothing available, has anyone been taken 
to court for arrears?
SH:  Not in our own property.  If someone is facing eviction, we shall try to stop it.  We have not found 
anyone in the borough yet, but we are always looking out.

Ian:  What are your predictions on how the demographics of TH will change in the next five years? The 
programme “How to get a Council House” showed a story of a 60 year old man trying to get housing who
could only find it in Northampton.  On paper it appeared no one was affected in TH as technically he 
wasn’t evicted, but the person who had to move was no longer there to be a support to his family.
SH:  I recall the case.  LBTH Homeless Persons Unit always does all it can to avoid splitting households.
Private landlords are looking for a different kind of tenants.  They are getting rid of families on Housing 
Benefit in favour of taking in young professionals, who share and can (combined) pay a higher rent.  We 
are now seeing more families sharing a single home.  Families are reporting more changes in 
circumstances.  More people are getting into work, but lots are dropping out or getting in for a short time.
It is similar to the early 80s.

Terry: I predict Universal Credit will not be implemented universally, as it is totally unsustainable.  It is 
political.  IDS’s statement that it will be rolled out in March is rubbish: that is the point when the election 
will be announced.  How many people have been moved out of the borough?  An unintended 
consequence of the benefits situation is more overcrowding.  Are there any plans for an open day for 
people who may be affected by the coming reforms?  Money will run out at some point: where do you 
think the tipping point will be?
SH:  I can get figures for how many people have been moved out of the borough.  The situation with 
overcrowding makes it feel very much like it felt in the 80s.  UC is being introduced by starting with new 
claimants of JSA. These people have to make a separate application to LBTH for Council Tax Reduction 
Benefit, so LBTH is working with the Jobcentre to make sure this is done – and then trying to give the 
Claimants additional advice on getting into work.  It would be very difficult to organise an Open Day. 
When is the tipping point? We are nervous about next year: although we are still awaiting final funding 
news for next year, when we lose additional funding for DHPs at a time when demand will be going up, 
that will be hard.  Mainstream cuts mean there are fewer staff across the whole Council. In DHP we have
had to recruit as there will be more activity next year.  

Phil:  Where the tenants of absentee leaseholders on social housing estates counted as private tenants?
SH:  We have a statutory duty to help families.

Mark:  Will Pickles’s men have control over your budgets?
SH:  No.  We had to put a temporary freeze on making grants from the Crisis and Support Fund, as tgere
was doubt about whether they counted as “grants”, but this freeze has been lifted today.  

Ian:  Earlier this evening I was at a meeting with police, who are talking about overcrowding causing 
problems as young people are pushed outdoors in the evening.  Are people being bussed in to do low 
paid jobs in TH?  In the USA, Lockhead Martin was involved in the welfare to work programme, and 
people on benefit were travelling three or four hours a day to do work-for-welfare.  Will we get to a 
situation where people doing low paid jobs located in TH but who in fact live outside TH?
SH:  The jobs we are getting people into are low paid, but it is a start and breaks the cycle.  A recent 
Council initiative is that if you want to apply for an apprenticeship, you have to live in TH – so that is 
some priority for local people.  Travelling in for work is not yet a problem as the number of those affected
by the benefit cap is not as big as the DWP first anticipated, but we are having some successes in 
getting people into work, including the long-term unemployed. 

Jenny:  Some OAPs will not apply for HB, out of pride as the name is “benefit” rather than “pension 
residence supplement” or whatever.  Any ideas how to encourage them to apply?  Can you advertise 
where people can get financial advice from more widely?  In the 80s we had various employment 
compacts – e.g., local businesses agreed to guarantee local school leavers an interview. Could we 
revisit that tactic?
SH:  For help, email me as last resort! It may take me time to get back to you, but I will do eventually.  
We have three officers who will visit pensioners.  They have experience in helping with claims and with 
persuading pensioners to apply. If you need signposting, we’ll do it.



Compacts: I’ll have a think about that and chat about whether other relevant officers 

Brian: What happens to a carer in a two-bed flat when the other resident whom they care for has to go 
into hospital or hospice for long term treatment – especially when it looks like the person being cared for 
may never be able to come back home?  Are they subject to bedroom tax?
What control do you have over how RPs advertise their jobs?  Some agencies are advertising for jobs 
overseas, eg Eastern Europe, as it is easier for them: are they supplying RPs?
SH:  If someone who needs a carer gives written confirmation that a carer needs to stay overnight, even 
if not every night, we can usually intervene to make sure there is no bedroom tax charge. However, 
when the cared for person has to go to hospital it depends on individual circumstances. I can let you 
have a copy of the rules. 
How RPs advertise their jobs is out of my hands.  

Cyril:  A meeting about the bedroom tax two problems came to light. One is of a non-tenant pensioner 
living in a flat of which her non-pensioner son was the formal tenant, though he didn’t live there.  It 
seems that as she was not a tenant, she was not exempt from the bedroom tax.  Also there were cases 
of disabled people being charged bedroom tax even when the spare bedroom was the only place they 
could store special equipment relevant to their disability.
SH:  If the pensioner you refer to lives in TH, ask her to contact me and we can see if she can be 
recognised as a tenant.  Similarly, in TH we can usually arrange a DHP to cover a bedroom in which a 
disabled person is storing equipment in.  

Steve will send us the power point of his presentation for our website.  


