London Borough of Newham

Discretionary Housing Payment (DHP) Policy 2016/17 onwards
1.0 Introduction

1.01
DHP is a ring fenced budget which provides further financial assistance for customers who are entitled to Housing Benefit or Universal Credit and have a rental liability and require further financial assistance, where the Council is responsible for the administration of Housing Benefit.

1.02
This policy sets out the priority categories for assistance and the process by which decisions are made in respect of the award of DHP.

1.03
The policy is in line with the Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) DHP Guidance (August 2015).

1.04
This policy has a go-live date of the 13th October 2016.

2.0 Policy
Objectives
2.01 
The objective of the Discretionary Housing Policy is to support residents’ resilience by resolving an immediate crisis including those caused by Welfare Reform for a fixed period of time or by providing a lump sum.
2.02 
Awards will be made to enable residents to sustain their tenancies and prevent homelessness whilst they seek employment and/or find alternative accommodation and/or to mitigate the impact of the welfare reforms.
2.03
In setting the policy, the following background factors have been taken into account.

2.04
In January 2012 the shared room allowance restrictions were extended to under-35 year olds, limiting the amount of Housing Benefit that could be claimed. The impact of this is on single persons who are accommodated in 1 bed room accommodation supported by Housing Benefit, where the shortfall in rent has to be made up by the claimant.

2.04
In August 2013 a welfare cap was imposed in Newham limiting the total amount of benefits that families and single persons, between the ages of 16-64, can receive. Currently it is up to £500 and £350 per week respectively, subject to certain provisions that exempt them from capping (from November 2016) namely; 

 Most people who have reached state pension age and people in receipt of one of the following benefits,

· Armed Forces Compensation Scheme

· Armed Forces Independence Payment

· Attendance Allowance

· Disability Living Allowance (DLA)

· Employment and Support Allowance (if they get the support component)

· Industrial Injuries Benefits (and equivalent payments as part of a War Disablement Pension or the Armed Forces Compensation Scheme)

· Personal Independence Payment (PIP)

· Universal Credit payment for ‘limited capability for work and work-related activity’

· War pensions

· Carers Allowance

· Guardian’s Allowance

· War Widow’s or War Widower’s Pension
·  Working Tax Credits  
2.05   From November 2016, this cap is due to be reduced to £442.31 per week for couples in London, £296.35 per week for single persons in London, £384.42 for families outside of London and £257.69 for single persons outside of London.
2.06 
Social Housing tenants who are under-occupying their homes are also affected through the reduction of their housing benefit depending on how many spare bedrooms they have.

3.0
Priority Categories for Assistance 
Priority categories and  the priority order for assistance are as set out in Appendix 1,
4.0
Awards


4.01
The Council’s priority in making most awards will be to give residents support in the short term in order for them to take decisions that will make their housing situation financially sustainable, given their individual circumstances and the effect of welfare reform.
4.02
In addition, in some cases, where we want to support vulnerable residents to remain in their homes without causing undue stress, a longer period of award may be appropriate.  Appendix 1 provides a guide as to the standard period of award that will usually be made for different priority groups. Decisions will be assessed on a case by case basis.
4.03
In deciding the amount of an award, the Council may ask applicants to make a minimum contribution towards their housing costs, subject to their household income and ability to make such a contribution. This will be assessed on a case by case basis.
4.04
As a guideline, it is unlikely that a long term award will be made above £150.00 per week as larger awards are likely to be considered unsustainable. In these circumstances, an alternative solution would need to be considered.
4.05
DHP may therefore be paid as a one off lump sum for the purposes of helping an applicant to establish their household in alternative affordable accommodation either in or out of the Borough, for paying for rent in advance, or a deposit in order to secure a rental property.
4.06
The amount of DHP to be paid in a one off lump sum for the purposes above at 4.05 should be no higher than £1,000, apart from in very exceptional circumstances, where a higher amount may be awarded.
4.07
The Council may consider paying the DHP award to someone other than the applicant if it considers that it is reasonable to do so.  This may be to an agent, an appointee or a landlord.  The applicant should make clear who this person is and why the payment should be made to them.  The Council will consider on a case by case basis whether or not to pay the award to someone other than the applicant at its discretion.
4.08 
A DHP Award is not payable for certain excluded elements under the Regulations.  This includes, ineligible service charges, increases in rent due to outstanding rent arrears and certain sanctions and reductions in benefits.

4.07
The Council may consider backdating the DHP award where it is necessary to achieve the aims outlined at 4.01 and 4.02, and where the period of backdating would be eligible for DHP under the terms of this policy including the standard award periods in Appendix 1. 

5.0
Duration of Award

5.01
The purpose of the award will be to give the applicant time to resolve their immediate financial difficulties, therefore:

a) Awards will mostly be time limited for a period of three months with no expectation of automatic renewal.
b) Any decision to renew an award will take into account a number of factors, although the eventual decision will be assessed on a case by case basis.   Such factors may include any action taken by the applicant in attempting to make their housing situation financially sustainable, and any circumstances within the household that make them additionally vulnerable. 
c) the standard award period for tenants affected by the Removal of the Spare Room Subsidy (Bedroom Tax) who are in receipt of Disability Living Allowance will be 12 months.

This will be assessed on a case by case basis.
5.02
Applicants will be notified on receipt of the DHP decision letter of the length of time over which they will receive the DHP payment and the re-application process.
6.0 
Applications 

6.01
Applications can be made by individuals or other parties on their behalf on the Council’s website at:
http://www.newham.gov.uk/Pages/Services/Discretionary-housing-payments.aspx

7.0 
Dispute

7.01
If an individual wishes to apply for re-consideration of the DHP decision or dispute the basis of the decision, they must do so setting out their reasons for disputing the decision within 14 days of the date of the decision.  They should do so in writing to:

Newham Benefits Service

PO Box 23504

London

E15 4UU

 
Or by email to benefits@newham.gov.uk
7.02   In the event that an individual does make representations, the application for reconsideration will be looked at by someone who was not involved and is more senior to the person who made the original decision.

7.03
They will be notified of the outcome of any application for re-consideration in writing with reasons as soon as is reasonably practical.

7.04
 There is no formal right of appeal to the Social Security Tribunal against DHP decisions made by the Council.   The route of judicial review is available to applicants and in the event that there is an allegation of maladministration, any complaint should be made to the Local Government Ombudsman
8.0 
Change of Circumstances

8.01
The applicant must notify the Council if there is a change in their circumstance as this may affect their entitlement.  This may include, but is not limited to:
a. Changes to the benefits you or anyone in your household receives

b. Moving into work

c. A change in income for another reason

d. A change of address

e. A change in the rent you pay

f. A change in the people who are living with you

g. Any other changes regarding which you are normally required to notify the Council in relation to your Housing Benefit claim.

8.02
Applicants are required to notify the Council of any changes to their personal circumstances as soon as is reasonably practical. They should do so in writing to:

Newham Benefits Service

PO Box 23504

London

E15 4UU

 
Or by email to benefits@newham.gov.uk
9.0
Stopping payment of DHP
9.01
The Council may stop paying DHP payments to an individual where:

a. There had been a failure to report a change of circumstances; and/or

b. The Council determines that the DHP payment is being made or has previously been made because the applicant has misrepresented or failed to disclose a material fact, fraudulently or otherwise; and/or

c. The individual has been paid in error.

9.02
In the event that one of the examples at 9.01 occurs, the Council may seek to recover the overpaid money from the applicant.  The Council will notify you of where this occurs and may allow you time to repay the money.  This will be considered on a case by case basis.

10.0  Repeat awards of DHP
10.01  Repeat awards of DHP may take into account the actions that the claimants has taken to resolve their long-term dependence upon DHP, such as actively seeking employment or seeking to move to more affordable accommodation.

10.02  Where a significant barrier to moving or gaining employment is identified, such as a serious health issue, an additional award may re-considered.
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