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Benefits Service – Audit Scotland Risk Assessment

1.0 PURPOSE
1.1 The purpose of this report is to advise Committee of the recent Benefits Service
Performance Audit/Risk Assessment conducted by Audit Scotland.

2.0 SUMMARY
2.1 The Revenues and Benefits Manager received notification on 03 October 2011 that
Inverclyde Council had been selected for a Performance Audit by Audit Scotland.
2.2 The first steps in the Audit process were to complete a Self Assessment template which
covered the whole spectrum of the Benefits Administration process with the main focus
being on Business Planning, Performance Reporting and Delivering Outcomes. The Self
Assessment also had to be accompanied by supporting evidence. Performance statistics
for the last 3 years were also asked for as part of the submission. All documentation was
submitted by the due date of 4 November 2011.
2.3 On receipt of the Self Assessment, evidence and performance statistics, Audit Scotland
considered all the information before them for assurance that sufficient progress has been
made since the Council’s last Audit in 2008. Based on Audit Scotland’s scrutiny, a decision
is made as to whether the Council needs a full risk based Audit or not. Inverclyde Council
was advised that a full risk based audit was not required.
2.4 In January 2012 the Auditor met with the Revenues and Benefits Manager and Benefits
Team Leader to go through the completed self assessment template and then the Auditor
came back on site to deliver his emerging findings both verbally and also in the format of a
written report. No risks were identified in the key areas of Speed of Processing, Accuracy,
Interventions or Counter-fraud. The risks that were identified are on the whole not of any
real concern and mainly relate to recording of and reporting certain areas of performance.
2.5 A final draft report was received on 17 February and the final report was issued to the Chief
Executive on 02 March 2012 and is attached to this report as appendix 1. The Council was
required to respond to Audit Scotland by 30 March 2012 with an action plan detailing how it
proposed to address the risks identified as part of the Audit. The action plan was prepared
based on the findings in the final report and is attached as appendix 2.
2.6 Anne Cairns, Benefits Manager in Audit Scotland will attend Committee and answer any
queries from Members on this matter.

3.0 RECOMMENDATIONS
3.1 That the Committee welcomes the positive findings of this report in that no risks have been
identified in the key areas of Speed of Processing, Accuracy and Counter Fraud and also
notes Audit Scotland’s reference to the fact that in June 2011 Inverclyde Council’s Benefit
Service was placed 4th and 2nd out of the 32 Scottish Council’s in the Department for Work
and Pensions (DWP) published performance for new claims and changes of circumstances
respectively.
3.2 That the Committee recognises the high standards of performance achieved by the Benefits
team and the importance of this given the Welfare Reform Agenda.
3.3 That the Committee note the content of the Action Plan and subsequent approval from Audit
Scotland.

Alan Puckrin
Chief Financial Officer

4.0 BACKGROUND
4.1 All Councils should receive a bi-annual Performance/Risk Assessment of their Benefits
Function. Inverclyde last had a review in 2008 and were deferred for a further review
until late 2011 due to the high levels of performance being achieved.
5.0 REVIEW PROCESS
5.1 On receipt of the Self Assessment template, accompanying evidence and performance
statistics for the last 3 years to Audit Scotland, the Auditor considered a range of factors
to determine whether or not a focused risk audit was required. Those were:







Business planning – what the service is aiming to achieve, its strengths and
areas for improvement as well as the challenges and opportunities it faces. The
assurance the Council has that the Benefits Service business process is
effective in helping the service deliver continuous improvement, how
management, staff, and other stakeholders know what the service is aiming to
achieve and how this will be done.
Performance reporting – how the Benefits Service sets targets and monitors
delivery to help it achieve continuous improvement, what performance is
reported, how often and to whom.
Delivering outcomes – is the Service delivering what it promised to do, and
how effective is it in delivering against local and national objectives. As part of
the risk assessment process, Audit Scotland looked at the updated action plan,
local targets, performance and outcomes across the Benefits Service as a whole
including speed of processing, accuracy, overpayment recovery, counter-fraud,
interventions, appeals and reconsiderations and customer service.
National Fraud Initiative (NFI) – Audit Scotland looked at the Council’s
approach to the NFI initiative and associated results.

A site visit was made by Audit Scotland on 16 January. The Auditor went through the
completed Self Assessment template with the Revenues and Benefits Manager and
Benefits Team Leader. The Auditor advised that he was satisfied that there was no need
for Inverclyde Council’s Benefits Service to have a focused audit.
5.2 On 18 January 2012 the Auditor returned and delivered verbal feedback to the
Revenues and Benefits Manager and Benefits Team leader as well as a written report
on the Emerging findings. The feedback session was very positive and the Auditor was
very complimentary of the Service, so much so that he advised that he did delve further
into such areas such as Overpayments as there were no real risks identified in the key
areas of Speed of Processing, Accuracy and Counter-fraud.
5.3 Of the 12 risks identified, the majority are highlighting areas where Audit Scotland feels
that the Benefits Service is not recording or reporting information in certain areas. While
it is accepted that these risks to continuous improvement are a true reflection on what is
happening operationally, in the main these risks have no influence on the actual
performance or to the security of the service.
5.4 A draft report was received on 17 February. The Service then had a week to get back to
Audit Scotland with any comments on factual accuracy within the report. The Chief
Financial Officer (CFO), Revenues and Benefits Manager and Benefits Team Leader
had input to this and the factual accuracy template was returned by the due date of 24
February 2012.
5.5 The final report was issued to the Chief Executive Officer on 02 March 2012. The
Council was required to submit an action plan for Audit Scotland by 30 March 2012
detailing how it proposed to address the risks identified as part of the Audit. The
proposed action plan was submitted to Audit Scotland on 26 March 2012 and can be
seen as appendix 2.

5.6 The Assistant Auditor General wrote to the Chief Executive on 28 March 2012 advising
that he had considered the proposals in the action plan and that he was satisfied that
the proposed actions would make a positive contribution to the continuous improvement
of the Council’s Housing and Council tax Benefits Service.
5.7 The Revenues and Benefits Manager reports performance against the action plan to the
Chief Financial Officer as part of the Service performance management process.

6.0 MAIN FINDINGS
6.1 In total there were 12 risks identified as possible risks to continued improvement. These
risks are noted on the draft action plan which is attached as appendix 2. A summary of
the main risks is noted below against the sections under which they appear on the
report.
6.2 Performance Reporting – No material risks to the Council.
6.3 Meeting The Needs Of The User And the Community - The Benefits Service works
closely with a number of internal and external partners and does communicate with its
landlords and customers. Audit Scotland has recognised this in the report but does view
as a risk the fact that it does not however conduct specific landlord or Benefits Service
customer surveys so this will be addressed. Activities currently undertaken with Money
Matters and other key stakeholders will also be formulated into a take-up strategy
document.
Risks were also identified due to the fact that there is no Service Level Agreement
between the Benefits Service and the Customer Service Centre and the fact that the
Council does not have a Customer Service Strategy. Both of these items are currently
being progressed and are included in the Action Plan within the Directorate Plan.
6.4 Delivering Outcomes – Audit Scotland highlighted the performance in processing
reconsideration requests and appeals as a risk. The Benefits Service acknowledges
this; however as this area is very resource intensive, there is a fine line between
diverting resource from mainstream processing and accuracy to provide assistance in
this area. It should also be noted that the workload in this area has increased by 37%
and 106% respectively over the last 2 years and although performance is behind target
for processing times, the current success rate based on 52 cases submitted to the
Tribunal Service up to October 2011 resulted in 92% of cases being found in favour of
the Council.
6.5 Audit Scotland recorded as a risk the fact that 60% of reconsiderations are resolved in
favour of the customer. The spreadsheet that is used to record reconsiderations will
have a field added to record the reason for the request. The Service is confident that
this will demonstrate that a high percentage of these requests are found in the
customer’s favour as the claim had originally been assessed as a nil entitlement due to
the fact that the customer has not supplied information that was asked for to support the
claim, for example wage slips or banks statements etc. Often it is not until a ‘nil
entitlement’ letter is received that customers make contact with the Council and then
submit a request for reconsideration along with the supporting evidence that was
missing when the claim was originally submitted.
6.6 Positive Comments - Audit Scotland noted improvements that have been made since
the last Audit in 2008 to ensure continuing improvement is achieved. The fact that no
risks have been identified in the areas of Speed of Processing, Accuracy and Counterfraud is very encouraging for the Service. Some of the key positive messages
highlighted in the report are summarised below.


The Service has introduced a comprehensive management reporting framework
which contains 56 key performance indicators across the full range of benefit
service activities.



An e-form facility has been introduced for Housing Associations which allows
their staff to assist their customers in completing a claim form or change of
circumstance form which can then be submitted electronically to the Council for
processing.



All seven risks associated with Counter-fraud in the last Audit have been
addressed including the introduction of an independent sanction decision making
process and improving the Council website to provide an online referral facility.



The Council has delivered a top quartile performance (4th and 2nd of 32 Scottish
Councils) in processing new claims and changes of circumstances, as at June
2011 (performance has improved even further since then).



Despite a significant increase in the number of appeals received, it is clear that
the Council is committed to high standards of quality when submitting cases to
the tribunal Service. This has resulted in the Council’s original decision being
upheld in over 90% of cases.



The Auditor commented on the success rate with cases submitted to the
Procurator Fiscal and states “this is highly commendable and testament to the
quality of the investigative work and the preparation and submission of
prosecution files”. Positive comments were also made about the Council’s
commitment to the NFI exercise as well as the Benefit Control Team’s results on
the application of sanctions.



Audit Scotland did recognise that the Benefits Service experienced significant
issues in 2009 due to a number of factors, namely the implementation of a new
Electronic Records Management System, the loan of staff to provide support to
the Customer Service Centre, significant staff turnover, higher than normal staff
sickness levels and a 4.6% increase in the volume of new claims and changes in
circumstances.
The Auditor did comment that “it is highly commendable that during this time
the council demonstrated a clear commitment to improving its new claims and
changes of circumstances performance and maintained a high level of post and
pre-payment accuracy, by not compromising its rigorous programme of
management checks”.

 The Council has continued to record an excellent level of performance in its post
payment accuracy rate, recording an achievement as at March 2012 of 99%
against a target of 98%.

7.0 IMPLICATIONS
7.1 Financial – None
7.2 Legal – None
7.3 Personnel – None

8.0 CONSULTATION – None

9.0 EQUALITIES
9.1 The Benefits Service works towards adherence to the Equalities agenda by ensuring
that Benefit Take Up is progressed in areas of deprivation where it is identified that there
is a low level of live benefit claims. It also works with the Council’s Money Matters and
the Department for Work and Pensions to identify client groups such as lone parents,
disabled and pensioners that may not be claiming full entitlement.
The Benefits
Service also has a wide range of access points from face to face at Wallace Place, the
telephone, direct by email, home visits and the Council’s website.

