
1 

 
Agenda Item No. 7(d) 

 
South Ayrshire Council 

 
Report by Head of Finance and ICT 

to Leadership Panel  
of 19 January 2021 

 
 

Subject: Service Review – Benefits Service Phase 1 

 
 
1. Purpose 
 
1.1 The purpose of this report is to seek Members’ approval of Phase 1 of the review 

of Benefits Services (within the Revenues and Benefits Service). 
 
2. Recommendation 
 
2.1 It is recommended that the Panel: 
 
 2.1.1 approves Phase 1 of the service review of the Benefits team (as set 

out in Appendix 1 and associated Addendum (confidential)); and 
 
 2.1.2 notes that a Phase 2 Service Review will be undertaken to review the 

feasibility of Benefits Services formally linking with the Information 
and Advice Hub, with findings and recommendations being reported 
to Leadership Panel by June 2021 

 
3. Background 
 
3.1 The Benefits function forms part of the operational activity with the Revenues and 

Benefits service, managed by the Service Lead – Revenues and Benefits who 
reports to the Head of Finance and ICT 

 
3.2 The Revenues function was included in the Service Review of Revenues and 

Corporate Accounting which was approved by the Leadership Panel on 18 
September 2018 however due the significant changes on-going in terms of welfare 
reform and the introduction of Universal Credit, the Benefit Service activity was not 
specifically included within that review. 

 
3.3 Phase 1 of the Service Review has focused only on Benefits Services with a further 

Phase 2 to be undertaken early in 2021/22 to review the feasibility of Benefits 
Services formally linking with the Information and Advice Hub, currently based 
within Employee and Customer Services.  

 
3.4 Phase 1 of the service review has primarily concentrated on the reconfiguration of 

the Universal Credit Assisted Digital Support (UCADS) team to incorporate this 
function into the existing Benefits Advisors role. This resulted in savings proposals 
which were identified and agreed as part of the 2020/21 budget proposals. The 
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review has also taken the opportunity to consider the ongoing effectiveness of 2 x 
Level 6 Visiting Officer posts within Benefits services.  

 
3.5 The Addendum (confidential) to this report provides further details of the current 

and proposed structures. 
 
4. Proposals 
 
4.1 The Service Review is included as Appendix 1. 
 
4.2 The considerations for Phase 1 of the service review are provided in Appendix 1 

and detailed structural changes are shown in the Addendum (confidential) to this 
report as summarised below: 

 
 4.2.1 permanent structural changes resulting in a reduction of 6 fte posts when 

compared to the current structure; and 
 
 4.2.2 noting that a Phase 2 service review will be undertaken to review the 

feasibility of the Benefits Service formally linking with the Information and 
Advice Hub. 

 
5. Legal and Procurement Implications 
 
5.1 There are no legal implications arising from this report. 
 
5.2 There are no procurement implications arising from this report. 
 
6. Financial Implications 
 
6.1 The considerations outlined in Appendix 1 and associated Addendum (confidential) 

proposals achieves, on a permanent basis, the required saving of £148,773 
included in the 2020/21 budget exercise. The actual saving of £173,176 is £24,403 
greater than originally anticipated.   

 
6.2 The additional saving of £24,403 identified in 6.1 will be incorporated as part of the 

2021/22 budget setting process. 
 
7. Human Resources Implications 
 
7.1 The proposed changes will be implemented in accordance with the Council’s 

established Framework for Managing Workforce Change.  
 
8. Risk 
 
8.1 Risk Implications of Adopting the Recommendations 
 
 8.1.1 There are no risks associated with adopting the recommendations. 
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8.2 Risk Implications of Rejecting the Recommendations 
 
 8.2.1 There is a risk that the approved 2020/21 savings will not be achieved on 

a permanent basis if the recommendations are rejected. 
 
9. Equalities 
 
9.1 The proposals in this report have been assessed through the Equality Impact 

Assessment Scoping process.  There are no significant potential positive or 
negative equality impacts of agreeing the recommendations and therefore an 
Equalities Impact Assessment is not required.  A copy of the Equalities Scoping 
Assessment is attached as Appendix 2. 

 
10. Sustainable Development Implications 
 
10.1 Considering Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) - This report does not 

propose or seek approval for a plan, policy, programme or strategy or document 
otherwise described which could be considered to constitute a plan, programme, 
policy or strategy. 

 
11. Options Appraisal 
 
11.1 An options appraisal has not been carried out in relation to the subject matter of this 

report.   
 
12. Link to Council Plan 
 
12.1 The matters referred to in this report contribute to Commitment 1 of the Council 

Plan: Fair and Effective Leadership/ Leadership that promotes fairness. 
 
13. Results of Consultation 
 
13.1 There has been no public consultation on the contents of this report.  
 
13.2 Consultation has taken place with Councillor Brian McGinley, Portfolio Holder for 

Resources and Performance, and the contents of this report reflect any feedback 
provided. 

 
13.3 Consultation has taken place with affected staff and Trade Union representatives. 
 
14. Next Steps for Decision Tracking Purposes   
 
14.1 If the recommendations above are approved by Members, the Head of Finance and 

ICT will ensure that all necessary steps are taken to ensure full implementation of 
the decision within the following timescales, with the completion status reported to 
the Leadership Panel in the ‘Council and Leadership Panel Decision Log’ at each 
of its meetings until such time as the decision is fully implemented:  

 
Implementation Due date Managed by 

Manage reconfiguration of 
posts in accordance with 
Managing Workforce 
Change policy  

31 March 2021 
Service Lead – 
Revenues and 
Benefits 
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Implementation Due date Managed by 

Undertake Phase 2 service 
review  30 June 2021 Head of Finance 

and ICT 
 
 
Background Papers None 
  
Person to Contact Tim Baulk, Head of Finance and ICT  

County Buildings, Wellington Square, Ayr, KA7 1DR  
Phone 01292 612620  
E-mail tim.baulk@south-ayrshire.gov.uk  

 
Date: 12 January 2021 
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Appendix 1 

Benefits Service Review Phase 1 
 
1. Introduction 
 
1.1 This report outlines the findings and recommendations of Phase 1 of the Service 

Review of Benefits Services.  The review of the Benefits Service is being 
undertaken on a phased basis to allow the opportunity to deal with the wider impact 
of the UK Governments Welfare Reform agenda, (including the migration of existing 
legacy benefits customers to Universal Credit), and the Review of Management 
Structure report to Council of 5 March 2020, where the Head of Finance and ICT 
has been asked to review the feasibility of Benefits Services formally linking with 
the Information and Advice Hub, with findings and recommendations being reported 
to Leadership Panel by June 2021. This aspect of the review falls into Phase 2 and 
is out with the scope of this report.   

 
2. Background 
 
2.1 The Benefits function forms part of the operational activity with the Revenues and 

Benefits service, managed by the Service Lead – Revenues and Benefits who 
reports to the Head of Finance and ICT. 

 
2.2 Phase 1 of the review focuses only on the Benefits element of the service as the 

Revenues and Social Care Support teams were included in a wider Revenues and 
Finance Service Review approved in September 2018. The current Benefits 
Structure has largely remained unchanged since 2013, when the Scottish Welfare 
Fund (SWF) team was introduced in response to devolved powers transferring from 
Westminster to the Scottish Government in relation to Crisis Grants and Community 
Care Grants.  

 
2.3 The Benefits Services team consists of 47 FTE permanent posts with a budget of 

£1.45m. In addition, in December 2017, (in advance of the roll out of Universal 
Credit (UC) in South Ayrshire), the then Executive Officer’s Group (EOG) approved 
the creation of a number of posts to support customers moving to Universal Credit 
(UC) as follows; 

 
• 5 x Level 5 UC Support Officer posts funded from unallocated Welfare 

Reform Budget (which was mainlined in to the Benefits Services budget in 
2017/18) 

• 2 x Level 5 UC Support Officer posts funded from the Housing Revenue 
Account (HRA) 

• 3 x Level 5 Scottish Welfare Fund (SWF) staff funded from unallocated 
Scottish Government Grant; and 

• 1 x Level 7 Benefits Supervisor to be seconded to supervise these posts, 
funded from existing Housing Benefit budget 

 
 4 of the UC Support Officers were based within Benefit Services, along with the 3 

new SWF posts whilst the Level 7 Team Supervisor was a secondee from her 
existing post.  The other 3 UC posts were based within Housing Services. 

 
2.4 The Council’s Benefits Service is responsible for a range of benefit activities some 

of which are delivered on behalf of the Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) 
and the Scottish Government. These are summarised as follows;  



6 

 
2.4.1 Processing of Housing Benefit (HB) applications with a budget of £25.8m 

for both public sector and private sector tenants and Council Tax Reduction 
(CTR) with CTR totalling almost £8.7m credited to Council Tax accounts in 
the current year.     

 
2.4.2 Delivery of the Scottish Welfare Fund (SWF) which includes payment of 

Crisis Grants (CG) and Community Care Grants (CCG), with a fund value 
of £1.24m for 2020/21.  More recently this team has also been 
administering the Self Isolation Support Grant (SISG). 

 
2.4.3 Processing applications for Discretionary Housing Payments (DHP’s) with 

an expected budget of £1.63m in the current year which includes full 
mitigation for the ‘bedroom tax’ 

 
2.4.4 Processing of Education Benefits (Free School Meals and Clothing Grants) 

on behalf of Education Services with over 2,900 applications processed this 
year.  

 
2.5 In Feb 2018 the Benefits Services in conjunction with Housing Services developed 

a new Universal Credit Assisted Digital Support Team (UCADS) to provide advice, 
information and digital support to customers who required assistance to claim UC 
from the DWP. This team also ensured customers were able to access other 
benefits and signposted customers to other relevant Council services. The UCADS 
team provided an appointment based, face to face service located in the Customer 
Service Centres in Ayr, Troon and Girvan and across Housing Services, including 
customers accessing the Housing Options (Homeless) service. The team continued 
to operate during 2019/20 however the initial level of demand has reduced 
considerably, in particular for customers who are not Council tenants. 

  
2.6  Due to reduced demand for UCADS in Benefit Services during 2019/20 which 

resulted in vacant posts not being filled, savings were identified and agreed as part 
of the 2020/21 budget proposals which resulted in the proposal to delete 5 vacant 
Level 5 UCADS posts. Also, due to enhanced document management software 
introduced in 2019/20 a reduction in one vacant Level 3 post within Benefits 
services was also identified, resulting in total savings of £148,773.  Due to a natural 
reduction in UCADS staff and existing vacancies within the current benefits 
establishment there were no staff displaced as a result of these savings. These 
vacant posts have temporarily been used to offset the 2020/21 agreed saving, 
pending final approval to delete as part of this proposal.  

 
2.7 Housing Services have retained UCADS posts, which are funded from HRA or 

within their existing budgets, to ensure tenants are fully supported in the transition 
to UC to mitigate the risk of rent arrears accumulating during this process. 

 
3.  Key Considerations  
 
3.1 As noted at paragraph 2.6 the UCADS posts within Benefits Services have been 

temporarily used to offset budgeted savings identified for 2020/21. Given the 
reduced demand in Benefits for UCADS and the ongoing delay in UC migration it is 
envisaged that appropriate UCADS can now be delivered by staff within the existing 
Benefits processing teams. Moving forward this means that Benefits advisors will 
be equipped to deliver advice in relation to Housing Benefit, Council Tax Reduction, 
Education Benefits, Discretionary Housing Payments, Scottish Welfare Fund and 
UC 
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3.2 Housing Benefit caseloads have gradually reduced due to the introduction of UC, 

with a current caseload of 6,094 as at September 2020, however Council Tax 
Reduction (CTR) caseloads remain stable with 10,456 customers claiming CTR at 
Sep 2020.  

 
3.3 A primary function of benefits processing is the requirement to review the HB and 

CTR caseload on an ongoing basis to mitigate against fraud and to ensure any 
errors are identified at the earliest date to avoid substantial HB and CTR 
overpayments.  Historically the DWP were specific in how reviews were undertaken, 
and in the past, this included visiting claimants in their own homes, however in more 
recent years the process around reporting changes in circumstances has been 
largely automated with notifications issued by DWP linked to HMRC Earnings and 
Pensions data, and improved options for Council staff to access DWP systems to 
verify information. In recent years the DWP have introduced a number of review 
initiatives but have not required mandatory home visits since 2008. 

 
3.4 There are currently 2 Visiting Officer posts in the Benefits structure, graded at Level 

6, however when these staff are not undertaking visits they are employed in a 
Benefits processing role which is graded at Level 5. (There are currently 26 FTE 
Level 5’s within Benefits).  For the reasons noted at point 3.6 claims have been 
reviewed using electronic updates and by accessing DWP systems to verify data. 
We have continued to issue postal reviews however due to the ineffectiveness of 
home visits in comparison with other review options we have reduced the level of 
visits undertaken to minimal levels in recent years. During 2018/19 55% of pre-
notified home visits were unsuccessful and postal review forms required to be 
issued. For operational reasons visits ceased entirely in June 2019 and all reviews 
are now undertaken by post or by way of electronic updates from the DWP.  

 
3.5 Due to Covid19 restrictions and in light of further mandatory DWP accuracy 

initiatives that require the Council to review high risk cases, we are currently 
reviewing our processes and are considering options including telephone and 
online reviews.   

 
3.6 Home visits have not been a mandatory function for many years, and the 

effectiveness of home visits, in comparison with postal reviews alongside the 
introduction of a telephone or online process means that the work undertaken by 
the Visiting Officers is no longer an efficient use of staff resource, nor are home 
visits required to conduct an effective review.   

 
3.7 Consultation with staff and Trade Unions is ongoing in accordance with the 

Council’s Managing Workforce Change policy. 
 
4. Service Review Proposals 
 
4.1 The Addendum (confidential) to this report provides further detail on the service 

review proposals. 
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Appendix 2 

South Ayrshire Council Equality Impact Assessment Scoping 
 

1.  Proposal details 

Proposal Title   
Service Review – Benefits Services Phase 1 

Lead Officer   
Nicola Gemmell 

 
2.  Which communities, groups of people, employees or thematic groups do you think will be, or 
potentially could be, impacted upon by the implementation of this proposal? Please indicate whether 
these would be positive or negative impacts 

Community, Groups of People or Themes Negative 
Impacts Positive impacts 

The whole community of South Ayrshire - - 
People from different racial groups, ethnic or national origin. - - 
Women and/ or men (boys and girls) - - 
People with disabilities - - 
People from particular age groups for example Older people, 
children and young people - - 

Lesbian, gay, bisexual and heterosexual people - - 
People who are proposing to undergo, are undergoing or have 
undergone a process to change sex - - 

Pregnant women and new mothers - - 
People who are married or in a civil partnership - - 
People who share a particular religion or belief - - 
Thematic Groups: Health, Human Rights, Rurality and Deprivation - - 

 
3.  Do you have evidence or reason to believe that the proposal will support the Council to:  

General Duty and other Equality Themes Level of Negative and/ or Positive 
Impact  (high, medium or low) 

Eliminate discrimination and harassment faced by particular 
communities or groups Low impact 

Promote equality of opportunity between particular communities or 
groups Low impact 

Foster good relations between particular communities or groups Low impact 
Promote positive attitudes towards different communities or groups Low impact 
Increase participation of particular communities or groups in public 
life Low impact 

Improve the health and wellbeing of particular communities or 
groups  Low impact 

Promote the human rights of particular communities or groups Low impact 
Tackle deprivation faced by particular communities or groups Low impact 

 
4. Summary Assessment 

Is a full Equality Impact Assessment (EQIA) required? 
(A full EQIA must be carried out on all high and medium impact proposals)  

 
Yes               No 

Rationale for decision:   
This report Phase 1 of the review of Benefits Services (within the Revenues and Benefits 
Service).  Members’ decision on this has no specific equality implications. 

 

Signed :   Tim Baulk Head of Service 
Date:   1 December 2020 Copy to equalities@south-ayrshire.gov.uk 

 

x  

mailto:equalities@south-ayrshire.gov.uk

