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Discretionary Housing Payment (DHP) Policy 2013
Purpose of the Policy

The purpose of this policy is to specify how Hastings Borough Council’s Benefits Service will operate the scheme and to identify some of the factors that will be considered when deciding if a DHP can be made.

Policy objectives

The Benefits Service will seek through the operation of this policy to:

· Alleviate poverty

· Support vulnerable residents

· Help those who are trying to help themselves

· Keep families together

· Help residents through personal difficulties
· Prevent homelessness
· Provide support to residents affected by HB reforms 
The DHP scheme provides customers with further financial assistance when the local authority considers that help with housing associated costs is needed.
The DHP scheme should be seen as a short-term measure to alleviate hardship in difficult times and should not be considered as a long-term solution.

The regulations covering DHPs are the Discretionary Financial Assistance Regulations 2001.

The main features of the scheme are:

· DHPs are discretionary

· It is a cash limited fund

· DHPs are not a payment of Housing Benefit (HB)

· HB must be in payment in the benefit week that a DHP is awarded for

Housing Costs

Housing costs are not defined in the regulations and this gives us discretion to interpret the term.

The most common use of the DHP fund is to top up rent where there is a shortfall between the rent liability and the HB payment. With the introduction of the Benefit Cap during 2013/14, together with the restriction on working age social tenants who are under-occupying from April 2013, there is likely to be more demand on the fund than in previous years.

There are now also examples of a wider interpretation with the following being considered for assistance:

· Rent in advance payments

· Deposits

· Other lump sum costs associated with a housing need eg removal costs, storage costs

Housing Options

In order to prevent homelessness, a close working arrangement with our colleagues in the Housing Options Team is essential. Therefore, referrals from the Housing Options Team will be considered promptly where their client is under the threat of eviction.

In cases where it would be appropriate to pay rent in advance to secure alternative accommodation, it would be prudent to allocate £30,000 of the DHP fund to our Housing colleagues for that purpose.

The introduction of the Benefit Cap will also require us to work closer to ensure that customers affected by the cap are offered not only financial support but also housing and budgeting advice. Information from the DWP indicate that around 70 households in the town may be affected.
Benefit Officers and/or Customer Services Officers, when dealing with a customer who is facing eviction proceedings or has been given notice to leave their property, should direct the customer to the Housing Options Team for advice as a matter of urgency. Any subsequent requests for assistance from the DHP Fund should be given priority.
Registered Social Landlords (RSL’s)
From April 2013, housing benefit will be restricted for social housing tenants of working age who are under-occupying their properties. Approximately 850 households have been identified as likely to be affected by this change. Closer working with the RSL’s will ensure that help is given where it is most needed.
Claiming a DHP

A claim for a DHP will normally be made in writing and signed by the customer. There is a standard application form (Appendix A) for private tenants, (Appendix B) for social tenants, however, a letter or signed statement will be deemed as sufficient.

The Benefits Section may request any reasonable evidence in support of an application for a DHP.

The Benefits Section reserves the right to verify any information or evidence provided by the customer in appropriate circumstances.

If the customer is unable to or does not provide the required evidence, the Benefits Service will still consider the application and will take into account any other available evidence including that held on the Housing Benefit file.

The Benefits Section will seek to maximise the customer’s income by checking the availability of state benefits and other sources of financial assistance that may be available to the customer upon application.

Awarding a DHP

The Benefits Officer dealing with the claim shall consider the full circumstances before deciding whether or not to award a DHP. 

Listed below are examples of what will be taken into account:

· The amount of the shortfall between Housing Benefit and the rental liability (net of any ineligible charges)

· Any steps taken by the customer to reduce their rent charge. For example, has the customer tried to seek cheaper accommodation?
· The financial and medical circumstances (including ill health and disabilities) of the customer, their partner and any other members of their household including dependants and any other occupants of the customer’s home
· The income and expenditure of the customer, their partner and any other members of their household including any dependants or other occupants of the customer’s home

· Has the customer applied for all sources of income available to them?
· Any savings or capital that might be held by the customer or their family

· The level of indebtedness of the customer and their family
· The possible impact on the Council of not making such an award, e.g. the pressure on priority homeless accommodation
· Any other circumstances brought to the attention of the Benefits Section, for example will the payment of DHP keep the family together?
· In the case of disabled customers, has their accommodation been substantially adapted for their needs, including new builds?

· Is the customer a foster carer?

An award of a DHP does not guarantee that a further award will be made at a later date even if the customer’s circumstances have not changed. As previously stated, DHPs should not be considered as a long term solution.
The Benefits Officer should record the reasons for their decision.

Method of Payment
The Benefits Service will decide the most appropriate person to pay based upon the circumstances of each case. This could include paying:

· The customer;

· Their partner;

· An appointee;

· Their landlord (or an agent of the landlord); or

· Any third party to whom it might be most appropriate to make payment.

Notification of decision
The Benefits Service will inform the customer in writing of the outcome of their application. Where the application is unsuccessful, the Benefits Section will set out the reasons why this decision was made and explain the right of review. Where the application is successful, the Benefits Section will advise:

· The amount of DHP awarded;

· The period of the award;

· How, when and to whom the award will be paid;

· The requirement to report a change in circumstances (where appropriate)

The right to seek a Review

DHPs are not payments of Housing Benefit and are therefore not subject to the statutory appeals procedure. However, all Councils are expected to set up an appropriate review process. 

The Benefits Service will operate the following policy for dealing with requests to review a decision.

A customer (or their appointee or agent) who disagrees with a DHP decision may dispute the decision. A request for a review will be made in writing within one calendar month of the written DHP decision being issued to the customer.

The Appeals Officer will then consider the request and review the decision made, to ensure that it was “reasonable”. The customer (or their appointee or agent) will be informed of the Appeals Officer’s decision. 

This decision will be final and binding and may only be challenged via the judicial review process.

Publicity
The Benefits Service will publicise the scheme as it is a key element of the Government’s strategy for managing reductions in Local Housing Allowance rates arising from the HB reform.[image: image2.jpg]o
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