Changes to Housing and Council Tax Benefit - April 2011

As part of its benefit reform programme, the Government has announced important changes to the Housing Benefit Scheme that will come into effect from April 2011. A summary of the changes is given below. 

Changes that could affect all Housing Benefit and Council Tax Benefit claimants.

Other people living with you (not your partner or dependant child) - If you have a non-dependant living with you, for example, an adult son or daughter, usually over the age of 18 a charge is applied to your Housing Benefit and Council Tax Benefit called a non dependant deduction which reduces the amount you are allowed.

From April 2011, the Government has announced substantial increases in the amount that will be deducted for non-dependants. Details of the deductions for 2010 and 2011 can be found by clicking on the link below -
Housing and Council Tax Benefit non-dependant deductions 2010/11 and 2011/12
Please Note – A non-dependant deduction will not be taken if you/your partner are registered blind, receive Attendance Allowance or the ‘Care’ component of Disability Living Allowance.

Changes affecting people who claim Housing Benefit under the Local Housing Allowance (LHA).

New claims made from 1st April 2011 the Government plans to:

· End the (up to) £15.00 weekly Housing Benefit top up paid to people whose rent is less than the Local Housing Allowance rate for the size of accommodation they need. 

· Reduce LHA rates to the 30th percentile of rents in the area rather than at the median so that about 3 in 10 properties for rent in the area should be affordable to people on HB rather than every 5 in 10 properties as now.
· Remove the LHA rate for a five bedroom property, the maximum LHA rate will be for a four bedroom property instead.

· Reduce the amount of Housing Benefit you can receive by introducing maximum caps so that LHA weekly rates in any area cannot be more than: 

               - £250.00 for anyone needing a one bedroom property  

               - £290.00 for anyone needing a two bedroom property 

               - £340.00 for anyone needing a three bedroom property 

               - £400.00 for anyone needing a four bedroom or larger property.

Please note: Residents in Carmarthenshire will not be affected by these caps as our 'normal' Local Housing Allowance rates are substantially below these amounts.
· Allow an additional bedroom within the size criteria used to assess HB claims in the private rented sector when a disabled person, or someone with a long term health condition, has a proven need for overnight care and this is provided by a non-resident carer.

This means that if your family would normally be able to claim Housing Benefit for a two bedroom property but you need an overnight carer to stay in the property, you will be able to claim for a three bedroom property.
· Customers receiving the baby element in Housing and/or Council Tax Benefit but who for whatever reason are not receiving Child Tax Credit will lose entitlement to the baby element from 1st April 2011. 
Existing claims will need to be reassessed when the corresponding baby element is removed from payment of Child Tax Credit on or after 7 April 2011.

Will I be affected by these changes?

Anyone making a ‘New claim’ for benefit from April 2011 will have their Housing Benefit assessed under the new rules. A new claim is made when: 

· A person makes a brand new claim for the first time.

· A person moves into the Carmarthenshire area and claims Housing Benefit. 
· A person has a change of address within Carmarthenshire and claims Housing Benefit at their new address. 
· A person has a break in an existing Housing Benefit claim. Housing Benefit paid after the break will be assessed under the new rules. 
Protected claims

Customers who are already receiving Housing Benefit under the LHA scheme before April 2011 will not be affected by these changes straight away, providing their circumstances do not change. 
The LHA rate is normally reviewed once a year on the 'anniversary' of the claim. (However this can be sooner if a change in household size occurs). 

For existing customers a period of up to nine months' transitional protection will be available after the review date providing this date is on or after the 1st April 2011.

Example

A Housing Benefit claim is made in December 2010 and, because of the size of the family, benefit is based on the 2 bedroom LHA rate.
Rent = £80.00 per week

LHA = £100.00 per week

Maximum rent (LHA) = £95.00 (£80.00 plus £15.00 top-up)

The anniversary date of the claim will be in December 2011.  The rate set for 2 bedroom properties would be based on the cheapest 30 per cent of the housing market for example - £75.00 per week

However the claim would continue to be based on £80.00 per week (being the weekly rent charged) for another 9 months until September 2012.

In September 2012, the transitional protection ends and the rent would be restricted to £75.00 per week. 
Everyone claiming Housing Benefit under the Local Housing Allowance scheme will be on the lower rates of benefit by January 2013.

Please note: the protection will not apply to the removal of the £15.00 weekly Housing Benefit top up paid to people whose rent is less than the Local Housing Allowance  rate for the size of accommodation they need. This will be removed on the anniversary date.

If you are concerned about the likely effect of any of these changes on your benefit claim, please contact us for further advice.
Alternatively independent financial advice can also be obtained from one of the following:-

· Citizens Advice Bureau – 01554 759626  / 01267 234488  / 01269 591091

· Shelter Cymru (01267 229206)
· CATCHUP (01554 776850)
· Age Concern (01554 784080)

· National Debt Helpline (0808 8084000) or www.nationaldebtline.co.uk

