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Overarching comments 
 
The Local Government Association (LGA) is the voice of English local government. 

Our mission is to help support, promote and improve local authorities in England. 

 

Local welfare assistance provides the last line of support to people with nowhere 

else to turn. It provides basic essentials for vulnerable residents and their children 

who face an unforeseen personal crisis or are in need of help to re-establish 

themselves in society after illness or a period in residential care.   

 

Since the crisis loans and community support elements of the Social Fund were 

localised from 2012/13 councils have successfully and innovatively administered 

this safety net funding. The transfer of funding for local welfare recognised that 

councils were well placed to design schemes responding to their local needs. This 

happened in a context of increasing hardship for low income groups and those 

subject to ongoing changes in welfare entitlements that have driven increased 

demand for crisis support.  

 

Councils have responded to localisation by setting up schemes that have 

successfully and innovatively addressed the needs of local people. Local schemes 

have successfully managed demand, reduced the scope for abuse while 

increasing the cost effectiveness of the funding. In particular councils have sought 

to move resources into preventative work designed to meet the underlying needs 

of applicants to prevent longer-term problems rather than simply meeting crisis 

needs. 
 

The abolition of local welfare assistance as a distinct grant and its notional 

inclusion in 2015-16 within a formula grant total that is 13 per cent or £3.13 billion 

lower, year-on-year, will have a significant impact on local provision. A LGA survey 

demonstrates that nearly three quarters of councils would have to scale back their 

schemes with 15 per cent expecting to have to scrap provision completely.1 This 

will impact directly on vulnerable residents and many of those covered by 

equalities duties, who are managing increased hardship and the ongoing impact of 

changes to their welfare eligibility. 

 
Considering the impact this will have on vulnerable residents in most need the 
LGA strongly supports separately identifiable funding but, due to funding 
pressures for councils as highlighted, this should be done by restoring 
Local Welfare Assistance funding that is additional to the existing planned 
2015/16 formula  grant. 

 

 

Background and demand 

                                                        
1
 LGA survey of upper tier councils in September 2014: 

http://www.local.gov.uk/web/guest/media-releases/-
/journal_content/56/10180/6583322/NEWS 

mailto:Robert.jervis-gibbons@local.gov.uk
http://www.local.gov.uk/web/guest/media-releases/-/journal_content/56/10180/6583322/NEWS
http://www.local.gov.uk/web/guest/media-releases/-/journal_content/56/10180/6583322/NEWS
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The crisis loans and community support elements of the Social Fund were 

localised in 2013/14 in recognition of the poor targeting and abuse that 

characterised the nationally administered scheme. The transfer of funding for local 

welfare recognised that councils were well placed to design schemes responding 

to their local needs.  

 

Over recent years incomes have reduced in real terms with take home pay in 2017 

forecasted to remain lower than 2008 levels.2 Those on low incomes have been 

particularly affected at a time when goods and services have increased at more 

than double that of incomes.3 This has increased levels of hardship and the 

number of working people eligible for benefits. For example, the proportion of the 

housing benefit caseload made up of employed claimants has doubled between 

2011 and 2014 to over a fifth.4  

 

The changes to welfare entitlements including housing benefit, the benefit cap and 

removal of the spare room subsidy ahead of the introduction of Universal Credit 

have also had an impact. For example, the number of households affected by the 

Benefit Cap remains stubbornly high, at above 25,000, and has not significantly 

changed in the last six months.5 In addition, the number of households subject to 

the removal of spare room subsidy has only seen moderate reductions since its 

introduction, leaving nearly 482,000 households still paying the additional subsidy.6 

This has contributed to increased levels of debt for many claimants, with, for 

example, over a quarter of social tenants (28 per cent) in a recent survey, in rent 

arrears which has remained broadly unchanged over the last year.7 

 

The increasing use of sanctions by Jobcentre Plus at the same time as the 

implementation of welfare reforms has also contributed towards the hardship of 

many claimants. The number of Job Seekers Allowance claimants that were 

sanctioned has on average increased by over 10 per cent this year from last, for 

Employment Support Allowance claimants there was a two and a half fold 

increase.8 At the same time councils have reported a large increase in numbers of 

claimants entitled to receive a Short Term Budgeting Advance or Budgeting Loan 

being turned down. Instead many Jobcentre Plus branches have been routinely 

referring claimants to council local welfare assistance schemes for support. 

 

Taken together these impacts have increased hardship for low income groups and 

those subject to changes in their welfare entitlements and have had a knock-on 

effect on applications for crisis help from local welfare schemes.   

 
 

Local welfare schemes 
 
Despite a lack of details about the previous year’s Social Fund uptake, a very short 
timescale for the introduction of their schemes the vast majority of councils got 
their schemes up and running quickly. The schemes councils set up varied to meet 
local needs and delivery capabilities, but have shared a number of key 

                                                        
2
 Earnst and Young ITEM Club: Special report on consumer spending: 

http://www.ey.com/UK/en/Issues/Business-environment/Financial-markets-and-economy/EY-ITEM-
Club-special-report-on-consumer-spending---In-detail  
3
 Between 2008 and 2014 average wages have increased by 9 per cent while a minimum basket of 

goods and services costs 27 to 28 per cent more. Source: Joseph Rowntree Foundation 
http://www.jrf.org.uk/publications/minimum-income-standard-2014?gclid=Cj0KEQiA1eyiBRC-
qI2VzKf0vaUBEiQAUiZ3xDgZKSgkpEHQykWub07RFZq76SvGkdabxPWPBxoh1msaAi7J8P8HAQ  
4
 DWP Stat Xplote data shows employed housing benefit claimants increased from 10.31% of total 

caseload in Nov 2011 to 21.23% in May 2014.   
5
 Source: DWP Stat-Xplore data to May 2014 

6
 ibid 

7
 National Federation of ALMOs Welfare Reform survey 2013/14  

8
 Source: DWP Stat-Xplore average annual data for year to March 2014 

http://www.ey.com/UK/en/Issues/Business-environment/Financial-markets-and-economy/EY-ITEM-Club-special-report-on-consumer-spending---In-detail
http://www.ey.com/UK/en/Issues/Business-environment/Financial-markets-and-economy/EY-ITEM-Club-special-report-on-consumer-spending---In-detail
http://www.jrf.org.uk/publications/minimum-income-standard-2014?gclid=Cj0KEQiA1eyiBRC-qI2VzKf0vaUBEiQAUiZ3xDgZKSgkpEHQykWub07RFZq76SvGkdabxPWPBxoh1msaAi7J8P8HAQ
http://www.jrf.org.uk/publications/minimum-income-standard-2014?gclid=Cj0KEQiA1eyiBRC-qI2VzKf0vaUBEiQAUiZ3xDgZKSgkpEHQykWub07RFZq76SvGkdabxPWPBxoh1msaAi7J8P8HAQ
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characteristics9: 
 
Councils have managed demand effectively as a central principle of their 
schemes from the outset. While some councils initially adopted a cautious 
approach restricting eligibility and the type and number of repeat awards to ensure 
budgets were not quickly exhausted, many took the opportunity to evaluate their 
schemes at the end of the first year of funding. This allowed them to make 
adjustments in light of their experience and the evolving local welfare and crisis 
needs of their residents.  
 

Manchester City Council initially restricted its community care awards for 
single people with no medical needs.  They initially provided for a microwave 
rather than a cooker, and didn’t provide a fridge.  However, this was changed 
over the course of the year and they began to make cookers and a fridge/ 
freezer available so that people could buy in bulk and cut costs.   
Cumbria County Council has embarked on a review of support services and 
is in the process of bringing together the Local Welfare Assistance Team, 
Supporting People, School Uniform and School Meals, generic advocacy 
contracts, money and advice contracts, and the Local Area Coordination 
service.  The review will look at improving pathways for people and create a 
single point of access to this support 

 
Councils have reduced the scope for abuse through measures such as moving 
away from cash payments (as was offered by the Social Fund) towards ‘in-kind’ 
support, using payment cards or vouchers to meet crisis needs and directly 
purchasing essential items for those with community care requirements.  As a 
result councils have reported examples of people withdrawing applications when 
they were informed that there were no cash payments available. Also, tightening 
up on the scope of loans has helped to reduce defaults.   
 

In Lambeth, low levels of repayment led the Council to refocus the provision 
of credit union loans on non-urgent items rather than for crisis needs as a 
result of poor repayment rates. 

 
More cost effective delivery has been achieved in a number of ways through 
negotiating bulk purchasing deals with suppliers and in some cases use of local 
providers, including recycling projects, to both keep the cost of items low and 
improve the level of service. These fulfilment mechanisms were time consuming to 
set up at the outset, but the arrangements are now working well and there is 
evidence that these are more cost-effective than was the case for Social Fund 
provision. Councils have also sought to work together with voluntary and 
community sector organisations and other councils to save on back office costs 
and improve delivery.  
 

Southend Borough Council runs the local welfare schemes for itself and its 
neighbouring authorities in Essex.  
Lambeth Council supports a wide range of provision, including debt and 
benefits advice in GP surgeries, food banks and Children’s Centres as well as 
in the Council’s customer centre. In partnership with Citizens Advice a new 
‘One Lambeth Advice’ phone number and website has been set up which 
enables promotion under a single brand and ensures people gain access to 
the most appropriate service to meet their needs. 

 
Many councils have moved resources into preventative work designed to meet 
the underlying needs of applicants rather than simply meeting crisis needs. This 
includes joining up services to better understand need and the opportunities for 

                                                        
9
 Drawing on the LGA ‘Delivering Local Welfare’ report:  http://www.local.gov.uk/web/guest/welfare-

reform/-/journal_content/56/10180/6031824/ARTICLE 

http://www.local.gov.uk/web/guest/welfare-reform/-/journal_content/56/10180/6031824/ARTICLE
http://www.local.gov.uk/web/guest/welfare-reform/-/journal_content/56/10180/6031824/ARTICLE
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intervention. In particular, many schemes offered budgeting advice and provision 
of community care assistance to help set up homes for vulnerable residents. 
 

Solihull Metropolitan Borough Council identified that young people leaving 
local authority care were often eligible for Community Care Grants from the 
Social Fund so have devolved an element of the funding for Local Welfare 
Assistance to their Children’s Services team.  They have also ensured that the 
Community Care aspects of their scheme are closely aligned with needs 
identified by their homeless team to assist priority homeless cases to move 
from temporary into settled accommodation.  
Lincolnshire County Council linked eligibility for an award to some recipients 
signing up for budgeting skills course. 
Devon Council is using a proportion of its funding to set up a Community 
Impact Fund for not-for-profit organisations that supports people to become 
more financially self-reliant in the future. 

 

Councils have sought to work closely with local agencies to ensure a joined up 
approach that complements DWP welfare provision.  
 

Mid Devon Council has put in a ‘hot line’ so staff could get straight through to 
Jobcentre Plus to quickly deal with issues and  Milton Keynes Council have 
established a two way referral process with Jobcentre Plus. These and other 
council approaches have sought greater integration and even co-location of 
staff within Jobcentre Plus premises as means of delivering efficient and more 
joined up services. 

 
 

Future funding 
 
The local government finance settlement for 2015/16 includes a 13 per cent 
reduction in local authorities’ core grant from the previous year,10 a cut that adds 
up to a 40 per cent reduction over the current parliament.11 This reduction and the 
withdrawal of separately identified funding represents and effective removal of 
local welfare funding for local authorities. The impact of this withdrawal of finding is 
demonstrated by a LGA survey which shows that nearly three quarters of councils 
expect to scale back or scrap their schemes in 2015/16, with 15 per cent expecting 
to scrap provision completely.12 
 
This withdrawal of funding and inevitable scaling back of local welfare provision will 

impact directly on vulnerable residents, many of whom are still managing the 

ongoing impact of changes to their welfare eligibility.  

 
The LGA position, therefore, is to strongly support separately identifiable 
funding but, due to funding pressures for councils as highlighted, this 
should be done by restoring Local Welfare Assistance funding that is 
additional to the existing planned 2015/16 formula grant. 
 
 

Equalities impact 
 
The impact of the withdrawal of funding for local welfare will vary between the 
different groups with protected characteristics. There is no national study of these 

                                                        
10

 Final Local Government Settlement 2015 to 2015: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/key-

information-for-local-authorities-and-non-domestic-rates-pools-final-local-government-finance-
settlement-2014-to-2015  
11

 Real terms core grant funding reduction excluding ringfenced grants 
12

 LGA survey of upper tier councils in September 2014: http://www.local.gov.uk/web/guest/media-
releases/-/journal_content/56/10180/6583322/NEWS  

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/key-information-for-local-authorities-and-non-domestic-rates-pools-final-local-government-finance-settlement-2014-to-2015
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/key-information-for-local-authorities-and-non-domestic-rates-pools-final-local-government-finance-settlement-2014-to-2015
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/key-information-for-local-authorities-and-non-domestic-rates-pools-final-local-government-finance-settlement-2014-to-2015
http://www.local.gov.uk/web/guest/media-releases/-/journal_content/56/10180/6583322/NEWS
http://www.local.gov.uk/web/guest/media-releases/-/journal_content/56/10180/6583322/NEWS


 

5 
 

impacts to draw upon, but it is possible to highlight two groups that would be 
particularly impacted.  
 
People with disabilities have been increasingly affected by welfare reforms such as 
the change to Employment Support Allowance, removal of the spare room subsidy 
and the introduction of the Personal Independence Payment.  There is limited data 
on uptake of local welfare support by this group, but nearly a third of the 
Community Care Grants element and nearly a fifth of the Crisis Loan element of 
the Social Fund went to people with disabilities in 2012/13.13 This group is 
therefore likely to be receiving a similar proportion (or even greater given the 
ongoing welfare reforms) of local welfare provision. 
 
In addition, many local welfare assistance schemes provide community care 
support to women who may be pregnant or have a very young baby to establish 
themselves in a new home. For example, local welfare assistance can help to 
avert individuals from presenting as homeless and in need of significantly 
increased levels of support from a range of providers. 
 
In both cases the withdrawal of funding will mean that these groups will be no 
longer be able to access this final safety net support.   
 
 

Timetable 
 
The LGA would support the suggested timetable, with changes implemented in 
time for the Autumn Statement and inclusion within the local government finance 
settlement in December. 

 

                                                        
13

 DWP Annual Report by the Secretary of State for Work and Pensions on the Social Fund 2012/13 


