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Dear Jenny 

Certification work for West Oxfordshire District Council for the year 

ended 31 March 2018 

We are required to certify the Housing Benefit subsidy claim submitted by West Oxfordshire District 

Council ('the Council'). This certification typically takes place six to nine months after the claim period 

and represents a final but important part of the process to confirm the Council's entitlement to funding. 

The Local Audit and Accountability Act 2014 gave the Secretary of State power to transfer Audit 

Commission responsibilities to other bodies. Public Sector Audit Appointments Ltd (PSAA) took on the 

transitional responsibilities for HB COUNT issued by the Audit Commission in February 2015. 

We have certified the Housing Benefit subsidy claim for the financial year 2017/18 relating to subsidy 

claimed of £23.4 million. Further details are set out in Appendix A. 

We identified several issues from our certification work which we wish to highlight for your attention. 
There were a number of errors from the extended testing that we carried out on this year’s subsidy 
return, which recurred from 2016/17. There were three new areas where we identified errors 
(classification of rent allowance overpayments, rent allowance claimants in receipt of state pension and 
errors reconciling non HRA benefit payments made per the housing benefit system to subsidy claimed)  
(and two areas where we found no further errors (rent allowance claimants in receipt of private pension 
and manual adjustments from software supplier manual check reports). The extrapolated financial 
impact on the claim, which we have reported to the DWP, was relatively insignificant compared to the 
total subsidy receivable. 
 
As a result of the errors identified, the claim was amended and qualified, and we reported our findings to 
the DWP on the 29 November 2018. The DWP may require the Council to undertake further work or to 
provide assurances on the errors we have identified.   

West Oxfordshire District Council  
Woodgreen 
Witney 
Oxfordshire 
OX28 1NB 

17 January 2019 
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The indicative fee for 2017/18 for the Council was based on the actual 2015/16 certification fees, 
reflecting the amount of work required by the auditor to certify the Housing Benefit subsidy claim that 
year. The indicative scale fee set by PSAA for the Council for 2017/18 was £12,900. Due to the 
additional work required to address the issues we identified compared to 2015/16, we have proposed an 
additional fee of £1,536, this fee has been agreed with officers but is still subject to agreement with 
PSAA. This is set out in more detail in Appendix B. 
 

Yours sincerely 

 

 

Grant Thornton UK LLP  
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Appendix A - Details of claims and returns certified for 2017/18 

Claim or 

return 

Value Amended? Amendment 

value 

Qualified?  

 

Comments 

Housing 

benefits 

subsidy claim 

£23,400,904 Yes £6,252 Yes See below 

 

Detailed findings from certification of housing benefits subsidy claim 

 

1. Benefit software: reconciliation of benefit granted to paid 

As in previous years our review of the Council's reconciliation of benefit granted to benefit paid from its 

housing subsidy system identified a discrepancy of £4,791. The Council did not investigate the 

difference and used the lower figure within the 2017/18 subsidy claim. There was therefore 

no risk of subsidy being over claimed. 

 

Recommended actions for officers 

We recommend that the Council should investigate any discrepancies in future years. 

 

2. Non HRA Rent Rebates (Board and lodging): 

Last year we reported to you that the treatment of Local Housing Allowance (LHA) and application of 

benefit threshold, ineligible service costs, recoverable VAT, earned income and overpayment 

classification were incorrect across a number of Non HRA rent rebate claims. As our 2016/17 audit work 

did not conclude until the end of November 2017, there was a risk that further errors were present in 

2017/18 claims processed up to this date.  

 

Benefit officers reviewed all the 2017/18 non-HRA awards in relation to the errors outlined above to 

identify and quantify the effect of any further errors. This testing, confirmed through our review and 

reperformance, identified errors in the application of the LHA and benefit threshold, with a £6,252 

increase in subsidy claimed. Our initial testing identified two cases where earned income had been input 

into the system incorrectly. Of these, one resulted in an underpayment as income was overstated, and 

another was an error in relation to the value of non-dependent deductions, there was therefore no error 

in benefit or subsidy. Extended testing by benefit officers of all non HRA claims in receipt of earned 

income did not identify any further errors.  

 

 

Testing of the initial sample of 13 non HRA claims also identified four cases where the amount of benefit 

paid per the benefit system for the last period of the claim was higher than the amount including within 

the subsidy claim. The amount included in the subsidy return was lower than the amount paid over 

according to Northgate. Neither ourselves or officers could identify a reason for these errors. All the 

cases identified resulted in under claimed subsidy as the payments were higher than the amounts 

included in the claim, no further testing was therefore undertaken but we requested that officers raise 

this issue with Northgate for their investigation.  

 

 

 

Recommended actions for officers 

• We recommend that the Council, as part of its internal quality assurance process, should 

increase its focus or level of testing in respect of non HRA rent rebates due to the remaining 

errors identified from our testing.  

 

• The Council should consider regular checks on the non-HRA homeless cases to ensure that 
they are included in the correct cell. The non-HRA claims should be reviewed prior to audit to 
ensure the correct LHA rate was applied, the correct split between cell 12 and 13 for any part 
weeks or daily rates was applied, and that there are no periods missing. This would ensure that 
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the claim was input correctly rather than needing extensive corrections and manual audit 
adjustments.  

 

 

• The Council should investigate with Northgate the reason for the errors outlined above in 

respect of the last payment period of some individual non HRA rent rebate claims.  

 

• We noted in our testing that communication between the housing department and benefits 
department was not always prompt leading to a higher level of overpayments in 2017/18 that in 
previous years. The Council should consider standard template forms to improve the 
communication between the Housing Department and the Benefits department. This would 
ensure that the Benefits team received all the information required from the housing team 
before a claim is processed and paid. Improved communication including informing the benefits 
team promptly of dates claimants left accommodation or other changes in circumstances 
should reduce the level of overpayments and errors.  

 

 

3. Claimant income 

In 2016/17, we identified some errors where assessors had incorrectly calculated claimants' earned 

income from evidence provided in respect of claims in receipt of rent allowances. We found two errors 

out of 43 cases tested this year. One of the errors identified resulted in an underpayment and did not 

result in a subsidy error in the claim. One error of £1.30 was identified, leading to an extrapolated 

overpayment of £28 

 

4. Rent allowance – Private Pension 

In 2016/17, we identified errors where private pension information was recorded incorrectly. Our 

extended testing of an additional 40 benefit claimants in receipt of a private pension did not identify any 

such errors this year.  

 

5. Rent allowance – State Pension 

Testing of an initial sample of 20 rent allowance cases identified one error where benefit had been 

overpaid as a result of the state retirement pension value being input incorrectly on to the housing 

benefit system. Testing of 40 additional cases where claimants are in receipt of state pension identified 

no further errors. The error of £0.39, resulted in an extrapolated overpayment of £9.  

 

Recommended actions for officers 

We recommend that the Council as part of its internal quality assurance process, should 

increase its focus or level of testing in respect of claims with earned income and state pension.  

 

6. Rent allowance – Local Authority Eligible Overpayments 

Testing of an initial sample of 20 rent allowance cases identified one case where an overpayment was 

misclassified as an eligible overpayment when it should have been classified as a local authority error 

overpayment. Testing of an additional sample of 40 cases identified one further similar error, leading to 

an extrapolated error of £616 due to expenditure being misclassified within the subsidy return.  

 

Recommended actions for officers 

We recommend that the Council as part of its internal quality assurance process, should 

increase its focus or level of testing in respect of claims classified as ‘Local Authority Eligible 

Overpayments’.  

 

 

7. Software supplier manual check reports 

In 2016/17, our review of the subsidy reconciliation process identified instances where manual 

adjustments identified from the benefit software supplier’s reports had not been incorporated 

in the pre-audit claim. We found that the manual adjustments had been correctly processed as part of 

the claim compilation process in 2017/18 and no further issues were identified.  
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Appendix B: Fees for 201718 certification work 

Claim or return 2015/16 

fee (£)  

2017/18 

indicative 

fee (£) 

2017/18 

actual fee 

(£) 

Variance 

(£) 

Explanation for variances 

Housing benefits 

subsidy claim 

(BEN01) 

£12,900 £12,900 £14,436 £1,536 Significant extended testing on 

non HRA rent rebates claims was 

undertaken in 2017/18. There was 

a larger case load than in 

previous years and a higher 

number of errors 

Additional extended testing was 

also carried out in other areas 

including review of claims in 

receipt of private pension and 

state pension.  

  

 


