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the benefit cap 

The Benefit Cap reduction from £26,000 a year 

to £23,000  for couples or families in London 

and £20,000 for those outside London is finally 

here.  (Note: lower rates apply to single people). 

Claimants who have already been capped at 

£26,000 will have had their benefit reduced 

from 7th November, while Sandwell residents 

capped for the first time will have their benefit 

reduced from 16th January 2017. (Slightly 

different dates may apply in different areas, 

though all areas should see this introduced by 

the end of January). 

How the cap will be applied. 

The cap is applied by reducing Housing Benefit 

(HB) or the housing element of Universal Credit 

(HEUC).  The amount of reduction will depend 

on the level of benefits being received over the 

cap.  When the full amount needs to be 

reduced in order to achieve the cap, fifty pence 

HB or HEUC will be left in payment.  As the 

maximum amount of reduction which can be 

applied is the level of HB or HEUC some 

claimants could still receive benefits totalling 

more than the £20,000 level. 

Paying the rent 

The tenant will be responsible for paying any 

part of their rent that was previously covered by 

HB or UC. They will have to pay this from their 

other benefit income.   

Help and advice. 

In Sandwell, we are contacting all tenants 

affected by the cap to help them prepare. 

Advice is being given on budgeting and general 

money management and where appropriate, 

exemptions from the cap. Details on 

exemptions are available on gov.uk.  

Discretionary Housing Payments 

Anyone affected can apply for extra help 

through a Discretionary Housing Payment 

(DHP).  A DHP is additional help for people who 

are in receipt of partial HB or HEUC and 

struggling to pay the shortfall in rent.  This is 

why 50 pence HB or HEUC is left in payment so 

that people can apply for a DHP.  It should be 

stressed that DHPs are only awarded in cases 

of hardship or exceptional need.  It can never 

be assumed that a DHP application will be 

successful.  DHPs are only normally given for 

short periods and are not intended to be a long 

term solution. You can apply for a DHP online 

via our webpages. 

More information 

There is more information, including the various 

exemptions, a list of what benefits are included 

in the cap and a calculator to work out if you are 

likely to be affected on gov.uk.   

www.gov.uk/benefit-cap/overview 

The reduction in the benefit cap to £20,000 per year for people 

outside London is here. .  
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The number of tenants who receive the new 

Universal Credit (UC) benefit and are 

therefore not entitled to Housing Benefit (HB) 

is slowly increasing in Sandwell. If you are a 

landlord or your work involves giving advice / 

support to tenants who might receive UC, 

you need to be aware of the following:   

UC is being introduced in stages. Initially in 

Sandwell, only people under 25 could go onto 

UC. This no longer applies and potentially 

anyone under retirement age who doesn’t 

have dependent children, can now go onto UC.    

If someone is on UC, we can no longer give 

help or deal with enquiries about their housing 

costs.  (There is an exception to this for some 

specialist supported housing). However, UC 

claimants should still apply to us for Council 

Tax Reduction.  

We have seen a number of UC claims where 

the housing cost element (which replaces 

Housing Benefit) has been awarded from a 

later date than the other elements of UC.  In 

other words – UC has been paid, but without 

the rent money, which doesn’t get backdated.  

We don’t know why this is and this is 

speculation only, but possibly some tenants 

are failing to provide proof of rent, such as a 

tenancy agreement when asked, or are simply 

not identifying to the DWP when they make 

their claims that they have a rent liability.  It’s 

essential that anyone claiming UC makes sure 

the DWP get the right information and 

supporting evidence at the right time.  

On the page below, you will find some general 

points about the Housing Cost element of UC 

and a table of UC rates. We will of course 

continue to update stakeholders as and when 

information becomes available.   

 

  

New Housing Benefit claims in Sandwell are  

currently taking an average of  23.4 days to process; 

inside the  national average  (gov.uk/government/statistics-

housing-benefits-statistics-on-speed-of-processing-2016-2017).   

BUT PLEASE DON’T FORGET:  This is an average. We 

can often do it much quicker if we are given the 

information we need  when we ask for it. So, we ask 

that claimants check carefully and comply with  any 

request we make for information, at any stage of 

their claim, including when first completing an 

application online.  We also ask any of our 

stakeholders with whom we have shared customers 

to encourage people to make sure they have done 

everything they can to help us get their claims into 

payment.  This helps us pay people quicker and 

minimise the risk of claims failing.  Which is good for 

everyone: Us, the claimant and the landlord.  

Smoke detectors save lives 

You must have a smoke 

detector on each floor in 

rented accommodation. It’s 

the law.  

gov.uk/smokedetectors 
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Current rates and rates following 

the April 2017 update of Universal 

Credit. 

All figures are calendar monthly  -  

to reflect how Universal Credit is 

actually paid. They do not include 

any additional element for housing 

costs.  

Figures are from DWP Circular 

A12/2016—Appendix C—Annex 5.  

You can find full information about 

all aspects of Universal Credit on  

gov.uk 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The rules on the Housing Cost  element of 

Universal Credit are detailed and complex. This 

article is not intended as a full explanation, just 

a few very quick bullet points. More information 

is available on gov.uk.  

 If you are a private tenant, your Housing Cost 

element  will be based on the same Local 

Housing Allowance rates used to work out 

Housing Benefit. They take account of the 

area you live in and the size of 

accommodation you need.  

 If you are a social tenant, your housing costs 

will normally be based on your full rent, but 

subject to restrictions and reductions relating 

to ineligible services and accommodation size 

(sometimes referred to  as the ‘bedroom tax’) 

much like existing Housing Benefit.  

 If you own your home, you can receive some 

help towards the cost of repayment interest on 

your mortgage and certain types of other 

loans (Up to a value of £200,000).  

 Housing cost payments are to be combined 

with the rest of your Universal Credit and are 

paid  to your bank / building society account. 

 Landlords can apply to receive the housing 

costs directly, if a tenant is failing to pay their 

rent. Landlords can also apply to have pre-

existing rent arrears deducted from UC and 

paid directly to the landlord, in addition to 

any ongoing rent payments. (We know that 

some Sandwell landlords are already 

benefiting form this provision).  

 If there is a shortfall between your housing 

cost element and the amount of rent you are 

charged, you might be able to claim a 

Discretionary Housing Payment. DHPs are 

claimed from your local authority. (In 

Sandwell, you should do this using the online 

form available on our webpages).  

 If you have another adult living in your home 

(apart form your partner), they might be 

expected to make contribution towards the 

cost of your accommodation and a reduction 

will be made from the housing cost element of 

your Universal Credit to take account of this. 

(This is similar to the non-dependent 

deductions made from Housing Benefit).  

Universal Credit  

and the Housing 

 Cost Element 

 



5 

Better off in work? The National Minimum Wage and 
the National Living Wage  

 

Department of Work and Pensions (DWP) online 

calculators show how much better off  an 

unemployed person will be through returning to 

work. Useful for any benefit claimant, but 

particularly for people likely to be affected by the 

Benefits Cap, who the DWP are particularly 

keen to encourage back into full-time work.  

Another group who can find these calculators 

useful are single people being resettled from 

specialist homeless accommodation into 

independent living. We often receive queries 

about the affordability of housing for this group 

from organisations who support them.  The 

concern is that a client might be placed in 

accommodation affordable on Housing Benefit, 

but unaffordable if they start work. However, 

assuming they are resettled in ordinary housing,  

there is no reason this should be the case.  If in 

full-time work, the National Minimum Wage  and 

the National Living Wage, paid to  over 25s, 

would give these clients a higher disposable 

income from wages,  after paying their own rent, 

than if they had remained on benefits.  Variables 

affecting this calculation include: whether its 

social or privately rented housing, (if private, the 

location is needed for working out Local Housing 

Allowance rates), whether the claimant is over or 

under 35, which level of minimum wage applies 

and whether they are liable for Council Tax.  

However, the basic rule is that if in full time 

work—the claimant would have more money left 

after paying rent than if they had remained on 

benefits.  Obviously, not all benefit claimants are 

able to move into work. However, it's important 

that people have the right information when 

making choices about  housing and jobs. You 

can find the calculators at www.gov.uk/benefits-

calculators.  Any worker  who believes they are 

not being paid the National Minimum  or Living 

Wage can complain to the Pay and Work Rights 

helpline on 0800 917 2368.  

National Minimum 
wage rates  from  

(per hour) 

Apprentice  -  £3.40 

Under 18  -  £4.00 

Aged 18 to 20  -  £5.55 

Aged 21 to 24  -  £6.95 

Aged 25 and over £7.20  

Job Seekers Allowance  

 under 25s  -  £57.90 

Over 25  -  £73.10 

 

EXAMPLE  A 

A 20 year old works 35 hours per week. His 

pay, 35 x £5.55 minus tax of £4.71 comes to 

£189.54 per week. He has a bedsit  for a rent 

of £60.00 per week. He pays no Council Tax as 

the property is a ‘House of multiple occupa-

tion.’ After paying  rent, he has £139.54 to live 

on.  If he had been unemployed—although his 

rent would have been paid through Housing 

Benefit, his Job Seekers Allowance would 

have been  £57.90.  As a worker he is better 

off by £81.64 per week, the difference be-

tween his disposable income and the JSA rate.  

EXAMPLE B 

A 30 year old has a one bedroom housing associ-

ation flat. She works 35 hours per week . Her pay 

is  35 x £7.20 minus tax of £8.00 and national 

insurance of £11.36 comes to £232.36 per week. 

After she has paid her weekly rent of £85.00 and 

her Council tax of £13.37 (band A—minus single 

occupier discount), she has a disposable income 

of  £133.39.  As in example A, if unemployed, her 

full rent and Council Tax would have been paid 

for her and she would have had £73.10 JSA to live 

on. She is better off by the difference  between 

her disposable income and her JSA rate = £60.29 
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The 2014 Immigration act; tenants, sub-tenants 

and lodgers 

The 2014 Immigration Act made private landlords responsible to check 

that anyone aged over 18 in their property, was legally  entitled to be in 

the UK. The act also treats as landlords, people who might be tenants 

themselves but have their own sub-tenants or lodgers; such as a council  

tenant  who lets someone occupy their spare room. There can be 

substantial fines for breaking the rules. For more information, go to 

gov.uk and search for ‘Right-to rent.’  

Going on holiday and claiming Housing Benefit? 

If you’re going abroad, the maximum period you can be away and still be 

entitled to Housing Benefit has been reduced to one calendar month. If 

you are going to be away from home for any reason, please tell us. Not 

doing so can cause overpayments and can even be fraud. If in doubt, 

contact us anyway. Anyone claiming Local Council Tax Reduction but 

not Housing Benefit, should also tell  us about any absence.  

Council Tax … Avoiding extra 

costs and penalty charges  

Too many people in Sandwell get into difficulty 

by not keeping up to date with  Council Tax or 

not giving us the right information to administer 

their account. This can mean ending up with 

extra costs or penalties.  For example; if you 

are the only person aged over 18 in your home, 

who is treated as liable for Council Tax, you 

can claim a 25% discount, but must tell us 

about any change affecting your right to this 

within 21 days of the change.  If you don’t, as 

well as being charged the full amount, a penalty 

of £70 may be added to your bill.  

There are also extra charges for not keeping up 

with payments.  If summonsed to court for non-

payment,  £75.00 is added to your bill.  If you 

still don’t to pay, you could be referred to an 

Enforcement Agent (EA,  previously known as 

bailiffs). The EA immediately adds a further 

£75.00 to the overall bill. If the debt isn't settled 

promptly, a further £235.00 is added and in 

some circumstances there are further charges, 

(see our webpages on recovery actions for full 

details). It should be stressed that EA costs 

don’t come to the council, we have no interest 

in adding to anyone’s financial burdens. We are 

obliged to follow set protocols to maximise the 

amount of Council Tax we collect on behalf of 

our residents.  Anyone worried about paying a 

Council Tax bill, should check on our webpages 

to make sure they are receiving any discount or 

exemption they might be entitled to—or to use 

the calculator (combined with our online 

application form) to see if they might be entitled 

to Council Tax reduction.  If you are in arrears, 

you can also set up a ‘special arrangement’ to 

get back on track, via our webpages. 

 £ 

www.sandwell.gov.uk/paycounciltax 
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Want to know more? 

If you want to know more about the issues in this newsletter or want 

more information about Sandwell’s Revenues and Benefits Service, 

please contact our Stakeholder Relations Officer: Oliver Wright. 

Please also contact Oliver if you have any comments or feedback 

about this newsletter. oliver_wright@sandwell.gov.uk. You can also 

find similar content about the issues covered here in our blog at 

www.sandwelllandlords.wordpress.co.uk 

In 2015, the government announced a four year 

freeze in the Local Housing Allowance (LHA) 

rates used to calculate Housing Benefit for 

tenants who rent privately. As we still receive 

queries from landlords about when LHA rates 

are likely to be increased, it’s important to 

stress that the freeze is still in place. The freeze 

did allow for possible exceptions, with rates 

possibly increasing by up to 3% in some ‘high 

rent areas.’ (Source: DWP Bulletin, G12/2016). 

However, Sandwell and neighbouring areas are 

generally considered low rent areas so any 

exceptions are unlikely to have a local impact.  

 LHA  in relation to individual claims 

Although LHA rules have remained unchanged 

since its introduction in 2008, many housing 

professionals are still unsure about how it 

works. Here are a few basics. 

 There are set weekly rates for different sizes 

of accommodation. The size a claimant is 

allowed depends on their household make-up.  

 Different rates are set for geographical areas 

known as Broad Rental Market Areas. 

(BRMA). Sandwell comes under two BRMAs. 

Most comes under the Black Country BRMA 

and the remainder under Birmingham..  

 The LHA rate used to calculate someone’s 

benefit entitlement is not necessarily the 

amount of benefit they will receive. It’s the 

starting point, before other factors are taken 

into account. Entitlement could turn out to be 

considerably lower than the LHA rate 

 You can check which bedroom rate applies to 

you and which BRMA an address comes 

under, on the online calculators available at 

lha-direct.voa.gov.uk  (Once you have this 

information, it can used in conjunction with our 

general Housing Benefit calculator which is 

combined with our online application form). 

 LHA is normally paid directly to the tenant. 

However, if tenants have arrears problems—

or a landlord sets a rent at or below the 

appropriate LHA rate and makes it a written 

condition of the tenancy, LHA can then be 

paid direct to the landlord.   

 The housing cost element of Universal Credit 

will be based on LHA rates and size rules 

More information is available on gov.uk. 

Local Housing Allowance: Continued freeze in 
Housing Benefit rates for private tenants.  

 



8 

If you receive  

Moving house is a stressful experience, with  

too many things to think about. If you are 

moving to a new privately rented home, here’s 

some more for the list! Including some you 

should  think about well before you actually 

commit to moving. There is no order of 

importance, but if we say a landlord or agent 

MUST do something— it’s a legal requirement.  

 Can I afford it? If you are on benefits, you 

can use our online benefit calculator  to see if 

you would qualify for Housing Benefit and if 

so—how much—telling you what (if any) you 

would need to pay from other resources.  

 If you need to claim Housing Benefit—do it 

immediately. Delays can lose you benefit.   

 If you’re claiming Housing Benefit already—

go online to tell us you are moving..  

 Is the property  through an agent? If so, they 

must be a member of a ‘redress scheme’ and 

clearly display this information.  

 Letting agents must clearly advertise ALL 

fees and charges they will impose.  

 Before you move in: the landlord must give 

you a copy of a  government leaflet  ‘How to 

rent’ which sets out your rights.  

 Be prepared to prove your identity and that 

you are legally entitled to be in the UK. 

Landlords must check this under ‘ rules set 

out in the Immigration Act 2014. 

 Register for Council Tax at the new home 

straight away. (You can do this via our 

webpages). The quicker you get registered, 

the less  chance of falling into arrears.  

 Your new home must have a smoke-detector 

on all floors and the landlord must check 

these are working on the day you move in. 

 The landlord must give you an up to date, 

valid gas safety certificate.  The landlord 

doesn't have to carry out an electrical safety 

check in the same way, but it’s a good idea 

to ask about what checks have been made. 

 If you pay a deposit, the landlord must 

register this with one of three government 

backed schemes and provide evidence that 

they have done so. This ensures your 

deposit is protected from abuse.  

 If you’re moving into a ‘House of multiple 

occupation’ there can be extra rules on 

safety that landlords must comply with. For 

specialist advice, talk to our Housing Quality 

team on 0121 569 5232 or email 

privatesectorhousing@sandwell.gov.uk  

 Make sure you read and understand the 

tenancy agreement. If there’s something you 

don’t understand, get advice before signing. 

 Never make a cash payment to a landlord or 

agent without getting a receipt.  

You can find more information about your 

rights as a tenant and what your landlord, can, 

cannot or should do, on gov.uk under ‘private 

renting.’  

 

New rented home? 
A few things for 
private tenants to 
think about.  

DHP 

Discretionary 

 Housing payment 

If you receive Housing Benefit, or the 

housing element of Universal Credit, 

but it doesn't cover your rent in full; 

or you need help to cover the cost of 

moving to a new address in Sandwell, 

you might be entitled to extra help 

called a DHP. For more details or to 

apply online, go to 

www.sandwell.gov.uk/dhp 



9 

Emailing Revenues and Benefits. 

‘MySandwell.’ 
To help us streamline how we deal with the enormous number 

of emails we receive each year  -  a new system has been 

brought in called ‘MySandwell.’  

By making sure your email goes to the right people within the 

council, it helps us give you the best service we can.  

Its easy to use, but you’ll need to take a quick moment to set 

up an account. Just go to the ‘contact us’ section on the 

Revenues and Benefits webpages and look for  

 

 

You can also use your account to contact a whole list of other 

council services, with more being added all the time.   

Two possible solutions: If you have accommodation suitable for single 

people, Sandwell Council officer Elaine Martin would love to hear from 

you. Please don’t be put off by her client group. Elaine works at housing 

ex-offenders. People who might normally, not be a landlord’s first choice 

of tenant. However, Elaine can give a package of support to landlords 

that often mean the tenants she provides, are a better, more secure bet 

than some unsupported tenants a landlord might find themselves. 

Particularly in tenancies in certain types of accommodation such as 

houses of multiple occupation. Elaine can help with everything from 

form-filling, to deposits and utilities. But most important of all, 

guaranteeing that the rent gets paid on time. For a no-commitments 

chat about what she can offer you, please contact Elaine on 0121 358 

9444 or email Elaine_Martin@sandwell.gov.uk.  

Similar services are also offered by leading local charity Brushstrokes 

for their own client group of migrants and refugees. This might be more 

suitable for landlords who have larger or family sized accommodation.  

As well as housing, Brushstrokes also help  with everything from 

learning English to finding employment and can be a valuable resource 

to anyone in Sandwell, who doesn’t have English as their first language. 

Contact Brushstrokes on 0121 565 2234 or visit them online at 

www.brushstrokessandwell.org.uk 

Are you a landlord, or do you know a 

landlord,  looking for a tenant?  

Elaine Martin: 
Sandwell Council 

Sandra Tittel: 
Brushstrokes 

 

 

The easy way to pay your 

Council Tax. Visit us online 

today to set up a direct 

debit.  

www,sandwell.gov.uk/paycounciltax 
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Need to contact us? 
Whether its Council Tax or Housing Benefit, most of the information you might need about our 

service is available on our webpages. You can also share information with us, tell us about 

changes or make payments, via our web pages. There’s a list of forms which you can use to:  

 Apply for Housing Benefit and or Council Tax 

reduction 

 Tell us if you have moved home 

 Tell us about a change in your circumstances 

 Apply for a Discretionary Housing Payment 

 Set up a special payment arrangement if you 

are behind with Council Tax payments 

 Set up a Direct Debit for your Council Tax 

 If you are a landlord, you can report that a 

tenant you think is claiming Housing Benefit 

has rent arrears 

 Request  future  Council Tax bills by email 

 Register for our  landlord portal to see 

information about direct payments of Housing 

Benefit 

 Make an appeal against a Housing Benefit or 

Local Council Tax Reduction decision 

 Request a copy of your Council Tax Bill 

 Make a special arrangement to pay your  

Council Tax if you are in arrears.  

 See your benefit claim online. 


