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In April 2015 Public Sector Audit Appointments Ltd (PSAA) issued “Statement of responsibilities of auditors and audited bodies”. It is available from the via the PSAA website (www.PSAA.co.uk).
The Statement of responsibilities serves as the formal terms of engagement between appointed auditors and audited bodies. It summarises where the different responsibilities of auditors and audited
bodies begin and end, and what is to be expected of the audited body in certain areas.
The “Terms of Appointment (updated February 2017)” issued by the PSAA sets out additional requirements that auditors must comply with, over and above those set out in the National Audit Office Code
of Audit Practice (the Code) and in legislation, and covers matters of practice and procedure which are of a recurring nature.
This report is made solely to the Audit Committee and management of Welwyn Hatfield Borough Council in accordance with the statement of responsibilities. Our work has been undertaken so that we
might state to the Audit Committee, and management of Welwyn Hatfield Borough Council those matters we are required to state to them in this report and for no other purpose. To the fullest extent
permitted by law we do not accept or assume responsibility to anyone other than the Audit Committee, and management of Welwyn Hatfield Borough Council for this report or for the opinions we have
formed. It should not be provided to any third-party without our prior written consent.
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Housing benefits subsidy claim

Scope of work

Results

Value of claim presented for certification

£37,937,789

Amended/Not amended

Amended – subsidy reduced by £1,214

Qualification letter

Yes

Fee – 2017-18

£12,229*

Fee – 2016-17

£13,328

Note 1 - The indicative certification fee for the Council for 2017-18 was £7,914. However, we are proposing a variation to the fee of £4,315 based on increased work being
required on the Housing Benefit Subsidy return. We are currently in the process of agreeing this additional cost with Public Sector Audit Appointments

Local Government administers the Government’s housing benefits scheme for tenants and can claim subsidies from the Department for Work and Pensions (DWP)
towards the cost of benefits paid.
The certification guidance requires reporting accountants to complete more extensive ‘40+’ or extended testing if initial testing identifies errors in the calculation of
benefit or compilation of the claim. 40+ testing may also be carried out as a result of errors that have been identified in the certification of previous years claims.
We found errors and carried out extended testing in several areas.
Extended and other testing identified errors which the Council amended. They had a small net impact on the claim. We have reported underpayments, uncertainties
and the extrapolated value of other errors in a qualification letter. The DWP then decides whether to ask the Council to carry our further work to quantify the error
or to claw back the benefit subsidy paid. The main issues we reported include:
►

rent figure not supported;

►

incorrect working tax credit and child tax credit figures being used in the assessment of benefit;

►

Misclassification of overpayments; and

►

income being incorrectly assessed.
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Other assurance work

During 2017-18 we also acted as reporting accountants in relation to the following schemes:
►

Pooling of housing capital receipts

This work is ongoing and we will provide a separate report for the pooling of housing capital receipts return. This work has been undertaken outside the PSAA
regime. The fees for this are included in the figures in Section 3. They are referred to here to ensure to ensure Members have a full understanding of the various
returns on which we provide assurance.
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2017-18 certification fees

The PSAA determine a scale fee each year for the certification of the housing benefits subsidy claim. For 2017-18, these scale fees were published by the Public
Sector Audit Appointments Ltd (PSAA’s) and are available on their website (www.psaa.co.uk).
Claim or return

Housing benefits subsidy claim
Pooling of housing capital receipts return

2017-18

2017-18

2016-17

Actual fee
£

Indicative fee
£

Actual fee
£

12,229 – Note 1

7,914

13,238

4,000 – Note 2

n/a

4,000

Note 1 - The indicative certification fee for the Council for 2017-18 was £7,914. However, we are proposing a variation to the fee of £4,315 based on increased
work being required on the Housing Benefit Subsidy return. We are currently in the process of agreeing this additional cost with Public Sector Audit Appointments.
Note 2 - the work to complete the housing capital receipts return is being completed. We will inform you if the final fee differs from that reported here.
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Looking forward

From 2018/19, the Council is responsible for appointing their own reporting accountant to undertake the work on their claims in accordance with the instructions
determined by the relevant grant paying body.
As your appointed auditor for the financial statements audit, we are pleased that the Council has appointed us to act as reporting accountants in relation to the
housing subsidy scheme.
We welcome this opportunity to continue undertaking this work for the Council providing a seamless quality service, drawing on vast array of experienced and
knowledgeable public sector professionals in these areas, whilst realising the synergies and efficiencies that are achieved by undertaking both the audit and grant
work.
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Summary of recommendations

This section highlights the recommendations from our work and the actions agreed.

Recommendation

Priority

Agreed action and comment

Deadline

Responsible officer

An analysis has been undertaken regarding the errors on the 2017/18 subsidy claim. This
work took place during the audit and the benefit manager has been approached about
ensuring this is happening throughout the year.

30 April 2019

Neil Wright, Benefits
Manager, Sopra Steria

Housing benefits subsidy
claim
Medium
An increased number of
errors were reported in the
Qualification Letter in
2017/18. The Council should
undertake an exercise to
identify the causes of the
increased number of errors
and any corrective action
that it may need to take to
reduce this in 2018/19 and
future years.

·
Following the errors identified staff training was undertaken to pick up on the areas of
concern. This is in addition to regular staff training which already takes place. Extensive cell
checks are being undertaken for 2018/19 to reduce the risk of incorrect assessments or where
subsidy has not been recorded correctly and instructions have been issued to officers in cases
where discrepancies have been found.

Farhad Cantel, Welwyn
Hatfield Borough Council

·
Sample quality checks between 4% and 10% are regularly undertaken by the benefit
performance officer on assessments processed by the team. This allows corrections to be
made to individual cases and is used to identify training needs for the team which are then
addressed. There are also 10% audit checks carried out as part of the management of the
benefit service which identifies errors which are brought to the attention of a senior officer in
the benefit team to raise with staff and to use to formulate training plans.
·
Targeted checks relating to aspects reported in the 2017/18 qualification letter have
been undertaken by the benefit manager. Amongst other things, these checks include the
recording of Tax Credits updates and accurately recording eligible rent levels. This was one of
the areas of concern raised and instructions have been shared with staff in team meetings on
how to deal with this area of work. Specific targeted checks have also been done to check the
classification of overpayments and staff have been instructed how the system fields relating to
notification changes should be input to ensure the correct classifications of overpayments.
This is being monitored by senior officers in the benefit team.
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Summary of recommendations

This section highlights the recommendations from our work and the actions agreed.

Recommendation

Priority

Agreed action and comment

Deadline

Responsible officer

Housing benefits subsidy claim
Medium
The Council’s housing benefits provider
completes workbooks to support our testing
which are then reviewed for completeness,
accuracy and quality by the audit team. In
2017/18, a significant number of issues were
identified in our review of the workbooks
which required remediation by the audit team.
In some instances, this led to additional testing
where the conclusions reached by the Council
on individual cases were found to be incorrect
by the audit team. This has led to significant
additional input by the audit team and an
additional fee. The Council should consider
what actions it should take to improve the
completeness, accuracy and quality of the
workbooks submitted for audit.

Advice was needed from the Audit team as to how some cases should 30 April 2019
be represented on the workbooks as this was not made clear when
the work initially commenced. However, for 2017/18 some of the
cases were harder than normal to reconcile which was recognised by
the audit team and this resulted in additional time required to meet
the necessary deadlines and complete the workbooks. The lessons
learnt with the 2017/18 audit will assist in formulating the workbooks
for 2018/19 and enhanced final checks will be made on the 2018/19
workbooks prior to being issued. These checks will help eliminate
issues relating to rounding, reconciliation and how to represent
unusual adjustments such as where adjustments are made to
previous year subsidy.

Neil Wright, Benefits
Manager, Sopra Steria
Farhad Cantel, Welwyn
Hatfield Borough Council
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This material has been prepared for general informational purposes only and is not
intended to be relied upon as accounting, tax, or other professional advice. Please refer
to your advisors for specific advice.
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