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The National Housing Federation is the voice of affordable 
housing in England. We believe that everyone should have the 
home they need at a price they can afford. That’s why we 
represent the work of housing associations and campaign for 
better housing. 
 
Our members provide two and a half million homes for more 
than five million people. And each year they invest in a diverse 
range of neighbourhood projects that help create strong, 
vibrant communities. 
 
The Federation welcomes the opportunity to respond to the 
Department for Work and Pensions’ consultation1 into updated 
guidance on Discretionary Housing Payments (DHP). 
 

1.0 Federation recommendations 

 

  The Government has exempted tenants in temporary accommodation from the 

social sector size criteria (Bedroom Tax) and has expressed its intention that 

people in supported and sheltered accommodation should not be affected by 

the measure. It should now commit to provide the same tenants ongoing 

protection – not just DHPs – from cuts linked to the overall benefit cap. (See 

paragraph 4.17 below) 

 

  The Government should commit to provide transitional protection for people 

who lose their exemption to the benefit cap by, for example, losing their 

Disability Living Allowance. (4.18) 

 

  The Government should, at an early opportunity, review whether DHPs are 

succeeding in adequately supporting disabled tenants in adapted 

accommodation and foster families. (4.21) 

 

  Local authorities should make clear, when publicising their DHP schemes, that 

people in receipt of Universal Credit – as well as those still claiming Housing 

Benefit – can apply for DHPs. Publicity materials should be made available 

free of charge to housing associations, Citizens’ Advice Bureaus and other 

local advice agencies. (4.3) 

 

  Local authorities should be encouraged to develop and maintain direct 

relationships with local housing providers to promote and assess DHP 

schemes. (4.8) 

 

  The award of priority status to certain groups under a local DHP scheme 

should be done in a clear and transparent manner. Policies should be 

published and freely available in a variety of formats. When priority groups are 

                                                

 

 
1
 Discretionary Housing Payments Public Consultation, DWP, August 2012: www.dwp.gov.uk/docs/discretionary-

housing-payments-consultation.pdf 

http://www.dwp.gov.uk/docs/discretionary-housing-payments-consultation.pdf
http://www.dwp.gov.uk/docs/discretionary-housing-payments-consultation.pdf
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identified, information should be clear that any list of such groups is not 

exhaustive or exclusive, and that other tenants may still benefit. (4.10) 

 

  The claims process for DHPs should be transparent and accessible. (4.11) 

  

  Target timescales for processing DHP applications, once all relevant 

information is received, should be published locally and should be in line with 

the processing of Housing Benefit claims, to ensure fairness and transparency. 

Similar targets should be published for completing reviews of decisions. (4.12) 

 

  If a DHP award is given an end date, information should be supplied to the 

recipient about reclaiming, and timescales to do that, or about any prohibitions 

on repeat applications. (3.4) 

 

  In the absence of ring-fencing, more emphasis should be placed on ensuring 

that DHP funding to support people facing benefit deductions for under-

occupation, for example, is indeed spent on such claimants. (3.6) 

 

  When monitoring take-up of DHPs the category of recipient should be 

recorded. For example, it will be important to know whether a recipient is a 

disabled tenant of an adapted home, or a foster parent. It will also be important 

to know, in recording type of accommodation, whether the recipient lives in 

local authority, housing association or private rented sector housing. Other 

details, including the recipient’s age, would also be useful. (5.2) 

 

  To ensure accountability, the amount by which local authorities are topping up 

their central government DHP allocation from their own resources should be 

included in the monitoring process. (5.3) 

  

  

2.0 Introduction 
 
2.1 Discretionary Housing Payments provide further financial assistance to 
claimants receiving Housing Benefit (and eventually Universal Credit), when a local 
authority considers that additional help with housing costs is required. Local 
authorities may spend two and a half times the amount contributed by government. 
 
2.2 Following the cuts and caps to Local Housing Allowance for private rented 
sector tenants, the Government announced increases to baseline DHP funding 
from £20m in 2010-11, to £30m in 2011-12 and £60m from 2012-13 onwards. 
 
2.3 Further increases to DHPs were announced during the passage of the Welfare 
Reform Act. In response to concerns over the impact of the social sector size 
criteria, or Bedroom Tax, an additional £30m per year in DHP has been committed 
from 2013-14 to help tenants hit by benefit cuts for under-occupation. This cash is 
aimed at – but not ring-fenced for – foster carers and disabled people living in 
properties that have been significantly adapted for their needs.  
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2.4 Up to £75m in 2013-14 and up to £45m in 2014-15 has been promised to help 
tenants hit by the household benefit cap, who are not able to move immediately, 
including those: in supported, exempt or temporary housing; fleeing domestic 
violence; with kinship caring responsibilities; who cannot move immediately for 
reasons of health, education or child protection; and households moving to more 
appropriate accommodation. 
 
2.5 The total amount of DHP available will be £165m in 2013-14 and £135m in 
2014-15. 
 
2.6 The DWP is updating its 2011 guidance on DHPs to local authorities to reflect 
these changes and, following regulations, to ensure the scheme can cover the 
introduction of Universal Credit and localisation of Council Tax Benefit. The new 
guidance2 will come into force in April 2013, at the same time as the size criteria 
and benefit cap are introduced. 
 
2.7 A good practice guide, offering advice to local authorities on how DHPs can be 
used to help people affected by benefit cuts, has also been produced. DWP is also 
planning to monitor local authority spending to track how DHPs are being used. 
 

3.0 Guidance manual 

 
Key points for housing associations: 
 
3.1 The guidance accepts that a DHP can be paid directly to the landlord, if a local 
authority is already paying Housing Benefit to the landlord, or some element of 
Universal Credit is being paid to the landlord in respect of housing costs.3 
 
3.2 Where Housing Benefit cuts are anticipated but not yet in force, local authorities 
may decide to allow applications for DHPs from claimants in advance.4 This is in 
recognition of a potential ‘surge in demand’ for help when the cuts take effect. 
 
3.3 The guidance suggests that local authorities may want to make an ‘indefinite 
award’, until the claimant’s circumstances change, to avoid uncertainty and anxiety 
that may come from temporary payments that are continuously subject to review.5 
Such indefinite awards may be appropriate for a social tenant in ‘significantly 
adapted accommodation’, where Housing Benefit is cut for under-occupancy.6 
 
3.4 If a DHP award is given an end date, information should be supplied to the 
recipient about reclaiming, and timescales to do that, or about any prohibitions on 
repeat applications. 
 

                                                

 

 
2
  Discretionary Housing Payments Guidance Manual (Including Local Authority Good Practice Guide), DWP, April 

2013 (draft): www.dwp.gov.uk/docs/discretionary-housing-payments-guide-draft.pdf 
3
 ibid. (p.11, paragraph 3.18) 

4
 ibid. (p.12, 4.5) 

5
 ibid. (p.14, 5.2) 

6
 ibid. (p.14, 5.3) 

http://www.dwp.gov.uk/docs/discretionary-housing-payments-guide-draft.pdf
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3.5 The guidance points out that local authorities have a ‘large degree of 
discretion’, when it comes to allocating DHP funding, but cautions that councils 
should be ‘aware of the purpose of the increased funding’ when considering 
applications for DHPs (p.17, 7.4). This is about as close as the guidance gets to 
asking local authorities to spend the DHP funds where Government intends them to 
be spent.  
 
3.6 In the absence of ring-fencing, more emphasis should be placed on ensuring 
that DHP funding to support people facing benefit deductions for under-occupation, 
for example, is indeed spent on such claimants. 
 

4.0 Good practice guide 

 
4.1 The good practice guide, attached to the guidance manual as an appendix, sets 
out examples of objectives that local authorities might consider when deciding 
whether to make an award of DHP. They include alleviating poverty, tenancy 
sustainment and homelessness prevention, and keeping families together. 
 
4.2 Local authorities are advised of the importance of publicising DHP schemes. It 
includes a suggestion to make landlords aware of the scheme, and to establish 
links with social housing tenants and residents’ associations. 
 
4.3 Local authorities should make clear, when publicising their DHP schemes, that 
people in receipt of Universal Credit – as well as those still claiming Housing 
Benefit – can apply for DHPs. Publicity materials should be made available free of 
charge to housing associations, Citizens’ Advice Bureaus and other local advice 
agencies.  
 
4.4 Regarding the likely duration of a DHP award, the guide asks whether a 
claimant is likely to require assistance in meeting their housing costs ‘for as long as 
they remain in the property’.  
 
4.5 The guide suggests that, following welfare reform changes, local authorities 
may be able to use information they already hold to predict when demand is going 
to increase, and the likely scale of shortfalls. 
 
4.6 Reports suggest that they are already doing this, as evidenced by ‘stockpiling’ 
of DHP from last year’s fund ahead of an expected spike in demand as a result of 
welfare reforms.7 
 
4.7 The guide also suggests that local authorities may need to work with partner 
housing associations to profile the impact of the introduction of the size criteria.  
 
4.8 Local authorities should be encouraged to develop and maintain direct 
relationships with local housing providers to promote and assess DHP schemes. 
 

                                                

 

 
7
 Councils stockpile benefits war chest, Inside Housing, 10/08/12: 

www.insidehousing.co.uk/ihstory.aspx?storycode=6523175 

http://www.insidehousing.co.uk/ihstory.aspx?storycode=6523175
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4.9 The guide explains that DHPs will have to be allocated with care. It says: ‘Given 
the numbers of people affected by the changes, awarding DHPs to meet all 
shortfalls is not going to be a viable option. You will need to consider how best to 
target the funding within your priority groups, whilst remembering that each case 
must be considered on its own individual merits.’ 
 
4.10 The award of priority status to certain groups under a local DHP scheme 
should be done in a clear and transparent manner. Policies should be published 
and freely available in a variety of formats. When priority groups are identified, 
information should be clear that any list of such groups is not exhaustive or 
exclusive, and that other tenants may still benefit. 
 
4.11 The claims process for DHPs should be transparent and accessible. 
 
4.12 Target timescales for processing DHP applications, once all relevant 
information is received, should be published locally and should be in line with the 
processing of Housing Benefit claims, to ensure fairness and transparency. Similar 
targets should be published for completing reviews of decisions. 
 
4.13 The good practice guide sets out in different sections how DHPs can be used 
to help people hit by various benefit cuts. 
 
Benefit cap 
 
4.14 An additional £75m DHP funding for 2013-14 and £45m for 2014-15 is 
intended to provide ‘short-term, temporary relief to families [hit by the benefit cap] 
who may face a variety of challenges which prevent them from being able to move 
immediately or to help manage families move into more appropriate 
accommodation’. 
 
4.15 Examples of those who might benefit include a family with a 15-year-old child 
in the process of completing her GCSEs at school. The DHP could, the guide 
suggests, be used to help the family to stay in their home until the child finishes her 
exams. Other examples include a woman receiving Housing Benefit for two 
properties because she is escaping domestic violence. 
 
4.16 The groups for whom the cash is ‘specifically aimed at’ include those in 
supported or temporary accommodation. This is a matter of considerable concern 
because the suggestion appears to be that legitimate ongoing costs borne by these 
tenants must be subject to the uncertainties of a time-limited, modest, discretionary 
and non-ringfenced funding mechanism. DWP has indicated for several months 
now that it is conscious of the problems of subjecting residents of these types of 
housing to the benefit cap, suggesting it was preparing to take action to address 
these concerns. The fact the good practice guide is recommending DHP be used to 
protect these groups from the benefit cap implies, however, that warnings about the 
long-term viability of supported and temporary schemes will go unheeded.  
 
4.17 The Government has exempted tenants in temporary accommodation from the 
social sector size criteria (Bedroom Tax) and has expressed its intention that 
people in supported and sheltered accommodation should not be affected by the 
measure. It should now commit to provide the same tenants ongoing protection – 
not just DHPs – from cuts linked to the overall benefit cap.  
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4.18 Certain groups of claimants have been exempted from the benefit cap, 
including, for example, households in receipt of Disability Living Allowance (DLA). 
The Government should commit to provide transitional protection for people who 
lose their exemption to the benefit cap by, for example, losing their Disability Living 
Allowance. 
 
Size criteria 
 
4.19 The Government states in the guide that it expects ‘most claimants’ affected 
by the social sector size criteria to find ways of making up deductions in Housing 
Benefit for under-occupation themselves, and by doing so remain in their current 
homes. The additional £30m DHP provided from 2013-14, for those affected by the 
size criteria, is intended for those who are unlikely to meet the shortfall, and for 
whom moving to a smaller property may be inappropriate. It is aimed at two groups 
– first, disabled people living in significantly adapted accommodation. Second, 
foster carers, whose Housing Benefit will be reduced where a bedroom is being 
used by, or kept free for, foster children, who for benefit purposes do not count as 
part of the household. 
 
4.20 It remains inappropriate that disabled people should have to keep applying to 
a discretionary local pot to cover housing costs for a home specially adapted to 
their needs. The Federation sought to amend the Welfare Reform Bill to exempt 
disabled people in adapted properties from the size criteria because DHP is 
inadequate and inappropriate to plug the gap in support. The £25m provided is not 
enough to protect the 100,000 people estimated to be under-occupying adapted 
properties. And the time-limited nature of the majority of DHPs cannot give disabled 
people the long-term reassurance of being able to stay in their home. Equally, 
foster carers cannot rely on a time-limited discretionary payment from a cash-
strapped pot. 
 
4.21 The Government should, at an early opportunity, review whether DHPs are 
succeeding in adequately supporting disabled tenants in adapted accommodation 
and foster families. 
 

5.0 Monitoring 

5.1 The guidance states that, in addition to providing details of DHP expenditure, 
twice a year, local authorities must in future certify that all entries on the claim form 
are accurate and expenditure has been made in accordance with the new 
guidance, and the regulations governing DHPs. A breakdown of their expenditure 
will be required for the first time, including details of the main reason for the reward 
(for example, to support people hit by the benefit cap, size criteria, LHA reforms or 
any other reason). 
 
5.2 When monitoring take-up of DHPs the category of recipient should be recorded. 
For example, it will be important to know whether a recipient is a disabled tenant of 
an adapted home, or a foster parent. It will also be important to know, in recording 
type of accommodation, whether the recipient lives in local authority, housing 
association or private rented sector housing. Other details, including the recipient’s 
age, would also be useful. 
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5.3 Given that local authorities may augment their DHP spending by two and a half 
times the amount allocated by government, there is an obvious risk that a postcode 
lottery of support may develop, with different local authorities choosing to spend 
widely varying amounts. To ensure accountability, the amount by which local 
authorities are topping up their central government DHP allocation from their own 
resources should be included in the monitoring process. 
 
5.4 Given the scale of Housing Benefit cuts and concerns that, even after the 
increases, funding provided for DHP is insufficient, thorough monitoring of local 
schemes will be vital. 
 

6.0 Conclusion 

6.1 The decision to publish new draft guidance and a good practice guide reflects 
the growing importance of DHP in preventing hardship, poverty and homelessness 
following benefit reforms. 
 
6.2 While the guidance is reasonably clear on how DHPs can be used, and who will 
be eligible from April 2013, it does not guarantee that those who can be helped – 
and who need help – will in fact be helped. 
 
6.3 This is, in part, an inevitable consequence of the Government’s decision to deal 
with the majority of ‘hard cases’ through temporary discretionary support from a 
budget-limited fund, rather than through exclusions or exemptions from benefit 
cuts. 
 
6.4 Cuts to Local Housing Allowance, in particular, are likely to place general DHP 
budgets under significant pressure. There is a real risk that – regardless of the 
additional DHP funding provided to support social tenants hit by benefit cuts due to 
under-occupation, local authorities may decide to prioritise private sector tenants 
who would face homelessness, or who would have to move home, if a DHP was 
not made. 
 
6.5 The guide’s insistence that DHPs will have to be rationed to help priority groups 
– but also that each case must be considered on its merits – is easier said than 
done. Local authorities will be forced to choose winners and losers from a growing 
pool of applicants whose livelihoods will depend on the outcome. This will be an 
extremely difficult and sensitive process and local authorities will note that the 
Government has chosen to devolve these decisions rather than protecting those 
most in need through exemptions at a national level. 
 
6.6 Housing associations will want to work closely with local authorities to ensure 
their schemes are working as fairly as possible under the circumstances. 
Constructive partnerships will be essential to ensuring that the DHP safety net will 
be sufficient to at least provide temporary relief to those hit hardest by the 
Government’s welfare reforms. 


