
 
 

Community Housing Cymru is working with our members to assess the impact of welfare 
reform upon their businesses in the coming years.  The main objective of this study was to 
identify the scale and depth of the work being carried out by Housing Associations, if any, to 
prepare for the changes being brought in by the Welfare Reform Act. 
 
Alongside a strategic welfare reform day, we presented members with a questionnaire, and 
the results are outlined below. We received 16 responses to the survey between June 11th 
and July 31st 2012. 
 
 

 

 

Assessing the impact of Housing Benefit changes 
 
In the responses to our questionnaire, 81% of members indicated they are carrying out some work 
on assessing the impact of the reforms upon their business plans. Some associations have been able 
to carry out a full assessment with the data available to them, while others have calculated the 
effect of some component parts, and others are still carrying out their assessments. 
  

 
 
One difficulty that associations have encountered to date was a lack of access to data on benefit 
claimants, with a large number working pro-actively with local authorities and on tenant profiling 
solutions to overcome this. 
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Working with local authorities 
 
94% of associations indicated that they had held discussions with the relevant local authorities on 
the impact of welfare reforms, and associations are still carrying out large amounts of work with 
local authorities, including: 
 

- Discussion on information exchange/data sharing 
- In Gwent, seven RSLs have worked across five local authorities to set up the Gwent Welfare 

Reform Group, where Heads of Services and RSL representatives have discussed a broad 
range of themes including information sharing, joint working and communications 

- One RSL has worked closely with their local authority on the rolling out of the latest phase of 
the Community Housing Cymru/Shelter Cymru’s ‘Your Benefits’ communications campaign, 
and other RSLs indicated they would be working with other local authorities on this 
campaign. 

- Two RSLs are working as part of the DWPs Direct Payment Demonstration Project in Torfaen 
- Discussions on under-occupation, and the potential amendment of lettings policies 

 

Under-Occupation 
Under-occupation has been one of the main talking points in relation to the changes made by the 
Welfare Reform Act, and the changes are of great concern to all social housing providers.  
 

 The Numbers 
In response to our questionnaire, we found that 56% of members were able to provide data 
on the number of their homes which will be under-occupied. In terms of the number of 
homes currently under-occupied, figures varied between 200 and 1700 homes from the 
associations that were able to provide data, with average of 952 homes under-occupied. 

 
These associations have worked creatively, gathering data from a number of sources, 
including tenant profiling, and where available, DWP and local authority figures. The 
responses indicated average under-occupation levels of 21.6%, with the majority of 
responses falling between 15 and 25%. However, one association’s response indicated that 
42% of their stock was under-occupied, while another indicated just 1% fell into this 
category. The level of under-occupation in any association is dependent upon the profile of 
the stock and tenants of each individual organisation, and there was no clear trend 
dependent upon the size or location of any association, as demonstrated in the graph below.  
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 Downsizing 
 
Members are continuing to work on options to alleviate the problems caused by the under-
occupation deductions, but the option of tenants downsizing would prove difficult in almost all 
cases. While one association indicated that on a purely numerical basis, they would be able to 
downsize tenants to appropriate property where they were under-occupying, they said that it 
would prove extremely difficult in practice and that they fully expect issues to arise once 
tenants’ personal and geographical constraints are taken into consideration. 
 
Members are working creatively with CHC and their respective local authorities, to overcome 
these issues, and there are examples of good practice emerging. 
 

 

 
 
 

 The Financial Impact 
 
A number of associations had difficulty in assessing this figure. Some organisations who know how 
many tenants are under-occupying indicated a worst-case scenario, based on tenants not being able 
to absorb the extra housing costs and not being able to downsize their home. 

 
Five associations have calculated figures ranging from £172,000 per annum to £1,000,000 per 
annum, with an average of £328,000pa impact upon businesses. All associations indicated that they 
expect a large increase in rent arrears, while one association, which is unable to meet all tenants’ 
downsizing needs, calculated that their tenants will lose £1.3m per year in housing benefits. 
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A simple division of estimated financial impact over total stock puts the impact at around £93 per 
home. Applying this figure to current total stock of RSLs in Wales would see the total financial impact 
of under-occupation at around £13.85m. 
 
The above graph shows that there is a similar trend throughout different organisations, therefore 
small and large organisations will be proportionally disadvantaged by welfare reform. 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              

Mitigating the impact 
 
Housing associations are carrying out a huge range of work to mitigate the impacts of the penalties 
for those who are under-occupying their home. Initiatives include: 

 
- Reviewing the Common Allocations Policy with partner organisations 
- Increased financial inclusion schemes, including: 

o Full benefits checks  
o Assisting with form completion 
o Debt advice 
o Employing extra money advisers 
o Discussions with Credit Unions 

- Increased tenant profiling 
- Promoting Home-Swapper and HouseShare Wales 
- Reviewing rent collection policy 
 
 

Case Study – An Under-Occupancy Pilot 

 
One stock transfer organisation in North Wales is piloting a new under-occupation policy to attempt 

to work around the problem and relocate tenants who are under-occupying to suitable properties. 

The policy sets out that where appropriate, a range of options will be offered to tenants to assist 

them to move including a named officer to manage the move, an incentive payment to cover moving 

and packing where necessary, assistance with decorating, reconnection of utilities and a moving 

allowance up to a value of £500. 

As there is a shortage of smaller homes, the housing association also promotes partnership working 

by co-ordinating its activities with other organisations to ensure that the needs of its Tenants are 

met and to make the best use of its assets. This may include planning and co-ordinating allocations 

policies across local landlords, facilitating mutual exchanges and chains of moves. 
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The pilot was initially intended to help older people downsize and release family homes, and saw 10 

tenants successfully downsize their properties in summer 2012. 

 
 

Non-dependent deductions 
 
Changes to non-dependent deductions were one of the first housing benefit reforms to be brought 
in by the current UK Government. Although not a part of the Welfare Reform Act, they were the 
starting point of the changes which follow from the legislation. 
 
From the members’ responses, an average of 102 tenants per association are having housing benefit 
deducted due to non-dependents living with them. Associations indicated increased support and 
advice, especially around financial capability, were being used to tackle the problems of a shortfall in 
income due to non-dependent deductions. 
 
However, members highlighted problems in being made aware of when tenants are having their 
payments reduced due to non-dependents. This further raises the issue of communication with local 
authorities and/or the DWP on communicating the changes and their affects. 
 
 

Direct Payments 
 
Nearly two-thirds of members indicated that they had already assessed, or were currently assessing 
the impact of direct payments on their businesses, and members are working pro-actively to 
calculate the effects of direct payments on income streams, arrears etc. 

 

 Increased arrears? 
 
In a Direct Payment pilot scheme, London & Quadrant Housing Association saw an 80% increase in 
arrears. Based on the London & Quadrant experience, here are some examples of the effect housing 
associations expect direct payments to have on their organisation: 
 

- £417,000pa, increasing to £750,000pa 
- £210,000pa, increasing to £378,450pa 
- An additional £245,000pa in arrears 
- Increasing of arrears to over £700,000 

 
A number of organisations indicated that they expected the reality of direct payments to be 
different to the London & Quadrant experience, with one association expecting a doubling of arrears 
due to the change. Other responses to the question included: 
 

“53% of our rental income comes from the direct payment of housing benefit. Using the 
data supplied by London & Quadrant we have estimated that our arrears as a % of GCD for 
those that would be affected by this reform would increase from 1.2% to 4.4%.” 
 
“We currently have the lowest rent arrears for HA’s in Wales. Our area officers are very 
proactive in dealing with rent arrears before they become a major problem. We have a 
range of ways tenants can pay their rent.” 



 

 
Mitigating the impact 

 
Housing associations showed in their responses to our questionnaire that they are deeply concerned 
about the impact of direct payments, and every association responded positively to the 
questionnaire in this area, indicating that they are carrying out various pieces of work to reduce or 
mitigate the impact of direct payments. Associations demonstrated a number of creative and 
innovative ideas on how to mitigate the impact upon both their tenants and their businesses.  
 
Increased resources are being spent on improving the financial capability of tenants, with increased 
financial advice and financial inclusion initiatives, as well as further staffing resources, tenant 
profiling and increased resources to monitor and collect payments. One association indicated that 
they are considering increasing funding to write off some arrears, while another has set up an 
internal welfare reform working group, and many others have indicated a variety of communications 
campaigns being undertaken across Wales.  

 
 
Benefit Cap 

 
DWP figures indicate that approximately 3,000 adults and 7,000 children in Wales will be affected 
the overall household benefit cap of £26,000, with a large concentration in Cardiff, and this was 
reflected in our research. Around 25% of members who responded indicated that they were aware 
of tenants being affected by this change, with an average of 34 households per organisation.  
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 

Overall Impact 
 

How many tenants are affected? 
 
Calculations from our questionnaire show that 84.3% of tenants of our members will be affected by 
changes to housing benefit, through the Welfare Reform Act. Three associations indicated that they 
believe all of their tenants will be affected, and none of our members were able to indicate that this 
would affect less than 60% of their tenants. 
 
 

The financial impact 
 

Calculating the full financial impact of the reforms has proved difficult for a number of organisations. 
As well as a lack of knowledge of how exactly tenants will respond to the changes in how they pay 
their rent, organisations do not have all of the data required to make the full calculations. With 
better data-sharing arrangements with the DWP and local authorities, members will be better 
equipped to calculate the full impact.  
 
One association commented that ‘there is a lack of data-sharing between those who have the data 
that we need (local authorities/DWP) and those who need the data (housing providers). This means 
that we are struggling to identify and communicate with those will be affected. These barriers 
should be relaxed or local authorities should take the lead on reducing their bureaucracy’. 
 
Twelve associations were unable to calculate the impact, or were waiting for further information on 
certain elements of the reforms before they could comprehensively review the impacts of 
everything on their business. 
 
One organisation indicated an impact of at least £130,000pa on their business, while others 
calculated potential losses to their tenants of £342,000 and £1,000,000 per annum, and another 
estimated that they would expect to lose £8.3million of ‘guaranteed income’ each year, as they 
currently 53% of all rental income through the direct payment of Housing Benefit. 
 
Despite the uncertainty, 88.5% of members indicated they were likely to spend extra resources on 
initiatives to reduce the impact of the reforms on their tenants, with extra training for staff, 
improved communications strategies and further staffing resources all mentioned.  
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Conclusions 
 
The figures relating to the impact of the welfare reforms do not make for easy reading for housing 
associations, and further cuts to the welfare budget currently are already being mooted by the 
Treasury. However, it is clear that our members are doing huge amounts of work to mitigate the 
impact of the reforms. 
 
We fear that pressures on revenue and the increased amount that tenants will be required to pay 
towards their rents whilst their income is decreasing will inevitably lead to evictions and more 
homelessness.  
 
CHC will continue to support our members through these changes; lobbying against changes that will 
hit both housing associations and their tenants; holding further strategic events on welfare reform; 
developing a case for tenant employment; offering training and support; and working with DWP. We 
have established a working group on welfare reform, including members involved in the direct 
payment pilot projects in Torfaen.  
 
Moneyline Cymru, which was developed by and continues to be supported by the sector, helps 
thousands of social housing and private sector tenants every year to manage their finances by 
increasing accessibility to financial products and money advice.  CHC delivers money advice via 
branches in Cardiff, Bridgend, Merthyr Tydfil, Pontypridd, Cwmbran and Newport with funding from 
the Big Lottery and Dwr Cymru.  Moneyline Cymru provides services to those who are most 
vulnerable to the impact of welfare reform.   
 
CHC is also working in partnership with Wales Cooperative Centre and i2i to map digital inclusion 
activities in Welsh housing associations. Members will require support in this area to ensure tenants 
are able to make claims once the Universal Credit system is introduced. Citizens Advice has warned 
that the Universal Credit system "risks causing difficulties to the 8.5 million people who have never 
used the internet and a further 14.5 million who have virtually no ICT skills". 
 
Throughout this report, we have seen that Housing Associations are investing money in jobs, training 
and support for the most vulnerable tenants, and it is important that they receive the recognition 
they deserve for this. Having fed into the Welsh Government’s review of advice services, it will be 
clear to Welsh Government that the housing sector is playing both a preventative and a supporting 
role in helping their tenants through financial difficulties, but with questions over revenue streams 
being brought about by the welfare reforms, it is important that they receive funding and support to 
allow them to continue these roles. 
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