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o, have you implemented 
the Housing Bene®t and 
Council Tax Bene®t (Electronic 
Communications) Order? No? 
Well, you are probably not alone!

Signi®cantly, the order gives 
authorities potential cost savings in administration by 
allowing claims and changes in circumstances to be 
made electronically. With all the online transactions 
today, surely it follows that authorities should allow 
claims to be made online. Isn't this a citizen centric 
service?

What does the order actually allow?
· claims, amendments of claims and changes of 

circumstance noti®cations to be made electronically 
or by telephone, without the automatic need for 
written con®rmation;

· authorities that accept telephone claims can 
require that claimants subsequently check a written 
summary of the claim for accuracy;

· change of circumstance noti®cations to be 
made in person ± to an authority's visiting of®cer or 
counter clerk without the automatic need for written 
con®rmation; and

· authorities that e-enable their business will also 
be able to issue their decision notices electronically, 
but only in circumstances where the claimant has 
requested or agreed to this.

Circular A18/2006 con®rms the following:
ªWe are also clarifying that signatures, whether 

hand-written or electronic, are not explicitly required in 
the legislation and it is for local authorities to decide 
whether to require them on claims, amendments to 
claims or change of circumstances noti®cations.º

Excellent! The stumbling block that has always 
been put forward for not allowing online claims has 
been clari®ed. 

But online claiming is not without risks. The 
facility for tax credit claims was heavily criticised and 
eventually withdrawn in December 2005. The website 
portal was used by fraudsters who stole 13,000 
names and personal details of Department for Work 
and Pensions and Network Rail staff and exploited 
poor security and ID checks to make fraudulent 
claims for tax credits. 

The online portal is still not available, and 
earlier this year Dawn Primarolo, the government's 
Paymaster General responsible for the tax service, 
told members at a Parliamentary Treasury Select 
Committee hearing that the tax credits website will 
not reopen before next summer (2008) Ð almost 
three years after it was shut down.

But is this debacle likely to occur with housing and 
council tax bene®t claims? I would argue that they are 

other means ± for example by asking questions that 
only the genuine person could know the answer to.'

To discover whether e-claiming will have an impact 
on fraud I asked delegates to take part in a short 
online survey at the ISCAS website, as part of my 
presentation to the Institute's Fraud Conference. The 
number of respondents was high enough to provide 
an insight into fraud of®cers' views on e-claiming and 
e-change of circumstances. 

The ®rst question asked was: `Do you think 
allowing claims by electronic means or telephone is a 
good idea?' The results of the survey were:

Yes  55%
No  45%
Maybe it is the cynic in me, and not being 

a fraud professional, but I would have expected the result 
to sway towards a resistance to the idea of e-claiming. I 
was pleased to find that the concept did have some 
support.

The next question was: `Will new claims via 
electronic methods increase fraud?' The results of the 
survey were:

Yes  91%
No  0%
Don't know  9%

not similar and that ID checks and the close proximity 
of claimants to the authority would reduce any large 
scale fraud. Circular A18 clari®es the need to check 
identity, and for security reasons the evidence needed 
to support electronic claims (including Section 
19 identity requirements) cannot be submitted 
electronically and existing rules around the provision 
of original documentation continue to apply.

So why aren't authorities implementing e-claims? 
The advantages are plain to see:

· HB/CTB claim processes could be simpli®ed and 
made more accessible as customers could access 
forms via local authority websites, complete them 
electronically and submit them without needing to 
print a written signature;

· reporting changes of circumstance would be 
easier and so help to reduce error;

· speed of processing could improve for both new 
claims and change in circumstances;

· potential for administrative savings; and
· bene®ts brought into line with customer access 

across the economy, increasing social inclusion.
Concerns over fraud are paramount, although 

the circular does state that: `signatures are arguably 
a weak means to prove identity compared with some 

It could speed up and improve the process, 
but many authorities are unwilling to 
chance e-bene®ts, says Simon Bailey
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Yes  82%
No  18%

The requirement for a signed form against a 
declaration is still required by the vast majority of 
authorities, and I fully understand the need for it. 
However, there are many ways to get such a declaration 
with in-claim checks. Again, the lack of signature does 
not have to be a barrier to online claiming.

As e-claiming has been available since 
December 2006, I was interested to know how 
many authorities have taken the opportunity 
to implement it. The following question was 
therefore: ªHas your authority implemented the 
Electronic Communications Order to allow claims 
electronically?' The results were:

Yes  0%
No  60%
Don't know  0%
Have plans 30%
No plans 10%
Similar responses were received 

for e-enabling change of circumstances. While it is 
encouraging that 30% had plans to utilise the new 
powers, it is disheartening that so many authorities 
may not be taking advantage of new ways of 
providing a citizen centric service.

The survey may not be statistically representative, 
but it does provide an insight into what is perhaps an 
unwillingness to engage with new ways of working 
and claiming. Or it may be that the risk is too great 
to implement the new ways of working. If the risks 
versus the bene®ts have been properly evaluated, 
then ®ne. If not, an opportunity to improve customer 
service may have been missed.

To support my argument the following paragraph 
is taken from a National Audit Of®ce report 

about managing 
risk in government 
departments.

ªRisks can also 
arise from not taking 
opportunities to deliver 
better and more cost-
effective public services. 
For example, advances 
in computer technology 
make it possible to 
deliver more services 
electronically, such 
as applying for driving 

licences and submitting tax returns, so that citizens 
can access public services more quickly ± often 24 
hours a day. Citizens and businesses can lose out 
if departments are slow to adopt new forms of cost-
effective service delivery made possible by innovation 
and technological advances.º

So the National Audit Of®ce agrees with me ± I 
rest my case!

The survey is still open and now allows 
respondents to identify their professional ®eld, ie, 
fraud or bene®ts. Please visit www.iscas.co.uk and 
select e-bene®ts from the left navigation menu. •

The results clearly show that fraud professionals 
believe that by allowing e-claims, more fraudulent 
activity will occur within the system. It is hard to argue 
against these views, but even if fraud does increase, 
is that a reason not to allow the vast majority of 
honest claimants the bene®t of online claiming and/or 
reporting a change of circumstances?

Another question asked about telephone claiming 
and whether that would increase fraud. The results were.

Yes  73%
No  9%
Don't know  18%
Respondents were a little more 

favourable to telephone claiming and some were 
undertaking telephone claims and following up 
the claim with a visit, ®nding that some claimants 
withdrew their claim when faced with this. Perhaps 
telephone claiming reduces the risk as actual contact 
is made with the claimant. Use of voice risk analysis 
could identify potential fraudulent claims and prioritise 
those for further investigation.

As Circular A18 clari®es that there is a statutory 
requirement for signatures, I asked respondents `Do 
you always require a signature for all claims?' The 
results were: 

Simon Bailey is a Director of ISCAS and can be 

contacted at simon@iscas.co.uk, 

website www.iscas.co.uk

ªThe website portal was 
used by fraudsters who 
stole 13,000 names and 
personal details of DWP 
and Network Rail staffº
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