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The Hackney Discretionary Crisis Support Scheme

Public Policy Document
Introduction and Scope
Introduction

Hackney Council understands that there will be times when low income households who are unable to access credit face sudden unexpected costs or emergencies. There will be a need for the Council to assist with a range of urgent financial needs that are not met by regular social security benefit or tax credit payments. 

This assistance takes the form of one-off payments for emergencies and items that are difficult to budget for, such as short-term needs arising from an emergency or disaster, support for vulnerable people to return to or remain in the community, or to ease exceptional pressures on families.
This document sets out who can apply for this emergency assistance, what emergencies the Council can assist with and how we will assess whether you qualify for help. When making an assessment the Council will have due regard to the nature of the emergency, the make up of the household needing assistance and the resources, including assistance from third parties, available to them.  The Council will also have regard to its own published policy priorities of “Improving services and increasing opportunities for all, raising the life chances of the most disadvantaged”.
The scope of the policy
The aid provided under this policy is intended to meet, or help to meet, a need that:

· could constitute a serious risk to the health and safety of yourself or a member of your family if the aid were not afforded, or 
· could jeopardise the ability of you or your family to move into (or stay in) the community.
When assessing that risk the Council will look at the circumstances behind your application, your income and savings, and other specialist care and/or support that may be available. 
The financial aid provided is intended to meet specific needs, for example:

· Purchasing essential items when setting up a new home (after leaving care, hospital, prison or as part of a resettlement programme);
· Replacing clothing and footwear lost in a disaster;
· Rent in advance if not met by the discretionary hardship fund or available through a budgeting loan/budgeting advance from the Department for Work and Pensions;
· Providing daily living expenses for families where their money has been lost or stolen;

· Providing daily living expenses for households where the usual source of income has been interrupted temporarily;

· Reconnection of fuel supply to families in crisis: payment will only be made direct to the utility company to reestablish supply;   
· Emergency travel expenses

Funding for the discretionary crisis support scheme is fixed and cannot be exceeded. Once all the money available has been spent no application can be accepted regardless of the merits involved. Consequently, awards made under the scheme will be prioritised to those households most in need.
Applying for help under the scheme
Who can apply?
The scheme is not open to persons under 16. Also, the scheme is not open to people who are subject to immigration control. These include asylum seekers, people who have been refused leave to remain in this country and those with no recourse to public funds. Details of the rules are very complex and change from time to time, please ask for more information on the current rules.

The scheme is also not open to those people who have their daily living needs provided for them, i.e. a person in hospital or a care home, a prisoner, a member of a religious order, a person in relevant education,  unless they are about to leave and return to the local community.

Applications from full time students/student households will only be accepted in emergency cases and/or because of a disaster.
Prioritising applications
Some applications will be prioritised within the assessment process:

· Applications for households that include children under 5, disabled persons or persons over 70;
· Applications received from households with a local connection. A local connection is defined as;

· Having resided in the borough for at least 6 of the last 12 months (or 3 of the last five years) and/or

· Be in employment in Hackney, and/or 

· Have close family living in the borough (parents, grandparents or brothers and sisters) for at least 5 years, and/or

· Where the Council agrees that there are special circumstances

· Applications related to improving an opportunity to move into sustained employment; 
· Applications from households fleeing domestic violence;

· Applications from persons placed by Hackney in another local authority;

· Applications from households moving out of temporary accommodation in Hackney
· Applications for people moving on from hospital back into Hackney
Some applications may have a reduced priority:

· Applications from households who have made a similar application to the scheme within the last 3 months;
· Applications from households where the applicant has not taken reasonable steps to remedy their circumstances;
· Applications from households where the applicant has not co-operated with the Council or other public bodies i.e. Job Centre Plus.
Making an application
Applications to the scheme can only be made through our partner agencies. To apply for help you (or someone who helps you such as your social worker/housing officer/Hackney community worker, drugs and alcohol team, a recognised community organisation or charity, the Hospital Social Work team, the Community Police team) will need to speak to one of the following providers: 
	East End Citizens Advice Bureau
	( - 020 8525 6350
	( - info@eastendcab.org.uk

	Hackney Marsh Partnership
	( - 020 8525 6960
	( - info@hmp.org.uk

	Derman
	( - 020 7613 5944
	( - services@derman.org.uk 

	Bikur Cholim
	( - 020 8800 7575
	( - Reception@bikurcholim.co.uk 


They will then arrange to help you with your application and will gather any supporting evidence that will help your case. When completing the application, you must answer as fully as possible and provide supporting details if requested. Failure to do so may result in your application being unsuccessful.
Evidence required

In order to make an assessment of the household needs and priorities, the Council will require details of who is living within the household, the household income, any savings held by household members, and all of the circumstances and reasons that led to an application being made.

The information provided on the application form may be sufficient to make an assessment, however in many instances further investigation may be necessary to support the application. 

We will ask for confirmation of identity of household members and their relationship to the main applicant. We will need to confirm that any children included on the form live with the applicant and are in their long-term care. We usually do this by checking child benefit and/or child tax payments, although other documents may be required in certain circumstances.

We will also require confirmation of your income and capital (i.e. wage slips, letters from the DWP, bank statements, savings books etc.). However, if you in receipt of other Council assessed benefits, this data may also be used to validate the application. 

Fraudulent applications

If you make an application to the Discretionary Crisis Support scheme you should do so in good faith and based on your true circumstances. If you omit or forget information and remember this at a later date, this should be communicated as soon as possible. 

Officers will assess the validity and the legitimacy of the application. The Officer may pose questions or seek evidence to establish the facts before making a decision. Failure to disclose a material fact or to make a false application will be treated as making a fraudulent application. The Council has a ‘no tolerance’ stance to fraud and will take appropriate steps to prevent and detect fraud.

The Council may seek to prosecute applicants where there is sufficient evidence to support this action and it is appropriate given the nature and type of offence.
Making an assessment of your needs and resources
How a decision is made
Once a completed application and the required supporting evidence is received, the details are passed to a designated assessment officer within the Benefits and Housing Needs team. 
The officer will make a decision based on the information provided in the application form and any other information available to them from a supporting social worker and/or organisation. The officer will also take into account all of the circumstances and reasons that led to an application being made.

In making a decision on whether to make an award from the scheme and the amount to be awarded the officer will consider the following criteria:  
· Has the applicant been discharged from hospital or institutional care within the last 2 months? Are going to be discharged within the next 2 months?

· Is the applicant or someone within the applicant’s household likely to face a serious risk to their health and safety if the assistance requested in the application is not provided? The risks faced by the household must be credible and lead to a significant deterioration in the wellbeing of the applicant or household; 

· Is the assistance requested within the application the most appropriate way of alleviating the risk to the individual’s health and safety? Any award should be the most suitable solution to the crisis;

· What resources are available to the applicant to meet this need? Any savings over £500 should be used to meet/offset the need, and/or where the applicant can borrow the amount from another party without incurring significant additional cost they should do so;
· Is there an external provider or alternative funding stream available to the applicant that would meet the needs outlined within the application? The applicant should where practicable have exhausted any other opportunities for funding available to him/her; 

· Has the applicant taken any steps that the officer considers perverse, disingenuous or intended to bring on the need for an application to the scheme? The applicant should not have taken any steps to worsen their situation and should not have turned down any assistance that may have helped to lessen the crises.
If the officer feels that there are sufficient grounds for an award to be made he/she will then consider the amount of the award.
Calculating the amount of an award
As part of the application, you will be asked to give an indication of the amount of support that is required. However the assessing officer will determine the amount of support based on local economic factors and arrangements in place with other agencies/retailers. The cash value of the award will be the minimum deemed sufficient to resolve the crisis/emergency. If you have savings over £500, the level of the award may be further reduced.  
In all but exceptional circumstances, awards will not exceed £1000 per award for goods/services and £75 per award for meeting basic living needs (food and heating).  In addition, where an alternative to a cash payment is available and is appropriate, awards may be made in kind; either or by directly supplying the goods or services required or in the form of a payment card.
Consideration of the budget

The Council has a fixed funding pot for the Discretionary Crisis Support scheme and therefore the officer will have to have due regard to the amount of money available when making a decision on whether an award should be made and how much is to be awarded. 

The Council has put in place arrangements to ensure that some funding is available throughout the year, and has divided the pot into monthly segments.  The highest priority applications will always be paid, but if there is a heavy demand on the scheme and a large number of applications are made within the monthly accounting period, applications that are not the highest priority may not be considered or may have the level of award reduced. In these circumstances we will inform you and advise whether it would be appropriate to reapply at a later date.
The Council will ensure that the state of the pot and the funding available is published and we will ensure that social work teams and community groups are regularly updated on the position of the fund.

Giving you a decision and your right to challenge

Advising you of a decision

Once the officer has made a decision on your application we will give you a written notice advising you:
· Whether an award has been made and the reason for the decision
· The intended use of the award

· The amount of the award

· Signposting to other services/support

We will also advise you as to how the award will be made; either as a cash payment or by issuing a voucher/providing the item directly.
Please read the notice very carefully and keep it in a safe place. If you disagree with the amount of award you must tell us within one month of the date of the notice.
If you are unhappy with the decision
Decisions on whether an award is to me made from the Discretionary Crisis Support scheme will be determined by a designated officer. Some applications may be refused outright; others will not receive the full amount requested. The written decision notice will detail the reason for the decision. 
If you are not happy with the Council’s decision, you have two options:

· If you think we have not been aware of the full circumstances of your application you can ask us to explain our decision and advise where you think our information is wrong.

· If you think the decision was unreasonable based on the circumstances detailed in the application, you can ask for the application to be reviewed. A review will be looked at by two senior officers who were not involved with the original decision. 
Other support available

Discretionary Crisis Support is intended to help individuals and families to cope with extreme and severe difficult one-off situations. It is not intended to be a regular form of support. Individuals and families are expected to manage their day to day finances and to take steps to budget and manage their household income. Guidance and support is available to help to achieve this.

Other sources of financial assistance
The Discretionary Crisis Support fund is one source of funding available to applicants. Other sources of support are available from the Council and may be more appropriate: 
Discretionary Housing Payments – The Council are given a limited amount of money each year to help residents who are in need of extra financial help to meet their housing costs. To qualify for a payment you must be receiving housing benefit. You need to satisfy us that there are good reasons for giving you extra help. Not everyone who applies can be given an award, so the more you tell us the better. We cannot pay for any charges that are not eligible for benefit and the maximum we can pay cannot exceed your eligible rent costs.

Section 13A Council Tax Discounts - Section 13A of the Local Government Finance Act 1992 allows the Council to reduce the amount of council tax payable. The council will consider all claims for a discretionary reduction on their individual merits,  however, there must be evidence of financial hardship or personal circumstances that justifies a reduction in the council tax liability and the taxpayer must satisfy the council that they have taken all reasonable steps to resolve their situation prior to the claim 

Section 17 Children’s Act 1989 payments - The Council has a duty to ‘safeguard and promote the welfare of children within their area who are in need’. Financial assistance under section 17 exists to promote the welfare of ‘children in need’, and can be applied to address the needs of children living with or leaving domestic violence. This help can take the form of cash for new clothes for children, cash for travel to get away from a violent partner, assistance with fitting new locks, getting a telephone or alarm system and/or transport to a refuge 

The Council works closely with other agencies and will direct you to other sources of support if appropriate. This will be particularly important if Discretionary Crisis Support is refused. This support may include direct financial assistance in some cases. 
A list of recognised groups and organisations that provide advice and support for those who may be in need of community care such as older people, those with disabilities including learning disabilities can be found on the Hackney website (www.hackney.gov.uk)
Debt counselling, advice and support 
The Council provides a free confidential debt counselling service to residents. We can advise on different types of debt such as rent and mortgage arrears, credit card debts and bank loans. We can help:

· check you are getting all the benefits you may be entitled to 

· help you to identify the most important debts and take action accordingly. The law gives different creditors different ways of getting their money back 

· help plan your weekly and monthly budget 

· draw up a financial statement by looking at your income and outgoings 

· help you to decide on a plan to deal with your debts 

· negotiate with the people you owe money to 

· advise you on court procedures, help reply to court documents and represent at court appearances where appropriate 

Additional information

Data protection
Data processed by the Council relating to Discretionary Crisis Support scheme will be dealt with in accordance with the Data Protection Act 1998. In order to expedite applications, the Council may access other sources of data to validate the application i.e. Housing Benefit data. The applicant will be asked to sign a declaration to allow this sharing of information. 
Data contained on the Discretionary Crisis Support application form may be used to prevent and detect fraud in accordance with the National Fraud Initiative. A disclaimer will be detailed on the application form to explain this.

Managing the Discretionary Crisis Support scheme

The Council is dedicated to continuous improvement, where and when practicable, improvements will be made operationally to ensure the Discretionary Crisis Support scheme works effectively and to ensure that funding is correctly awarded to those who have the greatest need and will benefit the most.

We will look at applications, awards and refusals to ensure that the Council’s aims and objectives are met and will be used to shape the future use of the Discretionary Crisis Support scheme. We may also contact applicants to obtain additional information on their experience on using the Discretionary Crisis Support scheme. Information may be collected to monitor equality and diversity, to ensure that the Policy does not disadvantage any particular group or individual. 
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