
 

 

 

9th March 2017  

 

Dear Convenor/Sandra White MSP 

 

We are aware that the Social Security committee is conducting an enquiry into the universal 

credit rollout at present. 

As you will be aware, there is growing concern in the Highlands, and in fact a call to halt the 

rollout of full service universal credits. With this in mind, we thought it was worthwhile 

alerting you to the main issues.   

Whilst ‘live service’ universal credits have been rolled out to the Highlands, Inverness, and 

surrounding areas have already moved over to ‘full service’ universal credits.  

There have been significant issues with the introduction of universal credits that need 

addressed however we have particular concerns about the impact of the ‘full service’ rollout 

on our constituents.  

Recently we have set up Universal Credits which is represented by the local Citizens Advice, 

Welfare Support Team, Highland Council Housing Department and the DWP. This group has 

identified several of the issues described below.  

We also see that you took evidence from Sheila McKandie from Highland Council on 10th 

November and I hope that this letter adds to the body of evidence you already have.  

The main problems are: 

For those in receipt of Universal Credits 

 The ‘digital’ process is only part digital, leaving many people in towns and villages 

having to travel to Inverness to submit claims, at their own cost 

 The ‘Online Journal’ aspect of the process acts as a barrier to the most vulnerable in 

our society accessing their benefits  

 The premium phone line acts as a barrier to those who have issues with their claim, 

most of whom do not have money to make these calls.  

 The minimum wait of six weeks for an application to be processed is increasing 

poverty and is having a devastating impact on people’s lives 



 Many people wait much longer than six weeks for their application to be processed – 

some several months, due to lost information, missed updates, and ongoing 

communication issues.  

 People are being left months without money, having to rely on foodbanks to feed their 

families. 

 According to a recent Highland Council report the local authority has seen the 

average rent arrears rise to £900 for people on ‘full service’ universal credits 

 Terminally ill claimant forms cannot be made without the claimant verifying that they 

are terminally ill  

 Right to Reside – claimants are reporting that applications are being cancelled and 

that requests for RTR evidence are excessive 

 

 

For support agencies  

 There is no direct contact/hotline number for MPs offices, CAB or local DWP to call 

for assistance 

 The rollout is in ‘Agile Development’ as such changes to processes are constantly 

made but MPs offices and agencies are not informed of changes.  

 Claimants need to add ‘explicit consent’ to their online journal before a Member of 

Parliament or an agency can assist them  

 At a recent UC roundtable meeting in Inverness, CAB and Highland Council Welfare 

Support team reported that it takes approximately two hours to assist claimants with a 

Universal Credit application which is putting extreme pressure on resources and, as 

such, their ability to assist people 

 At a recent UC roundtable meeting in Inverness, the local Job Centre/DWP staff 

confirmed that it takes them approximately 40 minutes to assist claimants with a 

Universal Credit application which is putting extreme pressure on resources and, as 

such, their ability to assist people  

 According to call log records maintained by the local CAB and constituency offices, 

call-waiting times average around 30 minutes. 

 

Landlords  

 Increase in arrears – In a report dated 8th February 2017, it was stated that the 

Highland Council is owed £704,347 from claimants of the new benefit alone. This has 

increased by 82 per cent since September last year and is putting massive pressure on 

local authority funding across the board  

 Bulk payments to housing agencies, such as the Highland Council and Albyn 

Housing, are not reconciled correctly and difficult to allocate correctly 

 Part payments are not made to landlords where a tenant has moved part way through a 

month, this is particularly challenging for the Highland Council where homeless 

people often move between temporary accommodation 

 Many landlords are now advertising properties as ‘No UC’ owning to their experience 

with late payment   



 The Universal Credit system is in conflict with existing Scottish legislation on 

homelessness, as statutory requirements do not fit within the DWP model.  

 There is no means for council staff to communicate directly with DWP which is a 

problem for more vulnerable clients. All communication is between the claimant and 

the DWP, and the council are not even kept informed. 

 

As a result of these significant process flaws relating to homelessness and temporary 

accommodation, there is a growing call for the housing element to be removed from universal 

credit. 

Furthermore, the issues experienced by people in receipt of Universal Credits as part of the 

live service rollout, are unacceptable. As such calls to halt the rollout of ‘Full Service’ to the 

rest of the Highlands and other areas have been made to the UK Government.  

 

Your Sincerely,  

 

 

 

Maree Todd,      Drew Hendry, 

MSP for Highlands and Islands   MP for Inverness, Nairn, Badenoch & 

Strathspey   

 

 

 

 


