
   

 

 
 

Report to: Health and Wellbeing Committee, 30th January 2023 
 

Report of: Corporate Director - Operations, Homes & Communities 
 

 
Subject: WORCESTER CITY DISCRETIONARY WELFARE ASSISTANCE SCHEME 

(DWAS) 
 
1. Recommendation 

 
1.1 That the Committee notes the content of the report and approves the 

recommendation that a review of the Discretionary Welfare Assistance 
Scheme should be undertaken to ensure that it continues to meet the needs 

of vulnerable households efficiently and effectively.  
 

2. Background 

 
2.1 A decision was taken that responsibility for the Discretionary Welfare Assistance 

Scheme and its associated budget should be transferred from Worcester City 
Council’s Communities Committee to the Health and Wellbeing Committee. This is 
the first report on the scheme to be presented to Health & Wellbeing Committee and 

will set out the background to the scheme; an overview of the assistance available; 
performance and financial information; and recommendations for next steps in the 

development and delivery of the scheme. 

2.2 On 1st April 2013 the Community Care Grant and Crisis Loan element of the Social 

Fund was abolished and a non-ring-fenced grant was passed to local authorities in 
England to enable them to set up new locally-administered assistance to vulnerable 

groups in its place.   

2.3 In Worcestershire, the funding was split between three of the six District Councils 

(Worcester City, Wyre Forest and Bromsgrove) to set up localised schemes.  
Worcester City Council set up the South Worcestershire Discretionary Welfare 
Assistance Scheme (DWAS) which operated across three local authority areas 

(Malvern Hills, Wychavon and Worcester). This scheme was operated by Worcester 
City Council’s Strategic Housing Service. 

2.4 Government funding was sufficient to enable the scheme to operate without 
additional funding for 3 years. In 2016/17, the three South Worcestershire local 

authorities and Worcestershire County Council allocated some additional funding to 
‘top-up’ the remaining government funding which had been carried over from 

previous years. This enabled the South Worcestershire DWAS to continue for a 
further year until this funding was exhausted at the end of 2016/17. At this point, 
the South Worcestershire scheme ended and Worcester City Council allocated its 

own budget to continue the scheme within Worcester City. This funding is within the 
Council’s base budget and is an ongoing commitment. 



   

 

 2.5 When the Worcester City scheme was launched, a number of changes were made to 
the scheme policy and a procurement exercise was undertaken, both of which 

resulted in cost savings and more efficient processes without reducing the support 
available. 

2.6  Further changes to the application process were made in 2020 with the introduction 
of an online application form, which improved access to the scheme and reduced the 

administrative burden on the Strategic Housing Service. 

2.7 The covid 19 pandemic necessitated some additional operational changes to the way 

in which the scheme was delivered to ensure that it continued to be accessible and 
to meet need. However, no further significant changes have been made to the core 

scheme since the introduction of the new policy document in December 2017. 

Hardship Funding 

2.8 Since 2020, the government has allocated various tranches of hardship funding for 
local authorities to administer to those most affected financially by the pandemic and 

the cost of living crisis (e.g. the Local Authority Emergency Assistance Grant and the 
Household Support Grant). A proportion of the funding allocated to Worcester City 

Council has been used to enhance the existing Discretionary Welfare Assistance 
Scheme, increasing the number of households who can be supported and improving 
the assistance the scheme can provide. In total, up to April 2023, the scheme will 

have received £200,000 of hardship funding, all of which has been and will be used 
to support households who are experiencing financial hardship in the city. 

3. Scheme Overview 
 

3.1 The scheme provides two forms of support: 

Crisis Living Support to assist with an immediate short-term need for assistance with 
emergency food, gas and electricity, and white goods. Support is available for 
vulnerable households who are experiencing a disaster, crisis or exceptional financial 

pressure and the health the household will significantly deteriorate as a direct result.  

Re-settlement Support to assist with white goods to help with re-establishment in 
the community after a period of unsettled or supported accommodation. 

3.2 To be eligible for an award, applicants must: 

 Be over 16 

 Have a local connection to Worcester City 
 Be on a means tested benefit 

 Be in a priority group  
 Not be subject to immigration control and would not fail a habitual residency 

test 

 Have no savings or other means of accessing support 
 

3.3 However, applications are assessed on an individual basis with consideration given to 
the vulnerability and personal circumstances of each applicant and discretion can be 
applied to provide an award to someone who does not meet all eligibility criteria in 

exceptional circumstances. 

 



   

 

3.4 The scheme is used to complement other services and sources of assistance and 
does not cover needs which can be more appropriately addressed by other funds or 

benefits (e.g. Budgeting Loans available from the Department of Work and Pensions, 
Universal Credit Advance Payments, Food Banks etc.), which ensures that the 
scheme funds will assist more households. 

3.5 The scheme can only be accessed via a supporting organisation on behalf of the 

client. This enables the scheme to provide a holistic approach to assisting clients 
whilst ensuring that it is targeted at the most vulnerable, as well as reducing the 
administrative burden on the Council by requiring the referrer to verify need and 

eligibility prior to application. 

3.6 The table below details the support that is available through the core scheme and 
the enhancements that have been made utilising hardship funding since November 
2020. Please refer to the accompanying “Worcester City Discretionary Welfare 

Assistance Scheme Guidance Document” for full details of the scheme. 

 Table 3.1: Support available through core scheme and hardship funding 

CORE SCHEME  HARDSHIP FUNDING 

Type of 
Support 

What is provided? How many 
awards? 

 Enhancements 
 

Food 
Vouchers 

A Love to Shop voucher 
which can be used in-
store and online at a 

variety of retailers. 
 

Voucher value up to £30 
depending upon 
household type and 

financial circumstances 

2 awards in a 
rolling 12 
month period 

 Applicants can receive 4 
awards in a rolling 12 
month period. 

Energy 

Vouchers 

A £20 Paypoint voucher 

to support households 
with pre-payment 

energy meters. 

2 awards in a 

rolling 12 
month period 

 Applicants can receive 4 

awards in a rolling 12 
month period. 

 
Value of the voucher 
increased from £20 to 

£49 in response to rising 
energy costs 

White 
Goods 

Families: 
 Electric Cooker 

 Fridge Freezer 
 Washing Machine 
 

Singles/Couples: 
 Electric Cooker 

 Fridge 

1 award for 
the lifetime of 

the scheme  

 All household types can 
receive: 

 Electric Cooker 
 Fridge Freezer 
 Washing Machine 

 
Families are provided 

with a larger capacity 
fridge freezer. 
 

Other 
Essential 

Items 

Not available Not available  New category of 
assistance introduced in 

November 2020 utilising 
hardship funding. 

 



   

 

CORE SCHEME  HARDSHIP FUNDING 

Type of 
Support 

What is provided? How many 
awards? 

 Enhancements 
 

Provision of 
goods/vouchers for 
essential items not 

available through the 
core scheme or from 

other sources of 
assistance. Flexible to 
meet the individual needs 

of the household 

 

3.7 In addition to the above scheme enhancements, a proportion of the DWAS hardship 
funding was awarded to other agencies to support vulnerable households through 

their own schemes, which have also seen significantly increased demand: 

Worcester Municipal Charities (WMC) – this organisation operates a number of 

support services for vulnerable and low-income households in the city. Until April 
2021 they operated a carpet grant scheme to assist households with the provision 

and fitting of carpets in their homes. Most social housing properties are let without 
floor coverings, which can not only pose a health and safety hazard, but also 
increase the cost of heating the home. The Strategic Housing Service was one of the 

main referrers to the scheme when assisting households to re-settle into homes 
following a period of homelessness.  

The Platform Wellbeing Fund was launched in April 2021, which included provision 
for carpet assistance, resulting in WMC ceasing their scheme and removing the 

budget. However Platform’s scheme was not renewed for 2022/23, leaving a gap in 
provision for this essential assistance. DWAS hardship funding was therefore 

awarded to WMC to provide carpet grants to households in circumstances where the 
provision is essential on health and safety grounds. 

Armchair – this organisation operates a scheme providing donated second-hand 
items of furniture to vulnerable and low income households at low cost. Again, the 

Strategic Housing Service is one of the main referrers to this scheme when re-
settling households who often have very few or no items of furniture. Armchair has 
experienced increased demand for its service over the last few years and DWAS 

hardship funding was therefore awarded to Armchair to enable them to continue 
their essential service. This has the dual benefits of reducing demand on the Other 

Essential Items scheme (which can instead be used to assist with items not available 
through Armchair), as well as saving items of furniture from landfill. 

Delivery Partners 

3.8 The Strategic Housing Service works with partner organisations to deliver assistance 

to households through the Discretionary Welfare Assistance Scheme. 

3.9 Worcester Municipal Charities (WMC) administrate the white goods element of the 
scheme, utilising Hughes Electrical as supplier and installer. Due to the volume of 
orders placed, WMC are able to take advantage of reduced unit rates, which reduces 

the overall financial burden on the scheme and enables us to assist more 



   

 

households. WMC do not charge an administration fee for their role in delivering the 
white goods element of the scheme. 

3.10 The Strategic Housing Service contracts with Paypoint for the voucher element of the 
scheme. This provides a simple and efficient delivery method for food, energy and 

essential items vouchers and is convenient for customers to access, with Paypoint 
outlets located in multiple locations throughout the city. In order to access the 

Paypoint software, the Council pays annual licence and management fees to 
Paypoint and also pays transaction fees on each voucher issued. The total paid 
varies each year depending on the number and value of the vouchers issued, but the 

total paid to Paypoint each year is less than 10% of the annual DWAS budget. 

4. Scheme Performance Information 
 

 Core Scheme 

4.1 Table 4.1 below details the number and type of awards that have been made 

through the core scheme during the last four full financial years. 

Table 4.1: Number and type of awards by year – core scheme 

  2021/22 2020/21 2019/20 2018/19 

Award Type No. % No. % No. % No. % 

Food 84 11% 32 6% 62 13% 63 13% 

Energy 234 31% 150 26% 152 32% 162 33% 

White Goods 441 58% 396 69% 267 56% 259 54% 

Total 759 100% 578 100% 481 100% 484 100% 

 

4.2 This data shows that there has been a significant increase in the number of awards 

made through the core scheme over the last 4 years. Based on figures available at 
the end of November 2022, the total number of awards made during 2022/23 is 

projected to increase further to over 900.  

4.3 In terms of the type of households supported through the core scheme in 2021/22, 

there was a fairly even split between families (44%) and singles/couples (56%) and 
this split has been consistent across previous years also. Table 4.2 below details the 

breakdown of applicants by the priority group to which they belong. 

 Table 4.2: Core scheme awards by priority group 2021/22 

Priority Group % 

Children 30% 

Homeless 21% 

Disability 21% 

Receiving care 12% 

Mental Health 9% 

Other vulnerability 7% 

Total 100% 

 

   

 

 



   

 

 Hardship Funding 

4.4 As at the end of November 2022, 756 households had been assisted through the use 
of Discretionary Welfare Assistance Scheme hardship funding. This figure also 
includes households assisted by Worcester Municipal Charities and Armchair through 

their carpet and furniture schemes. 

4.5 The breakdown of household types assisted through hardship funding is similar to 
that of the core scheme, with 54% of awards made to singles/couples and 46% of 
awards made to families. 

4.6 Examples of assistance provided to households through the Other Essential Items 
scheme introduced using hardship funding are given below: 

 Basic mobile phones – to enable vulnerable households to maintain contact with 

essential services 
 Essential items of furniture not available through Armchair – e.g. beds, 

mattresses, cots, bunk beds 

 School uniform 
 Essential household items – e.g. bedding, kitchen items, childcare items 

 Clothing 
 Pest control / garden clearance – to prevent the household becoming homeless 

 

5. Scheme Financial Information 
 

5.1 Table 5.1 below shows the budget available to the core scheme for the last four 
financial years and the spend against this budget. Spend includes vouchers and 
goods provided to households, as well as licence and management fees for 

administrative and IT systems. 

Table 5.1: Core DWAS budget and spend by year 

Year 

 
Budget Spend 

2019/20 £114,460 

 

£84,345 
 

2020/21 £116,630 
 

£119,610 
 

2021/22 £119,548 
 

£119,598 

 

2022/23 £120,820 

 

£86,187* 
 

   
*To end Nov 2022 
 

5.2 As noted previously, a total of £200,000 of hardship funding has been allocated to 
the Discretionary Welfare Assistance Scheme since November 2020 until April 2023. 

Table 5.2 below shows a breakdown of how this funding has been spent as at the 
end of November 2022. 



   

 

 Table 5.2: DWAS Hardship Funding Spend Nov 2020 – Nov 2022  

 

 

 

 

 

 

6. Scheme Review 

 
6.1 The current scheme policy has been in place since December 2017, with no 

significant changes made to the core eligibility criteria and assistance available since 
then. Enhancements to the scheme introduced in November 2020 utilising hardship 
funding have now been in place for 2 years and withdrawal of these enhancements 

should no further hardship funding be made available will result in a gap in provision 
at a time of significant financial pressures due to the rising cost of living. This could 

result in harm to vulnerable households in the city, as well as reputational damage 
to the scheme and the Council. 

 

6.2 It is proposed that a review of the Discretionary Welfare Assistance Scheme should 

be undertaken, taking into consideration the profile of need over recent years, 
feedback from referring agencies and delivery partners and an examination of 

practice elsewhere in the delivery of welfare assistance schemes. Preliminary 
benchmarking suggests that the Worcester City scheme is one of the most generous 
welfare assistance schemes available, but it would be useful to undertake a more in-

depth review of good practice to identify whether lessons can be learned from other 
schemes. 

6.3 The current cost of living crisis has resulted in the availability of financial and welfare 
assistance through other sources and the review will therefore map all forms of 

support available to Worcester City residents to ensure that the Discretionary 
Welfare Assistance Scheme is focussed on providing essential assistance that it is 

not available elsewhere. 

6.4 In addition, the final report of the Council’s Child Poverty Task & Finish Group, which 

was considered by Communities Committee in March 2021, included the following 
recommendation: 

G. To review the relationship of Worcester Discretionary Welfare Assistance 
Scheme with food poverty along with other similar schemes being delivered 

by partners across the city. 

 This recommendation will be fulfilled by the proposed review of the whole 

Discretionary Welfare Assistance Scheme. 

6.5 Options that the review will consider include: 

Assistance Type % 

White Goods Enhancements 59% 

Carpets (WMC) 15% 

Other Essential Items 11% 

Furniture (Armchair) 9% 

Energy/Food Vouchers 
Enhancements 6% 

Total 100% 



   

 

 Permanently increasing the value of energy vouchers awarded (current 
increase is temporary until hardship funding is exhausted) 

 Increasing the value of food vouchers awarded to reflect the increase in food 
prices 

 Amending the number and type of white goods available (the majority of 

spend through the core scheme is on white goods) 
 Making the Other Essential Items scheme a permanent element of the core 

scheme to flexibly meet the needs of individual households 
 Extending the energy assistance available to households with billed accounts. 
 Reviewing the scheme’s administrative processes to ensure they are efficient 

and effective. 
 

6.6 The overall aim of the review will be to ensure that the Discretionary Welfare 
Assistance Scheme continues to provide essential support to vulnerable and low- 

income households, whilst achieving the best possible value for money. 
 

6.7 The outcome of the review and resulting recommendations will be brought back to 

Committee in June 2023. 

7. Implications 

 
Financial and Budgetary Implications 

 
7.1 The budget available for the Discretionary Welfare Assistance Scheme is in the 

Council’s base budget and is an ongoing commitment, increasing by 2% inflation 

each year. 
 

7.2 It will be necessary for any review of the scheme to work within this budget and for 
any enhancements made using further hardship funding allocations to be temporary 

until that funding is exhausted. 
 

7.3 The review will aim to achieve the best possible value for money in delivering 

essential welfare assistance, taking into account any necessary administrative costs. 
 

Legal and Governance Implications 
 
7.4 There is no legal requirement for the Council to operate a welfare assistance scheme 

and awards are made on a discretionary basis only; there is no automatic 
entitlement to any award and availability of assistance is dependent on budget. 

 
7.5 A procurement exercise will be undertaken to ensure that the Council continues to 

achieve value for money in its contracts with delivery partners. Where there is only 

one delivery partner option available for any element of the scheme, a procurement 
exemption will be sought. 

 
Risk Implications 

 

7.6 Although there is no legal requirement for the Council to operate a welfare 
assistance scheme, it has done so for nearly 10 years and there would be potential 

for reputational risk to the Council if the scheme were to be withdrawn or 
significantly reduced at a time of rising cost of living pressures.  

 

 



   

 

 
Corporate/Policy Implications 

 
7.7 The outcome of the review may result in a recommendation for the scheme policy to 

be amended to adjust the eligibility criteria and/or support available. Any such 

recommendation will be brought to Committee for consideration and approval. 
 

7.8 The review will take into consideration and aim to complement other work being 
undertaken across the Council as part of the Cost of Living Task & Finish Group. 

 

Equality Implications 
 

7.9 Although some policy changes may be necessary, it is not anticipated that there 
would be a significant change to the profile of customers assisted through the 

current scheme, i.e. those who are most vulnerable and experiencing financial 
hardship. If more significant changes were to be proposed, an Equality Impact 
Assessment would need to be undertaken to assess the potential impact on the 

accessibility of the scheme for customers, particularly the most vulnerable. 
 

Human Resources Implications 
 
7.9 Administration and delivery of the scheme is undertaken within existing Strategic 

Housing Service staff resources and it is not anticipated that any additional staff will 
be required as a result of any review of the scheme.  

 
Health and Safety Implications 

 

7.10 The provision of goods and services through the Worcester City Discretionary 
Welfare Assistance Scheme is intended to assist the city’s most vulnerable residents 

in a time of crisis or to settle into a new home after a period of homelessness or 
unsettled accommodation where the health and safety of the household would be 
affected without assistance being provided. Any reduction in the effectiveness and 

efficiency of the service would potentially have an impact on the health and safety of 
these customers. 

 
Social, Environmental and Economic Implications 

7.11 Undertaking a review of the scheme with the aim of achieving value for money whilst 
providing essential support to vulnerable residents should result in positive social, 

environmental and economic impacts in the city. 
 

 
Ward(s):   All Wards 

Contact Officer: Tom Mountford  
Tel:     01905 722529 / 07716077312 

Email:    tom.mountford@worcester.gov.uk 

Background Papers: Worcester City Discretionary Welfare Assistance Scheme 

Guidance Document 
 

  


