
 
 

MINUTES OF THE PUBLIC ACCOUNTS 

SELECT COMMITTEE 
Wednesday, 10 December 2014 at 7.00 pm 

 
 

PRESENT:  Councillors Jamie Milne (Chair), Mark Ingleby (Vice-Chair), Roy Kennedy, 
Helen Klier, Jim Mallory, John Muldoon and Crada Onuegbu  
 
APOLOGIES: Councillors Abdeslam Amrani and Chris Barnham 
 
ALSO PRESENT: Andrew Hagger (Scrutiny Manager), Joan Hutton (Interim Head of 
Adult Assessment & Care Management), Robert Mellors (Finance Manager, Community 
Services and Adult Social Care), Martin O'Brien (Sustainable Resources Group 
Manager), Justine Roberts (Change and Innovation Manager), Jon Rowney (Strategic 
Lead: Finance, Performance & Procurement, London Councils), Henry St Clair Miller 
(Manager, No Recourse to Public Funds Network), Tim Thompson (Head of Corporate 
Asset Services) and Ralph Wilkinson (Head of Public Services) 
 
1. Minutes of the meeting held on 5 November 2014 

 
Resolved: 
 
The Committee agreed the minutes of the meeting held on 5 November 2014. 
 

2. Declarations of interest 
 

2.1 Councillor John Muldoon declared an interest as member of the South London and 
Maudsley NHS Mental Health Trust. 
 

2.2 Councillor Crada Onuegbu declared an interest as member of the South London 
and Maudsley NHS Mental Health Trust. 
 

3. No Recourse to Public Funds Review - Evidence session 
 

3.1 Henry St-Clair Miller (Manager, NRPF Network) spoke to the Committee and 
highlighted the following key points: 

• The NRPF Network looks at the implications of NRPF for local government and 
aims to influence local and central government on this issue. 

• The NRPF Network works with the Home Office on NRPF Connect, a database 
that collates information on NRPF cases including costs, case types, 
immigration status and the status of children. This information is shared with 
local government and the Home Office. 

• 28 local authorities are using NRPF Connect, which represents a significant 
proportion of the NRPF caseload. 

• The NRPF Network is hosted by Islington Council. Islington had a high asylum 
population at the end of the 1990s and kept their asylum team to assist with 
adults with health needs. It then evolved to deal with NRPF. The NRPF 
Network is supported through commission based training, as well as some 
other sources of funding. Lewisham is part of the NRPF Network. 

• The NRPF Network also maintains is a collective dataset that provides 
evidence of trends on immigration policy. 

• The aim is to provide evidence on the true situation with NRPF and draw them 
into partnership. 
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• Leaving people with NRPF in limbo with no decision on their immigration status 
isn’t good and represents a significant cost burden for the local authority. The 
NRPF Network wants to help tackle decision making beyond local authority 
control, such as leave to remain and removals. 

• The NRPF Network has been working the Department for Communities and 
Local Government (DCLG) over the caseload burden assessment. 

• The NRPF Steering Group monitors the effectiveness of NRPF approaches. 
 

3.2 In response to questions from the Committee, Henry St.Clair-Miller provided the 
following information: 

• There are a number of factors behind the increase in NRPF, including the 
economic downturn as well as the shift from asylum to managed immigration 
with associated issues not being picked up.  

• Because the UK does not carry out ‘amnesties’ for large numbers of people 
who have been in the UK for a long time, many people have been in the 
country for a long time without having a firm decision or action taken over their 
status. 

• The Home Office is currently pursuing a policy approach of creating a harsher 
environment for those in the country illegally, such as restricting access to 
driving licenses and bank accounts. The aim is that this harsh environment will 
force people to leave the country as their lives will not be sustainable. From a 
Home Office perspective this will reduce the need for costly deportations and 
discourage future migrants. 

• However, if this approach does not work there could be an increase in NRPF 
referrals coming through to local authorities. This could be particularly 
challenging given the strong responsibilities for local authorities on providing 
support for children.  

• Lewisham has taken a stringent approach to NRPF which based on data based 
and uses evidence. 

• A good approach to NRPF is about having the right people to deal with it, 
which is not necessarily the social care front end. 

• Arguing with the Home Office about funding is difficult as they are resistant to 
providing funding, especially as social services are local authority 
responsibilities. Therefore a strong evidence base is needed, which NRPF 
Network aims to provide with NRPF Connect. 

• The issue of fraud is important and as guardians of public money steps must 
be taken to prevent fraud. However there is little evidence of extensive fraud 
amongst NRPF claimants in the datasets. Local authorities need to be careful 
about talking about fraud, so they do not stigmatise the client group. 

• NRPF Connect aims to provide a solid evidence base, with data to enable 
them to negotiate with the Home Office on the issue of NRPF and also to hold 
them to account on their performance. 

• One of the recommendations to central government has been around not 
rechecking the status of families. The Home Office often questions the initial 
assessment of NRPF families even though they are rigorously done, meaning 
that checks have to be carried out again which causes delays. The 
recommendation was to take the local authority’s word on it.  

• There are a high proportion of Jamaican and Nigerian NRPF claimants, which 
matches Lewisham’s population and would explain the high numbers in 
Lewisham. For Islington the cost issue comes from expensive private sector 
housing.  
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• The understanding of NRPF has increased recently. This is partly because of 
tightened budgets which has emphasised the critical nature of the issue and 
brought to the fore.  

• There are referrals to Adult Social Care around NRPF, but the majority of 
cases are families. 

• Many NRPF cases involve people that have been in the country for a very long 
time, which strengthens the case for regularising their stay. 

• The key to management of NRPF is early identification, thorough assessment 
and then active management of cases. 

• The NRPF Network is getting to a critical mass where it is gathering a lot of 
information and evidfence. There will be 35 local authorities involved by the 
end of the 2014/15, including major authorities outside London such as 
Manchester.  

• However, other local authorities do not always have the staffing resource to 
support data collection around NRPF, while others such as Birmingham have 
carried a review looking at NRPF but are not involved in the NRPF Network. 

• There will be different issues for different members of the NRPF Network, for 
some it might be EEA migrants or asylum related, rather than visa overstayers 
which is more typical in London. 

 
3.3 Jon Rowney (Strategic Lead: Finance, Performance & Procurement, London 

Councils) spoke to the Committee and highlighted the following key points: 

• London Councils are responding to concerns from local authorities across 
London on the issue of NRPF.  

• At the start of 2014 the DCLG and Home Office took part in a round table 
discussion, which included service and finance pressures as well as caseload 
and demand, including the need to secure additional funding for local 
authorities. The DCLG and Home Office challenged back on the costs, 
highlighting the need to reduce costs and processes.  

• London Councils is looking at how local authorities and the Home Office can 
work together, including clarifying roles and responsibilities and looking at best 
practice for service delivery. 

• Local authorities need to put the case for costs being faced and justify any 
extra funding, with more work required on this. 

• The NRPF Steering Group discusses strategic issues and some of the 
operational issues. 

• London Council’s role is facilitating increased understanding on the issue of 
NRPF. They can apply pressure to the DCLG and Home Office via the steering 
group and talk about future questions about how and where to apply political 
pressure. For example, London Councils have been speaking to the LGA about 
how to lobby and influence on this issue. 

• The evidence base around NRPF is not as strong as it could be and the DCLG 
have looked at the evidence base around NRPF as an extra burden on local 
authorities and felt that more evidence is needed, especially around the overall 
national picture on NRPF. 

• London Councils is currently developing a new burden template to identify key 
issues that local authorities need to look at. 

• After 2015 there is likely to be a review of spending, with the potential to 
address local government funding. Therefore we need an evidence base to 
support any political decisions and negotiations that take place. 
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• The lack of resolution on leave to remain is a key aggravating factor around 
NRPF. Data from Compass, who have been working on the Eurocities project, 
highlights that systems are not working well. There is also a backlog on asylum 
applications which is not likely to be cleared as the Home Office believes the 
hostile environment approach will drive people away. 

 
3.4 Justine Roberts (Change and Innovation Manager) then highlighted the following 

information: 

• Lewisham is keen to keep working with the NRPF Network and is putting data 
into the NRPF Connect database. 

• Funding from the DCLG has been for joint service delivery involving other 
boroughs in South east London. This is a positive step. 

• Lewisham recently carried out a ‘Policy School’ on NRPF with the Cabinet 
Office, which is another way of talking about NRPF and raising its profile. 

 
3.5 The Committee then discussed the following points: 

• The concern about what will happen if the hostile environment approach 
doesn’t work, as this would not relieve the burden on local authorities and 
could increase it.  

• Local authorities have been effective at tackling service delivery while incurring 
huge cuts in funding. This means that central government is happy to then 
pass on cuts knowing that local authorities will manage effectively. 

• The pessimism that local authorities will get funding for NRPF, as the suspicion 
is that central government will always ask for more evidence.  

 
4. Annual Complaints Report 

 
4.1 Ralph Wilkinson (Head of Public Services) introduced the report and highlighted 

the following key points: 

• There has been a 10% increase in complaints, which was expected given the 
elections in 2014 and the reductions in budgets. 

• The Customer Services received the largest number of complaints and has the 
most direct interaction with the public. 

• The top three issues with complainants were Council Tax, Lewisham Homes 
Property Services and Lewisham Homes Housing Management. 

• The increase in Council Tax complaints was expected due to the introduction 
of the Council Tax Reduction Scheme, which introduced 24 000 extra billings 
and meant taking a lot more action. 

• Complaints are used to drive improvements in service delivery and there has 
been improved web content and information provided. 

• The Independent Adjudicator’s feedback was largely positive, acknowledging 
the context to the increase in complaints and that Lewisham is helpful in 
resolving complaints. 

 
4.2 In response to questions from the Committee, ralph Wilkinson provided the 

following information: 

• Officers are reviewing the use of iCasework and may move to an internally 
developed CRM system. The iCasework system has flaws and officers are 
aware of this. The system is being upgraded now and there is confidence that 
most complaints go through iCasework, although some complaints will 
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inevitable slip through. Any responses from Executive Directors to complaints 
will be entered into iCasework. 

• Temporary accommodation is a big issue and the Council can sometimes 
struggle to procure it. There is a lot of work taking place in the Housing Options 
team to improve this. 

• There are issues in the difference in quality and time of response between 
Lewisham Council and Lewisham Homes, with the accuracy and quality of 
responses a concern. Officers will be meeting with Lewisham Homes to 
discuss this. 

 
Resolved: 
 
That the Committee should receive a written briefing from the relevant Cabinet 
Member about improvements to the efficiency of iCasework. 
 

5. Asset management update 
 

5.1 Tim Thompson (Manager, Operational Asset Management) and Martin O’Brien 
(Sustainable Resources Group Manager) introduced the report and highlighted the 
following key points: 

• The report contains more detail on the breadth and depth of what has 
happened and what will happen with regard to asset management. 

• The Asset management and accommodation strategy covers effective 
management of assets, an accommodation strategy for the operational estate, 
compliance and risk and the commercial estate. There is also a section that 
details how these will be delivered. 

• Lewisham has a much firmer grasp on what it owns and the data associated 
with those assets thanks to the development of the asset register. 

• A key will be to take the current estate and divide it into commercial and 
operational, so we are clear on what we want to do with our assets. 

• The Strategic Asset Management Plan is a working strategic document that 
contains enough detail to set out how the key priorities will be achieved. It 
deliberately links in and supports other key corporate programmes and 
strategies. 

• Lewisham is fortunate to own a diverse asset base which can be used to 
create income in lieu of lesser government funds. 

 
5.2 In response to questions from the Committee, Tim Thompson and Martin O’Brien 

provided the following information: 

• Officers are working through what on the asset register can be put in the public 
domain. There is a balance to be made here and no final decision has been 
taken on this yet. 

• Officers are working through unregistered properties to pull them all together. 
The first phase of the asset register involved going through what was owned by 
Lewisham, the second phase is to go through the unregistered properties, 
identify them and think about how they can best be used. 

• Asset data is crucial to making business decisions and there has been a lot of 
work carried out to make sure this was done properly. It will take time to secure 
development partners for major developments. For example, the Catford 
regeneration is a 10 year programme and officers would prefer to under 
promise and over deliver. 
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• There are no plans to sell off assets, assets will be used to generate revenue. 

• There is an achievable 7 year programme set out. It could be possible to 
borrow against income from the commercial properties in order to get this done 
earlier. 

• Officers in Economic Development are working to develop the Town Hall and 
opportunities there for creative industries. 

• Officers are also having conversations with Goldsmiths University about their 
accommodation needs in the short, medium and long term. 

• The proposed income levels will be made up of one third efficiencies and two 
thirds new income with a net new position of £10m. 

• Work is being carried out with Community Services around community centres 
and how to make best use of them. At the moment some centres are not up to 
the standard required and there is inconsistency in the charging rates for 
buildings. Some groups will pay little or nothing for use, while others will pay 
full rates. The strategy agrees in principle a review of community centres as 
part of the wider asset optimisation process. 

• The most benefit from solar panels or energy efficiency improvements would 
come from operational buildings that Lewisham pays the bills for and will be 
using in the long term. Once decisions have been on long-term operational use 
then improvements to those buildings, including energy efficiency, can take 
place. 

 
6. Funding and Financial Management of Adult Social Care Review - Update 

 
6.1 Joan Hutton (Head of Assessment and Care Management) and Robert Mellors 

(Group Finance Manager, Community Services) introduced the update and in 
response to questions from the Committee provided the following information: 

• The rate currently being paid currently is the London Living Wage as set in 
November 2013, with a new rate introduced in April 2015 to reflect the 
November 2014 rate. 

• Officers have wanted to test the market to see what is possible. There are 
examples of different approaches to domiciliary care that exist in the country, 
such as in Kent and Wiltshire. 

• The Healthier Communities Select Committee will carry out further scrutiny of 
how to shape and develop the market for supplying Adult Social Care services. 

• Embedding a different approach to assessment needs supply from market that 
supports personalisation. 

 
7. Select Committee work programme 

 
7.1 The Committee discussed the work programme. 

 
Resolved: 
 
The Committee agreed the work programme. 
 

8. Referrals to Mayor and Cabinet 
 

8.1 There were none. 
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The meeting ended at 9.25 pm 
 
 
Chair:  
 ---------------------------------------------------- 
 
Date: 
 ---------------------------------------------------- 


