
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

The Rt Hon Frank Field MP DL 
Chair, Work and Pensions Committee 
House of Commons  
London  
SW1A 0AA 
      
25 February 2019 
 
 
Dear Mr Field 
 
Universal Credit and 53 week rent years 
 
Thank you for your letter dated February 2019 about Universal Credit and 53 week rent years, 
and for sharing your letter from the Secretary of State for Work and Pensions on this issue. 
 
This is a joint response on behalf of Newcastle City Council and Your Homes Newcastle (YHN), 
the Arm’s Length Management Organisation responsible for managing council homes on behalf 
of Newcastle City Council. Please find below our replies to your questions. 
 
The Department’s conclusion that this is simply a problem of “perception” 
 
We do not agree that this is an issue with “perception”. The Department are calculating 
entitlement to benefit based on there being 364 charging days per year (one week x 52 = 364 
days), dividing this by 12 to get the monthly entitlement. This means that the 365th day is not 
covered. Therefore, over the course of seven years there are seven days which are not covered 
in this calculation of housing costs. This missing week is ‘revealed’ on 53 week rent years, but it 
is actually an accumulation over time. We do not agree, therefore, with the Secretary of State’s 
statement in her letter to you, “For a week’s payment to be lost there would need to be 53 
weeks in the year rather than 53 payment days”. 
 
The Department’s rationale for not calculating Universal Credit differently in 53 week rent 
years 
 
We do not agree with the Department’s rationale for this. The Department is focussing on 
weekly rental periods not aligning with monthly payments without recognising that their existing 
calculation results in a shortfall between rent charged and entitlement to benefit. We believe 
that the Department should be addressing the issue outlined above, i.e. that their calculation of 
monthly rent means that one week is missed over the course of seven years due to the 
calculation being based on 364 days per year, rather than on 365 days per year.  
 
 
 

The person dealing with this matter is: 
Claire Horton 
Newcastle City Council 
4th Floor, Civic Centre, Barras Bridge, 
Newcastle upon Tyne, NE1 8QH 
 
Phone: 0191 211 6049 
Email: claire.horton@newcastle.gov.uk 
www.newcastle.gov.uk 



The financial impact of this approach on us as a landlord and on individual tenants 
 
As described above, the income at risk accounts for one day per year over a seven year period. 
For ease, if we view this income loss as one weekly rent charge for all 5,731 of YHN’s tenants 
currently on Universal Credit, the rental income at risk is approximately £466,000. If the number 
of YHN tenants on Universal Credit increases by 2,335 in the next year, as anticipated, the 
income at risk would be approximately £606,000. This is not a one-off event. If the Department 
continues to use the above calculation, there will be a shortfall between rent charged and 
entitlement to benefit. If this isn’t changed, landlords will need to arrange with their tenants to 
increase their monthly payment arrangements to cover this shortfall. In YHN, this would be 
asking tenants to pay an average additional amount of £83.18 (the average weekly rent). 
 
As reported previously to the Committee’s inquiries into Universal Credit, YHN’s tenants on 
Universal Credit have larger average rent arrears balances in comparison to tenants who are 
not on Universal Credit (currently £601.67 in comparison with £256.17). The existing calculation 
and the rent shortfall described above may force these tenants into further arrears, increasing 
their potential risk of homelessness. 
 

Recommendations of alternative measures or approaches for the Department to take 
 
In order to avoid the 53rd week issue, the Department could amend their calculation of the 
housing costs element for weekly payers. There are two options: 

1. Amend the calculation in 53 week rent years to ‘weekly rent x 53 divided by 12’, or 
2. Amend the entire calculation to ‘weekly rent x 52.14 divided by 12’  

 
These amendments would help to ensure that residents claiming Universal Credit receive their 
full entitlement based on the rent charged.  
 
There has been a suggestion that Discretionary Housing Payments (DHP) could be used to 
cover the rent shortfall. However, DHP budgets are already utilised to support a range of 
residents in financial hardship due to other welfare reforms. Newcastle’s DHP allocation for 
2019-20 is £932,043, compared with £1,167,939 for 2018-19. At 31 January 2019 we had 
already spent £975,659 of this year’s DHP budget to support residents at risk of homelessness,  
and in Newcastle we still have 2,595 households affected by the “bedroom tax” and 258 
households affected by the benefit cap who require financial support to help them to transition 
to the reductions in their income. Given the estimated rental income risk at loss referred to 
earlier, central government would need to allocate considerably more DHP funding to cover this 
additional rent shortfall. Given that this is not a one-off event, we are supportive of the 
Department amending their calculation, rather than relying on DHP or placing even more of a 
burden on individual residents to make up the shortfall. 
 
We hope that this information is helpful in further informing the Committee’s understanding of 
this aspect of Universal Credit. If you have any queries, or would like any more information, 
please don’t hesitate to contact us. 
 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
 
Claire Horton 
Service Improvement Lead – Active Inclusion 
Newcastle City Council 

https://www.newcastle.gov.uk/sites/default/files/wwwfileroot/benefits-and-council-tax/revenues-and-benefits-facts-and-figures/dhp_january_2019_hbuc.pdf
https://www.newcastle.gov.uk/sites/default/files/wwwfileroot/benefits-and-council-tax/revenues-and-benefits-facts-and-figures/bedroom_tax_jan_2019.pdf
https://www.newcastle.gov.uk/sites/default/files/wwwfileroot/benefits-and-council-tax/revenues-and-benefits-facts-and-figures/bancp_jan_2019.pdf
https://www.newcastle.gov.uk/sites/default/files/wwwfileroot/benefits-and-council-tax/revenues-and-benefits-facts-and-figures/bancp_jan_2019.pdf

