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Item No. Classification:
Open

Date:
3 November 2020

Meeting Name:
Cabinet Member for Social 
Support and Homelessness

Report title: Fairer Contributions Policy – Further Consultation 
(Direct Debit discount)

Ward(s) or groups 
affected:

All

From: Director for Adult Social Care

RECOMMENDATION

1. The Cabinet Member for Social Support and Homelessness is asked to agree 
the proposed consultation on changes to the Adult Social Care “Fairer 
Contributions Policy”

BACKGROUND INFORMATION 

2. Southwark’s updated Fairer Contribution Policy (which outlines how the Council 
charges for adult care services) was agreed on 7 April 2020, following 
consultation with stakeholders. The Leader also agreed “To delegate the final 
decision on the future of the Direct Debit Discount Scheme to the Cabinet 
Member for Children, Schools and Adult Care following a further consultation on 
this process” (recommendation 6).

3. The Direct Debit discount is a 5% discount offered to people who choose this 
method of paying their client contribution. This discount was introduced in April 
2016 because the council wanted more people to pay by Direct Debit as it was 
considered to be the most economic way of collecting income thereby enabling 
the council to spend more on care itself rather than on administration costs. It 
was also considered to be the most convenient payment method for people, and 
the Council felt that offering a discount at that time would incentivise take up. 

4. The earlier consultation sought views on how to increase the take up of direct 
debit as a means of payment. Although there were suggestions that increased 
publicity about direct debits would be useful other respondents expressed 
reluctance to use this method of payment citing concerns about fraud or the use 
of direct debits generally. We are in the process of implementing some of the 
suggestions proposed in the original consultation to improve the Direct Debit 
experience. 
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5. Since the original consultation, and following further consideration of the use of 
Direct Debits, the council now proposes to remove the direct debit discount. This 
is because the scheme has proved costly to administer as it requires manual 
adjustments in the council’s systems in order to apply the discount. It has also 
had a low take up rate of about 2% of service users. Further, no other service in 
the council offers this discount and our information indicates that other local 
authorities that collect contributions for social care do not offer discounts. 

KEY ISSUES FOR CONSIDERATION 

6. The Direct Debit discount is applied where someone is in receipt of non-
residential care services, and pays by Direct Debit. This affects 115 service users 
and the average amount that this saves the service user is £7.07 per week. 

7. In total removal of this scheme will save the council £42k per annum, but 
significantly more in officer time, as it requires manual calculations and changes 
in multiple systems.

8. No other service in the council offers this discount and officers were unable to 
find other councils that offered a discount.

Policy implications

9. Any eventual changes to the Direct Debit scheme will be included in the Council’s 
Fairer Contributions Policy (agreed April 2020).

Community impact statement

10. Removing the Direct Debit discount will affect 115 people, and these will all be 
contacted to seek their views. The average financial impact for these residents is 
£7.07 per week.

11. Consideration has been given to the wide range of he needs of adult social care 
service users when designing this consultation and the materials to support this 
process, including the high numbers of older people and people with disabilities 
who use adult social care services, which may have an impact on how they would 
wish to engage in a consultation. We are aware that many of our service users 
do not make regular use of digital platforms, and so a contact telephone and 
postal address are included to ensure that people feel able to respond or to ask 
for assistance to do so.

Resource implications

12. The Direct Debit Discount currently costs the council £42k per year in lost 
income, but significantly more in additional manual calculations and reporting.
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Legal implications 

13. In the case of the debts noted, there are no further implications for the debtor or 
chargeable assets associated with that debt, and associated debt recovery 
operations will also cease.

Financial implication

14. The Direct Debit discount in the Fairer Contributions policy costs £42k in lost 
income per annum. Making this change would therefore increase income to the 
Council.

 
Consultation

15. It is proposed to consult people who currently benefit from the Direct Debit 
discount on the impact of removing the 5% discount. This will involve writing to 
115 service users to explain the proposal and to ask for their views. A draft letter 
and information sheet are attached at Appendices 1 and 2 respectively. The 
consultation materials will also be published on the council’s on line consultation 
hub. The consultation will run for three months to enable all those who want to 
participate to provide their feedback.

SUPPLEMENTARY ADVICE FROM OTHER OFFICERS

Director of Law and Democracy 

16. The report asks the Cabinet Member for Social Support & Homelessness to 
approve the proposed consultation on the proposal to remove the direct debit 
discount from the council’s charging policy. The background to this report is a 
decision on 7.4.20 to approve the revised charging policy, to consult on the 
proposal to remove the discount on direct debit payments and to delegate the 
decision on this proposal to the Cabinet Member for Social Support & 
Homelessness after consideration of the results of the consultation. 

Consultation

17. For effective consultation to take place there are 6 requirements;
 Consultation must be conducted when the proposals are at a formative 

stage
 The decision maker must give sufficient reasons for its proposals to 

permit intelligent consideration and response
 Adequate time must be given for consideration and response
 The product of consultation must be conscientiously taken into account 

before making the relevant decision
 Where, as here, a consultation is aimed at the general public it should 

explain its proposals in more detail than if it were aimed at a 
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professional audience with relevant knowledge of the issues involved
 The authority will be held to a higher standard of fairness where the 

proposal will take away a benefit or advantage which people already 
enjoy.

18. Following the recent case in the Supreme Court, the authority should heed the 
Supreme Court’s warning that public bodies have a more stringent duty of 
fairness in cases where what is proposed is the removal of a benefit or 
advantage.

19. The report outlines at paragraph 14 the means by which the council plans to 
consult on this proposal. Guidance indicates that a 12-week consultation period 
is generally good practice.

Equalities Duties

20. A full Equalities Impact Assessment will be carried out before any final 
recommendations are made. 

Strategic Director of Finance and Governance 

21. The Strategic Director of Finance and Governance notes the content of this 
report especially the finance implications in paragraph 13. 

Other officers

22. No other officers were required to be consulted 
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BACKGROUND DOCUMENTS

Background Papers Held At Contact
Adult Social Care Fairer 
Contributions Policy

http://moderngov.southwa
rk.gov.uk/ieDecisionDetail
s.aspx?Id=7049 

Suzanne Barcz
Service 
Development 
Manager, 020 
7525 4925

APPENDICES

No. Title
Appendix 1 Draft Letter to DD service users
Appendix 2 Draft fact sheet on the proposed changes for service users
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