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Housing cost element of Universal Credit: withdrawing entitlement from 18-21 year olds

Summary
David Cameron, then Prime Minister, set out a number of ideas for future benefit reforms
during a speech at Bluewater, Kent on 25 June 2012. One of the proposals included
removing access to Housing Benefit for people aged 16-24. This was followed by
references to the need to find an additional £10bn in savings from welfare expenditure in
the Chancellor’s speech to the 2012 Conservative Party Conference, during which he
questioned whether young people who have never worked should have access to
independent housing.
David Cameron returned to this theme during his speech to the 2013 Conservative Party
Conference where he called for everyone under 25 to be “earning or learning.” In an
interview during the 2014 Conservative Party Conference, he pledged to remove
entitlement to Housing Benefit for unemployed people aged 18 to 21.
As part of the Sumner Budget 2015 George Osborne, then Chancellor, announced the
removal of entitlement to the housing element of Universal Credit (currently Housing
Benefit) from young people aged 18-21, with some exceptions, from April 2017. The
stated rationale is to “ensure young people in the benefits system face the same choices
as young people who work and who may not be able to afford to leave home.” The
measure was initially forecast to save £40m by 2020/21. In response to a PQ answered on
24 January 2017 the Minister said around 10,000 people would be affected, saving an
estimated £95 million over the course of the current Parliament. On 7 March 2017
Caroline Nokes said that “in the region of £105 million” would be saved over the period
of this Parliament.

The Universal Credit (Housing Costs Element for claimants aged 18 to 21) (Amendment)
Regulations 2017 (2017/252) were laid before Parliament on 3 March 2017 and are due
to come into force on 1 April 2017. Early Day Motion 1014, praying against the
Regulations, has (at 8 March 2017) attracted 65 signatures.
The Regulations specify the categories of young people who will be exempt from the
removal of the housing costs element of Universal Credit. These exemptions include:
those who may not be able to return home to live with their parents; certain claimants
who have been in work for 6 months prior to making a claim; and young people who are
parents.
A related Budget announcement set out plans to introduce a Youth Obligation for 18 to
21 year olds on Universal Credit from April 2017. Young people will be expected to
participate in an “intensive regime of support from day 1 of their benefit claim, and after
6 months they will be expected to apply for an apprenticeship or traineeship, gain workbased skills, or go on a mandatory work placement.”
Organisations such as Shelter, Crisis and Centrepoint welcomed the limitation of the
impact to 18-21 year olds, as opposed to the wider age group of 16-24 year olds, but are
actively lobbying against the removal what they describe as an “essential safety net”
which can offer a lifeline to young people faced with homelessness. Crisis has said that
the measure could undermine attempts to address homelessness through the
Homelessness Reduction Bill which is currently progressing through Parliament. The
Scottish Government is opposed to the implementation of the Regulations in Scotland.
This briefing paper provides background to the decision to restrict the housing cost
element for young people; sets out the exemptions that will apply; and includes comment
on the potential impact of the measure.
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1. Background
1.1 Entitlement to Housing Benefit: young
people
There is no automatic entitlement to Housing Benefit. Whether or not
someone can receive assistance with their rent payments through
Housing Benefit is dependent on their personal circumstances, primarily
their income and rent levels. In addition to assisting people who are
unemployed, Housing Benefit is also payable to those in low paid work.
The personal allowances, which form part of the calculation of
entitlement to Housing Benefit for all claimants, are set at lower levels
for single people under 25 (not on main phase Employment and
Support Allowance) and couples under 18 (not on main phase
Employment and Support Allowance).
There are also restrictions on the amount of Housing Benefit someone
under the age of 35 can claim in terms of the type of accommodation
that Housing Benefit will cover. The Shared Accommodation Rate (SAR,
previously known as the Shared Room Rate) was introduced in 1996
and originally limited the Housing Benefit that a single person under the
age of 25 could receive to the average rent level charged for a room in
a shared house. The SAR was introduced “to ensure that Housing
Benefit does not encourage young people to leave the parental home
unnecessarily or to take on higher priced accommodation at the
taxpayers’ expense than they could afford from their own earnings.” 1
As part of the October 2010 Spending Review the Coalition
Government announced that the SAR would be extended to cover
single claimants up to age 35. This change was implemented with
effect from 1 January 2012 by The Housing Benefit (Amendment)
Regulations 2011 (SI 2011/1736).
There are some exemptions from the SAR for certain categories of
claimant:
•

•

•
•

1

local Authority and housing association tenants. Social sector
tenants normally have their rent met in full (less deductions for
non-dependants and earnings) as rents are generally below
market rates;
tenants in certain supported accommodation. This covers tenants
who are in accommodation where the landlord is a county
council, voluntary organisation, housing association or registered
charity and provides care, support or supervision. These cases are
assessed under pre 1996 rules which recognise that their housing
costs may be more expensive;
claimants entitled to the severe disability premium - that is people
who receive the middle or highest rate care component of
Disability Living Allowance;
claimants who have a non-dependant residing with them;

Department of Social Security Press Notice, 96/09, 2 April 1996
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•

•

claimants under the age of 22 who were formerly in social
services care. This allows care leavers some leeway to become
settled and move in to work or establish links whereby they could
share accommodation with others. [this exemption does not apply
to the extended age group]; and
claimants entitled to an extra bedroom to allow for a non-resident
carer to sleep over where overnight care is required.

Two additional exemptions were added which only apply to the
extended age group:
…the Government has looked carefully at the arguments
presented by a number of commentators, the Committee and
other Government departments on the potential effect of these
changes on specific groups and has decided to introduce two
additional exemptions which will apply to the extended age group
only. The first is for a small but clearly defined group of exoffenders who are subject to management by more than
one agency under the Multi Agency Public Protection
Arrangements (MAPPA) and who are most likely to pose a
risk of serious harm to others if they share accommodation.
Offenders subject to MAPPA arrangements are in the main 25
years or over. In Scotland, MAPPA legislation is not yet fully in
force in relation to violent and certain other offenders and so local
authorities will be responsible for applying the exemption where it
is considered that a claimant would present a risk of causing
serious harm to the public. The Government is keen to avoid a
situation that potentially risks putting members of the public in
danger.
The second exemption is for people who have spent three
months or more in a homeless hostel, or more than one
hostel, specialising in rehabilitating and resettling this
group within the community. To benefit from this exemption
claimants would need to have been offered and to have accepted
support services to enable them to be rehabilitated or resettled in
the community. The three month qualifying condition is designed
to target the exemption at people receiving a sustained
programme of rehabilitation rather than people who have
sporadic, short term stays. This exemption addresses the concerns
raised by a number of commentators about the impact of these
changes on rough sleepers, and in particular the silting up of
hostel accommodation. The Government accepts that without this
it will be difficult to secure suitable move-on accommodation for
this group to help them in to a more settled way of life, which
could undermine the Government’s ambition to end rough
sleeping. This exemption has been targeted at people aged 25
and over who are at greater risk of rough sleeping. 2

More detailed information on the SAR can be found Library Briefing
Paper 05889, Housing Benefit: Shared Accommodation Rate.
Information on how the tax-benefit system treats claimants between the
ages of 18-24 can be found in Library Briefing Paper 03793 (this paper
was written in 2014 so the benefit rates mentioned are out of date).

2

SSAC Report on SI 2011/1736 and Government response, July 2011
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1.2 Policy announcements
David Cameron’s speech June 2012
In a speech on welfare given at Bluewater, Kent on 25 June 2012, the
then Prime Minister put forward a number of ideas for future benefit
reforms, including the removal of Housing Benefit entitlement for
people aged 16-24.
Subsequently, when speaking to Andrew Marr prior to the 2012
Conservative Party Conference, he confirmed that savings in the welfare
bill would need to be found in 2015-16 “which starts before the next
General Election.” He said:
We have to find those spending reductions and if we want to
avoid cuts in things like hospitals and schools and the services we
all rely on, we have to look at things like the welfare budget,
where we are still spending £80 billion on working age welfare. 3

Conservative Party Conference 2012
George Osborne’s speech to the Conservative Party Conference
on 9 October 2012 confirmed the need to find an additional £10bn in
savings from the welfare bill and indicated that young people might be
a possible target:
And if we want to go on doing that, and limit the cuts to
departments, then we will have to find greater savings in the
welfare bill.
£10 billion of welfare savings by the first full year of the next
Parliament.
Iain Duncan Smith and I are committed to finding these savings
while delivering the most radical reform of our welfare system for
generations with a Universal Credit so work always pays.
Because it's not just about the money - it comes back to fairness
and enterprise.
For how can we justify the incomes of those out of work rising
faster than the incomes of those in work?
How can we justify giving flats to young people who have
never worked, when working people twice their age are
still living with their parents because they can't afford their
first home? 4

However, in response to Parliamentary Question on the impact of
withdrawing Housing Benefit from people under 25 on levels of
homelessness and poverty, the then Minister, Steve Webb, said:
Current Government policy does not include withdrawing housing
support from people aged under 25. 5

DWP officials reportedly told Inside Housing magazine that they were
“looking at changing the criteria around Housing Benefit, with a
reduction in eligibility for under-25s one of a number of options being
3

4

5

Inside Housing, “PM warns of further welfare cuts before election,” 8 October

2012
NewStatesman, ‘George Osborne's speech to the Conservative conference: full text’,
8 October 2012
HC Deb 17 October 2012 cc343-4W
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considered” but that “any changes would affect future claimants only
and we would still ensure that vulnerable people remain protected.” 6

Conservative Party Conference 2013
David Cameron’s speech to the 2013 Conservative Party Conference
contained the following references to restricting Housing Benefit for
under 25s:
Today it is still possible to leave school, sign on, find a flat, start
claiming housing benefit and opt for a life on benefits.
It's time for bold action here.
We should ask, as we write our next manifesto, 7 if that option
should really exist at all.
Instead we should give young people a clear, positive choice:
Go to school. Go to college. Do an apprenticeship. Get a job.
But just choose the dole? We've got to offer them something
better than that.
And let no one paint ideas like this as callous.
Think about it: with your children, would you dream of just
leaving them to their own devices, not getting a job, not training,
nothing?
No - you'd nag and push and guide and do anything to get them
on their way and so must we.
So this is what we want to see: everyone under 25 - earning or
learning. 8

Conservative Party Conference 2014
The policy was again discussed during the 2014 Conservative Party
Conference. In an interview with Andrew Marr, David Cameron pledged
that young people aged 18 to 21 would no longer be entitled to
Housing Benefit or Jobseeker’s Allowance:
At heart I want us effectively to abolish youth unemployment. I
want us to end the idea that aged 18 you leave school, go and
leave home, claim unemployment benefit and claim housing
benefit. We should not be offering that choice to young people.
We should be saying to people you should be earning or
learning. 9

On 17 February 2015 the then Prime Minister repeated a commitment
to require 18-21 year olds who have been out of work, training or
education for six months to carry out community work of 30 hours per
week alongside their job search (10 hours per week) in order to remain
eligible for benefits. 10

Summer Budget 2015
The Chancellor, George Osborne, announced the removal of
entitlement to the housing element of Universal Credit (currently
6
7
8
9
10

Inside Housing, “Housing Benefit limit only for future claimants”, 19 October 2012
Emphasis added.

Telegraph, “David Cameron’s speech – in full”, 2 October 2013

BBC, ‘Tories would tighten benefit cap to fund apprenticeships’, 28 September 2014
BBC News, Unemployed should do community work, 17 February 2015 [accessed 17
February 2015]
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Housing Benefit) from young people aged 18-21, with some exceptions,
from April 2017:
To prevent young people slipping straight into a life on benefits,
from April 2017 the Budget will also remove the automatic
entitlement to housing support for new claims in Universal Credit
from 18-21 year olds who are out of work. This will ensure young
people in the benefits system face the same choices as young
people who work and who may not be able to afford to leave
home. There will be exemptions, including for vulnerable young
people, those who may not be able to return home to live with
their parents, and those who have been in work for 6 months
prior to making a claim, who will continue to be able to receive
housing support for up to 6 months while they look for work. 11

The accompanying Policy Costings document said that parents would
also be exempt from the measure. 12 The withdrawal was, at that time,
forecast to produce savings of £40m by 2020/21. 13
The Budget contained a related announcement:
To help young people move into and get on in work, the Budget
will introduce a new Youth Obligation for 18 to 21 year
olds on Universal Credit. From April 2017, young people will
participate in an intensive regime of support from day 1 of their
benefit claim, and after 6 months they will be expected to apply
for an apprenticeship or traineeship, gain work-based skills, or go
on a mandatory work placement to give them the skills they need
to move into sustainable employment. 14

11
12
13
14

HC 264, July 2015, para 1.159
Summer Budget 2015: Policy Costings, July 2015, p52
Ibid.
HC 264, July 2015, para 1.158
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2. The Regulations
The Universal Credit (Housing Costs Element for claimants aged 18 to
21) (Amendment) Regulations 2017 (2017/252) were laid before
Parliament on 3 March 2017 and are due to come into force on
1 April 2017. Early Day Motion 1014 praying against the Regulations
has (at 7 March 2017) attracted 65 signatures.
As the Summer Budget 2015 announced, the Regulations remove
entitlement to the housing element of Universal Credit from certain
young people aged 18-21 by amending the Universal Credit
Regulations 2013. The provisions will only apply to new claims after
1 April 2017 by claimants (referred to as ‘renters’ within the
Regulations) who are at least 18 and under the age of 22 who are
subject to all work-related requirements, and who are single or a
member of a couple claiming as a single person.

Exemptions
The following claimants will be able to receive the housing costs
element of UC (assuming other eligibility requirements are fulfilled):
•
•
•
•

•
•

•

•

15

Claimants responsible for a child or a qualifying young person.
Claimants placed in temporary accommodation under Part 7 of
the Housing Act 1996 (local authorities’ duties to homeless
people).
Claimants unable to live with their parents because they have no
parents, or neither parent lives in Great Britain.
Where the Secretary of State believes it is inappropriate for the
claimant to live with either parent, including (but not limited to)
circumstances where there would be a serious risk to the
claimant’s physical or mental health, or the claimant would suffer
significant harm by living with them.
The claimant has experienced actual or threatened domestic
violence from their partner or former partner or by a family
member.
Claimants whose “expected number of hours per week” 15 is less
than 35 where the claimant has caring responsibilities for a child
under the age of 13, or where the claimant has a physical or
mental impairment.
Claimants who fall within regulation 99(3) or (4) of the Universal
Credit Regulations 2013, including prisoners; those temporarily
absent from Great Britain for convalescence; those whose partner
or child has died within the last six months; and those who are
unfit for work in some circumstances.
Certain claimants who are excepted from the shared
accommodation requirements under the Universal Credit
Regulations 2013, specifically:
a.

care leavers;

b.

those receiving the care component of Disability Living
Allowance at the middle or higher rate;

See Deposited Paper 2016-0778 for an explanation of expected hours.
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c.

those receiving the daily living component of Personal
Independence Payment;

d.

those subject to “active multi-agency management
pursuant to arrangements established by a responsible
authority under the Criminal Justice Act 2003 in England
and Wales and the Management of Offenders (Scotland)
Act 2005 in Scotland; and

e.

In Scotland, those who are considered by the Secretary of
State to represent a serious risk to the public at large.

A further exemption will apply where the claimant’s earned income in
an assessment period is equal to or exceeds a prescribed amount. The
prescribed amount will be the monthly amount a person would earn
while working 16 hours per week at the National Minimum Wage rate
for 18 to 20 year olds or, where the claimant is employed as an
apprentice, the rate for an apprentice.
Claimants will be exempt from the restriction for 6 months where they
have been earning for the 6 months prior to the claim and their income
was equal to or exceeded the prescribed amount (see the previous
paragraph for the definition of the prescribed amount).
In addition, the restriction on entitlement will only apply to awards of
Universal Credit (UC) in an area where the UC digital service is
operating.
Claimants will be exempt from the restriction where they are entitled to
an award of the housing costs element or an award of Housing Benefit
under section 130 of the Social Security Contributions and Benefits Act
1992, immediately before the first day on which the 2017 Regulations
would apply.
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3. Potential impact and comment
The DWP has assessed that around 10,000 people between the ages of
18 and 21 will be affected by the restriction on entitlement to the
housing costs element of UC:
John Healey: To ask the Secretary of State for Work and
Pensions, how many claimants he estimates will be affected by
the removal of the housing costs element of universal credit from
18 to 21-year-olds in each local authority area; what the
estimated savings will be of that removal in each of those areas;
and if he will place in the Library the working and modelling on
which those estimates are based.
Caroline Nokes: The Department expects that around 10,000
people would be affected, saving an estimated £95 million over
the course of the current Parliament. The Department does not
hold a breakdown for each local authority area. 16

The Minister, Caroline Nokes, confirmed that the policy is expected to
affect 5,000 claimants in the first year of implementation and 10,000 a
year ‘in steady state’ when addressing the House on 7 March 2017. 17
She also revised the expected savings to “in the region of £105 million”
over the period of this Parliament. 18
When asked about the potential impact on the living standards of
affected claimants, the Government responded:
This policy will ensure young people in the benefit system face the
same choices as young people who are in work but may not be
able to afford to leave home.
By encouraging young people to stay in the family home, this
policy will improve work incentives and, under the Youth
Obligation, more young adults will move into work, improving
their living standards. 19

The explanatory notes to the Regulations advise that an impact
assessment has not been produced “as this instrument has no impact
on business or civil society organisations.” An Equality Impact
Assessment (EIA) on the policy was made available to the Social Security
Advisory Committee but has not been published. The Minister, Caroline
Nokes, told the House that there was no duty on Government to share
the EIA on 7 March 2017. 20

Consideration by the Social Security Advisory
Committee
The Social Security Advisory Committee (SSAC) considered the draft
Regulations during a meeting on 9 November 2016. The meeting was
attended by Departmental officials: Geoff Scammell, Deputy Head of
Housing Strategy; David Slovak Universal, Credit Housing Policy; and
Andrew Stocks, Housing Analysis.
16
17
18
19
20

Written Question – 60655, 24 January 2017
HC Deb 7 March 2017 c686
HC Deb 7 March 2017 c684
Written Question – 908070, 9 January 2017
HC Deb 7 March 2017 c679
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The Committee asked how the DWP had estimated an impact on
10,000 people by 2020/21. The minutes record the following
response:
Administration data held by the Department was used to look at
the number of 18-21 year-olds on Housing Benefit and out of
work, alongside numbers that would be exempted where the
Department held information that would exempt claimants. 21

Mr Scammell explained how the Department had approached the
development of exemptions to the policy:
…the Department’s first consideration had been to ensure that
any young person who had barriers to work was exempt from the
new rule. That had been achieved primarily by prescribing that
anyone not falling within the all work-related requirements
conditionality group would be exempt, although the proposals
included other exemptions. The second consideration had been to
ensure that those aged 18-21, and potentially affected by the
new rule, also had a parental home in which they could
reasonably live. That meant that any young person aged 18-21
seeking to claim UC with an element for rent should be presented
with a choice – either live with their parents or move into work. If
either of those options was not a reasonable choice for the
individual, the intention was that they would not be affected by
the policy. The view of the Department was that, after applying
those two tests, the majority of 18-21 year-olds who might
otherwise be affected by this change would actually be exempt.
The Department had consulted over 30 different representative
bodies, stakeholders and charities representing young people,
housing, central and local government and other aspects of social
policy relevant to this change. In fact, the consultation had begun
at a very early stage so that the Department could go to Ministers
with proposals which had already been developed in discussion
with key stakeholders. The approach adopted prescribed
exemptions based on existing categories defined in the legislation
and operating in the Universal Credit system, such as couples,
certain claimants with a physical or mental disability and carers
(namely those in receipt of Carer’s Allowance, those caring for
more than 35 hours per week, and those whose caring
responsibilities prevent them from working 35 hours per week).
Those who would be exempt from the shared accommodation
rate within Housing Benefit (eg care leavers, claimants managed
under a Multi-Agency Public Protection Arrangement (MAPPA))
were similarly exempted from the new rule. Since the categories
listed for exemption from the shared accommodation rate
represented a proxy for vulnerability, anyone falling within one of
those categories would necessarily be considered to face a barrier
to getting into work already. Anyone who had worked and
earned over a prescribed amount for six months would also be
exempt for a six month period, as would anyone without a
parental home. 22

The minutes of the meeting record that Treasury Ministers had initially
seen the policy as “fairly major savings measure” but as exemptions had
been fleshed out “projected savings reduced significantly”. 23

21
22
23

SSAC Minutes, 9 November 2016, para 3.6(h)
Ibid., para 3.4
Ibid., para 3.5
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The Committee considered the burden on decision makers of deciding
whether it would be inappropriate for a claimant to live with their
parents or not. The Committee asked what assistance would be
available to decision makers. The minutes record the following
response:
Whether or not a young person could live with their parents was a
difficult policy area, not helped by the fact that in most cases the
claimant’s account of a relationship had to be taken at face value
unless their account was inherently improbable. It was not the
kind of issue where verification could reasonably be sought.
Determining whether it was appropriate or inappropriate for a
renter to live with their parents was something which would be
set out in guidance. As an example, the kinds of situation that
were likely to feature in that guidance were, in the case of a
prison leaver, where the parental home was on an estate where
gangs operated and where the claimant had reason to feel that
there was a realistic threat of violence. 24

The Committee decided not to take the proposals on formal reference
and said it was “impressed” by the thoroughness of the DWP’s
consultation exercise with stakeholders. The minutes list the bodies the
DWP consulted with. 25 However, the Committee was moved to write to
the Minister, Lord Freud, concerning two issues of particular concern,
namely; health issues experienced by 18 to 21 year olds and the
expectations placed on work coaches:
Health issues
While the Department adopted a commendable approach in its
consultation with stakeholders, we took the view that it had been
less assiduous as far as health issues are concerned. The
Committee concluded that the input of experts dealing in health
issues affecting 18-21 year olds, and particularly mental health
issues, could identify some issues that might have been
overlooked to date. We would encourage the Department to
rectify that by undertaking a short targeted consultation of
appropriate stakeholders in the health sector. 26

Lord Freud responded:
I am only too happy to support your suggestion of conducting a
short targeted consultation of appropriate stakeholders in the
health sector, who will provide expert input on health issues
affecting 18-21 year-olds, particularly mental health issues. My
private office has already been in contact with officials leading this
work to make clear that I very much support this proposal. 27
Work coaches
Our second concern is the ever-expanding expectations being
made of work coaches. We have voiced this concern on more
than one occasion before as it seems that, with almost every new
set of draft regulations, we are being advised that new and
revised guidance will be made available to work coaches.
Because the role of the work coach is key to so much of the
successful operation of Universal Credit, the Committee feels it is
24
25
26
27

Ibid., para 3.6(c)
Ibid., paras 3.6(r) and 3.8
SSAC Letter to Lord Freud, 16 November 2016
Lord Freud’s response to the SSAC, 1 December 2016
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important to look closely at the expectations on individual staff
members – in terms of capacity and capability - to take on more
information to do their job effectively. We are supportive of the
work coach model, but it would be a great pity if the pressures
placed on staff in undertaking this important and valuable role
were too demanding for them to be able to provide the right
quality and consistency of tailored support and challenge to
claimants. 28

Lord Freud responded:
Turning to your second concern – the increasing expectations
placed on Work Coaches. You are right to be mindful of the
pressures placed on Work Coaches. I would suggest this is an
issue that requires a corporate response from the Department and
I have therefore asked officials to consider this in the round. 29

Homelessness
The Regulations will be implemented at a time when homelessness,
including street homelessness, has been increasing.
The estimated number of rough sleepers in England has increased each
year since 2010. The autumn 2010 total was 1,768 while the autumn
2016 total was more than twice as high at 4,134. The number of rough
sleepers increased by 30% between 2014 and 2015 30 and 16%
between 2015 and 2016. 31 The statistical release Rough Sleeping in
England for 2016 included, for the first time, a demographic breakdown
of rough sleepers in England. Out of 4,134 rough sleepers counted in
England 288 (7%) were aged under 25.
London experiences the highest rate of street homelessness. The
Combined Homelessness and Information Network (CHAIN) database
contains information about rough sleepers in London who have been
contacted by outreach teams or who have accessed accommodation for
rough sleepers in London. CHAIN is used by people working with rough
sleepers in London and it is maintained by St Mungo’s. The latest
financial year report, CHAIN Street to Home Annual Report 2015-16,
shows that a total of 8,096 rough sleepers were contacted by outreach
workers or building-based teams in London during 2015/16 compared
to 7,581 contacts in 2014/15; representing an increase of 6.4%. 826 of
the recorded rough sleepers were under the age of 25 (10%).
Organisations working with homeless people expressed their concerns
in the wake of the Chancellor’s 2012 speech, and again in response to
David Cameron’s 2014 pledge to remove Housing Benefit for young
people aged 18 to 21; for example:
The Chartered Institute of Housing:
We also have concerns about the proposals to cut housing benefit
for 18 to 21-year-olds and lower the benefit cap. Cutting housing
benefit for under 21s fails to take into account the reality of many
young people’s lives, and it could also mean that young people

28
29
30
31

SSAC Letter to Lord Freud, 16 November 2016
Lord Freud’s response to the SSAC, 1 December 2016
This represented the biggest year-on-year increase since 2011.
DCLG, Rough Sleeping statistics Autumn 2016 – England, 25 January 2017
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would be unwilling to take risks such as moving for work because
there would be no safety net for them. 32
Centrepoint:
Many young people being supported by Centrepoint need
support because their families are no longer able to support them.
Others have fled domestic abuse.
These young people are able to move towards living an
independent life thanks to the lifeline housing benefit gives them.
For Centrepoint young people, claiming housing benefit is a shortterm solution to a situation they find themselves in - providing
them with a safety net from which they can get their lives back on
track. We fear that this cut could lead to an increase in youth
homelessness with some young people, unable to live at home,
being forced into rough sleeping. 33
Shelter
Young adults who don’t meet the exemption criteria will
seemingly no longer be able to get any help with the rent. If they
don’t have anywhere else safe and secure to stay, they will face
homelessness.
[…]
Shelter opposes removing housing benefit from under 21s,
because every young adult deserves somewhere safe and
decent to live. 34

The savings associated with the prevention of homelessness have been
stressed by commentators. Centrepoint’s research, Preventing Youth
Homelessness – What Works? (2016) found that tackling the cost of
homelessness for 18-24 year olds not in education, employment or
training (NEETs), costs the state an additional £12,200 per individual per
year. 35 Inside Housing has reported the youth homelessness sector as
predicting the change will result in 9,000 young people being put at risk
of homelessness. There are concerns that if youth homelessness
increases, this could “wipe out” almost all of the forecast savings. 36
Commenting on the Regulations, Centrepoint has reportedly said that
the exemptions are “not exhaustive enough and would make it difficult
for under 21s to find a landlord.” 37 In particular, the requirement on
18-21 year olds to prove that it is inappropriate for them to live with a
parent is described as an “extremely difficult burden.” 38 Questions have
been raised about the timing of decisions over whether it is
inappropriate for young people to live with their parents. There is
concern that the claimant may only find out whether they will receive
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The Chartered Institute of Housing: ‘CIH comment on Conservative proposal to
freeze working age benefits’, 29 September 2014
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the housing costs element after having signed a tenancy agreement and
submitted a claim. The YMCA has said:
This policy creates a ‘catch 22’ situation for the very people it
intends to protect. In its current state, landlords will be unwilling
to give a tenancy to this age group because they cannot provide
proof they will be able access housing support while, at the same,
young people will be unable to claim housing support until they
have a tenancy.
Given the fundamental flaw at the heart of this policy, YMCA is
calling on the Government to abandon plans to introduce the
new arrangements, at least until this problem can be addressed. 39

The SSAC questioned DWP officials on the decision making process and
claimants who may struggle to explain their personal circumstances:
In implementing the policy was there a potential
shortcoming in so far as the Decision Maker would be
relying upon a complex set of information given in written
form by a work coach who had spoken to a, possibly,
vulnerable young person lacking an ability to express
themselves well?
The point made was acknowledged, although that was often the
case with decision making already. Most of the exemptions were
based upon objective, factual tests. The area of discretion came
where these tests were not satisfied, for example, in determining
whether it was inappropriate for the claimant to live in the
parental home. It should also be stressed that the policy was
underpinned by a Youth Obligation commitment so that the
individual would be seen by a work coach as soon as the UC claim
had been made. The issue of housing would, where necessary, be
discussed at that point. 40

John Healey tabled an Urgent Question on the impact of the
Regulations to which the Minister responded on 7 March 2017. During
the debate, Clive Betts, Chair of the Communities and Local
Government Select Committee, probed whether individuals whose
parents refuse to accommodate them would be automatically exempt.
Caroline Nokes responded:
Absolutely. That is a point. A very important exemption is
included, so where that is inappropriate—where a parent cannot
or will not accommodate their child—such people will be exempt
from the policy. 41

The issue of who would make the decision in regard to exemptions was
also raised. The Minister said:
Absolutely: it is a question of young people informing a work
coach, somebody in the local authority or a trusted medical
professional of their inability to live at home because their
relationship with their parent has broken down, and in those
cases they will receive the exemption. 42
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The sector has been working closely with the Department for
Communities and Local Government (DCLG) over Bob Blackman’s
Homelessness Reduction Bill which is currently progressing through
Parliament and which has secured Government and cross-Party support.
This Bill will place a new duties on local authorities in England to
prevent and relieve homelessness for all eligible homeless applicants.
Local authorities and organisations working with young homeless
people have stressed the importance of retaining entitlement to the
housing costs element as a means of preventing and relieving youth
homelessness. 43 The Communities and Local Government Select
Committee’s inquiry into homelessness, which reported in August 2016
said that:
The impact of the welfare reforms of recent years have increased
pressure on levels of homelessness. 44

Responding to the publication of the Regulations, Jon Sparkes CEO of
Crisis, commented:
The Government has made positive steps towards preventing
homelessness in recent months, including pledging its full support
for the Homelessness Reduction Bill. But these new benefits rules
risk undermining the potential of the bill to tackle homelessness
for young people.
We’re committed to working with the Government to deliver on
its homelessness prevention agenda, but today’s announcement
runs entirely counter to those aims and could have disastrous
consequences. For many young people, the support they receive
through the benefits system to pay their rent is the safety net that
stops them from becoming homeless. Even at this eleventh hour,
we urge the Government not to continue with this destructive
policy. 45

If the Homelessness Reduction Bill is enacted, one of the key ways in
which local authorities may seek to prevent or relieve homelessness is to
assist applicants to find or retain private rented housing. The Residential
Landlords Association (RLA) has conducted a survey of 1,000 of its
members which found that 76% “fear that this measure will leave
under 21s unable to pay their rent, making landlords less willing to let
property to those in this age group.”46 During the debate on
7 March 2017, John Healey quoted the National Landlords Association
as saying “Never mind the nuances, all landlords will hear is that 18-21
year olds are no longer entitled to housing benefit…they just won’t
consider them as a tenant.” 47
The SSAC probed DWP officials on the potential impact of the policy on
homelessness:
In consulting local authority organisations was the
Department satisfied that the proposals would not put an
43

See Library Papers: Homelessness Reduction Bill 2016-17 (7736);
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additional strain upon them because of their responsibility
to house any homeless person?
In England the duty to house a single homeless person only
applied where they fall within a priority group. Anyone in a
priority group for these purposes would inevitably be someone
with barriers to work and therefore exempt from the new rule as
a matter of course. It was acknowledged that this was not the
same for the other administrations where there was no concept of
‘priority group’. Given that homelessness was usually caused by
some kind of vulnerability it was almost certain that these people
would be exempt. In particular, the Department would expect LAs
to ascertain whether a young adult could return to the parental
home before they accepted a responsibility for them so they
would be exempt on that ground. Nonetheless, given the
Department’s approach in having a very extensive set of
exemptions and ensuring, as far as possible, that everyone
affected could either take a job or go to their parental home, it
was fully expected that the local authority could similarly expect
the person to return home. 48

Behavioural change
During the debate on 7 March 2017 the Minister said “we expect there
to be behavioural change and that young people will, where they can,
stay living with parents.” 49
YMCA England published Uncertain Futures in August 2015 which
considered the impact of removing housing costs entitlement from
18-21 year olds. The report welcomed efforts to reduce youth
unemployment but concluded that the behaviours the Government is
seeking to promote through the policy are already happening:
More young people are already choosing to live at home
•

Seven in ten 18 to 21 year olds live with their parents and
this is increasing year on year.

Fewer young people are claiming benefits each year
•

Of the estimated 3.2 million 18 to 21 year olds, just over
19,000 young people are currently claiming Jobseeker’s
Allowance and Housing Benefit.

18 to 21 year olds accessing both Jobseeker’s Allowance
account for less than 1% of all Housing Benefit claimants.
•

The numbers of 18 to 21 year olds claiming Jobseeker’s
Allowance and Housing Benefit has more than halved in
the last two years and is falling quicker than any other age
group.

Young people who are claiming benefits are doing so for
shorter periods of time
•

71% of the 18 to 21 year olds that access Jobseeker’s
Allowance do so for less than six months.

Many of the young people claiming are doing so because
they have no other option
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•

2,100 18 to 21 year olds claiming Jobseeker’s Allowance
and Housing Benefit have at least one dependent child to
look after.

•

7,200 young care leavers between 19 and 21 years old in
England are currently out of work and would potentially be
eligible to claim Jobseeker’s Allowance and Housing
Benefit.

•

Between 5,800 and 6,400 18 to 21 year olds were
identified as homeless and in priority need last year.

•

Nearly 1,400 18 to 21 year olds currently living in YMCA
supported accommodation claim Jobseeker’s Allowance
and Housing Benefit.

For the young people claiming benefits, it is far from an
attractive lifestyle choice
•

Most young people are entitled to £57.90 a week in
Jobseeker’s Allowance.

•

44% of 18 to 21 year olds claiming Jobseeker’s Allowance
and Housing Benefit get less than £75 a week in help
towards their housing costs. 50

YMCA England concluded:
… removing entitlement to Housing Benefit will drive all young
people to ‘earn or learn’ is to misunderstand many of those that
rely upon this part of the social security system. It is also to
underestimate how important having a stable and safe home is in
enabling these vulnerable young people to find training and
employment.
By removing automatic entitlement to Housing Benefit for 18 to
21 year olds the Government could be in danger of inadvertently
taking away support from the young people who need it most,
and in doing so, exposing many more vulnerable young people to
the risk of becoming homeless and therefore damaging their
prospects of finding work in the future.
Action is needed to address youth unemployment, but without
protections thousands of vulnerable young people will face
uncertain futures, not knowing if they will have anywhere they
can call home and leaving them less able to find work. 51

Scotland
The Scottish Government has power under section 29 of the Scotland
Act 2016 to make regulations in relation to the housing costs element
of UC for claimants who rent their homes.
The Scottish Government is opposed to the measure to restrict eligibility
for the housing costs element based on age, and has sought
reassurance that the measure will not be imposed in Scotland:
Urgent reassurance is required that the UK Government will not
impose changes to housing benefit for 18-21 year olds in Scotland
while discussions continue between governments, Communities,
Social Security and Equalities Secretary Angela Constance has
said.
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The Department of Work and Pensions is pressing ahead with
plans to remove entitlement for this vital benefit for young
people, something the Scottish Government has constantly
opposed.
In a letter to the Secretary of State for Work and Pensions Damian
Green, Ms Constance expressed her anger at the UK
Government’s short timescale for change despite assurances that
options for Scotland would be considered further. The current
timetable makes it impossible for alternative arrangements to be
put in place.
The issue was specifically raised at the Joint Ministerial Working
Group on Welfare on Monday 20th February but UK Government
Ministers were unable to provide an answer on when the
regulations will be laid, only to confirm just two days later they
would be laid on 2 March. 52

The full text of the letter sent by Angel Constance to Damian Green is
accessible online. 53
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