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WELFARE REFORM COMMITTEE 
 

WELFARE FUNDS (SCOTLAND) BILL 
 

SUBMISSION FROM THE OFFICE OF THE SOCIAL FUND COMMISSIONER 
(“OSFC”) 

 
 
Background 
 
1. The Social Fund was introduced in 1988 and comprises two distinct parts; one 

regulated and the other discretionary.  The Social Fund Commissioner and his 
Inspectors are concerned solely with the discretionary part of the Social Fund.  
This is a scheme of payments, by grant or interest free loan. 

 
2. The core purpose of the Office of the Social Fund Commissioner (“OSFC”) is to 

deliver independent reviews of discretionary Social Fund decisions made in the 
Social Security Agency (“the Agency”) in Northern Ireland. 

 
3. The Commissioner is appointed by the Department for Social Development (“the 

Department”) in Northern Ireland and has a statutory duty to: 

 appoint Inspectors and other staff; 

 monitor the quality of Inspectors’ decisions and give advice, as he thinks fit, to 
improve the standard of their decisions; 

 arrange appropriate training for Inspectors; and 

 report annually, in writing, to the Department on the standard of Inspectors’ 
reviews. 

 
Independent Review Decision Making 
 
4. Inspectors can only review decisions that have already been reviewed internally 

within the Agency, providing that an appropriate application has been made.  The 
Inspector’s review goes beyond considering maladministration to include 
consideration of the merits of the application.  An Inspector’s decision has a 
binding effect on the Agency.  Inspectors have the authority to: 

 confirm the decision under review; 

 substitute the decision of the Agency’s Reviewing Officer; or 

 refer the case back to the Agency’s Reviewing Officer to make a fresh 
decision. 

 
Timeliness 
 
5. Our customers have already experienced what can be a lengthy process of 

application, initial decision and review decision with the Agency before being 
eligible to apply for an independent review.  For this reason the timeliness in 
advancing their independent review is important. 

 
6. Applicants dissatisfied with the review decision made in the Agency are entitled 

to make a written request for an independent review within 28 days of the 
Agency’s review decision.  Independent review requests should be sent directly 
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to OSFC who subsequently request the case papers from the Agency.  These 
should be received by OSFC within 4 working days of the request (or immediately 
by fax/email in urgent cases). 

 
7. OSFC targets for clearing routine decisions (starting from the date the case 

papers are received) are: 

 24 hours for urgent Crisis Loans (e.g. for living expenses such as food & fuel);  

 5 working days for Budgeting Loans; and 

 12 working days for Grant cases. 
 
8. In 2013/14, the average time taken by Inspectors to complete independent 

reviews was: 

 less than 1 working day for urgent crisis loans; 

 1.3 working days for a Budgeting Loan; and 

 6.7 working days for a Community Care Grant. 
 
2013/14 Figures 
 

Application Type CCG CL BL 

Initial Applications to the Agency 41,616 
131,85
2 

161,19
7 

Initial Refusals by the Agency 21,452 26,627 29,134 

Applications for Reviewing Officer review 10,499 3,084 2,073 

Applications unchanged on review 5,889 2,117 1,008 

Applications changed on review but not wholly in 
the applicant’s favour 

4,393 737 976 

Applications for independent review received in 
OSFC 

1,406 177 58 

Number of awards made by Inspectors 438 192 2 

Average amount of award 
£481.2
1 

£235.5
0 

£461.7
6 

 
 
OSFC Cost per case registered 2013/14 
 

OSFC Business Operating Costs  £47,853 

OSFC Salaries £307,586 

Social Fund Commissioner salary and expenses £27,902 

Total £383,341 

Cases registered 1,641 

OSFC Cost per case registered £233.60 

 
Summary 
 
9. OSFC seeks to deliver timely independent reviews of discretionary Social Fund 

decisions providing a high quality and accessible service to all its customers.  Our 
independent status is important in giving confidence to customers who have 
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already received two Agency decisions on their application which they are 
dissatisfied with. 

 
10. Moreover, although there is provision to seek judicial review through the High 

Court, in practice the Inspector’s review tends to provide the final resolution for 
customers.  It is vital, therefore, that customers have confidence in our service 
and Inspectors deliver high standards in their work.  We are monitoring our 
processes closely and have processes in place to check the quality of our 
decisions to help ensure a high degree of quality is maintained in our work. 
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