Housing benefit and council tax benefit.
Think you’re not entitled? Think again
Housing benefit (HB) helps towards the costs of your rent and council tax benefit (CTB) helps towards the cost of your council tax.  Both are paid by your local council.  If you have a mortgage you may get help towards the interest and service charges by applying for certain means-tested benefits – contact your local Jobcentre Plus office or seek advice from an advice centre.

You can get HB and CTB whether you are in work or not

The amount of HB and CTB you are entitled to depends on your capital (such as savings) which must not be more than £16,000, your income, and the size and circumstances of your family. You could be entitled to more if anyone in your family is disabled, is a carer or you have child care costs.

The amount you get may decrease if you have another adult (apart from your partner) who is living with you, because they are expected to contribute towards the household costs.

Most of your income is taken into account when calculating your benefit.  The more income you receive, the less benefit you will be entitled to. However, since October 2008 any child maintenance you may receive is ignored completely and from October 2009 any child benefit will also be ignored. From April 2010 if you are claiming contributory employment and support allowance, incapacity benefit or severe disablement allowance and are doing ‘permitted work’ any earnings of up to £92 per week from permitted work will be ignored. So if this applies to you, it may be worth applying again after the relevant date. 
Most councils have a HB/CTB calculator on their websites, which will enable you to see if you are entitled to either or both benefits.  If not, ask one of their benefit staff or seek advice from a local advice centre.
Backdated payments
If you are under 60 your benefit can be backdated up to six months if you can show ‘continuous good cause’ for a late claim.  If you are over 60 your benefit will automatically be backdated 3 months. 
Automatic entitlement to full HB and CTB
You will be entitled to full HB and CTB if you are in receipt of income support (IS), income-based jobseeker’s allowance (JSA), income-related employment and support allowance (ESA) or the guarantee credit of pension credit (PC).  If you go back to work you could get full benefit for the first 4 weeks of your job.

If you live in privately rented accommodation
Your HB may be paid through the local housing allowance scheme. You apply in exactly the same way, but the amount you get is decided on the area where you live, how many people are in your family unit, the number of bedrooms you are allowed and whether you live in shared accommodation. Councils publish the maximum amount of benefit you can get for the area where you live or you can visit www.lha-direct.therentservice.gov.uk.
If your rent is cheaper than your LHA you can keep up to £15 of the difference. However, from April 2010 if your rent is cheaper than the LHA it is likely that you will not be able to keep any of the difference. If your rent is more, you will have to pay the difference.  LHA only applies if you make a new claim or move to privately rented accommodation. When you make a claim for LHA you may be entitled, under certain circumstances, to full HB for the first 13 weeks.  
If your HB/CTB does not cover all of your rent and or council tax 
You could apply for a discretionary housing payment which is paid - at the council’s discretion – to top up your HB and/or CTB if you can show that you need extra financial assistance, for instance you have lost your job and can no longer cover the full costs.  Most councils have their own application form, or you can apply in writing.
If you are still not entitled to CTB there are other ways you could reduce your council tax bill:

· If you are the only adult in the property.
· If the other adult is ’severely mentally impaired’ (eg has Alzheimer’s).
· If the other adult is a certain type of carer.
· If the other adult is a student.
· If the other adult is on a low income (this is called second adult rebate).
· If you have made certain adaptations to your home for a disabled person.
How to claim

To claim HB and/or CTB contact your council.
Every April benefit rates go up so if you weren’t entitled last year, it is worth checking again this year. 
