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Executive summary 

 

The report uses official statistics and 60 case studies compiled by the authors to examine the 

impact of the introduction of Housing Benefit changes commonly known as the ‘bedroom tax’ 

in the city of Leeds. In particular, it scrutinises these impacts with regard to their implications 

for the right to adequate housing and other connected rights. It is clear from our examination 

that the ‘bedroom tax’ represents a violation of the right to adequate housing and that both 

the UK Government and Leeds City Council should amend their policies to better protect 

these rights.  

Unaffordability 

The ‘bedroom tax' reduces the income of an over-25 job seeker by 17%. This has made paying 

the rent unaffordable for many, and about 50% of Leeds council tenants have been unable 

to pay their rent in full. This is likely to lead to forced evictions.  

The majority of the tenants in our sample reported cutting back on essentials such as food, 

clothing and heating. Many tenants suffer from serious medical conditions which make 

them particularly vulnerable to the cold, and with rising energy prices we fear their lives may 

be at risk. The health of tenants is also at risk from poor nutrition. Some tenants have 

increased debts in other areas or turned to an illegal 'loan shark' to pay the 'bedroom tax'. 

The increase in rent has also led to increased isolation through lack of opportunities to 

socialise. 

Impact on those with disabilities and illnesses' 

Almost 75% of our sample have one or more significant illnesses or disabilities. The vast 

majority of mental and physical issues reported were likely to be triggered or exacerbated by 

stress, and in most cases the tenant would not have been able to cope with a house move. 

The 'bedroom tax' effectively targets people with disabilities and chronic illnesses, as they 

are far more likely to live in social housing and to be in receipt of Housing Benefit. They are 

likely to have need of an extra room, e.g. for a carer, for storage of bulky equipment or 

because they are unable to share a bedroom. The 'bedroom tax' also infringes the rights of 

disabled people who are supported by an affected tenant, e.g. where an extra room is needed 

for the supported person to have respite visits, or if a tenant supporting a neighbour is forced 

to move away. 

Impact of the 'bedroom tax' on families and children 

As of August 2013, 3347 children lived in households affected by the 'bedroom tax' in Leeds. 

Eleven of the households in our sample contained school-aged children; many parents 

reported distress about the impact of financial hardship on their ability to provide for the 

child's wellbeing and education, or were sacrificing essentials in order to do so. Several cited 

anxieties about the effects on the child's schooling or social/emotional development if they 

had to change schools due to a house-move. 
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There is also the potential for overcrowding as a result of growing families becoming trapped 

in homes to which they have 'downsized', and more children being housed in unsuitable 

accommodation such as high-rise flats. 

Eighteen (30%) of our sample needed a room in which a child or children could stay in order 

to maintain a relationship with the child. In these cases the right to family life has been put 

at risk.  

The ‘bedroom tax’ clearly puts the wellbeing, and in some cases the safety, of the child at risk 

and represents an infringement of the child’s right to adequate housing and right to family 

life.  

Discretionary Housing Payments (DHP) 

DHP is presented by the government as offsetting the harm done by the ‘bedroom tax’, 

however our detailed case-study evidence demonstrates this cannot be considered to be true 

to any significant degree. 

We found a very mixed picture with regard to the information which had been given to 

potentially eligible tenants about DHP: many were still unaware of its existence, whilst 

others had found out by accident, or only after months during which they had accrued arrears. 

More seriously still, we are now seeing cases where the Council is instigating court 

proceedings against tenants in arrears without first ascertaining their eligibility for DHP. 

In our sample there were at least 14 cases of DHP applications being turned down on 

spurious grounds including cases in which the tenant's home had been adapted, cases of non-

custodial parents and cases in which the safety/wellbeing of a child would be at risk if the 

tenant moved house. In general DHP is an inadequate replacement for the right of disabled 

persons to adequate housing particular to their disability. 

Bullying, intimidation and threats of forced eviction 

The ‘bedroom tax’ centrally involves the attempted collection of rent from those who 

cannot afford it. Leeds City Council and other social landlords have used tactics that amount 

to bullying and intimidation in order to attempt to collect this rent. We have found this has 

caused significant distress.   

Tenants have been told by landlords' agents that “if you don't pay you'll be out on the 

streets”, pressured into signing direct debit forms and told to prioritise rent above all else, so 

denying their right to food and heating. This has led to increased stress amongst a group with 

illnesses often aggravated by stress.  

Tenants report the language of crisis constantly been used and wrongly being given the 

impression that there is a threat of eviction when there is even a slight fall into arrears and 

this has led to distress and the feeling of harassment. Some tenants have also been subjected 

to abusive behaviour from staff at housing offices, including offensive references to 

stigmatised disabilities such as alcoholism. 

This report concludes that in order to protect the right to adequate housing the ‘bedroom 

tax’ must be scrapped immediately.  
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 1: Introduction 

 

The primary purpose of this report is to provide evidence to the UN Special Rapporteur on 

adequate housing about the impact on the housing rights of social housing tenants in the 

United Kingdom affected by recent reductions in housing benefit commonly referred to as 

the ‘bedroom tax’.  The evidence presented should also be of interest to policy makers and 

others concerned with the impact of recent welfare changes.  

The report will focus on how the introduction of the ‘bedroom tax’ has impacted on the lives 

and wellbeing of affected tenants and their families in Leeds and the implications for the right 

to adequate housing and other interconnecting rights.   

The report is divided into particular areas of concern regarding the impact of the ‘bedroom 

tax’ on those affected. This is preceded by an overview of the right to adequate housing and 

the ‘bedroom tax’. 

1.1: Methodology 

This report draws on two major sources of evidence. The first is official statistical data, either 

in the public domain or disclosed though the Freedom of Information Act, that has been 

compiled by Leeds City Council. We have provided footnotes to explain the source of each 

statistic. 

In Leeds the social housing sector consists of council owned property (administered though 

council owned agencies) and property owned and administered by various Registered Social 

Landlords. The vast majority of social tenants live in council housing and the vast majority of 

households affected by the ‘bedroom tax’ are also in council properties. Some of our statistics 

relate only to households affected by the ‘bedroom tax’ in council properties but most are for 

all of the households affected in Leeds. We have indicated which relates to which. 

The second source of information used in this report comes from 60 case studies of Leeds 

tenants affected by the ‘bedroom tax ’compiled by the authors. These case studies have been 

collected though online and postal survey, phone interviews and face-to-face interviews.  
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2: Overview of the Right to Adequate Housing and the ‘bedroom tax’ 

 

2:1: The Right to Adequate Housing 

The right to adequate housing is enshrined within Article 11 of the International Covenant on 

Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) (ratified by the UK 1976). 

Commenting on the Right to Adequate Housing the UN Committee on Economic, Social and 

Cultural Rights (CESCR) notes:  

the right to housing should not be interpreted in a narrow or restrictive sense which 

equates it with, for example, the shelter provided by merely having a roof over 

one's head or views shelter exclusively as a commodity. Rather it should be seen as 

the right to live somewhere in security, peace and dignity.1 

The right to adequate housing should be understood as an aspirational right which states 

should aim to achieve. Under this conception the investigation of the right to adequate 

housing is as relevant in wealthier nations such as the UK as it is in underdeveloped nations. 

It is the contention of the authors of this report that the ‘bedroom tax’ represents a 

movement away from the possibility of achieving this aspiration and should hence be 

understood as an infringement of the rights of those affected. Furthermore, it is clear to us 

that the ‘bedroom tax’ particularly impinges on the ability to access adequate housing for 

disadvantaged groups such as the disabled and those with persistent medical problems which 

the CESCR notes should be afforded particular protection.2  

The particular ways in which the ‘bedroom tax’ infringes the right to adequate housing and 

other interconnected rights, including the right to family life and rights of the child, will be 

detailed throughout this report.  

2.2: The ‘bedroom tax’ 

Changes to housing benefit for those in social housing, commonly referred to as the ‘bedroom 

tax,’ are contained within the Welfare Reform Act 2012 and came into force on April 1st 2013. 

The policy has been referred to by many different names, with the government using ‘ending 

the spare room subsidy’ and ‘under-occupation penalty’ amongst others. The authors of the 

report see no basis for the idea that spare rooms have previously been "subsidised" (this is 

not how the housing benefit system works). We believe the term ‘bedroom tax’ is a more 

accurate term as it is experienced a charge for having a larger house than the government has 

given allowance for. ‘Bedroom tax’ is also by far the most commonly used term to refer to the 

policy and it is for these reasons that the term is used here.   

Those affected by the ‘bedroom tax’ receive a reduced Housing Benefit because they are 

deemed to have more bedrooms than is required. The new ‘size criteria’ categorises a single 

person or couple as requiring one bedroom; two children under the age of 10 and two 

children of the same gender up to the age of 16 are expected to share one room. How big a 

room must be to be considered a bedroom or the relevance of its historic or actual current 

                                                           
1 CESCR General Comment 4: The right to adequate housing". UN OHCHR. 13 December 1991. paragraph 7. 
2 Ibid. paragraph 8.(e) 
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use have not been specified in the policy and this has seen successful legal challenges to 

individual assessments. However, in general, benefit agencies have counted as bedrooms 

rooms that have adaptions for disabled occupants, rooms normally used for storage of 

wheelchairs etc, and rooms which are too small to be considered a bedroom in practice as 

well as those which are too small to accommodate two children or teenagers.  

Those affected by the ‘bedroom tax’ have had the amount of housing benefit they receive cut 

by 14% of their rent level if they are deemed to be under-occupying by one room and 25% if 

deemed to be under-occupying by two or more rooms.  

Within Leeds 8780 social housing tenancies were affected by the ‘bedroom tax’ as the policy 

was introduced on 1 April 2013. The number of affected tenancies in August shows a 

significant decline to 7646; however, this decline is slowing, with only a reduction of 188 

between July and August.3 We can expect this reduction to continue to slow as availability of 

smaller properties further dries up and new ‘bedroom tax’ cases occur due to family members 

leaving and tenants becoming unemployed or taking a reduction in wages. It therefore seems 

highly likely that this figure will remain above 5000 affected tenancies in the next two years.  

The figures on the numbers affected by the ‘bedroom tax’ should be understood alongside 

the lack of smaller accommodation available. An assessment by Leeds City Council before the 

implementation of the bedroom tax showed that 4814 affected tenants required a single 

bedroom property in order to avoid the ‘bedroom tax’.4 This adds to the already huge demand 

for single bedroom properties by those seeking social housing - last year 15,698 households 

on the social housing waiting list were seeking one bedroom properties, while only 2,053 

single bed properties were let.5 This illustrates the situation those affected by the ‘bedroom 

tax’ are in: they are told they must downsize or have to pay rent they cannot afford and face 

eviction, yet the ability to downsize is simply not there. In effect the bedroom tax cannot be 

understood as an incentive to downsize – this option is not available – but instead should be 

understood as an arbitrary increase in rent.  

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
3 Monthly figures taken from report to Leeds City Council Welfare Strategy Board gained through Freedom of 
Information request. 
4 Figure from LCC Power Point, “Welfare Reform”, June 2012. 
5 Figures received through Freedom of Information request to LCC. 
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3: Unaffordability 

 

The CESER notes that affordability is a central component of the right to adequate housing:  

Personal or household financial costs associated with housing should be at such a 

level that the attainment and satisfaction of other basic needs are not threatened 

or compromised.6 

The evidence presented below from a statistical understanding of the impact in Leeds and 

from the case studies collected demonstrates how the ‘bedroom tax,’ understood as an 

effective increase in rent, impinges upon the ability to meet basic needs or, when the tenant 

chooses to put these needs first, threatens their ability to pay the rent and exposes them to 

the risk of losing their home.  

3.1: Evidence from official statistics  

For those affected by the ‘bedroom tax’ in Leeds, between April and August the average loss 

in housing benefit (or effective increase in rent) was £12.26 per week. For a single tenant on 

Job Seekers Allowance over the age of 25 this represents a 17% loss of income leaving them 

with less than £60 to pay for food, heating, transport, pre-existing debts and other essentials.7 

For many this is simply unaffordable. In addition, most tenants in this situation will also now 

be liable to pay 19% of their local council tax due to other welfare changes, resulting in loss 

of at least an additional £2.42 a week.8 

Lack of money for tenants affected by the ‘bedroom tax’ is evidenced in the building up of 

arrears. At end of August 2013, more than 50% of council tenancies affected by the ‘bedroom 

tax’ (3649 households) were in arrears.9 While some of these tenants had already been in 

arrears before the bedroom tax was introduced, we have calculated from FOI requests that 

the bedroom tax has caused an additional £213,112.80 in rent arrears for affected council 

tenants alone.10 The same official statistics suggest that this amounts to just under £60 in 

additional arrears per council tenancy, although we know of many cases where the actual 

arrears is much higher. It is clear that many of these tenants will never be able to pay this 

effective rent increase and will be faced with forced eviction. 

3.2: Case-study evidence  

 The majority of the tenants in our sample stated that due to the ‘bedroom tax’ they are 

cutting back on food, are unable to replace worn-out shoes or clothing, and/or would be 

unable to afford heating in the winter.  

                                                           
6 CESCR General Comment 4: The right to adequate housing". UN OHCHR. 13 December 1991. paragraph 8.(c) 
7 Job Seekers Allowance for Over 25s currently at £71.70. Average weekly loss (£12.26) calculated for figures of 
total weekly loss by month from report LCC Welfare Strategy Board gained through Freedom of Information 
request. 
8 Whereas previously those on low incomes and job seekers allowance or other benefits had Council Tax covered 
by a benefit most must now pay 19% of their bill. For those in Band A (the lowest band) this means paying 
£126.06 a year (figure from LCC website). 
9 Figures received through Freedom of Information request to LCC. 
10 Figures received through Freedom of Information request to LCC. 



9 
 

 Many tenants reported that they cannot afford to heat their home, a problem 

exacerbated by draughty flats and poor insulation. For some this will lead to worsening or 

aggravation of pre-existing medical conditions. In several cases the tenant suffers from a 

heart condition and in another case a woman has a serious lung condition, issues that 

leave both of them extremely vulnerable to the cold. Many of our sample suffer from 

depression, which can also be worsened by living in cold conditions.  

 Since the samples have been collected many of the large energy companies have 

announced price increases of 8-10% which will exacerbate this situation further. The 

authors of this report have serious concern about the damage to health and potential loss 

of life that is likely to occur through a combination of a cold winter, high energy bills and 

a reduction of income via the ‘bedroom tax’. Many tenants in our sample also specifically 

cited cutting down on the amount and quality of food eaten in order to pay the ‘bedroom 

tax’. This problem is particularly acute for those with existing health problems: for 

instance one woman suffers from [a condition requiring a special diet] meaning her food 

bill is necessarily higher than average.  As with the inability to afford heating, poor 

nutrition or simply not eating enough can aggravate or cause health problems. The 

difficulty securing their basic subsistence is often exacerbated by the fact that the housing 

estates in which tenants live are ‘food deserts’, with only expensive local shops and bus-

fares to cheaper shops being too expensive.  

 We have also found cases of people increasing their debts in other areas (not paying utility 

bills or council tax) in order to pay the ‘bedroom tax’. In one case the tenant had borrowed 

from an expensive illegal lender (a 'loan shark') in order to make up the arrears, in the 

belief that this would make it easier to get an exchange for a smaller home.  

 Our case studies also show evidence that the effective increase in rent has led to increased 

isolation because those affected cannot afford the cost of bus fares or social activities. 

During visits to tenants this isolation was often palpable, with few local meeting places 

and tenants losing touch with friends and relatives in other parts of the city because they 

could not afford transportation. We believe that the ability to take part in social activity is 

a basic need and infringement of this should be treated in a similar way to infringement 

of the ability to afford food. It is a significant contributing factor in the high levels of 

mental ill-health we have seen, and the lack of support for those suffering these problems. 

For those that are forced to move due to the bedroom tax (if accommodation is available) 

the problem might be heightened as they may now live at the other side of the city from 

their friends or family.  
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4: Impact of the ‘bedroom tax’ on those with disabilities and illness 

 

The CESCR recognises that disadvantaged groups including “the physically disabled, … persons 

with persistent medical problems, … [and] the mentally ill”11 must have particular protection 

regarding access to adequate housing. The rights of disabled people to adequate housing are 

also enshrined within Article 28 of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 

(ratified by the United Kingdom 2009).   

The evidence we have found in Leeds, which roughly mirrors the national picture, shows that 

this policy, far from recognising the particular protections that should be given, 

disproportionally affects these groups, often in ways that are particular to their disability. 

Furthermore we have found evidence that the implementation of the ‘bedroom tax’ has 

exacerbated disability and illness.  

 Almost 75% of affected tenants (44/60) in our sample have one or more significant 

illnesses or disabilities;  

 Over half of these have mental health problems - including severe anxiety and 

depression, post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), psychosis, bipolar disorder and 

personality disorder.  

 24 have physical disabilities or serious chronic illnesses, and 6 have both physical and 

mental health issues.  

 In several cases, both partners in a household have one or more disabilities. 

Of the 24 suffering from chronic medical conditions, 18 have illnesses which are triggered or 

exacerbated by stress, including heart/circulatory disease (history of stroke or heart attack), 

asthma, epilepsy, ME (myalgic encephalomyelitis) and fibromyalgia. All the tenants reporting 

mental health problems stated that these had been worsened by the worry caused by the 

‘bedroom tax’.  

The majority of the 44 tenants with significant illness or disability stated that a move – even 

if a suitable property had been available – would have been difficult or out of the question as 

they could not cope with it physically and/or mentally. In addition, their mental and physical 

health was being adversely affected by the aggressive steps taken by housing officers to 

secure/ensure payment of the effective rent increase (see section 7 below). 

There are various reasons why the disabled and long-term ill are more likely to be affected by 

the ‘bedroom tax’. Among them are the higher density of these groups in social housing and 

their inability to move. Another important factor is the need for larger accommodation for 

those affected. Of our sample three lived in adapted properties, and seven said that they need 

the extra room(s) for family members who provide overnight care on a regular or as-needed 

basis. According to a Leeds City Council survey 6% of council tenants affected live in adapted 

accommodation.12 In this manner the ‘bedroom tax’ effectively punishes those who have a 

                                                           
11 CESCR General Comment 4: “The right to adequate housing". UN OHCHR. 13 December 1991. paragraph 8.(e) 
12 From report to LCC Welfare Strategy Board, June 18. Gained through Freedom of Information request. The 
exact figure may be higher as 12% of affected tenants have not had contact.  



11 
 

disability because of their disability and should be understood as de facto targeting the 

disabled.  

There is also evidence that necessary adaptions are not being made to properties due to the 

‘bedroom tax’. In one case a tenant was assessed as needing a walk-in shower; however his 

landlord (the council) refused to install one on the grounds that he should be looking for a 

smaller home as he could no longer afford to pay his rent; the tenant was later told that 

finding a smaller property “could take years”.  

In addition, 6 of our total sample are supporting a non-household member with a disability, 

and either need a room for the supported person or their children to stay or need to remain 

living close to the supported person and are therefore unable to move. In this manner the 

rights of disabled people not directly affected by the ‘bedroom tax’ can also be impinged 

upon.  
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5: Impact of the bedroom tax on children and families  

 

Article 10 of the ICESCR recognises that: 

The widest possible protection and assistance should be accorded to the family, 

which is the natural and fundamental group unit of society, particularly for its 

establishment and while it is responsible for the care and education of dependent 

children. 

The CESCR notes that children should be afforded particular protection in relation to 

adequate housing. We have seen much evidence that the ‘bedroom tax’ impinges upon the 

rights of the child and the right to family life of other family members.  

As of August 2013 Leeds City Council estimates that 3347 children are directly affected by the 

‘bedroom tax’ (i.e. live in affected households).13 Many more are affected indirectly though 

non-custodial parents, grandparents or other care-givers being charged for rooms that are 

needed for children to stay in when visiting. In both cases the rights of the child and the family 

are impinged upon. In the former cases, this occurs  through the reduction of money available 

to parents to provide essentials for the child as well as themselves, as well as the potential 

moving of children away from their educational setting, friends and family members if the 

household is forced to move. In the latter case, the bedroom tax is removing the ability of 

parents and children to develop bonds though children staying with their non-custodial 

parents (or other significant adults).  As is illustrated below, the bedroom tax impacts upon 

the lives of children in additional particular ways which are of concern with regard to the 

rights of the child.   

5.1 Impact on children living in houses affected by the bedroom tax 

Of our sample, 11 households (10 parents and one grandparent) had school-aged children 

who lived as part of the household on a full-time basis. We found that parents were especially 

likely to cite financial hardship - exacerbated by the recent withdrawal of the school clothing 

grant - with an emphasis on the distress they felt at being unable adequately to provide for 

their children’s emotional and educational needs.  

There are cases of parents making personal sacrifices in order to maintain the education and 

wellbeing of their child.  

 removedremovedremovedremovedremovedremovedremovedremovedremovedremove

dremovedremovedremovedremovedremovedremovedremovedremovedremovedremov

edremovedremoved 

 removedremovedremovedremovedremovedremovedremovedremovedremovedremove

dremovedremovedremovedremovedremovedremovedremovedremovedremovedremov

edremovedremovedremov (Editor's note: we have deleted these examples to ensure the 

privacy of the child/young person concerned;  they concern parents striving to protect their 

child and support them in pursuing activities relevant to their future work-ambitions) 

                                                           
13 Report to Leeds City Council Welfare Strategy Board gained through Freedom of Information request. 
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 Several parents cited anxieties about the effects on a child's schooling, social network or 

emotional wellbeing if they were forced to change schools due to moving home – 

especially where the child had special needs or had experienced stressful family 

situations.  

 Two also commented on the value of being embedded in a wider neighbourhood network 

for the child’s social development and emotional security, which would be a risk if they 

moved. 

Another issue of relevance here is the potential for overcrowding if a family is forced to 

downsize (with children sharing bedrooms) but are then unable to find a larger home when 

the child(ren) reach a significant birthday.  

 One tenant in our sample had opposite-sex children under the age of ten, whilst another 

had two teenage sons who would become entitled to their own room on reaching 16. 

Both would become overcrowded within a couple of years if they were to move now. 

 A third family had become overcrowded due to another family member moving in with 

her own two children, ironically so that both households could escape the bedroom tax. 

Furthermore, since a high proportion of the housing stock in Leeds consists of 2-bedroomed 

high-rise flats, we must assume that the risk to rent revenues posed by the bedroom tax will 

increasingly mean that such properties are let mainly to families with children. This is likely to 

add to the disadvantage experienced by children and the pressures on parents in poorer 

families, since these flats have no access to outside play areas and in some cases are quite 

dangerous, as they are entered from unenclosed outside walkways.  

5.2 Impact on children’s ability to stay with non-custodial parents and caregivers 

Six of our sample spend considerable time caring for (non-resident) grandchildren, which in 

some cases is vital in enabling the mother to stay in employment (e.g. working shifts) and 

therefore providing for the child. Many others cited the importance of the grandparental 

relationship in a child’s life, and the need to have space for grandchildren to stay. The right to 

have space for adult children to visit, or to facilitate contact with other close relatives living 

in other parts of the country, is also a recurrent theme, which has particular implications for 

the right to enjoy a normal family life. 

A further 10 tenants were non-custodial parents with a regular access arrangement which 

meant that they needed space for children to stay, whilst another was currently seeking a 

court order for child access for which he would need his ‘extra’ room. The right of non-

custodial parents and their children to maintain a relationship has in effect become 

contingent upon a successful DHP application, which normally requires proof of the access 

arrangement, though in the examples we have seen the type of proof required seems to vary. 

Six of the non-custodial parents had experienced difficulty in establishing that they had 

regular access to their children, or would be unable to obtain a court order granting them 

access if they were forced to downsize. Another two had children who stayed with them 

occasionally but normally lived with a foster carer; both of these also experienced difficulty 

in ‘proving’ the access arrangement. These cases threaten the ability of children to form 

relations with their parent and impinge upon the right to family life.  
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In several cases, forcing the tenant to downsize would have a significant detrimental effect 

on the wellbeing of a child/children other than their own (typically, grandchildren) or affect 

the ability of a child to maintain a relationship with a parent. In some cases, the grandparent 

is providing a safe place where a child can stay to avoid being exposed to domestic violence 

or neglect due to a parent's mental health problems; this could prevent a child being taken 

into care and provide the necessary stability to prevent educational and emotional problems 

on the part of the child. In other cases, a father was homeless or inappropriately housed, so 

was dependent for access visits on seeing the child at the home of a grandparent. We expect 

this situation to become increasingly common as more and more young adults (many of them 

non-custodial fathers) become homeless or are forced to share inadequate accommodation 

as a result of changes in Local Housing Allowance entitlement.  

In part of Leeds City Council’s analysis of the impact of welfare changes a concern is stated 

that there is a “possibility that young children will be forced out of the care system and onto 

the homeless list.”14 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
14 LCC Welfare Reform Communications Strategy. v 14 31th May, gained through FOI request.   
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6: Discretionary Housing Payments  

 

Discretionary Housing Payments (DHP) are temporary grants of up to 12 months available to 

some of those affected by the loss in housing benefit due to the bedroom tax. DHPs are 

available in general to those in receipt of housing benefit who are suffering ‘exceptional 

circumstances’ which mean they struggle with rent. The existence of DHP has been used by 

advocates of the ‘bedroom tax’ to argue that groups such as disabled people are not adversely 

effected as they would be eligible for DHP. However we have found that there are many 

barriers to those seeking to access DHP, and furthermore that the amount of money available 

for DHP is simply not enough to prevent the kinds of rights infringements described above. 

This section will detail examples from our case studies of the difficulties in accessing DHPs 

which have led us to the conclusion that DHP does not serve to significantly mitigate the 

impact of the ‘bedroom tax’ on access to adequate housing.  

From our case studies it appears that the vast majority of potentially eligible tenants have 

either not been informed about DHP at all, were informed only at a late stage after they were 

already in arrears, or only found out about it accidentally. Even more seriously, we are now 

seeing cases where the council has instigated court proceedings against its tenants without 

first identifying the tenant’s potential eligibility for DHP. 

Of the 44 tenants in our sample with one or more disabilities: 

 None had been informed about DHP by a housing or benefits official prior to the ‘bedroom 

tax’ coming into force (however, the Council’s figures for DHP applications show an 

increase during March and April which suggests that some tenants were receiving this 

information and support with applying). 

 Fourteen were still not aware of DHP when we had contact with them in 

September/October 2013. 

 One had inquired at his rent office prior to April, and wrongly been told he would not be 

eligible (wrongly told his wife’s DLA would make their household income too high - they 

later made a successful application after seeing an advice worker). 

 Four had been told about it by a housing official, but only after a delay of several months 

by which time they were already in arrears and in considerable fear and distress. This 

included individuals with anxiety issues, who were then only granted DHP for 6 months 

backdated to April, so that by the time they received it they were already facing the 

prospect of having to apply again with no certainty as to the outcome. 

 Fourteen had found out about it only as a result of their own initiative, by being told by 

an acquaintance or campaigner, or being told by an advice worker as a by-product of 

approaching them with a different issue. 

 Ten had had their applications for DHP turned down on grounds we regard as spurious 

(for example because they were in receipt of Disability Living Allowance). At least two of 

these cases were of people whose homes were adapted for a disability (supposedly one 

of the ‘priority’ categories). Some of these decisions were later reversed after the 

applicant re-applied or asked for a review.  

 Four had experienced difficulty in getting the proofs required by the DHP assessors. 
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Of the 10 non-custodial parents in our sample with child access arrangements: 

 Two were still unaware of DHP as of September/October 2013 

 Two had been informed after several months, by which time they were in arrears 

 Three had found out through their own initiative or been told by a friend (one of these 

had previously wrongly been told by a housing officer that there was nothing they could 

do since his children didn’t live with him). 

 One had had his application turned down despite the fact that it was crucial to his 

application for an access order; one had initially been turned down because he had no 

formal proof of access, but the decision had been reversed when he obtained a court 

order; two had been unable as yet to obtain the proof required by DHP assessors 

In the six cases where grandparents played a significant role in the care of a child: 

 Two had still not heard of DHP  

 One was about to apply (five months in) on a variety of grounds including her own health 

 One had been refused 

 One had succeeded on the grounds of her own mental health 

 One had initially been refused but was later awarded DHP after her local councillor 

intervened.  

 Four of these were cases in which there would be significant risk to the safety and 

wellbeing of children and/or parental contact would be at risk without the provision of a 

room in a grandparents’ home; the only one of these to succeed was after an initial 

unsuccessful application followed by a review demanded by their local councillor.  

All successful DHP claims last no more than one year, many only lasting six months. At the 

end of this period the affected person will have to apply again. This leads to a degree of 

uncertainty hanging over those affected. The authors of this report are concerned that this 

clearly does not align with the "right to live somewhere in security, peace and dignity".  

Furthermore, the ability for a disabled person to access adequate housing particular to their 

disability is not something that should be put at the 'discretion' of the benefits agency 

which, as we have witnessed, is prone to error; nor should it be dependent upon a weak 

information exercise which has predictably reached only a minority of potential DHP 

applicants. Rather, it should be provided to the individual as a guaranteed right.  
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7: Bullying, intimidation and threats of forced eviction 

 

A serious concern of the authors of this report is that many of those affected by the ‘bedroom 

tax’ are facing bullying and threats from agents of the Leeds City Council. Tenants' reports of 

bullying and harassment from rent officers mainly centre around two issues: firstly, the 

behaviour of housing officers prior to the introduction of the bedroom tax; and secondly, the 

methods adopted to prevent or recover arrears since the bedroom tax came into force. 

7.1 Issues prior to introduction of the ‘bedroom tax’ 

In the run-up to the introduction of the bedroom tax, most affected tenants were visited by 

a housing officer in accordance with the Council's policy of “preparing” tenants, discussing 

with them how they intended to pay, and identifying vulnerable tenants who may need 

support or who were “at risk” of not paying. Our discussions with tenants suggest that in 

many cases these visits caused great distress and fear, and that tenants felt bullied and 

threatened.  

 Some tenants were pressurised into signing direct debit forms, which by removing any 

flexibility in their budgeting puts them at risk of turning to loan sharks during periods of 

higher essential expenditure (e.g. school clothes), or of going without essentials such as 

food or heating. 

 Tenants report the use of phrases such as “if you don't pay you'll be out on the streets”, 

“you either pay or you lose your home”, causing severe alarm and distress especially to 

tenants with anxiety issues, stress-related health problems or learning disabilities. People 

generally reported being given the impression that eviction is an easy process, that it could 

be carried out at will by the council or housing association, and would be a certain and 

inevitable outcome if they fell into arrears. 

 Tenants were subjected to intrusive scrutiny of their homes and lifestyles: housing officers 

telling tenants to cut back on heating, hot water, food, phone expenditure, television or 

tobacco in order to pay the bedroom tax, and even to sell items of personal and 

sentimental value.  

 People in priority groups for DHP (i.e. people with child access arrangements, or whose 

homes were adapted for disabilities) were not told about this benefit, or were told there 

“is nothing we can do” (see previous section). 

 Tenants felt insulted by clearly impractical advice such as “find a job”, or “take in a lodger”; 

some have experienced pressure to “downsizing” into accommodation which was not 

suitable for them, or moving to unsecure tenancies in the private sector. 

It is obviously difficult to quantify the impacts on those households who moved as a result of 

pressure put on them during the pre-implementation phase; however, we have heard 

anecdotes of people who had made unwanted moves because, following the initial visits from 

their housing officers, they had believed it was compulsory to downsize. Some had lost valued 

social networks and no longer had space for children/grandchildren to visit. One woman who 

did answer our survey (additional to the sample of 60) may be typical: she had moved into a 

private rented sector house at exactly double her previous rent – paid from Local Housing 
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Allowance (LHA), with a contribution from her Job Seeker’s Allowance as the rent was higher 

than the LHA cap. 

7.2 Issues after the introduction of the bedroom tax 

It is impossible to overstate the fear and distress caused to these tenants by fortnightly or  

more frequent letters, phone calls, text-messages and visits people are being subjected to by 

their rent officers, supposedly to prevent them allowing arrears to build up. The practice of 

sending out automatically-generated letters when a payment is just a few days overdue, and 

of telephoning tenants on the day a payment is due, is experienced as bullying, threatening 

and intrusive, and is having a dramatically adverse effect on very vulnerable tenants – so 

severe, in fact, as to be putting tenants' health at risk and even creating a risk of suicide. 

Some people are paying the extra rent in full on a fortnightly basis, i.e. on the day their other 

benefits are paid. If this is even a couple of days after the rent is due, the new recovery 

programme introduced specifically to deal with people affected by the bedroom tax means 

that they are being harassed immediately by calls and letters, even where they are two days 

late to pay less than £10.  

In addition, letters to tenants owing even a few pounds routinely contain a statement to the 

effect that the tenant's home is at risk if they fall behind with payments. Our conversations 

with tenants show that this statement is frequently understood to mean that eviction 

proceedings could start immediately. A further consequence of this is that many people, by 

prioritising rent, are getting into debt elsewhere, or putting their health at risk by going 

without essentials such as food and fuel. Letters from rent officers, and notices displayed in 

communal areas of flats, state that “rent is the priority” - blatantly denying the tenant’s right 

to adequate food, heating or to use income to respond to personal or family emergencies. 

 A man with a history of heart attacks is prioritising his rent because he fears that the stress 

of being in debt, dealing with threatening letters and perhaps being taken to court could 

trigger another heart attack. Two other tenants with heart conditions described cutting 

down on food and being unable to afford heating, which in cold weather will increase their 

risk of heart attack. A third tenant told us she will pay her rent even though it means not 

paying for essential utilities as she would rather risk having them cut off than risk losing 

the roof over her head. 

 Some tenants feel so persecuted by multiple demands on their incomes that they “can’t 

fight any more”, preferring to go without essentials rather than cope with the “hassle” of 

appeals, Discretionary Housing Payment applications or negotiations with their rent 

officers. This is of course particularly true of those suffering from mental health problems 

or stress-related illness.  

 Two tenants have told us of (Editor's note: details deleted to protect confidentiality; 

however, they concern tenants' fear occasioned by what was experienced as aggressive 

and threatening behaviour by rent officers making visits without appointments). Another 

said she received several calls at work, despite having asked her rent office not to do this. 

 One of the tenants with epilepsy told us his fits were triggered by stress and had become 

more frequent since the bedroom tax began. He receives regular ‘URGENT’ reminders 

despite the fact that he pays every fortnight on the day he receives his benefit, because 

this falls a few days after the rent becomes due. Another tenant with a brain injury 

described the impact of the routine use by rent officers of language more suited to a crisis; 
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if his £8 rent is three days overdue he receives a text message telling him to “phone this 

number urgently”, making him worry that his flat must have caught fire or flooded while 

he was out. He has never missed a rent payment, and his impairment is significantly 

worsened by stress, yet his housing office tells him there is nothing they can do to stop 

these automatic messages. 

 In addition to the “routine” harassment of letters and phone calls, some tenants have 

been subjected to abusive behaviour from staff at housing offices, including offensive 

references to disabilities which are frequently stigmatised. This inappropriate behaviour 

by housing officers may also include the casual use of misleading statements to persuade 

tenants to pay arrears.  

On the one hand, these cases are clear examples of bad policy on the part of Leeds City 

Council, and we strongly believe that it is possible to for Leeds City Council to take an 

alternative approach and actively support those who are affected. However we also believe 

that such abuses are symptomatic of the ‘bedroom tax’ which effectively targets the most 

vulnerable and inevitably leaves many in arrears or cutting down on other essentials, whilst 

also fostering a newly punitive attitude in some housing officers towards their tenants. The 

authors conclude from the stories heard from tenants that Leeds City Council is not only 

complicit in the human rights abuses of the ‘bedroom tax’ but has deepened them though 

the procedures described above.  
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8: Conclusion 
 
 
The evidence from the official statistics and the case studies we have collected demonstrates 
the pain being caused by the ‘bedroom tax’ in Leeds. We believe this evidence demonstrates 
a clear infringement of the right to adequate housing. An important and clear way in which 
this occurs is by making housing unaffordable to those affected leaving them at risk of building 
up arrears and being evicted or of sacrificing their health and wellbeing in order to pay the 
rent. Official statistical evidence shows one third of tenants are not paying the rent since the 
introduction of the ‘bedroom tax’. Furthermore, the case studies we have examined show 
that many are already cutting down on the quantity and quality of food consumed and many 
will not be able to heat their home this winter.  
 
The ‘bedroom tax’ particularly affects those disadvantaged groups that should be afforded 
particular protection. Our sample reflects the high level of disability and long-term illness 
amongst those affected. The disabled and long-term ill are effectively targeted by the 
‘bedroom tax’ through their higher likelihood of being in social housing and on benefits, their 
need for extra space for equipment and/or carers, their need to be close to family and/or 
support networks, and the physical difficulty and/or the severe consequences of the stress 
which would be involved in moving home. In the majority of our cases the ‘bedroom tax’ is 
likely to make illness worse through increased stress and/or lack of money to pay for food 
and heating. This is a clear violation of the rights of the disabled to adequate housing.  
 
Another important group that has been put at risk by the ‘bedroom tax’ are children who live 
in affected households or have a parent or grandparent who lives in an affected property. Our 
case studies show multiple instances of parents sacrificing their own wellbeing to support 
their child which we fear in the long run will have a negative impact on the child. There was 
also concern about the impact that moving would have on the child’s education and 
development. A further issue we have encountered is that children are likely to become 
subject to overcrowding as houses that are clearly too small are filled with occupants in order 
to avoid the bedroom tax. Children who have a non-custodial parent or caregiver affected by 
the ‘bedroom tax’ are also adversely effected. In these cases the ‘spare’ room is often 
necessary for visiting children to come and stay. These visits are often necessary to ensure 
the forming of family bonds and sometimes the safety of the child. The impact of the bedroom 
tax on children clearly infringes the right of the child to adequate housing and the right to 
family life.  
 
Advocates of the bedroom tax claim that Discretionary Housing Payment protects groups such 
as children and the disabled from the ‘bedroom tax’. However in our analysis we have found 
that many have not been awarded DHP who clearly deserve protection and many have 
received it late or for only a short period. There is also much evidence that the process of 
applying for DHP has increased the stress of affected tenants. We believe this is symptomatic 
of the ‘bedroom tax’ and that it is not possible to administer DHP fairly to offset the injustices 
which are evident due to the fundamentally unjust nature of the ‘bedroom tax’.  
 
The final section of our report looked at the harassment and bullying used by landlords' agents 
in order to collect the rent increase caused by the ‘bedroom tax’. This occurred both in the 
run up to the implementation of the 'bedroom tax' and after it had come into force. Particular 
examples include invasive, threatening and insulting behaviour by rent officers, the policy of 
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immediate and harassing communication in cases of even small arrears, and threats of forced 
eviction communicated through posters, letters and visits by rent officers. Affected tenants 
have been told they must prioritise their rent, denying their right to food, heat and other 
essentials. We believe that social housing providers are culpable for these instances of 
harassment and bullying and that they must change their policies to better protect their 
tenants. However we also believe this is symptomatic of the ‘bedroom tax’, and it is clear to 
us that the only way for landlords to protect their tenants and treat them fairly is to refuse to 
implement the effective rent increase.  
 
In total it is clear the ‘bedroom tax’ represents a sustained infringement of the right to 
adequate housing of a significant population in Leeds and the UK, particularly of the rights of 
those who are most vulnerable. It is clear to us the only remedy for this situation is for the 
‘bedroom tax’ to be repealed immediately and compensation paid to those affected. In 
addition the local and national government must make policies that seeks to provide greater 
security and access to adequate housing to the thousands in the UK who already suffer from 
poor housing, which in particular should include the building of new social housing.  


