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14. This approach meant that before the pandemic, fraud and error across
the DWP benefits system and Tax Credits were near record lows. We had
already started deploying innovative techniques to tackle fraud and error, for
example using a direct Real Time Information feed from HMRC to
accurately assess the earnings of claimants paid through the PAYE system
for DWP — false declarations about earnings in means-tested benefits.

15. Since the start of the pandemic, however, the level of fraud has
increased across the public and private sectors. In March 2020 and the
months that followed, when our standard checks such as face-to-face
verification were not available to use, Universal Credit stood up to an
unprecedented number of claims, supporting an extra three million people.

16. While prioritising getting money rapidly to those who needed it, we also
took action to identify and stop abuse of the system. For example, in May
2020, our Cyber Resilience Centre identified an attack against Universal
Credit involving hijacked identities, which working collaboratively with our
Economic, Serious and Organised Crime teams led us to suspend 152,000
fraudulent claims and prevent £1.9 billion in benefits from being paid to
people trying to scam the system.

17. During the pandemic, the level of self-employment earnings fraud and
error in Universal Credit in particular increased, from 1% of total Universal
Credit payments in 2019/20 to 3.8% in 2020/21. This was partly due to the
length of time during which we allowed easements to the benefits system in
order to provide financial support to the self-employed, which we aligned
with the running of the Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme and the Self-
Employment Income Support Scheme. We have now re-introduced our
standard approach with interviews and relevant income tests and have
already made improvements to the mechanism for reporting income and
expenses.

18. We have also set up two new teams to improve fraud prevention and
detection. The Enhanced Checking Service and Disrupt team, which
prevents losses by intervening in high-risk cases before payments have
been issued, is estimated to have saved £800 million in 2020/21. Our
Integrated Risk and Intelligence Service, maximising our cyber capability,
helped teams identify new fraud threats. Together, they disrupted or
corrected over 298,000 claims during 2020/21. Without taking actions like
these, nearly £3.0 billion would now be in the hands of criminals.

19. Meanwhile, protecting citizens will always be at the heart of our
approach, including prioritising support for those who have been a victim of
identity fraud. We endeavour to respond to referrals or enquiries of potential
identity fraud within a week and where we find instances of identity fraud,
we follow the Victims Codelfeotnote Sl treat them with dignity and
compassion; keep them informed; respect their privacy; comply with data
protection; and use all of our powers to take the relevant action to correct
the position of the individual affected.
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