Podcast Transcript – National Fraud Initiative 2018

I’m here with Anne Cairns, who worked on our report on the National Fraud Initiative in Scotland.
Anne, thanks for joining me. To get us started could you explain how the National Fraud initiative works? 
Yes, of course. The NFI is a counter-fraud exercise held across the UK public sector. It’s overseen by the Cabinet Office, with Audit Scotland leading the exercise in Scotland. It helps to identify fraud and error by comparing sets of electronic data about individuals held by different public bodies, such as councils and NHS boards. 
Why exactly is it needed?
There’s two main reasons: the first one is that the systems underpinning public spending are complex and errors can happen. And secondly, sadly there are some individuals who seek to exploit the systems and fraudulently obtain services to which they’re not entitled. 
Has it been a successful initiative?
Yes, very much so. In the two years covered by our new report the exercise has produced results worth around £18m to the public purse in Scotland.
And what exactly does that figure include then? What are we talking about?
The £18m comes from various areas. The matches that generated the most results were pensions, coming in at about £6.3m. Nearly 300 occupational pensions have now been stopped or reduced because of the matches. Over 200 of those cases were for pensioners whose deaths had not been reported.
There was also over £4m-worth of council tax discount matches, with nearly 5,000 discounts reduced or removed as a result of the NFI. Around 4,500 blue badges for motorists have also been stopped or flagged for future checks. In addition, hundreds of housing benefit payments have been stopped or reduced.
From what I understand, that £18m figure also includes an estimate of how much fraud and error will be prevented in the future? Is that the case?
Yeah, that’s right. Although it’s difficult to measure, the deterrent factor of the NFI is really important. We include estimates where it’s reasonable to assume that fraud, overpayments and error would have continued undetected without the data matching taking place.
How many public bodies took part in the initiative? And is everyone onboard with the scheme?
Most public bodies of a reasonable size took part. In Scotland there was 113 public bodies taking part in the last exercise. There’s really strong evidence that most public bodies take advantage of the opportunities provided by the NFI. But there are still a number of bodies who could act more promptly to investigate their matches in order to prevent frauds and correct their errors. 
Overall, these latest NFI results show the value of data matching to Scotland’s public finances at a time when budgets continue to be under pressure.
 Anne, thank you very much indeed. 
And if you want to read our National Fraud Initiative report you can download it from our website - audit-scotland.gov.uk. 
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