SALFORD CITY COUNCIL

CUSTOMER & SUPPORT SERVICES - CUSTOMER SERVICES DIVISION

To:
Alan Westwood, Strategic Director of Customer & Support Services
From:   
John Tanner, Acting Head of Customer Services 

Date: 
28 June 2006
Subject:
QUARTERLY PROGRESS REPORT TO LEAD MEMBER – 3 JULY 06
1. SALFORD DIRECT
1.1 Internal Services

Performance

See Appendix 1.

Council Tax Collections
Collections as at the end of May stood at 17.65%, which is slightly lower compared with the situation last year when collection at this time stood at 18.25%. At that stage last year we were still using our former system so the comparison with how we performed using our current system will not be evident until the next report. The recovery activity this year commenced on time with the first set of reminders being issued in April 2006. The new system allows for more frequent recovery runs so reminders are being issued several times each week which was not possible using the old system. This means that feedback from customers is spread more evenly over the week, easing pressure on the call centre and enquiry counter. However, this is a high volume activity and so far this financial year we have sent out 16,998 reminders.

Court actions have also started with hearings on 18 May & 8 June 2006, with 1,302 summonses being issued. A new simplified version of the summons document has been used for the first time and so far this is working well. Feedback so far on the summons activity is good with no problems being reported on the reliability of the service.

Since the last report the Recovery Team has commenced using attachment of earnings as a means of collection. Once a Liability Order has been granted, the team can use this remedy to collect outstanding accounts where the customer has not made an arrangement to pay the debt or has defaulted on an existing arrangement. This is one of the most effective tools available to the team and is preferred to sending the case to a bailiff. However, it can only be applied where we know the employer details of the customer. In connection with this the team intend to commence using non-compliance summonses again this year as a means of gathering information on the customers employer details. Some development work is also in hand in negotiations with the Inland Revenue to provide employer details from tax records. This is a previously untapped source of information, which if made available would increase the number of earnings attachments made each year.

Work continues on the development of the remaining recovery documentation and this will continue with completion expected in August 2006. 

Members will recall that in the last report we mentioned structural changes to the team and these should be complete by September, at which time all the necessary recovery documentation should also be complete. The team will then continue to develop new approaches to debt recovery such as bankruptcy, an increasingly popular tool used by council tax collectors to recover outstanding debts.

Business Rate Collections

Business Rates collections as at the end of May stood at 20.43%, which is slightly down on the position of last year when the figure was 21.24%. However, at this stage last year the local authority accounts had been settled which improved the collection figures by approximately 3%.

Since April 2006 the business rate team have issued 988 reminders for £1.6m, 375 final notices for £592k and also 200 summonses for £302k, the latter leading to 110 Liability Orders being granted by the court.

Further summonses are being issued at the end of June for hearing in July.

The team has also been looking at pursuing case to committal stage a point that previously has been seen to be relatively ineffective in terms of collection. In 2005/6 around 100 cases were pursued through to this stage and in over 50% of cases customers made arrangements to pay off their accounts. It is the intention to continue using committals as a tool to pursue debts and close monitoring of its effectiveness will be undertaken in 2006/7.
Insolvency on the increase

The business rates team also handle all insolvency claims made by the City Council and in the last 12 months we have seen a 14% increase in the number of cases being reported with 242 individuals being made bankrupt and 70 companies going into liquidation.

This level of cases makes collection of both council tax and business rates increasingly difficult. Although we would write off outstanding debts in such cases, there is usually a long period prior to the actual insolvency during which resources are put in to recovering the outstanding debts. All this effort is unproductive when the customer finally becomes insolvent.
Benefits & Council Tax Administration
Both teams are continuing to work hard to control the levels of outstanding correspondence. Current workload levels are around 1,000 higher than last year with 998 items of benefit work outstanding at 19 June 2006 and 3,955 for council tax. In addition to these items the recovery team are now able to produce statistics on outstanding workload and they currently have 1,245 outstanding items of work.

Both teams are currently recruiting staff to fill vacancies and when these posts are filled and the staff concerned has been trained, we expect to be in a position to release exist agency resources that have been employed in these areas for some time. 

Both teams are reviewing how they undertake their work, the aim being to improve the service generally and specifically in areas where our BVPI scores need to improve.

For Council Tax this has involved reviewing all the recovery documentation with a view to improving collection and as a separate piece of work the development of a generic bill/benefit notification. This latter development is seen as an important improvement that will reduces postal costs, while also providing the customer with a better form of documentation, which in turn should reduce the number of enquiries received following the issue of bills and notifications.

Another piece of work is being undertaken by one our Project Officers, which is the use of text messaging to remind customers to make payment on time. This service is now available on landlines as well as mobile phones and work is continuing on this to establish whether it will provide a useful addition to our service.

On the benefits side working practices have been changed when dealing with change of circumstances with cases being suspended on the day the information is received with the amendment being completed within 5 working days. Our performance against the BVPI for change of circumstances is now being monitored to see whether this change has the desired affect of improving our score. Early indications are that this appears to be the case but further monitoring is needed over a longer period to confirm this. In the area of dealing with new claims, we are reviewing how we handle cases where we need to write to the customer for further information. There appears to be a bottleneck at this stage with cases taking longer that necessary to be completed and we are looking to make changes in procedures to improve this process. This should help to improve our position in terms of the BVPI for this area of work.

Beating Benefit Fraud In Salford 

Operation Beatsweep continued into the new-year with officers from our team undertaking joint operations with other agencies, including the Environment Directorate, GM Police and GM Fire Service. 

In a case reported in the press and on televisions a man was convicted of falsely claiming benefits, trading standard offences and theft for which he receive two prison sentences. 

Benefits Overpayments

An analysis has been carried out on some of the recovery methods used to collect benefit overpayments. Below are the highlights from the findings: -

· Recovery via debt collection agencies has increased by 29.7% since ‘05 and 262% since ‘04.

· Recovery by DWP (deductions from benefit) has increased by 35.6% since ‘05 and 293% since ‘04.

· Recovery by County Court action appears to be very poor, with less than 1% being collected. Further analysis is being done in this area to confirm the position.

· All fraud overpayments have been reviewed and it has been confirmed that we are recovering at the appropriate rate.

· All overpayments have been reviewed and it has been confirmed that we are making deductions from ongoing housing benefit in all cases.

Local Housing Allowance

The LHA Team continues to work hard in developing this new part of the service. So far we have 2,609 customers claiming local housing allowance, with 88% (2,285) receiving payment direct and only 12% (322) having their payment sent to the landlord. A major feature of this new scheme is that wherever possible the tenant and not the landlord receives their LHA payment, with them then having the responsibility of paying the rent to the landlord. In some cases the LHA payment exceeds the rent so the tenant can keep the remainder of the payment. One factor affecting whether payment is made to the tenant is the vulnerability of the tenant and the number of reported cases is reducing. Another aim of the scheme is that payments of LHA should be made by BACS and the team has been working with local banks to promote the use of basic bank accounts for customers who do not already have an account. So far 83% (1,896) of payments to tenants are being made by BACS with the others being made by cheque. The team is visiting tenants still receiving payment by cheque so we can promote the use of basic bank accounts and provide advice on how to do this.
Training and Development Plan

The Central team have reorganised their training team and appointed a new manager. A new training plan has been developed and Members are requested to note the content of this document at Appendix 2.

Benefits Investigations Business Plan

A business plan for 2006/7 has now been prepared and Members are requested to note the content of this document at Appendix 3.

Benefits Sanctions and Prosecutions Policy

The existing policy document has been reviewed and attached at Appendix 4 is the reviewed document, which remains unchanged. Members are requested to note the content of this policy document.

Benefit Overpayments Recovery Strategy

The Overpayments Recovery Strategy has been reviewed and attached at Appendix 5 is the reviewed document, which remains unchanged. Members are requested to note the content of this strategy document. 
Cash Receipting and Income System

This new system continues to perform well and detailed below are the transactions for April and May 2006

	Type of transaction
	April 2006
	May 2006

	Postal Remittances
	    6,629                 £5,073k
	      8,394               £4,986k

	Internet Payments
	    1,569                    £321k
	      1,854                  £236k

	Automated Telephone Payment
	    1,410                    £184k
	      1,547                  £207k

	PC-PDQ
	         57                        £4k
	           76                      £3k

	Post Office Payments
	  41,603                 £2,356k
	    44,635               £2,506k

	Telephone / Browser Payments
	    2,536                    £293k
	      3,515                  £561k

	DWP Payment Schedule
	    2,156                      £25k
	      2,041                    £23k


Out of hours payments made over the Internet (829 transactions) and by Automated Telephone Payments (637 transactions) are included in the above.
Increase in e-payments

The growth in this area of the service has been significant in recent years. In the table below are details of the increase in both Internet and Automated Telephone Payments.

	Year
	Internet
	Automated Telephone

	
	No.
	Amount £
	No.
	Amount £

	2002/03
	53
	5,089
	68
	7,721

	2003/04
	5,507
	628,028
	8,103
	912,816

	2004/05
	10,047
	1,124,292
	12,294
	1,381,730

	2005/06
	13,524
	1,643,161
	13,948
	1,682,703


1.2 External Services

Performance – Call Centre

The call centre has experienced high demand across a range of services during the last quarter. The services where demand has been exceptionally high have been Council Tax and Benefits, New Prospect and also Environmental Services. It should be noted that as the quarter has progressed, a number of measures have been put in place, and as a result performance has stabilised.

	Statistics

Wef 1 April 06
	Offered
	Answered
	% 

Service Level
	% 

Answered

	April
	73,704
	60,574
	61
	82

	May
	82,501
	72,059
	70
	87

	Year to Date
	156,205
	132,633
	66
	85

	Increase on 2005
	31,517
	25,871


Customer Satisfaction – Call Centre

	
	March 06
	April 06
	May 06

	
	Salford Direct
	NPHL
	Salford Direct
	NPHL
	Salford Direct 
	NPHL

	Very Satisfied
	58
	48
	42
	25
	33
	29

	Satisfied
	35
	48
	48
	65
	57
	66

	Dissatisfied
	3
	4
	9
	5
	8
	5

	Very Dissatisfied
	4
	0
	1
	5
	2
	0


During this very demanding time for all front line staff, customer satisfaction levels have remained high.

Performance – Advice Team

	
	March 
	April 
	May 
	Totals 

	Area Housing Offices
	455
	306
	311
	1072

	Main Civic
	2990
	2407
	3065
	8462

	Opportunities Centre 
	None recorded 
	793
	751
	1544

	Turnpike 
	428
	813
	1098
	2339

	Unity House Receptions 1 & 2 
	2428
	1895
	1597
	5920

	NPHL
	712
	906
	402
	2020

	NPHL Appointments 
	128
	85
	114
	327

	
	7141
	7205
	7338
	21684


Awareness and Promotion Activity

Significant development continues to take place in this area of the business as we maximise the true potential of the Citizen CRM system in allowing multiple outcomes form a single point of contact. Some examples in the current portfolio include, Warm Front, Flu Jabs, ‘Hands off Hope’, Fire Risk Assessment, and Free School Meals. Work is ongoing in the area of Choosing Health and promoting the facilities of Salford City Leisure.

New Prospect Value Review

The Call Centre has recently undergone a New Prospect Access to services 'Best Value Review'. It was acknowledged that the call centre provides high quality services that are competitively priced. A number of recommendations were made and are being incorporated into an action plan, which will take us to the end of the financial year.
Site Visits

The number of authorities that continue to want to carry out site visits remains constant and this quarter has been no different. The main subject matter continues to focus on CRM and homeworking. These site visits do impact on a number of key staff from both the Advice Team and the Call Centre but are a key tool in raising the profile of Salford. All of those who visit us are asked to complete an evaluation sheet and the feedback is overwhelmingly positive. One thing that always scores very highly is the attitude, enthusiasm and knowledge of the Salford staff that are involved in hosting such visits. 

Choosing Health

Customer Services continues to be involved in the Choosing Health working group, with meetings taking place on a monthly basis. As part of raising awareness, the Staff Development Group held an open day at Buile Hill. The day involved a presentation from Dr Julie Higgins on why the project is so important and was followed up with some examples of how we all can improve our health and well being. The lunch break involved a health walk and the afternoon involved workshops on how we in customer services can improve the health and well being of people who live in Salford. The evaluation feedback was overwhelmingly positive from both the personal and work related perspectives of all who attended.    

Helping Hands / Salford Handy Person Scheme

Following an invitation to carry out front line services on behalf of Helping Hand / Salford Handy Person Scheme, a BPR exercise has now commenced. Merlyn Reid, ICT Services and Cheryl Parsons, Call Centre have been allocated the task of scoping what the service might look like. It is anticipated that a report will be available in the near future.

Planning and Building Control

The first phase of the BPR access to services review has now been completed and recommendations accepted. It has now been agreed that a working group be set up that will move the project towards delivering the necessary solution  

Revenues and Benefits Service Improvement

As part of the next phase of the SX3 improvement plan, tasks have been allocated to each manager within customer services. It is anticipated that the next phase will be completed by 31 August 06.

Telly-Talk

As part of the Linkage+ funding it has been agreed that we will roll out Telly-Talk to an increased number of outlets across the city. The order for the additional kit has now been placed and it is hoped they could be installed in the near future.  
2. COMMUNITY TELEMATICS
ICT in the Community Project

The project is continuing to deliver training in community venues throughout Salford. In the last quarter new sessions have started at Broadwalk, Boothstown community centre, New Life church in Cadishead, Cadishead library, Irlam library and Swinton library.  The work with STASH (the Salford drugs rehabilitation unit) is going particularly well with the number of sessions increased to two per week.  The Broadwalk course is a pilot as part of a partnership with Broughton Database, a community based ICT training organisation. The reductions in funding available to colleges to help deliver our training programme have been confirmed so they will not be able to contribute at the same level as previously.  However, plans are being developed to maintain, and build on, previous delivery.  The team has been successful in obtaining funding from the Irlam and Cadishead community committee which for courses being held at Irlam library, Cadishead library and New Life church in the next quarter.  Similar funding bids will be submitted to shortly to Eccles and Boothstown/Worsley community committees.

European Social Fund

We have been working with the Salford Skills for Life co-ordinator for Salford and members of organisations from the community and voluntary sector on a bid to the European Social Fund covering training for organisation members.  The bid has got through the first stage of the evaluation process with a full bid now being prepared.  A decision is due later in the summer.  

Colsal Web Sites

A further 4 COLSAL community web sites are now ‘live’:

Peel residents association http://www.npra.colsal.org.uk/
Walkden St Mary’s crown green bowling club http://www.stmarysbowls.colsal.org.uk/
Memories of Eccles
http://www.ecclesmemories.colsal.org.uk/
Baronfold Estate residents group: http://www.baronfoldestate.colsal.org.uk/  

Another 6 sites are likely to go live in the next quarter.

OSS, Little Hulton

ICT awareness training delivered by the One Stop Shop staff at Little Hulton in March, April and May amounted to 161 sessions involving 172 people (46 new) for a total of 421 hours.  The centre remains a very successful resource for ICT training with nearly 200 new people attending on a regular basis for receiving training in the last 12 months, which is an increase on previous years.

3. BUSINESS DEVELOPMENT & COMMUNICATIONS
Adult Learners Week

Wrote press releases

Articles/Case Studies

For Chamberlink 



Article on IIP Ambassador success

For Chartermark Centre for Assessment

Article on Chartermark success

For NWIN Event on June15


Six case studies on Excellence in Salford

For Publicnet




Article on Customer Services’ successes

For Henshaw’s
Article on benefit take up for blind / partially sighted 

For publicity
Article on Hope charity

Blind/Partially Sighted issues

Working with RNIB, Henshaw’s Society for the Blind and Social Services Sensory Team to improve our customer services

Chartermark

Achieved Chartermark accreditation in April. Wrote report on how to reorganise corporate complaints in line with Chartermark for BEM Group and Corporate Complaints group.
Events

Crewe & Nantwich home working visit







April 5

Management away Day (Belbin)








April 6

Coventry visit










April 12

IIP / Chartermark breakfast (Unity House)






May 3

IIP / Chartermark breakfast (Orbit House







May 10

CRM / Call centre visit









May 11

North Lincolnshire Council visit re CRM / call centre





June 2

Manned stand at NWIN event for LA at Wigan






June 15

Corporate

Assisting Housing with preparation for IIP, starting





June 26

FAIRTRADE
Wrote report on Fairtrade activity for Cllr King / CEO and organised 

· Fairtrade meetings 

· Website update

· Fairtrade presentation to Disability Youth Group





April 10

· Article/ prize for NPHL


Finance

Assisted with Award submission






Gatekeeper

Ongoing work as website Gatekeeper for Customer and Support Services. Monitoring now being carried out on queries, complaints and compliments. Report can be provided.
ICT Team

Meeting with Mike Willetts & Dave Sackfield re marketing etc




May 4
Investors in People

Meeting with John Spink re IIP and PR issues


       



April 12

Wrote report for CEO on implementing IIP corporately                     

May 16

Meeting with Corinne Wainwright re IIP profile


May 17

Attended IIP Core Advisor training in Wigan

   
June 6-8

Attended Business Link IIP presentation at Bridgewater Hall

June 12

Meeting with Finance to do full IIP assessment




       

June 19

Researching IIP work/life balance and other models of best practice

Wrote best practice report on succession planning

Carried out preparatory work on IIP profile for Customer Services

LIFT

Attended LIFT meeting with Erica Dyson of PCT at Oakland House

June 2

PMF

Marketing of the PMF system (Alison Lobley @ Sefton)


                    

April 24

Wrote Communications and PR strategy for PMF group

Attended PMF meeting in Sefton




                    

May 11

To attend meeting in Sefton





                    

June 28

Plain English

Attended meetings

Researched Plain English Best Practice

Wrote further copy for Plain English intranet site

Other

Meeting with John Pollard from Magnet Solutions re work experience for Amanda Maxwell

May 4

Created ‘This is your life’ book for Head of Customer Services

May 24

Attended meeting re World Class Service @ Orbit House

May 25

Rewards/Recognition
Researching / writing report

Staff Development Group - Health theme day

Researched and wrote a series of eleven Health Fact sheets; produced alcohol quiz and Belbin test


Training

Management Attendance policy (mandatory)


May 8

Transform awareness session


May 12

Attended Appraisal training day


May 22

Organised appraisal training for 40 staff on six separate dates (June – Aug)

Introduced awareness session on Appraisal to Swinton staff

May 24

Youth Academy

Ongoing work researching / writing report







































