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SALFORD CITY COUNCIL

CUSTOMER & SUPPORT SERVICES - CUSTOMER SERVICES DIVISION
To:
Alan Westwood, Strategic Director of Customer & Support Services
From:   
John Tanner, Head of Customer Services 

Date: 
18 April 2007
Subject:
QUARTERLY PROGRESS REPORT TO LEAD MEMBER MEETING - 23 APRIL 2007 
1. SALFORD DIRECT
1.1 Introduction

2006/07 has been a year where the Division has faced and overcome many challenges. The start of it was always going to be difficult as we attempted to recover lost ground following the introduction the previous year of the new Council Tax and Benefits system. 

The focus this year had to be to improve the key performance indicators in these areas and as a result deliver service improvements to the residents of Salford. 

In addition to the poor starting point, the Division introduced new services to the Contact Centre and face-to-face Advice Service, as well as dealing with a change in leadership as the existing Head of Service took up a new role within the Chief Executive’s Directorate. 

Overall this year has been one that has delivered many improvements - a summary of which is outlined at the end of this report.  The purpose of this report is to highlight by business unit progress made during 2006/07.       

1.2 Internal Services

Benefits Processing

The Benefits Team deals with the processing and amendments of all benefit claims in Salford. Current caseload is around 30,000 and the work of this team over the last year has been focused on improving its performance against its Best Value Performance Indicators and the linked CPA score. 

The focus for the benefits service in 2006/07 has centred on refining and improving processes to achieve improvements in performance. The service is largely judged on how quickly it can turn round claims and changes in entitlement and significant pieces of work have been done to change how we approach this. 

A new regime of claim ‘ownership’ has been introduced, which has improved the way we process new claims. 

A benefits processor will take on a new claim and retain it throughout the processing period, which includes requesting and awaiting return of supporting information from the claimant. Previously such cases were held in abeyance trays, pending receipt of the additional information. The new process has improved the quality of claims processing by ensuring that the appropriate additional information is requested promptly and cases are more quickly followed-up should the information not be received.

Additional resources have been allocated to dealing with change of circumstance cases. This work feeds in to other BVPI’s (in the overpayments area) and influences the amount of benefit subsidy Salford receives. While reducing the number of days it takes to process a change, this in itself reduces the number and value of benefit overpayments and how much of the overpayments are actually attributed to an error or delay caused by the local authority. This governs the level of subsidy received against these overpayments and the team’s target was set at achieving 100% subsidy, for the first time. In monetary terms this could mean additional income to the authority amounting to £400k. 

This is a considerable achievement when taking into account the fact that no subsidy at all has been received in previous years. In achieving this, the service has been able process many of the changes made within the top quartile standard of 9 days. The overall score of 15 days reflects the need to allow claimants the regulatory calendar month within which to return the information without risking a loss in benefit.

The BVPI on Accuracy is based on a small sample of cases, which are selected and monitored on a quarterly basis. Being such a small sample from the overall caseload of around 30,000 the result can sometimes be unpredictable and not reflective of the quality service provided.

The cost of a claim is a local performance indicator based on annual increments by the level of inflation. It has been increasingly difficult to benchmark these cost against others in Greater Manchester due to the variety of accounting practices that exist in the area of corporate recharges. Performance against this indicator is therefore largely judged on whether we can maintain the service with the increase for inflation.

The CPA score is based on a series of performance measures and enablers that together provide a score. The hard work of the team in improving and refining working practices has significantly improved the chances of a top score for the benefits service. The actual score achieved will be announced later in the year but early indications are that a score of 4 will be recorded for 2006/07.

The use of plain English in correspondence has been an area of development during the year. A new benefits letter has been introduced which focuses on the outcome of the claim, rather than how it has been calculated. This letter has been generally well received and has helped to reduce the number of calls received by customers querying their entitlement.

A new initiative being worked on in 2006/07 has been the introduction of mobile working, using remote computer devices which enable the updating of the legacy system either by downloading data on return to the office or in real time while on site. This type of technology will allow visiting officers to deal with customers in their own homes, rather than relying on a purely paper-claims based service. It is expected that this technology with be introduced during 2007/08.

Council Tax

The newly formed council tax team now deals with all areas of council tax administration, from banding and billing to recovery and enforcement. The team’s structure is in the process of being reformed to offer a more comprehensive solution than was previously achieved. The billing function had previously been part of a billing & benefits team but we found the high profile benefits service overshadowed developments in council tax to the detriment of that service. 

The separation of the two services has allowed closer working between the billing and recovery teams, to the point where they are now a single operational service under a new manager. The need to improve collection rates has prompted increased activities in the area of recovery activity in 2006/07 with large numbers of cases being dealt with. During the year, 52,000 reminder letters were sent out for overdue payments and 28,000 summonses were issued for hearing in the Magistrates Court.

This activity, together with the use of external bailiffs, has helped to improve the collection rate, compared with earlier years. The BVPI for council tax is focused on ‘current year’ collection, but this tells only part of the story about the activities of the team. The amount of money collected against arrears has doubled when compared to earlier years and this in itself is a significant achievement.

In order to continue to improve this service it has been agreed to re-designate some existing resources to provide a more generic approach to billing and recovery work. This will allow managers greater flexibility to tackle specific areas of work. It has also been agreed that extra resources will be made available to the team to provide more processing and call handling capabilities. This small team of staff will be available to boost the existing resources in both processing and call handling, as suits the needs or the service. This will enable a higher degree of expertise to be available to answer customer queries while also helping to control the levels of correspondence being dealt with. These resources will become available to the service early 2007/08 to help to improve collection in that year.

Business Rates

The Business Rates Team has been striving to improve its services throughout 2006/07. The introduction of paperless direct debit has made it easier for customers to arrange for the payment, because they no longer need to complete paper instructions. This enables these arrangements to be set up over the telephone, which speeds up the overall process and therefore helps improve collection. The collection rate for 2006/07 is 97.9%, which is an improvement on last year’s performance and achieves the target set for the service.

The business rate service is the last revenues business area within Customer Services to introduce the document management system. During 2006/07, the team made preparations to introduce the system by April 2007. This included dual screens for each member of staff, which will allow both the imaging system and the rates system (Pericles) to be displayed simultaneously. The speed with which documents can be retrieved will help users to process work more quickly and will provide better services for customers who make enquiries over the telephone.

To provide greater resilience for the inspection services, additional inspectors are being provided. A third inspector joined the team in 2006/07 and a fourth inspector will be available early in 2007/08. These resources are to be used jointly across both council tax and business rates.

Investigations and Overpayments

The investigations team continues to provide an excellent service, with improved performance. In 2005/06 the team had achieved 119 sanctions, itself a significant achievement during a year when a new computer system was introduced. As a result of that performance a new target of 130 sanctions was set for the team for 2006/07 and again the team has showed outstanding performance by achieving 163 sanctions, beating their BVPI target by some margin.

In addition to this, the team continues with its groundbreaking work in partnership with other organisations, such as the DWP, GMP and GM Fire Service, as well as working with other council departments. The team were nominated for a Partnership Award with GMP and continues to work with them and others in Operation Beat Sweep.

The Overpayments Team has three BVPI targets in their area of business and has excelled in all three. The first (BVPI 79bi) monitors collection of overpayments raised and recovered within the year. The team have exceeded their target of 82% by achieving 89.95%, which is above the top quartile performance of 82.85%.

The second (BVPI 79bii) monitors collection of all debts, those raised within the year and arrears from earlier years. In this category the team beat their target of 33% by achieving 45.52%, which again is well in advance of the top quartile performance nationally of 35.57%.

The third (BVPI 79biii) monitors the level of write-offs and a target of 15% was set for 2006/07. The target achieved was 6.23%, which betters the target by some margin - a reflection of the high levels of recovery by the team. 

The team also includes a payment control function and a team of staff have been working hard during 2006/07 to introduce new working practices, to help improve services for customers. This work is vital in controlling overpayments and in helping to combat benefit fraud.
Central Team

The Central Team provides a support service across Customer Services’ revenues teams. The training team is developing its services to enable training to be provided for new starters, to meet the requirements of new government legislation and regulation changes, and to provide training in developing areas of the service - particularly in the Contact Centre and Advice Team which are introducing new services on a regular basis.

A comprehensive training plan has been developed and records of training achievements are maintained.

The team have also been working in developing areas of the business, introducing a mentoring scheme across all areas and leading the pilot of Local Housing Allowance, which is being introduced to Benefits nationally in 2008.

The team also provides an appeal service for benefit claimants and a quality-auditing regime for the benefits processing team. In both these areas significant improvements have been introduced during 2006/07.

Towards the end of 2006/07 the team have been working towards the introduction of a benefits advice bus. The vehicle has been purchased jointly with other GM Authorities to provide mobile services in the community, specifically in the area of providing benefits advice. The bus came into service at the end of 2006/07, and Salford will be making use of it for the first time in the summer of 2007/08.

Document Services

This team provides mailing and scanning services for Customer Services Teams and support for ICLipse users in other divisions and directorates.

Much of the work of this team supports the achievements of BVPI’s in other business areas. A secure mail opening service is provided for the benefits service and timely scanning and indexing processes help to maintain the speed of processing.

This team is now also a source of new staff for other teams in the division, particularly those that use the document management system (ICLipse). Several members of staff have joined the benefits processing team during the year and new resources will be recruited to replace them.

Two posts on the team have also been identified for new staff joining the service from school. These posts are designed to provide new resources into the service at a junior level and these new members of staff will work on the team for at least one year, before moving on to other teams either in Customer Services or other Directorates.

Income Team

The Income Team manages the Paris receipting system, which provides a payment system for the Council. Payments are collected for Council Tax, Business Rates, Benefits Overpayments, Council House Rents, Sundry Debtor Accounts and miscellaneous items for which accounts are not issued. Towards the end of 2006/07 arrangements were made to commence collection of parking fines from April 2007. A significant portion of all these payments are collected by telephone, mainly by the Contact Centre, although staff in individual services are provided with access to the Paris system so they can take payments over the telephone when they speak to customers.

The team also manage the direct debit services for Council Tax, Business Rates and Council House Rents. Over 37,000 customers paid by direct debit in 2006/07 with payments over the year exceeding £80m across the range of funds. The introduction of paperless direct debit will help to provide increased take-up of this method of payment.

Systems Team

The systems team is a fairly recent addition to the Division. Historically, the computer systems used by Customer Services have been managed by our ICT Services Division but with the introduction of the new system for Council Tax and Benefits the systems team was created to manage the day to day running of the system and to implement new versions of software, of which there have been a significant number since the system was introduced in June 2005. Since then the team has also successfully completed two year-end processing runs, producing council tax bills for 100,000 properties and 30,000 benefits claimants. The most recent of these has just been completed and the team is now busy introducing another update to the system software.

In the longer term, this team is to take over managerial control of ICLipse, the document management system and Paris, the receipting system. The teams that currently use these systems also manage them and this move to a centralised management will provide greater resilience.

1.3 External Services

Contact Centre

The Contact Centre has introduced a number of new services as well as some innovative ways of working. The addition of these services has seen the overall number of calls being answered increase by 145,000 per year. This increase has been achieved with a minimal increase in resources and brings the total number of calls answered to 820,000. During this period customer satisfaction levels have also remained high. Examples of new services are

· Helping Hands

· Children’s Services

· Skills for Life

· Switchboard

The Contact Centre has been instrumental in delivering operational outcomes that evolve out of the ‘Think’ initiatives; this has resulted in it being short-listed for an innovation award. Such initiatives include

· Fire Risk Assessments

· Welcome to Salford

· Bereavement

The Contact Centre home-working project continues to be effective with plans to allow more staff to work from home during 2007/08. The main development during 2007/08 will be the impact of the ‘Stock Options’ exercise and significant planning is ongoing to aid the transition to the services being provided by the new companies.   

Advice Team

The Advice Team deals with face-to-face advice across a number of outlets throughout the city. As in the case of the Contact Centre, new services are being added to the portfolio as well as more varied outlets. During 2006/07 new outlets include

· The Opportunities Centre

· Little Hulton One-Stop-Shop

· Space (RSL)

A major initiative that has taken off this year is the introduction of TellyTalk. This video conferencing facility is now in place across four outlets and plans are being considered in relation to the location of future outlets. 

In terms of future plans the team is working toward the implementation of the LIFT programme and examining how processes and procedures need to evolve to meet the needs of such innovative outlets. In addition, planning has taken place for the introduction during 2007/08 of the Mobile Information Centre - a joint initiative between Customer Services and Cultural Services where a One-Stop-Shop and a Mobile Library are to be combined in order that less able residents can access the services on offer to those who are able to attend in person. 

Community Telematics

This team has continued to develop strong relationships with the local community and has been successful in delivering high quality ICT training to a wide variety of local residents (over 500 being allocated regular group training sessions of 32-hours each) including

· Basic ICT training

· Computer maintenance

· Training that has allowed community groups to design and build their own web sites. 

The focus for the team during 2007/08 will be to concentrate their efforts on delivering training sessions that will enable residents who are currently out of work to become active.  

2. PRIORITIES FOR 2007/08
Benefits

Based on initial scoring the benefits service is on target to regain the 4* status it lost following the introduction of the new computer system. This is obviously a provisional self-assessment and is subject to inspection later on in the year. Our priority in this area is to maintain levels of performance so that 4* status is the normal level of service that residents of the city can expect.  This is in addition to continuously striving for ongoing service improvement

Council Tax 

During 2006/07 we started to regain some lost ground in respect of Council Tax collection. However, we know there is significant room for improvement and there are a number of initiatives planned for 2007/08, which will hopefully see a path of continuous improvement. These initiatives will map closely on to the work being carried out in respect of Council Tax call handling where joint recovery / call handling initiatives are being planned that will see improvements being made across the piece. 

Housing Stock Options

The transition to the new Housing companies will need to be managed effectively as it has the potential to impact significantly across front line services as well as the Benefit Processing functions. Colleagues are managing this process to ensure that disruption is kept to a minimum and that service users receive the highest level of service at all times.  

Customer Services Academy

The introduction of the Customer Services Academy will go some way to help meet a number of priorities. The academy is designed to help those who are currently out of work receive the necessary training that will allow them to gain employment. It is hoped that those successfully completing a term in the academy will go to gain employment within Customer Services or elsewhere within the city council either on a permanent basis or as part of the ‘resource pool’. 

A typical academy term will be between 8 to 12 weeks and will involve local residents who are in receipt of benefit. The training will be provided at no cost to the council and those undertaking the course will not lose out on benefits whilst they are in training. 

It is hoped the academy will deliver the following improvements          

· Allow local residents to obtain employment within the council

· Provide key skills to those in the city who are keen to develop themselves

· Allow vacancies to be filled promptly using the most successful academy students

· Reduce unemployment as outlined in Local Area Agreement and in line with Leadership Priorities

· Allow local residents as part of the course to be involved in shaping how services are being delivered  

Structure

As a result of the managerial changes that took place during 2006/07 it will be necessary to review our current structure to ensure that it is fit for purpose and able to deliver the priorities being outlined both operationally and strategically. A number of factors will have some impact on this process, including such initiatives as the review of administrative services and Agile Working; as well as the various ‘Think’ initiatives and the ‘One Council’ approach to delivering services.

Attendance Management

A number of new initiatives are being introduced during 2007/08 to try and improve the levels of sickness across the division. Key activities include

· An awareness session that has taken place, attended by all staff, which outlined how we need to address the current problem

· Introduction of a more formal approach to how ‘return to work’ interviews are now to be carried out

· Monthly Prize draw to take place for colleagues who achieved 100% attendance during preceding three months

· Quarterly performance meetings with colleagues in Human Resources

· Staff working group set up so that we can try and get a better understanding of why levels are high and the actions that are required to deliver improvement    

3. SUMMARY OF ACHIEVEMENTS 2006/07
Summaries of our achievements over the past year are as bulleted below 
· Reduction in management overheads 

· Improvements in benefit administration (provisionally 4*)

· Increase in council tax collection for both current year and arrears

· Increase in NNDR collection 

· Increase in the number of telephone calls answered

· Increase in the number of services that are now included in the Customer Services portfolio

· Short-listed for both an Innovation award and a Counter Fraud award 

· Increase in the number of face-to-face outlets where customers can access our services 

· Innovative solutions to dealing with enquiries introduced including

· TellyTalk

· Welcome to Salford City 

· Fire Risk Assessments

· Improvement in times taken to process Housing Benefit Claims 

· Improvements in collection of Housing Benefit overpayment

· Increase in Council Tax Recovery activity 

· Increase in the number of sanctions against those committing fraud

· Increase in the collection of overpayment arrears

· Increase in the number of colleagues trained as Equality and Diversity Leaders  

· Increase in the number of colleague mentors within the organisation

· Successful Charter Mark annual inspection – Salford has been asked if we can be used as a case study to promote the value of Charter Mark 

· Significant amount of staff training has been undertaken including 

· ECDL

· Service specific

· NVQ

· Transform 

· Many visits from a range of organisations seeking to learn from what we have achieved, including

· Local Authorities

· Department of Work and Pension

John Tanner

Head of Customer Services

April 2007
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