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Introduction

This report covers the period to 30 September 2007, during which time the managerial structure has undergone a major change with two Operations Managers being recruited to strengthen the service at a more senior level. 

Further changes have taken place in respect of the Internal Services managerial areas of responsibility, which have been reviewed and arrangements agreed to ensure all areas of the service now have a lead manager. External Services are to be reviewed in a similar manner and a proposed restructure, including the Contact Centre, is ongoing.

Key Activities - General  

Attendance Management

This is a subject that continues to be a major focus for managers, with reports from the SAP system being made available in respect of each service area in order to identify in greater detail where there are higher than normal levels of sickness. These reports are then used to establish how we can improve performance in these areas.

Sickness levels for the period up to 30 June 2007 have shown a slight decrease and a number of key initiatives have been set up during the period to improve attendance levels.

Customer Services Academy

Academy trainees made up of 13 lone parents started training during June 2007; the aim of the project was to 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.  

The first six weeks training was conducted by A4E on behalf of Job Centre Plus and focused on academic training. The second phase a further six weeks involved operational training and job shadowing and was provided by Customer Services. All trainees who completed the training were offered an interview for a position within Customer Services; six trainees were successful in securing positions - four in external services and two in internal services. The second academy group started academic training in November, with a view to possible recruitment in February 08. 

Business Continuity

During this period a successful test was carried out at SunGard in Stockport ensuring that our services continue to be facilitated as part of our business continuity plans.

Mobile Services

Mobile Information Centre (MIC) and Mobile Advice Centre (MAC)

· The AGMA funded (MAC) vehicle was in Salford for the week commencing 25 June 07. The vehicle was located at various sites throughout the city covering Ordsall, Eccles, Little Hulton, Pendleton and Irlam. The numbers of visitors to the vehicle were low; however this could be attributed to the poor weather conditions during that week. The next scheduled time the vehicle was in Salford was the week commencing 15 October 07.

· The Link Age funded vehicle (MIC) has been completed and drivers recruited. The role of the vehicle is to give support and advice in the community, including areas difficult to reach by the more traditional methods of service delivery. Customer surveys will also be conducted to improve and inform future activities for this exciting new project. The official launch took place in October and early signs are that the service has been popular with those who have used it.

Internal Services

Benefits

CPA 2006/7: In September it was confirmed that the Benefits Service regained its ‘excellent’ rating as part of the CPA assessment for 2006/07. This is great credit to all involved and was achieved ahead of schedule following the implementation of the new Computer system.

2007/8: Throughout the period, benefit processing performance has remained the focus of regular performance meetings to ensure performance meets the required standards outlined in the BVPI and that our current ‘excellent’ rating is maintained. The process of weekly monitoring has indicated performance is as expected and the likely year-end CPA score would deliver an excellent rating. In addition, the appeals team met all three of their performance measure targets for both quarters. 

Extensive work was undertaken in developing and agreeing the priorities in our improvement plan, which was sent to the BFI in June. 

Stock Options: A Service Level Agreement has now been agreed with Salix Homes and the relationship is a positive one. Work is ongoing in readiness of the launch of City West Housing Trust in 2008.

Local Housing Allowance: The Welfare Reform Bill was passed in parliament on 3 May 07 and a national rollout of the Local Housing Allowance Scheme (LHA) has been prescribed from 7 April 08. For the 18 authorities already administering LHA, which includes Salford, there are changes to the existing scheme. The three main ones are using a different method of calculating room size criteria; Rent Officers will be required to use median figures when they calculate LHA rates and the introduction of capping to a maximum of £15 above the contractual rent.

The number of LHA claims currently paid to tenants remains at static 82.5%; this suggests that in the majority of cases, tenants and landlords have accepted the new method of payment and made suitable arrangements to pay the rent. 

The LHA Team are hosting many visits and sharing information with local authorities based around Salford’s experience of LHA, to help prepare and assist them in managing the project to introduce the new scheme of Housing Benefits. In addition, the LHA team continues to support DWP in developing Best Practice and guidance material for LAs to use for national rollout and giving presentations about their experiences at seminars.
Council Tax

Council Tax Recovery improvements have continued to be implemented throughout this period with collection on current ahead of the same point last year by just under 1%. In addition, arrears collection continues to be positive with the current position being some £200k up on the same point last year.  

A council tax staff improvement working group has been set up - the next workshop, including the Call Centre and the Advice Team is due to take place in December. 

Recruitment has been completed for the new debt recovery team, which is now operational and based in the customer contact centre. 

Some of the initiatives being worked on - or already put in place - that are designed to increase the rate of improvement include:

· Paperless direct debit introduced  

· Procedures reviewed regarding direct debit defaulters

· Direct debit promoted as councils preferred method of payment

· Increased reporting information regarding telephone browser payment statistics received which will enable this area to be focused on - to increase payments by this method

· Recovery profile reviewed and improvements made

· Review of letters in Plain English and to promote quicker recovery

· Introduction of debt collection agency pilot

· Review of operational procedures to streamline processes where appropriate

· Introduction of attachments and monitoring processes

· Cash allocation review and implementation

· Committal and bankruptcy recovery initiatives commenced

· Team tasks reviewed to generate efficiencies

· Computer software enhanced 

· Quarterly performance meetings with Bailiff companies 

Business Rates

Up to the end of September 07, the Business Rates Team has issued 1689 reminder notices, 712 final notices and over 600 summonses. 

In addition, 52 charge payers were issued with committal proceedings and collection remains ahead of the same point last year. 

There are changes planned from April 2008 regarding the introduction of charging in respect of properties that previously did not attract a charge. Work has already commenced to identify these accounts and who will be responsible for the charge, in order that demands can be issued at the appropriate time. This work will have an impact of the property inspection team, as it will result in the need to carry out more inspections.     

Investigations and Overpayments

The Investigations Team continues to provide an excellent service, with improved performance during 2007/08. 

During this period 110 sanctions and prosecutions were achieved compared to 87 during the same period last year. As a result of this performance, the BVPI target is on track to be exceeded by some margin. 

In addition to this, the team continues with its exceptional partnership work with other organisations, such as the DWP, GMP and GM Fire Service. Operations undertaken by the team up to the end of September include the following: Ten Operation Spanner – traffic stops with Greater Manchester Police and Vehicle Operator Services Agency in the Swinton area. As a result of these exercises, a total of 187 people were questioned, of which 118 lived within the Salford boundary resulting in 10 investigation cases. In addition, several other partnership-working activities were undertaken with Greater Manchester Police throughout the city during the period.

The Overpayments Team has several BVPI targets and continues to make good progress, with the collection indicators looking to exceed the annual targets.

The recovery rate for overpayments being recovered via county court action has improved during this period due to changes in working practices to ensure only the most effective methods are used.

The table below shows an analysis of value of housing benefit overpayment debt by recovery type:

	Recovery Method:
	Current Values:

	Recovery from on-going Housing Benefit
	£1,586,362

	Cash repayment arrangement
	£968,610

	Billed no arrangement or tracing stage
	£726,999

	Recovery via Phillips debt collection agency
	£208,679

	Recovery via Rossendale’s debt collection agency
	£199,315

	Recovery via Department for Work & Pensions
	£354,422

	Recovery via County Court
	£260,775

	Total Debt:
	£4,305,162


During the recent postal strikes, benefit cheque payments have been issued earlier to ensure customers receive their payments on time.

Document Services

The team have taken on new business during this year, which involves scanning and indexing for the VAT section of the Financial Support Group. Charges for the service have also been reviewed and increased to 13p per item scanned and indexed. 

Linking to the council’s pledge of investing in young people links have been made with All Hallows School and work experience has been given on this section to a student of the school.

Systems Team

The systems team successfully dealt with the following activities during the period

· Testing and installation of two main Northgate system releases

· Annual billing and benefit uprating completed with minimum disruption to service users

· Assisted with year-end and subsidy claim by completion of processes within a strict timetable. 
Income Team

The Income Team has continued to manage payments successfully, including an increase in workload due to the additional direct debit payment dates that are now available. The following table shows payments processed for the first half of the year:

	Type of Transaction


	April – September 2007

	Postal Remittances


	44,803                      £25,433,022.12

	Internet Payments


	16,898                       £2,016,887.98

	Automated Telephone Payments


	14,623                       £1,475,241.23

	Post Office Payments


	230,265                    £13,598,476.61

	Telephone/ Browser Payments


	22,871                       £3,576,981.02

	PC – PDQ


	65                                   £2,654.40

	Pay Zone


	930                                £53,954.87

	DWP Payment Schedule


	1980                              £17,419.36

	NPHL Direct Debit


	11681                        £1,693,128,85

	CTAX Direct Debit


	227447                     £24,353,526.58

	NNDR Direct Debit


	18809                       £23,620.332.36


External Services

Contact Centre

The number of calls being answered by the Contact Centre continues to rise year on year and the following table shows the incremental rise, together with the services that have contributed to the additional demand for the service.

	Financial Year


	Services Introduced 
	Calls answered

	2003 / 04 
	Housing 

Libraries


	550,000

	2004 / 05 
	Licensing 

Highways

Ad hoc pieces of work 


	620,000

	2005 / 06
	Drug and Alcohol Advice

Telephone payments Introduced 


	675,000

	2006 / 07
	Switchboard

Helping Hands

Children’s Services


	820,000

	2007 / 08
	Housing Stock Options Split Services -

· HCP

· Salix

· New Prospect

· Planning. Building Control

· Env Services Recycling Initiative

· Employability


	Anticipated 860,000 -900,000 


Performance 2007/ 08

	
	Offered
	Cumulative
	Answered
	Cumulative
	% Service Level
	% Answered

	April
	73,467
	73,467
	64,971
	64,971
	67
	88

	May
	78,201
	151,668
	68,705
	133,676
	68
	88

	June
	83,906
	235,574
	72,475
	206,151
	65
	86

	July
	103,881
	339,455
	86,083
	292,234
	62
	83

	August
	85,559
	425,014
	72,976
	365,210
	62
	85

	September
	81,242
	506,256
	66,727
	431,937
	63
	82

	October
	88,754
	595,010
	76,695
	508,632
	70
	86


The number of calls answered so far this year shows an increase of 34,000 on the same point last year. This increase in calls answered has been achieved without any additional resource, being an example of how services are reviewed to make the call handling process as streamlined as possible.  

It is acknowledged that the current Contact Centre structure does not reflect the demand for the service that is being presented and as a result a revised structure is currently in the process of being implemented. The proposed structure not only looks at the required resource but also takes into account a revised way of delivering the service, which will hopefully meet the demands of a very demanding and rapidly changing environment - both locally and nationally. 

The Contact Centre is currently playing a major role in helping the council deliver against the employability agenda, as it is the hub of the Customer Services Academy. The Contact Centre placed four students from the first batch into permanent employment and is currently providing a training environment for the current batch. It is anticipated that the ongoing restructure will allow a number of students to take up posts when the current academy finishes in February.     

Advice Team

The Advice Team continues to develop the services it provides with many new initiatives being introduced both on a short-term and long-term basis as the opening of the LIFT centres fast approaches. The team currently provides services on a weekly basis at some point in every ward in the city and one piece of work that is ongoing is to review the service provision to see how it supports the work of the LIFT centres. 

The Advice Team have for some time not had a dedicated line manager due to the previous post holder taking up the position of Operations Manager. Since this appointment, the line management duties have been temporarily shared across the two Assistant Team Leaders. However, this is not an ideal situation and will be resolved once the External Services restructure has been implemented. The team has responded extremely positively in maintaining service provision during what has been a challenging time. 

External Services initiatives

· The success of the Burglary Reduction initiative has meant that target of 600 almost achieved within the first month, with 400 referrals being sent, resulting in the initiative targeting customers aged 80 + in certain areas of city.

· GMPA campaign.

· The successful integration of Building Control and Planning Control enquiries into the Contact Centre.

· Salix Home Implementation - July. This involved a complete re-engineering of the service including a single free phone number and completely generic staff.

· Linkage/Customer Profiling - extending checks to Pension Service.

· Adult Safeguarding Hotline into the Contact Centre.

· Salford Home Search – August. This involves the Choice Based Lettings service for Housing Connections Partnership. This is a completely new way of letting properties and not only involved service redesign but also IT systems were designed and built by ICT Services.

· Dedicated Helpline to give information about the Refuse collection due to strike action.

· Attendance and advice given at Environmental Services Open Day.

· Attendance and advice given at Salford Garden Party – September.

· Free school meals renewal period commenced.

· LIFT meetings and activities undertaken including site visit.

· Emergency accommodation, reception facilities and interview rooms were provided for Registrars at very short notice. The Advice Team provided essential support both in terms of accommodation and resource during what has been a challenging time for the Registrars service.
· We provided advice at a one-off surgery for Contor Housing Association. 

· Completed several HB /CTB customer questionnaires.

· Telly Talk open day at Hope Hospital.

· Various customer satisfaction questionnaires completed with positive results.

· Training continued across both service areas, including training to assist with back office processing during downtime periods.

· Attendance at Fair Trade events.

One Stop Shop

The period has seen continuing activities, including

· Weekly advice sessions continue to be run by SALVE, Debt Advice, Disability Employment, RELATE, Pathfinder in employment, Housing/Council Tax Benefit (averaging 11 per month, one afternoon per week).

· Nearly 200 people for the year to date have been given help with their CVs, with 60% of them securing employment within four months.

· Over 6-month period from March, there was 1019 hours of general IT training including 163 new clients.

· A Heart of Salford event was held in September to celebrate the partnership with Salford University and people with health problems.

· Assisted in the placement of computers to Salford residents aged between 50 and 74 who have had a coronary health problem. The computers are donated, complete with a printer and speakers, to such members of the community.
· Job & Training Fair was held on 25 October with many different agencies present. The Mayor attended.
The future accommodation of the One Stop Shop is currently subject to examination with Harrop Fold school on the Longshaw site due to close during the summer of 2008. Various options are being considered and a further update will be provided at a later date.

Community Telematics – ICT in the Community Project

The project has continued to work with local colleges and organisations from the community and voluntary sector to deliver first steps ICT training in community venues throughout Salford. 

Sessions continued during the summer but many new sessions have started or will start during October in libraries throughout Salford. 

Colleges are not able to fund first steps non-accredited ICT training so the team has successfully obtained funding from a variety of sources (including 5 Neighbourhood Management areas, UK Online and Linkage Plus) to pay for tutors delivering the above courses. 

Many of our learners have progressed to accredited higher-level courses offered by Salford College and Broughton Database. A main priority of the team is to improve employability of Salford citizens. 

During the summer the team arranged delivery of computer maintenance workshops at Salford Opportunities Centre and Bethany Community Centre in conjunction with Work Solutions. Of the nine people attending, three have started on a progression course at Eccles College.

Many of the people attending the first steps training are looking for a route into employment. Members of the team work with them on a 1-1 to help produce CV’s. The team are on target to beat last year’s figure of directly working with over 700 people to develop IT skills. 

The team continue to help groups to develop web sites using Colsal to help build their groups. Assistance is being given by the team to the Financial Inclusion Steering Group to support them building a site to help them achieve their aims and objectives.

SDG

Customer Services’ Staff Development Group held a successful Away Day at Buile Hill last May based on the Council’s Pledge 3: Learning, Leisure & Creativity IN Salford, which included a presentation by Jill Baker, Strategic Director of Children’s Services. Pupils from All Hallows’ Gardening Club were present and Salford Reds players gave a fitness demonstration over the lunchtime.

John Tanner

Head of Customer Services
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