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REPORT OF THE CITY SOLICITOR



TO THE LEAD MEMBER FOR CUSTOMER & SUPPORT SERVICES MEETING ON 


TITLE :  LOCAL GOVERNMENT OMBUDSMAN’S ANNUAL LETTER 2008 / 2009


RECOMMENDATIONS :  The Lead Member  is invited to note the letter and this report.


EXECUTIVE SUMMARY :  

The Local Government Ombudsman’s letter of 18 June 2009 (attached) summarises her involvement with the Council over the year ended 31 March 2009 and gives statistics about the complaints with which she has been involved.

This letter will be reported to Scrutiny in September and subsequently to full Council.
The letter confirms that there were no findings of maladministration and that settlement of Ombudsman cases remains at previous modest levels. 

The number of premature complaints has fallen by 34% and the time taken to deal with initial enquiries from the Ombudsman has fallen by 32%

There has been a growth of 16% in the number of Ombudsman cases dealt with during the year, but this is accounted for by an increased number of findings in the Council’s favour, and by a greater number of cases being concluded (50) than were referred for investigation in the period (45).

Whilst there is no room for complacency the picture compared with previous years is therefore one of a reduction in premature complaints, a faster turn round of those that remain, and an increased number of findings in the Council’s favour.

The Ombudsman’s conclusion bears repeating;

“Your Council covers a heavily populated area which makes considerable demands on services. It is not surprising tthat things sometimes go wrong. What is more significant is the willingness the Council shows to put matters right when failings are revealed. The Council’s positive attitude in this regard is to be commended”.

Work is continuing to improve the corporate complaints system to further reduce the number of premature complaints, and to reduce the number of cases in which a local settlement is appropriate. 

In summary, however, members may feel that the letter reflects good progress in improving the management of citizen disatisfaction.


BACKGROUND DOCUMENTS :

(Available for public inspection)

Local Government Ombudsman’s Annual Letter for the year ended 31 March 2006, 2007 and 2008.


ASSESSMENT OF RISK:  Effective handling of complaints reduces reputational 

	


SOURCE OF FUNDING:  Not applicable

	


COMMENTS OF THE STRATEGIC DIRECTOR OF CUSTOMER AND SUPPORT SERVICES (or his representative):

1. LEGAL IMPLICATIONS




Provided by :  A Rich

The work of the Local Government Ombudsman has a statutory basis.  No legal implications however arise from her letter or this report..

2. FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS



Provided by :  

Not applicable

3. ICT STEERING GROUP IMPLICATIONS


Provided by:

Not applicable

PROPERTY (if applicable):  Not applicable

HUMAN RESOURCES (if applicable):  Not applicable

CONTACT OFFICER :  Anthony Rich, City Solicitor, Ext: 3000

KEY DECISION :  No


WARD(S) TO WHICH REPORT RELATE(S): All


KEY COUNCIL POLICIES:  Complaints


DETAILS (Continued Overleaf)
OVERVIEW OF 2008/9

The Ombudsman’s letter itself is attached.

As in previous years there was no finding of maladministration. 

There were 13 local settlements, the same as in 2007/8 and one less than in 2006/2007. As a proportion of the total concluded cases in the year (26%) we settled a slightly smaller percentage of cases than average (which the Ombudsman assesses at 27%), although with the small number of cases involved that difference is of little statistical significance.

The Ombudsman gives a case summary of those cases that were settled.
The amount spent on compensation was, as in the previous year, less that £10,000 which must be seen against a national picture in which the Ombudsman recommended compensation of £1.81 million from authorities in England during 2007/2008 (The figure for 2008/9 is not available as at he date of drafting this report).

Following changes in the Ombudsman’s procedures a direct comparison of tables and results between 2008/9 results and past years is not always possible. However the current total of 85 enquiries and complaints received contrasts favourably with the previous year’s total of 84 for complaints alone.

Premature complaints have fallen by 34% (25 against the previous year’s 38), and is also lower than the figure of 26 in 2006/7, despite a campaign by the Local Government Ombudsman to raise awareness amongst the public of her role. 

The time for turning around enquiries from the Ombudsman’s office, a previous cause of concern, has fallen by 32% (from an average of 34.1 to 23.1 days), placing us firmly in the top performance group identified by the Ombudsman.

The total number of Ombudsman cases in which investigations started increased slightly during the year with 50 cases against 43 for 2007/8. However this growth is accounted for in two ways. Firstly the Ombudsman was reducing her backlog, closing 50 cases whilst only referring 45 new onwes for investigation. Secondly the increased number of cases closed reflect an increasing number of findings in the Council’s favour including:-

· No maladministration (up from 20 to 24) 

· Ombudsman discretion to close (up from 6 to 7) 

· Outside jurisdiction (up from 5 to 6)

CONCLUSION

The Letter for 2008/9 paints a healthy picture, not least in those areas that previously caused concern.

Officers believe that these improvements are evidence of the effectiveness of the corporate complaints system in capturing and addressing customer disatisfaction at an early stage. Efforts to iprove that system continue.

The improvements take place against a backdrop of efforts by the Ombudsman to make herself more accessible to potential complainants, and an increasingly querulous customer base increasingly ready to complain where we do not deliver the outcome they seek (most obviously reflected in the increase of positive findings of “no maladministration” from 20 to 24)

Complacency must of course be avoided and the task for the future will be;-

· To further develop the positive culture referred to in the Ombudsman’s conclusion

· To sustain progress and reduce

· the overall number of Ombudsman cases

· the number of Ombudsman cases appropriate for local settlement

· To maintain the record of no findings of maladministration
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