ITEM 6a

Report to: Scrutiny Committee – Customer and Support Services

From: Strategic Director of Customer and Support Services

Title: Council Tax Collection & Benefits – Update October 2008
1. Introduction

1.1 A report on Council Tax collection, with some proposals for service improvements was submitted to Scrutiny Committee in November 2007 and an update on that and the position on the Benefits service was provided in May of this year. Members will recall that they asked for a further update on progress after the half year and this report highlights progress across both services.

2. Council Tax Update 

Collection

Collection at the half year stage for 2008/09 stood at 52.38%, which was 1.14% higher than at a similar time last year. The target set for this service is a 2% improvement over the year, so good progress is being made towards achieving the target.
At the same time as delivering improvements in current year collection, activity in collecting arrears has continued to improve in the first half of the year. In that period collections against arrears reached £2.465m, which is £115k more than in the same period of 2007/08.
Members will recall that in earlier reports it was highlighted that arrears collection in Salford had doubled during 2006/7 to over £4m and that trend was repeated during 2007/8 with a further amount of over £4m being collected. At the mid point this year we are well on the way to a similar achievement for arrears collection. It should be noted that the current economic climate may begin to impact on our collection rates both for the current year and for arrears. With this in mind, we will continue to closely monitor performance so that any downturn is identified as early as possible and the relevant action taken.
In the last report we mentioned that in year recovery activities had commenced earlier than ever before, with summonses being issued in April. This work has continued during the first half of the year with 42,622 reminder letters and 18,227 summonses being despatched. This brisk activity is now a routine feature of our approach to the recovery of overdue amounts.

Banding List

In our last report we announced that the new development to allow for the automated update of accounts when the band of a property changes in the banding list. This has enabled us to update the computer system more efficiently with all banding amendments now done on a regular basis.  
Inspections

In the last report Members were advised that new procedures have been implemented in this part of the service which included an automated selection routine to enable more robust checks on empty properties. As a result, all empty properties have now been visited to confirm that they are not currently occupied.

In addition, the procedures and managerial controls have now been reviewed and three inspectors are now carrying out the council tax inspections with managerial support by one of the team’s supervisors.

Bailiff Contract

In our last report there was mention of the review of the contract we have with bailiff companies. Members will recall that during 2007/08 the Greater Manchester Consortium (a group of GM authorities), responsible for setting up the bailiff contract, reviewed the arrangements established under the contract.
As a result of lessons learnt across Greater Manchester a new contract has now been drafted which will make available the services of additional bailiff companies, allowing more flexibility in the way we can allocate work. This will allow us to allocate work to the companies that show the best performance in our area.
The companies employed under the new contract will be: -

Current contractors

· Jacobs

· Equita

· Rossendales

New contractors

· Bristow & Sutor

· Marston Group (formerly Drakes)

· Dukes

The contract is currently with the legal team and we can expect it to come into effect in the near future.
Using Costs as a Negotiating Tool
This practice continues to be effective in negotiations with customers and it is now part of our routine procedure when dealing with cases subject to court action.
Access to Payroll records

Members will recall that this initiative would enable attachments of earnings on cases where the customer is also an employee of the City Council.

Discussions have taken place and we are now working on establishing links between the two computer systems (Payroll and Council Tax) so that the checking of cases can be automated. This approach will protect both payroll records and council tax data from unnecessary access by staff on both teams but will provide the information needed to make attachment of earnings in appropriate cases.

2.7 During October cases were heard at Salford Magistrates court where we successfully applied for a warrant of arrest with bail to be granted for several charge payers from across the city that had failed to pay their council tax liability. A press release has also been sent to Marketing and Communications regarding this activity.  

2.8 Recovery software

Members will recall that in the last report we mentioned that new software was being introduced which would provide better automation in making attachments of benefits and earnings. The software was introduced in early June 2008 and over 6500 cases have been dealt with using this automated process, making the recovery process more efficient in respect of these stages.
2.9 Single Person Discount Review
In our last report we mentioned that under the National Fraud Initiative, the Audit Commission were to undertake a data matching exercise using a combination of council tax and benefits data. It is anticipated that this may highlight some case where customers are wrongly claiming single person discount, which currently results in a 25% reduction in their council tax bill.
The Audit Commission have confirmed that there is a delay in undertaking this exercise and we are therefore unable to report on progress, at this stage. If possible, an update will be provided in our next report.

In the meantime, there is an in-house solution that was introduced during October, involving the customer relationship management system, Citizen, which is used in the Contact Centre. This process uses existing customer contact and involves on the spot checks in cases where a discount exists to confirm that it is still appropriate. An update will be provided on its effectiveness at a later date. 
2.10 Benchmarking with other GM Authorities

Salford has for some year’s been an active member of a benchmarking group with the revenues services in other local authorities in Greater Manchester.

As part of these activities the results for 2007/08 have recently been made available to member authorities. The results show Salford’s position in relation to others in Greater Manchester across a range of indicators and below are some of the highlights from the returns.

Authority names have been excluded but highest and lowest performance has been identified with Salford’s position established against each measure: -

· Best Practice Score - from an agreed selection of best practice measures. Salford recorded the highest score with 88%. Next highest 86%, lowest 63%

· Gross cost of service provision per dwelling – Salford mid-table with £18.45. Highest £24.30, lowest £12.78.

· 2007 National Deprivation Ranking – Salford 15th. Second lowest in GM. Lowest 4th, highest 178th.

· Percentage of households on Benefit – Salford 27.15%. Second highest in GM. Highest  27.74%, lowest 16.33% 

· Number of face-to-face enquiries – Salford highest with 14,236. Next highest 12,509, lowest 4,475.

· Percentage of face-to-face enquiries per property – Salford highest with 13.64%. Next highest 12.83%, lowest 3.27%.

· Percentage of telephone calls answered – Salford second highest with 86.59%. Highest 88.05%, lowest 15%

· Number Internet Payments received – Salford second highest with 22,535. Highest 29,187, lowest 5,737.

· Response time between default in payment and reminder letter being sent – Salford second lowest with 10 days. Lowest 7 days, highest 22 days

· Number of reminder letters sent. Salford second highest with 65,225. Highest 155,295, lowest 33,834

· Number of summonses issued – second highest with 29,349. Highest 71,457, lowest 12,348

· Percentage of properties to receive summons – Salford second highest with 28.13%. Highest 33.87%, lowest 11.66%

· Number of liability orders granted by Court – Salford Second highest with 17,938. Highest 54,830, lowest 8,588

· Number of cases sent to bailiff – Salford second highest with 14,717. Highest 35,207, lowest 239

· Value of cases sent to bailiff – Salford second highest with £9m. Highest £21.1m, lowest £111k

· Value of Write-offs in 2007/8 - Salford mid-table with £622k. Highest £6.2m, lowest £310k

· Increase in new properties – Salford second highest with 1,749. Highest 5,431, lowest 469
3. Benefits Update

Processing Performance

The new National Indicator for processing data in the benefits service is a collective measure of the time taken to process a new benefit claim, together with the time taken to amend an existing claim. 
The target set for this national indicator is 21 days and our performance at the half year stage is 19.01 days

Although we are no longer required to report to central government on the individual measures for new claims and amendments, we have retained these as local indicators, as they provide useful management information about our service. 

The targets for these have been set at 29 days and 13.5 days respectively, with our performance at the half year stage achieving 27.48 days and 12.77 days.
The new inspection regime

From 1st April 2008, the Audit Commission took over responsibility from the Benefit Fraud Inspectorate (BFI) for the inspection of the Benefits Service using new Key Lines of Enquiry (KLOE) which are based on the judgements on how good the service is and the prospects for improvement.
The inspection process and scoring methodology are completely different from those used by the BFI. The new regime will mean that the benefits service will be assessed against more challenging criteria and it is generally accepted, including by the Audit Commission, that this will be a harder test that is likely to see some councils achieving a lower score, although their service may continue to provide the same high standard of service to the customer.
The vision for the service for the future

The new Gateway Centres opening in Walkden, Eccles and Pendleton will provide services directly in the communities and to assist the take up of benefits we are in the process of including additional functionality to our benefits computer system that will help make it easier to make a claim.
Once the process of procuring this functionality is completed, new software will allow claims to be made in the face to face environment of the Gateway Centres, where staff will be able to assist customers to complete an electronic form, which is then captured by the computer system without the need to use paper claim forms. 
This new way of working will provide assistance in claims processing on a scale that has never been achieved before and will help to overcome the difficulties some customers have in making a claim. 
In addition to providing a face to face solution, the same computer package will also facilitate the completion of claims by telephone and over the Internet. The effect this will have on the service we provide will be significant because it will produce efficiencies that mean customers receive the correct benefit in a more timely fashion, whilst at the same time helping to reduce the cost of the service.

This particular development is part of the Customer Services Think Efficiency review, which is currently underway.

4. Recommendations

It is requested that Members note the contents of this update report and the improvements being made in both service areas. 
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