PART 1

(OPEN TO THE PUBLIC)
ITEM NO.


REPORT OF THE DIRECTOR OF CORPORATE SERVICES


TO THE QUALITY & PERFORMANCE SCRUTINY COMMITTEE

ON 23rd SEPTEMBER 2002 


TITLE :
BEST VALUE PERFORMANCE INDICATORS 2002/03 -


PERFORMANCE FROM 1 APRIL 2002 – 30 JUNE 2002


RECOMMENDATIONS :

That Members consider and comment upon the Directorate’s performance for the first quarter of 2002/03.


EXECUTIVE SUMMARY :

To present the Directorate's performance for the first quarter of 2002/03 against the Best Value Performance Indicators contained within the Best Value Performance Plan.


BACKGROUND DOCUMENTS :
Working files available across the Directorate.

(Available for public inspection)


CONTACT OFFICER :
Allison Lobley  0161 793 3171


WARD(S) TO WHICH REPORT RELATE(S)

KEY COUNCIL POLICIES   (Continued Overleaf)

1. DETAILS

1.1 Attached as appendix B to this report are the comparator action plan graphs for the Best Value Performance Indicators (BVPI’s) monitored by the Corporate Services’ Directorate, which are currently performing below target for the first quarter of 2002/03.

2. DIRECTORATE STATUS REPORT

2.1
The Directorate’s status report showing how well we are performing against all of the Performance Indicators contained within the BVPP 2002/03 is attached at Appendix A. This report shows at a glance where we are on target to achieve top quartile performance, and where we are not currently meeting our targets.

3. PERFORMANCE INDICATORS WHERE PERFORMANCE IS UNDER TARGET

3.1 The vast majority of BVPI’s monitored by the Directorate are concerned with the Housing Benefit and Council Tax service areas.  Many of these service areas are interdependent, and it may aid Members’ consideration of performance if the indicators covering linked areas are dealt with together. This will ensure that Members can consider the overall position on service delivery as well as performance against individual indicators.  In addition, this type of detailed examination has been applied to the indicators associated with performance in the Financial Support Group (FSG).

3.2 For ease of reference service areas have been grouped together as follows:

Benefits

Cost

Accuracy of processing


Revenues Collection


Business Rates Collection


Cost

Financial Support Group (FSG)

Prompt payment of invoices

3.3
REVENUES AND BENEFITS

3.3.1 The comparator action plan graphs for the following indicators are shown at Appendix B:

BENEFITS

· Cost
LPI 30 – Average cost of handling a Housing benefit or Council Tax benefit claim, taking into account differences in the types of claim received

· Accuracy of processing
BVPI 79a – Percentage of cases for which the calculation of the amount of benefit due was correct on the basis of the information available for the determination of a sample of cases checked post-determination.

BVPI 79b – Percentage of recoverable overpayments (excluding Council Tax benefit) that were recovered in the year

REVENUES COLLECTION

· Business Rates Collection 
BVPI 10 - The % of non-domestic rates due for the financial year which were received by the Authority

· Cost

LPI 29 – The average cost of collecting Council Tax for every home that has to pay

BENEFITS
3.3.2 
79a - Percentage of cases for which the calculation of the amount of benefit due was correct on the basis of the information available for the determination of a sample of cases checked post-determination.

Performance 1st quarter 2002/03

86.4%

Target 2002/03



92.2%

Current performance

Performance is slightly below target levels which may be as a result of several procedural changes within benefits administration from April 2002. Members will appreciate that from April 2002 the Verification Framework has been implemented which introduces far more stringent checks upon benefit claims when they are received. When such changes are viewed together with the major overhaul of procedures as a result of the recent Benefits Fraud Inspectorate’s (BFI) investigation, it can be appreciated that Benefits staff have been faced with major changes in working methods. Despite rigorous training o the staff involved, it is clear that this situation will need to be monitored.

Barriers to improvement

The complex nature of Benefits administration and the continued changes in the legislative framework will ensure that the challenge of maintaining accuracy levels will remain a major test for the Benefits Service.

Proposed action

During July 2002 the Benefits team have introduced improved quality auditing systems which in accordance with BFI guidelines ensure that 10% of all benefit payments are checked. It is expected that such work will ensure that staff training needs will clearly be identified and corrective action where appropriate taken more quickly. The ongoing effect of Verification Framework implementation should also ensure through more rigorous verification of claims at the gateway to the benefits process that accuracy levels will improve.

3.3.3
79b - Percentage of recoverable overpayments (excluding Council Tax benefit) that were recovered in the year

Performance 1st quarter 2002/03

6%

Target 2002/03



40%

Current performance

Although current performance remains below target levels, there has been a change in the calculation of the PI from April 2002 following recent discussions with District Audit representatives concerning the audit of the 2001/02 details. The basis of the calculation of this particular PI has changed on several occasions in recent years and District Audit representatives have advised that Salford’s assessment of the PI for 2001/02 was not based upon the most recent guidance. For Members information, collections should now be calculated only in respect of payments made or overpayments raised within the current and previous year. Salford’s assessment had previously taken into account payments and overpayments made/raised in respect of previous years. It is clear from discussions with District Audit staff, that Salford’s understanding of the guidance is typical of that of a large number of other Authorities. It is clear that we will need to revisit the basis of the 2002/03 target for this particular PI.

Barriers to progress

The change in the basis of the PI will mean that the Authority will need to reconsider its approach to overpayments collections and target its limited resource in recovering more recent overpayments. Salford Direct’s overpayment recovery strategy will be considered by Corporate Services Lead and Deputy Lead Member in September 2002.

Proposed action

Within the above report, considerations will be made of the following issues which are likely to have fundamental effects upon performance in this area;

· Determination of the approach in recovery matters including the use of new recovery methods for example: the use of third party collection agencies

· The implementation of a new overpayment write off policy and the likely write off of high volumes of old debt

REVENUES COLLECTION

3.3.4
BVPI 10 - The % of non-domestic rates due for the financial year which were received by the Authority


Performance 1st quarter 2002/03

32.57%


Target 2002/03



97.10%

Current performance

Business Rates collections during 2002/03 have been hampered by the fact that from March 2002 the Team have converted to a new Business Rates software package. Members will recall that this transition was necessary in order to deliver large budgetary savings through no longer using the Council’s mainframe computer system.

The conversion to the new software was the quickest software conversion ever achieved nationally by the particular software company involved and generally the process has caused minimal disruption to ratepayers. The change however did require a complete re-write of recovery procedures and documentation which has led to some delays in the production of recovery notices during 2002/03. 

Barriers to improvement

In the short-term implementation of the Pericles Business Rates computerised system will continue to create some “teething” problems as users familiarise themselves with new procedures and indeed new procedures/documentation are designed.

Current action

It is anticipated that the recovery timetable will be up to date by 31.8.02 and it is expected that collection improvements will then follow.

COST

3.3.5
LPI 29 - The average cost of collecting Council Tax for every home that has to pay
Performance 1st quarter 2002/03

£10.93

Target 2002/03



£9.59

LPI 30
- Average cost of handling a Housing benefit or Council Tax benefit claim, taking into account differences in the types of claim received
Performance 1st quarter 2002/03

£85.75

Target 2002/03



£78.43


Current performance
In both cases performance is above target levels although it is clear that considerable work is still required to clarify whether 1st quarter performance will be typical of the likely performance for the remainder of the year. The experiences of other Local Authorities implementing Verification Framework tell us that through tighter controls at the benefit gateway, claimant numbers do reduce. Whatever the total costs of benefits administration in real terms therefore, any decline in claimant numbers will adversely affect performance in this area. This situation will need to be monitored closely. In the case of council tax collection, although costs levels have slightly increased, performance does still remain in top quartile nationally.

Barriers to progress

The implementation of Verification Framework has led to increases in staffing resources within benefits to tackle the additional workload this entails. Whilst such investment has been supported by Government funding, as stated above it is anticipated that Verification Framework will reduce claimant numbers.

Proposed action

There will be continued monitoring of costs levels/claimant numbers to ensure that the recent performance trends are maintained and costs continue to reduce.

PROMPT PAYMENT OF INVOICES

3.4.1 BVPI 8

Performance 1st quarter 2002/03

75.6%

Target 2002/03



100%

Current performance

Performance during the first quarter of 2002/03 worsened from the position in the fourth quarter of 2001/02 due to a large number of sickness absences.  Of the structure of eleven staff, the team leader was absent for over a month and three of the Creditor Officers had long term sickness totalling 6.5 months during the quarter.  It has been decided that the structure, anyway, was inadequate to undertake the workload and two extra posts have been approved but had not been filled during the period. Four agency workers were brought in towards the end of the quarter to supplement the permanent staff.  Throughout the period a backlog was building up which affected even the payment of invoices which did not have a computer generated order.  Payment of the latter within 30 days has always been in excess of 90%.  However, during June this dropped to 79%.

During the quarter, the majority of invoices continued to be being paid via the accounts payable module of SAP, ie with no computer generated purchase order (approx 60%, and increase from the end of last year).   Difficulties with goods receipting continued.

Barriers to improvement

· Goods receipting is still not working as efficiently as required causing delays in processing invoices adversely affecting the indicator. The process does seem over complicated.

· Staff unwilling to process via SAP invoice verification due to the difficulties in processing, and the fact that individual processing figures are monitored.

· Staffing resources have not been adequate to cope with current workload.

· Lack of adequate SAP training due to lack of resources on the e-Merge team.  Lack of resources on the e-Merge team have led to cancellation of training scheduled for mid June.

· Delays implementing a short-term document imaging system, which would enable a review of resources due to time saved not having to file invoices.

Proposed Action

· Training to address complications of invoice verification processing to be re-scheduled.

· The implementation of a short-term document imaging solution should release additional resources for invoice processing.

· Longer term to implement an at-source imaging solution which would provide Directorates with access to invoice images, and hopefully reduce delays in transportation of documentation.

· Continuing to build close working relationships with Directorates and suppliers to improve the procedures for processing .  Meetings have taken place with Environmental Services Vehicle Maintenance Section, Energy Audit and Scottish Power.

· Continued SAP support to requisitioners and authorisers to improve the workflow processes to enable more efficient processing.

· Findings from the review of the procurement process to enable a more simplified process by the consideration of purchase orders that do not require goods receipting for certain services / goods provision, need to be implemented.

· Longer term - the investigation of the potential for purchase cards for certain goods/service provision. This could alleviate the pressures of processing high volume invoices such as provisions.

· Staffing levels have been reviewed (interviews to take place during next quarter) 

· Longer-term strategy for the creditors group to be compiled.

· Arrangements are to be made for more experienced staff to concentrate on paying invoices which result from computer generated purchase orders, leaving agency staff to pay other, easier invoices.

· It is proposed to introduce a system to identify disputed invoices which should be excluded from counting within the calculation for this indicator

· It is proposed to re-configure SAP to include only “commercial” payments within the calculation for this indicator.
4. RECOMMENDATION

4.1
Members’ comments and questions on our performance are welcomed.
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