INTRODUCTION BACKGROUND AND SUMMARY

People want high quality services. They want public services to be accessible and more convenient. They want those delivering services to listen more to those that use, or might in the future use services and to make more effort to find out what they want. They want services which are easy to contact that respond quickly to their query, are easy to get in touch with from home or work, use modern means to deliver effective services and keep them informed.

As the result of new technology, people’s expectations of access to services have been transformed in recent years. This is not only accessing services over the Internet or via a call centre, but in other ways such as getting money from a cash machine, or being able to find out straight away about the availability of goods in shops and when new deliveries will arrive. These everyday experiences now influence their expectations of public services. 

Customer Services, as a direct provider of services to the public fully embrace the people perspective – 

· providing better quality access to services through the contact centre, 

· providing more choice in how services are accessed via the Internet 

· Access to services locally and for longer opening hours as with cash collection through the Post Office 

· improving delivery of services through working with partners such as the CAB

Customers define and shape their perception of the Council in terms of the way in which people behave or respond to them.  This is taken further by the degree of access – in the industrial sector customers would not expect to be in contact with the factory packer, yet in service delivery our staff become the ‘face’ and ‘voice’ of the Council.  It is therefore essential that they are involved in the changes and that they are provided with the tools and techniques to deliver a good service.  A service, moreover, which improves over time.

Those who deliver our services – our staff and managers, further enhance the ‘people’ perspective, and they are at the heart of our change programme.  They provide the direction and motivation that determines our success. Our staff have embraced unprecedented change and development in the past year.  Examples include:

· Heavy involvement in delivery of our commitment to DTLR pathfinder programme, with a programme of presentations, visits and discussions on Local Government On-Line at local, regional and national level, including work with the Office of the E-Envoy (see section 1)

· Changes to the managerial structure and portfolio of responsibilities, with the inclusion of council tax and benefits in the service and new branding of Salford Direct (see section 2)

· Continued development of our contact centre, which goes from strength, and handled more than 250,000 calls last year alone.  It’s portfolio now includes calls on behalf on Housing Benefits, Registrars and Job Applications.  Early work with Partners to provide one stop services. (see section 3)

· The centralisation of benefits and the delivery of improved cash collection facilities allied with a stronger performance culture, which is helping to bring about significant improvements (see section 4)

· An extremely successful social inclusion programme with take up of programmes being 50% in excess of demand, enabled by a number successful funding bids and the development of new web site functions for the community (see section 5)

· A new focus on Internet and Intranet delivery with the appointment of a corporate web content manager.  Notable successes included Salford being one of the first in the UK to publish local election results on line (at 10:20 p.m. on election night) (see section 6)

DEVELOPING OUR STAFF

With a service that is acts as the ‘voice and the face of the Council’, it is crucial that staff not only have the tools do to their job effectively, but that considerable effort is given to training and developing them. 

In the contact centre, all staff are generically trained to handle an average of at least two services with a number of staff being proficient in three. When staff learn a new discipline they are mentored on a 1-2-1 by a Contact Centre Technical Advisor who guides and assists the member of staff until they are able they are able to work unaided.   

The Contact Centre now employs a number of staff who have previously worked in private sector Call Centres, many of whom have commented favourably on working for us. Other staff have transferred from other parts of the City Council. 

There are good opportunities for personal and staff development within the service. Last year, 39 staff across the whole of Salford Direct achieved Customer Service NVQ Level 3, the highest possible level, and 9 staff achieved Fraud Investigation PINS qualification and have now become recognised Accredited Counter Fraud Officers. In addition, 29 Contact Centre staff are now undertaking NVQ courses in Call Handling.  This represents nearly 70% of the contact centre team. In addition to this, 7 staff on the Customer Service Team who deal with face-to-face enquiries are currently undertaking NVQ’S in Customer Care and 1 member of staff is taking a degree in Community Governance. 
Staff views on the working environment are an important factor  - they are our customers too.  Comments from staff include

“Delivering customer care is a more pleasurable experience with the City Council”

“An approachable and friendly atmosphere”

“The strong arm tactics of my previous employer left you almost in fear of using your initiative”

“There is an open door feel about all levels of management within the Call Centre”

“The accommodation is far more user friendly”

“Staff feel valued and are treated with more respect”

“Couldn’t go back to the old way of working”   

SECTION 1 – STRATEGIC DELIVERY OF LOCAL GOVERNMENT ON LINE

“Heavy involvement in delivery of our commitment to DTLR pathfinder programme, with a programme of presentations, visits and discussions on Local Government On-Line at regional and national level, and assisting in the development of specific products”

In April 2001 the Department for Transport, Local Government and the Regions approved an application by Salford Council for Pathfinder Status in respect of the development and implementation of local government on-line (LGOL). Salford’s bid was chosen from 220 applications from other authorities all over the country to become one of only 25 that were selected. Pathfinder status was an important achievement for Salford and national recognition of our success in bringing about change and delivering better customer services. This clearly demonstrates we are at the forefront of the modernising agenda and actively pursuing continuous improvement through innovation and imaginative solutions. 

Customer Services had strategic responsibility for delivery of commitments to DTLR.  It became clear early on that the work we were doing was highly valued and relevant to the LGOL national programme.  This years programme included

· Work with DTLR (now ODPM) – Salford is one of the few that sit on the national LGOL Project Board

· Mentoring other local authorities – Salford had the highest demand for assistance, with mentoring, dissemination and support sought by 14 local authorities from all over the UK.  This was in recognition of our expertise, particularly in Business Process Re-engineering and Call Centre developments

· Presentations and promotion of Salford at a wide variety of national events, including Pathfinder events, a range of national conferences and regional IT events

· Early exploratory discussions with a consortium of local authorities in Cheshire, with a view to Salford implementing and operating a call handling facility for them. Unfortunately local considerations in Cheshire precluded a deal, it was evident that the work we had done inspired confidence in other authorities

· Attracting media and central government interest – Salford have been mentioned as an exemplar by the National Audit Office, (one of only two local authorities mentioned), and in the national strategy for e-government where we are set to develop national projects over the next year. Salford has also been included in articles in Public Finance, specialist magazines and the Guardian newspaper

· Attracting interest from the Cabinet Office. The Head of Customer Service was personally asked to sit on an expert panel within the Office of the E-Envoy, and the Cabinet Office visiting Salford to consider how Salford’s programme may be developed more widely
· Invited to sit on the think tank panel of experts on the North-West E-Government group to drive the regional agenda forward.  The group reports to the NWRA
· The contact centre closely involved in demonstrating how services are implemented/ delivered, and have hosted 30 visits from external organisations in the past year.
· Leading the LocTA project on behalf of GM authorities which has attracted media interest and interest from e-government
The ambassadorial role of Customer Services has been influential in putting Salford on the national stage as an innovator of service delivery. The LGOL programme has been particularly successful in Salford and we are reasonably confident that our profile will be maintained in the coming year.

SECTION 2 – A RESTRUCTURE AND REBRANDING OF SERVICES

“Changes to the managerial structure and portfolio of responsibilities, with the inclusion of council tax and benefits in the service and new branding of Salford Direct”

The period since the People Not Technology strategy was endorsed as Council Policy has brought about significant change and associated benefits for the City Council and in particular for Corporate Services
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At the same time, the following were constraining developments
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WAY FORWARD

In response to these factors, a range of proposals were developed in relation to Customer Services:

· Reorganise the current management accountabilities and service structures to take account of recent changes, to free up strategic capacity and to provide greater managerial co-ordination 

· Provide the opportunity to rebrand and therefore refocus the organisation function

· Delegate responsibilities and empower middle managers and so aid succession planning

There is a strong relationship with the development of Salford Advance and its outcomes, which are part of the implementation effort within Customer Services. Consideration also needs to be given to how this can be effectively managed and maintained, and how it can assist with the BPR / Pathfinder / Information Society accelerated programme.  

Many of the functions of Customer Services also applied to Revenues & Benefits
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Integrating Revenues & Benefits within customer services would bring about the following benefits
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Although the new organisational structure is in its infancy, the evidence of service improvement and levering managerial capacity to enable an increasing ambassadorial role for Salford is proving to be beneficial. Further evaluation will take place in 2002/03

SECTION 3 – SERVICE TO CUSTOMERS GOES FROM STRENGTH TO STRENGTH

“Continued development of our contact centre, which goes from strength, and handled more than 250,000 calls last year alone.  The Contact Centre portfolio now includes calls on behalf on Council Tax, Environmental Services, Housing Benefits, Registrars and Job Applications” 

Performance

The beginning of the year saw the Contact Centre facing a huge challenge in terms of demand as the introduction of new changes to refuse collection resulted in call centre volumes being way in excess of the expected level of demand. By way of example, the amount of calls for Environmental Services was expected to be in the region of around 4,000 per month, the actual number at its peak exceeded 12,000 per month. 

In spite of this, the service handled the issue by 

· training and deploying staff from other services within the Contact Centre, which meant that at peak times, up to 21 Customer Service Representatives, were and able to take Environmental Services related calls.

· Opening hours were extended so that calls were taken from 8 a.m. to 8 p.m.  

· Performance levels were maintained despite the huge demand, whilst at the same time responding to the demands of the other services such as the Council Tax recovery cycle.   
The true benefits of a corporate call centre were evident as the surge in demand was achieved without staff working overtime and by redeploying staff from within the centre. If calls had been handled in a traditional ‘silo’ approach within the Directorate, it is likely that the call handling service would have reached collapse within a short period of time.

During this year, the Contact Centre also increased its portfolio of services to include Registrars and Personnel Job Applications.  The average volume of calls handled per month has increased from 11,167 when it initially opened in October 2000, to 29,919 by May 2002.

SERVICE LEVELS AND PERFORMANCE

Performance overall has been encouraging and outlined below is a table showing the number of calls answered in the last financial year. We also set for the first time targets for responsiveness. However, as the year progressed it became apparent that to answer 60% of calls within 30 seconds was becoming an unrealistic target and not in line with the industry norm. Investigations were carried out to try and establish a more meaningful target.  

A Cabinet Office survey outlined that customers accept it is not unreasonable to wait in a queue for up to 1 minute before the call is answered. Additionally, the DWP performance framework self-assessment guideline for answering benefit enquiries suggests 80% of calls should be answered within 5 minutes of joining a queue. As a result the performance indicator has now been changed for the forthcoming year to answer 60% of calls inside 1 minute.

Call Handling Data April 01 to March 02- All Services

Cum. Performance      All Months
Total Calls Offered
Total Calls Answered

April
23259
18842

May
40058
24754

June
41773
29248

July
32494
22499

August
50168
23055

September
37347
20770

October
29682
20351

November
27101
24530

December
16018
14581

January
22574
20626

February
23304
20692

March
31148
27724

Cum. Total/Av.    

All Months
374925
267672

Overall response level 71%

Response within 30 seconds 54%

DEVELOPMENT OF NEW TECHNOLOGY – PATHFINDER

The contact centre is at the forefront of the modernising agenda and leads the development of innovative technologies such as Customer Relationship Management, which is attracting considerable national interest.  Functionality of the system includes:

· A single front end point of access to information

· Integration with back office legacy systems

· Tracking of customer enquiries from the point of enquiry to completion

· A more complete profile of each customer

· Web and Email capability

· Increased security and data protection functionality

· Scripting facility   

· User Friendly  

Benefits of the system include

· Customer focussed – single ‘account’ of customer requirements and transactions

· Consistent approach to dealing with enquiries

· Can be used both in a telephony or face-to-face environment

· Reduction in training times

· Can be used as an information repository to aid service planning

· Improved management information relating to customers and types of enquiry

· Each customer has a unique security password  

· Significant saving as product developed in-house

Staff using the system made the following comments:

“Its very easy to use and intuitive”

“A vast improvement on what we had to do before”

“Information is just a click away – better than having to go through loads of screens” 
The national strategy e-gov @ local has suggested that Salford’s CRM product forms part of the national CRM project to help the local government family implement e-government.

SERVICE QUALITY / CUSTOMER SATISFACTION

People are at the heart of what we do, and feedback from customers is an essential component of the service, both in how it is developed and shaped to meet future customer need and to provide the service with benchmarking data to compare with others. Service quality is monitored through a rolling customer survey, where a sample of customers who have contacted us within the last month are called back and asked a series of standard questions. The centre took this approach so that

· Customers are better able to provide feedback whilst the transaction is fresh in their minds

· Feedback can be evaluated and acted on during the year to help achieve continuous improvement

· A representative sample of at least 1000 customers are contacted over the year to provide a statistically representative sample of the customer population who contact us by telephone

The qualitative framework has been agreed and piloted during the last year within an AGMA benchmarking group, with formal rollout in the coming year, providing in due course, a baseline to compare with.  Feedback from customers is very positive the results are outlined in the table below. 

Month
No.

sampled
Very satisfied
Satisfied
No opinion
Dissatisfied
Very dissatisfied

April
100
29.40%
43.40%
17.60%
7.80%
1.80%

June
100
16.00%
59.00%
14.00%
9.00%
2.00%

July
100
15.20%
55.00%
13.20%
12.60%
4.00%

August
100
20.00%
62.20%
n/a
13.40%
4.40%

September
200
26.20%
60.60%
sample
10.00%
3.20%

October
200
20.70%
65.10%
method
10.10%
4.10%

November
100
21.60%
65.20%
changed
9.20%
4.00%

December
100
14.60%
72.20%

10.40%
2.80%

January
100
22.40%
56.00%

13.80%
7.80%

February
100
23.00%
58.00%

14.00%
5.00%

March
100
47.00%
51.00%

2.00%
0.00%

Totals
1300
23.28%
58.88%

10.21%
3.55%

Quotes from customers include

“The contact centre staff were very efficient”

“Very pleased with the service”

“A very nice lady who gave excellent service”

“Keep up the good work”

“The lady was very well mannered and very helpful”

“Very happy with the service”

“Feel staff are very helpful”

Joint Working / Partnerships

During this year a number of initiatives are planned where we intend to work jointly with other providers in an attempt to improve the standards of service.  Some examples include:

· Trafford – Mystery Shopper to assess the quality of information and standards of service being provided

· Blackpool – Call Centre and verification work in the libraries

· AGMA   - Benchmarking Group for points of access.

CHALLENGES

In addition to the workload demands outlined earlier such as changes to refuse collection, the council tax recovery cycle and housing benefits renewal programme, the year has not been without other challenges.  

These include

· A number of break-ins have taken place resulting in a total of 10 P.C’s being stolen. The implications of such action meant disruption to service, inconvenience to the staff involved, and significant cost of replacing the equipment that had been taken.

· Work has also been carried out on contingency planning. It is important that should the business not be able to operate from Elmstead then an alternative option be in place. Discussions have also taken place to define the role of the Contact Centre in the City Councils overall disaster recovery plan.
· While the Contact Centre has made excellent use of the Elmstead facility, all the rooms are now used to their maximum potential. The options for future expansion of the service portfolio are being severely hampered and the need for alternative accommodation is essential to future development.   

FACE TO FACE ACCESS

The development of Customer Service Centres to facilitate and improve face to face access  in local neighbourhoods is integral to our overall Customer Contact strategy. 

Taking the above into consideration, the following main Customer Service Centre locations were agreed, subject to further site surveys and analysis 

· Eccles – the building that is currently an Area Housing Office

· Swinton – within the Phase III building

· Precinct – potentially within Broadwalk Library 

· Walkden – Potential new facility of Bolton Rd

· Irlam/Cadishead – may need to seek partnerships e.g. with the Post Office

An extensive exercise to map out all service outlets and physical premises has been undertaken.  This shows that

· We have a very extensive range of properties serving a wide range of function and offering a wide range of services. Each Directorate within the City Council owns/occupies properties in each of the main areas of the city. Within those properties there is usually a combination of Customer Service and ‘Back office ‘ functions taking place. 

· Much of this has grown over time

As a result, service delivery is fragmented and uncoordinated

Much of this is due to historical influences. This proliferation of properties has stemmed partly from Salford being an amalgamation of five former District Councils and partly from Departments / Directorates acting independently to deliver their property and service requirements.

SWINTON AND ECCLES

In order to ascertain the likely costs of establishing Customer Service Centres, sketch proposals have been prepared and costed on the Eccles Area Housing Office, Eccles and Phase III, Civic Centre, Swinton. These properties were identified as fulfilling the criteria required to provide the necessary accommodation and infrastructure for a Customer Service Centre in a suitable location.

Eccles:
£263,000 

Swinton:
£233,000 

These are broad estimates, which will vary as the design is developed and refined. It is likely that in other locations the properties will be less well suited and in those circumstances the costs of conversion could be significantly higher. A minimum figure of £250,000 would not be unreasonable. It is subject to variation once a full structural survey is carried out, any tendering process for IT components.  It excludes any required investment in ‘back office’ that would be required in order to facilitate service delivery and ‘handover’ from front office.  Other revenue costs such as salaries, provision of uniforms, IT costs are not included.

Partnership working could provide the means to 

· Reduce the capital costs for set up

· Assist sustainability through the sharing of revenue costs with partners

· provide a more holistic service to citizens

· reduce potential for adverse criticism if there is a perception of wasting public funds on capital works

A number of meetings have been undertaken with partners including:

· Health

· Benefits Agency

· Police

· Post Office

All are looking to develop and enhance services in the same or similar geographical areas and it makes sense, where practicable to join up this provision.  

Customer and service access preferences will be key. Recent studies, locally and nationally, reinforce the fact that people continue to see the telephone as their main and preferred method for contacting local authorities and this preference is growing. A baseline Pathfinder survey commissioned by DTLR, and conducted during July and August 2001, shows the following


However, the survey also indicated that demand for face to face appears to be reducing, (apart from amongst the elderly and non white population) as illustrated below:


In a workshop with the local partners outlined above it was agreed that:

Principles for joint pilot projects would be agreed between the PCT, Salford CC and the Police.  The scope of these is to be determined when the partners have scoped their own provision / requirements

Current Position

Funding is crucial to this, and bids have since been made to Local Government On Line and through the PCT to develop a joint project in the Precinct

· New facilities are planned at Walkden

· Discussions are underway to enable provision of ‘first stop’ services through all the City Libraries once the Peoples Network has been implemented

· Estimates are being prepared to enable enhanced facilities at Swinton (which provides services for Council Tax and Benefits, Housing and Housing Advice)

Discussions are underway with the Inland Revenue to establish how they can become involved

CONCLUSION

The contact centre remains at the forefront of the Councils agenda to improve service to customers, improve performance management and to join up the range of services, thus providing economies of scale and value for money for the City Council.

It has been agreed that given the costs and the predicted future demand, face to face access is a requirement that would be more cost effective to deliver with local partners as part of the drive to improve access to facilities in Salford.  First stop facilities for council services will also be enhanced through all City Council libraries.

 SECTION 4 – IMPROVED AND REFOCUSSED SERVICE

“The centralisation of benefits and the delivery of improved cash collection facilities allied with a stronger performance culture, which is now yielding significant improvements”

Within the area of council tax and benefits administration the 2001/02 performance indicators bear testimony to the fact that the service has been faced with an extremely challenging year.  This included:

· The centralisation of benefits administration within the City involving the relocation of 60 staff from 11 different locations and the movement of approximately 20,000 cases files.

· The inspection of the Authority’s Benefits Service by the Benefits Fraud Inspectorate (BFI)

· The implementation of various new or upgraded computerised systems across all areas of administration including Document Management, Business Rates and Fraud Management systems

· Preparatory work for the implementation of the Government’s Verification Framework (VF) from 1st April 2002

· The introduction of an increased number of cash collection outlets through the introduction of Post Office collections during September 2001

Despite the upheaval there have been positive improvements in service in some areas notably in council tax arrears and business rates collections. The positive issue for the service particularly in recent months has been the marked improvement generally with workload levels currently significantly reduced.

HOMEWORKING

As a result of centralisation of benefits, 60 staff were relocated to Phase III. The layout of the office and the constraints of the ICT cabling, mean that the amount of office space and the configuration of desks does not provide an ideal working environment. 

This was one of the factors that led to the service looking the possibility of staff working from home, which has resulted in the introduction of the homeworking pilot within Salford Direct in May 2002. Although still its infancy, early results appear promising both for the participants and the Authority itself. Indeed the 4 employees have to date reported positive increases in productivity whilst they themselves have enjoyed real benefits personally in maintaining their duties from their home environment.
PERFORMANCE INDICATORS

The effects of such a huge change programme can be clearly seen through several of the Service’s PI’s where key performance targets have not been achieved in some cases particularly in respect of benefits processing times. Significant efforts have been made to review these targets to ensure that the 2002/03 reflect more realistic but still challenging targets, comparing Salford with similar size Authorities and Authorities which are sharing similar experiences eg. Verification Framework implementation.

There have been various positive aspects of performance, which include;

· Benefits processing

· an 11% reduction in service costs to £83.83 per claim, the lowest cost levels since 1998/99

· the relatively good performance in handling benefit renewals which at 77% of renewals dealt with without a break in payment still represents above average performance in comparison with other Metropolitan/Family Authorities and

· In a similar manner, the high volume of fraudulent cases identified by the Authority where benefit had been overpaid rose sharply during 2001/02 to 528 cases, 65% up on previous years levels

It is envisaged that such excellent progress should be maintained through the further strengthening of the claims process and quality of service through implementation of VF. 

· Council Tax collections

Whilst in real terms, 2001/02 Council Tax collections have increased (0.22%), the reported figure of 91.8% does appear to reflect a 2.2% collection reduction from the previous financial year. Following consultation with District Audit after a review of the 2000/01 Council Tax collection PI, it was decided to reduce the number of estimates used in this year’s calculation 2001/02. 

The use of estimates is allowed within the Council Tax collection figure provided that this figure is soundly based. Although this level of performance does not compare favourably with other Authorities, Salford are well aware of the anomalies in the interpretation of this PI nationally through the allowed use of estimated data. Representations have been made both to DTLR  (now ODPM) and the Audit Commission to encourage action to ensure a greater consistency of approach nationally. In terms of setting targets for Salford which are realistic, considerable work is currently being undertaken to compare Salford’s performance with that of other Authorities experiencing comparable deprivation levels. 

It is however, useful to compare like for like with authorities with similar local circumstances to Salford, particularly when considering collection against levels of deprivation.  For example, the average collection rate of the 25 most deprived Local Authorities in 2001/02 was 90.8%.

Council Tax arrears collections show a 3% increase or £627K up on the previous financial year, again demonstrating real improvement in services although still slightly below targets levels of 26.8%. The cost of council tax collection at £9.59 per dwelling has already exceeded Salford’s 5-year targets and reflects the great deal of progress made during 2001/02 in streamlining recovery activities through the creation of a Recovery Team. To achieve real improvements in arrears collections whilst the new Team has evolved has been a significant achievement. 

One of the critical changes during 2001/02 which has enabled such collection improvements has been the Service’s strict adherence to it’s recovery programme which has ensured that timely and more effective recovery action has taken place throughout the year. Working closely with the Contact Centre, this approach has enabled recovery action to be more evenly spread throughout the year, the more effective call handling performance ensuring greater contact with payers in discussing repayment arrangements.

· Business Rates collections

Although 2001/02 performance of 95.8% collection reflects a further collection improvement for the fourth consecutive financial year, performance does still fall behind that of top performing Authorities nationally. When this improvement is seen however, against a background of the implementation of a new computerised Business Rates system between December 2001 and March 2002 it is clear that the Service is heading in the right direction. The implementation of the Pericles Business Rates package was the quickest implementation ever achieved nationally with this particular software product and was instrumental in delivering approximately £340K of savings to the Authority in 2002/03 in removing the need to utilise the ICL VME mainframe. Again when comparing such performance with the average performance of the 25 most deprived areas nationally of 96.25%; collection figures do compare reasonably well.

SERVICE IMPROVEMENTS-GENERAL

Cash Collection initiatives

As the Service strives to maximise collection opportunities, various new means of payment have been introduced. These include:

· Post Office collections

Since the Post Office scheme commenced in September 2001, approximately £24M has been paid (601,000 payments), as this new service and the increased number of payment outlets (45) have proved extremely popular with customers. Interestingly Saturday morning collections are currently been made at the rate of £48K per week (1,000 payments) which again demonstrates the additional benefits to customers of the new collection arrangements. A further 36 retail outlets will also be available shortly to the public through the use of the Paypoint payment facility.  

· Internet payments
Since this facility went live in July 2002, approximately £88K (900 payments) have been made through the Authorities website. This service is becoming increasingly popular with £32K of the above amount actually being paid within the last 2 months alone. This payment facility has proved to be the central point of the Authority’s Council Tax and Benefits website, which has been radically changed during 2001/02 incorporating new developments such as customer access to council tax accounts and the ability to make on-line applications for various council tax discounts and reliefs. In recent months, approximately 1,500 customers per month have accessed the site to make use of this information.

· Direct Debit/Debit/Credit Card payments

The Authority continues to encourage these cheaper and more efficient collection techniques with currently 35,000 council tax payers opting to pay their council tax by direct debit, a 25% increase in these levels over the last 3 years. Debit and credit card facilities have again proved popular with £1.9M collected during 2001/02 (15,500 payments). Almost £750K has already been received in the first 2 months of the new financial year through payments by debit/credit card.

RESPONSE TO THE BENEFITS FRAUD INSPECTORATE INSPECTION

Whilst the Benefits Service was subject to huge change in 2001/02, the effects procedurally of the recommendations of the Benefits Fraud Inspectorate’s visit and the introduction of Verification Framework cannot be underestimated. The key objectives of both initiatives are to ensure that benefits services are operating effectively but perhaps more importantly do actively secure the gateway to the benefits system.

Good progress has been made to date in implementing many of the BFI’s recommendations, which were provided by them in March 2002, 12 months after the actual inspection. Approximately 50% of these recommendations have already been implemented including, for example;

· the introduction of a new benefit application form

· increased visiting of claimants to validate the personal circumstances of benefits claimants and

· the greater provision of management information about fraud investigations work

· the introduction of greater management checks on benefit assessment work

It is intended to implement in full all agreed recommendations by 31.3.04.

WORKING WITH SERVICE PARTNERS

Significant work has been undertaken within 2001/02 to develop and improve existing and new relationships with service partners in the effective provision of council tax and benefits services.  Developments include;

· Welfare Rights, CAB including

Various benefit take-up initiatives, the provision of 30 advice surgeries across the City and the delivery of various training programmes/job shadowing exercises

· Housing Services Directorate, Housing Associations and Accredited landlords including 

The creation of formal service level agreements with all parties, the provision of extensive training in respect of benefits matters and the review of key documents in consultation with such key stakeholders

· Benefits Agency, Employment Services including

The greater expansion of the existing service level agreement, staff exchanges visits, and the piloting of access by Salford Direct staff to Social Security computerised systems

FUTURE PERFORMANCE

Current council tax and benefits processing performance represents a great improvement upon 2001/02 standards with currently 1,765 items outstanding as at 13th May, 2002, which compares with approximately 5,000 items at the same time last year and 10,000 items 6 months ago. That this performance has been achieved so soon after the issue of 100,000 council tax bills, a traditional peak in incoming work, it appears that some of the expectations of the 2001/02 changes are beginning to materialise as the Service begins to stabilise.

Although benefits claims processing performance has improved dramatically, unfortunately such improvement came too late within 2001/02 to make a major difference to annual performance levels. Staffing resource levels within the Service are due to be increased during June, 2002, to ensure that additional resources can be brought into this specific area of claims processing to maintain the Service’s excellent current performance and ensure that the implementation of Verification Framework is successfully negotiated. 

It is crucial for the Authority that these standards are maintained particularly in view of the particularly high profile of the Benefits Service within the Corporate Performance Assessment (CPA) to be undertaken in September 2002. The report shows that the Service is exploring every opportunity in its commitment to seek real improvements in service delivery.

SECTION 5 – SOCIAL INCLUSION AND ICT GATHERS PACE

“An extremely successful social inclusion programme with take up of programmes being 50% in excess of demand, enabled by a number successful funding bids and the development of new web site functions for the community” 

A mapping of facilities and opportunities in the city identified major gaps in provision despite a successful bid to obtain DfEE/NOF funding to develop two community based centres and the longer term intention to develop facilities in all of the city’s public libraries through deployment of the Peoples Network.  There was a need to fill the gaps in provision whilst also recognising that the strategy is not just about physical resources but the ‘human glue’, the essential component of involvement within the community that would allow the best use to made of the facilities. 

At the centre of the programme is  ‘ICT in the Community’, a project which aims to develop the ICT skills of Salford citizens, particularly in the most deprived communities. It is attempting to achieve this through providing ICT awareness training (with learner  progression an important consideration) together with giving community and voluntary groups the opportunity to experience the benefits of the Internet.

‘ICT in the Community’ started in September 2001 funded through SRB 5 to provide training using community venues where people feel comfortable in attending.  The project is targeting those who wouldn’t have otherwise come into learning, as there is evidence that fear of technology combined with fear of formal buildings were combining to prevent members of the community from accessing new methods of learning and interaction that is possible through ICT

The approach to the project has therefore been to bring ICT into the informal settings and into the existing community social networks to encourage take-up and ownership Basic ICT awareness training has been developed using a variety of complementary methods:

· Laptops have been taken in to numerous venues to provide weekly training sessions lasting 2 hours for a minimum of 10 weeks. Venues have included: The Meadows (Weaste), St Ambrose Church (Langworthy), Summerville school (Duchy Estate), Broadwalk library, Salvation Army Hostel (Blackfriars), British Legion at Pendleton, The Valley Resource Centre (Swinton), Conservative Club in Weaste, The Cornerstone (Langworthy), Council Chamber at Irlam, Council for Voluntary Service. 

· Using existing ICT facilities at Salford Foyer and the City Learning Centre have been able to provide progression routes for learners and a variety of content including email and Internet. 

· Enhancing the facilities at the Angel Healthy Living Initiative on Chapel St by increasing the capacity and range of training provided at the venue i.e. now running 16 sessions a week and offering Learndirect as a satellite of Eccles College.
· Development of fixed facilities in existing community venues i.e. Langworthy Cornerstone and The Meadows in Weaste to help progression and releasing the laptops for use at other venues hence increasing the overall capacity of the project. 

· Using a local community group (CREST) to provide computer maintenance courses to small groups at the Angel, Little Hulton Job Shop and Ordsall Job Shop.

Up to the end of April 2002 the project has provided ICT training to over 350 people, with most attending a minimum of 10 sessions.  The initial project target of training weeks has been exceeded by over 90%!!

There is a high level of interest across all age groups:

· 30% are under  40

· 60% are retired

Comments from ‘silver surfers’ include:

“I decided to do this course to find out what it was all about.  I’m really pleased and would urge others to do it”  - 86 year old resident
“I don’t want to go to my grave behind the times!”   - 82 year old resident
This approach to community inclusion is also being enhanced through a successful bid to the European Regional Development Fund (Objective 2) will enable us to develop other aspects of the programme.  A maximum of just over £213K will allow the project to:

· Increasing the capacity of ICT training by making the best possible use of facilities being installed in libraries. 

· Appoint 3 ICT Community Development workers to provide the main part of the ‘human glue’ to make sure that the best is made of the opportunities that being created.  

· Encouraging community and voluntary groups to use ICT’s, including the internet, for the benefit of their members. 

Communities of interest and geography also stand to gain from the benefits of ICT.  However, we recognised early on that ownership of a community space in cyberspace is essential to this. A standing project to encourage groups to link with other groups – sharing information, problems and solutions was developed Salford Speaks (www.salfordspeaks.org.uk) was launched last year.  It had basic but limited functionality and we recognised that for it to be successful we would need many more groups with web sites.  

Ownership however, also means enabling community groups to develop their own space and put web sites together using their own words and provide people with the motivation to develop ICT skills. Key to this is ensuring that simple web sites could be developed with little or no technical knowledge. To this end, we have been working with a small local Salford company to provide groups with the tools to build their own sites without having to be experts.   An important element of this is that it is the group members who are doing the work, therefore developing the skills.  ‘Communities on line in Salford’ (www.colsal.org.uk) is now being used.  Over the next two years it is hoped to work with approximately 300 groups.

To complement the ‘ICT in the Community’ project a partnership of agencies in the city (including ourselves) are currently working on a Music and Media project to provide opportunities for access to even more varied types of digital media including radio broadcasting.  This is seen as an important initiative particularly in engaging the younger members of our deprived communities.
Strong progress, via tangible projects, is being made in engaging the communities of Salford in the use of ICT and the development of associated skills.  The important thing is that this is part of a joined-up social inclusion ICT strategy to make the best possible use of the available facilities both now and in the future.

 SECTION 6 – THE E-COMMUNICATIONS CHANNEL GAINS NEW FOCUS

“A new focus on internet and intranet delivery with the appointment of a corporate web content manager.  Notable successes included Salford being one of the first in the UK to publish local election results on line (at 10:20 p.m. on election night)”

REVIEW OF EXISTING E-COMMUNICATIONS CHANNELS

Following his appointment in December 2001, the Corporate Web Content Project Manager has undertaken a review of the City Council’s online presence and use of e-mail.  As a result a series of proposals were recently made to (and accepted by) the Directors Team covering:

· Domain names policy – to rationalise the number of City Council web sites in use.

· Internet access for all staff – to improve our staff’s understanding and use of online technology

· E-mail guidelines – to improve the use of e-mail within the City Council and to implement professional standards for communication with citizens and customers.

· Web publishing – to implement a “content management” solution to devolve ownership of web content to individual authors within the organisation.

· Web and Intranet Site Redesign  - a new-look web site will be launched in July 2002.

A revised policy on Internet and e-mail usage in the City Council will be introduced in the near future.

SITE CONTENT CHANGES

A number of major revisions to web site content have been introduced.  These include:

A-Z of Council Services

The web site’s A to Z index of Salford City Council services has recently been revised and is now being maintained on an ongoing basis by the City Council’s Information Centre at Broadwalk Library. www.salford.gov.uk/az 

Commonwealth Games

Comprehensive information about Salford’s participation in the staging of the Commonwealth Games was published on the web site.  The information will be augmented by up to date information during the period of the Games to provide Salford citizens with guidance on any local disruption or special arrangements for visitors.  www.salford.gov.uk/games2002
Contact Us

The web site’s “Contact Us” section has been amended to make contacting individual business areas of the council more straightforward – with the provision of e-mail addresses and hyperlinks to sections of the web site with additional information available.  www.salford.gov.uk/contactus.asp
Member Job Descriptions

Salford City Council is one of the first local authorities to publish job descriptions for Cabinet roles.  Over time job descriptions for other elected member and officer roles will also be published.  www.salford.gov.uk/council/newcabinet.asp
Lledr Hall Outdoor Activity Centre

Salfords' vibrant and dynamic Outdoor Education Centre provides a quality residential service to Salford Schools.  New pages have been published to help promote the activities available at Lledr Hall to parents, children and schools.  www.salford.gov.uk/lledr 

CONTENT MANAGEMENT

Web sites are now an integral part of any organisation's operations. No longer relegated to the role of electronic billboards, sites are used to actively promote an organisation, to deliver services and information, manage transactions, and facilitate communications. Changes must occur quickly - daily, hourly, or even minute-by-minute. This need for rapid change, the "ripple effect" changes can have throughout a site, and the sheer size of today's dynamic business sites make it impossible for all revisions to flow through just one or two people as at present.  Complexity and speed have created the demand for automated ways to effectively manage web content. 

A content management solution will enable the City Council to save time and money, improve communications, and strengthen business and citizen relationships.  The right solution also can provide the scalability, flexibility, and enterprise system interoperability necessary to meet future site requirements; an important consideration when the future can arrive in a matter of months.  It's an important decision, and worthy of careful investigation.

In recent months a team of representatives from directorates across the City Council have been evaluating a content management solution providers and a final recommendation is expected to be made shortly.

OFFICE OF THE E-ENVOY: E-COMMUNICATIONS GROUP

The e-Envoy’s e-Communications Group has a leading role in ensuring that Central Government has a first-class Internet presence and that all Government services are on-line by 2005. The e-Communications group is spearheading the UK Online campaign and is working across government to improve the quality of central and local government web sites, promoting best practice and innovation.

Salford, by personal invitation, have been involved in the compilation by the e-Communications Group of a new framework for local government web sites.   

The Office of the e-Envoy will issue a consultation paper at the end of June 2002 on the framework.  It is intended that the final document will assist local authorities to deliver a professional, appropriately resourced community focussed web site.  www.e-envoy.gov.uk
Customer Services Division was set up to provide the clear message that its purpose is to champion customers.  If core revenues and benefits customer delivery were to be included within this, the same principle would apply.


Enable the creation of a ‘new’ organisation, with a strong identity, so that managers, staff and customers can identify with what is being developed and help to shape the future service offerings.  The ‘new’ organisation actually remains within the parent group (the City Council), but has its own identity, and therefore shakes off its old culture and rules.  To do this a new ’brand’ is developed – the power of the brand helps to remind people that this is new thinking.  The new brand would be Salford Direct.


It would enable Finance to have greater focus on core business as a City Council support service and to strengthen its strategic planning and capacity


Customer Service managerial capacity would be enhanced at all levels to cope with the different aspects of day to day planning, along a better focus on medium and longer term goals, including Pathfinder requirements


There is greater resilience in succession planning, currently a weak area in both parts of the organisation


There is potential to further develop common standards and performance by bringing the telephone and face to face elements together under one managerial organisation


Both are core and direct service functions of the City Council. 





There is very strong synergy between the operation of the two entities, and their external relationships – e.g. both are in contact with the same organisations such as Benefits Agency, representatives from Community Legal Service


Both are heavily reliant on services such as the expansion of Document Management to successfully deliver their respective services


Both deliver front line customer services, and are heavily involved in setting up structures to deliver them


Both are very performance driven organisations, and attract considerable influence and interest from customers, members and other stakeholders


Both face similar and in some instances the same challenges, which may be better managed if the services were more closely aligned e.g. Verification Framework implementation, response to the report of the Benefits fraud Inspectorate


Both are high volume businesses











Managerial capacity – day to day and reactive issues were impacting on the capacity to reflect and consider medium  / long term goals and bring about service improvement and transformation


An accelerated e-government programme, brought about by Pathfinder, was not being assisted with greater managerial capacity to deliver it


The high profile ambassadorial role of e-government for Salford, whilst essential for long term gains, was taking up considerable managerial capacity


There were too many ‘initiatives’, falling on the shoulders of too few people, which was affecting capacity to deliver effectively


Opportunities for external funding were being overlooked, because managers and staff did not have the time or capacity to become involved in the bidding process


The core function of service to the customer and community was spread across different disciplines, causing some duplication of effort. Unless the service itself was re-engineered, it will not shake off internal perceptions of what it is about and what it is supposed to be delivering.  In other words, it needed to concentrate on different core functions, while at the same time, shaking off the ‘history’ of the previous organisation














A new Customer Service Division has been set up, which is achieving considerable and measurable success with the Contact Centre developments, with improved performance management and customer satisfaction


Achieving LGOL Pathfinder status is increasing Salford’s reputation as an exemplar to the local government family.  This is leading to an increased demand from local authorities, and the NWRA to mentor, lead and add value to the e-government agenda more widely.


Significant changes in Revenues and Benefits, particularly in relation to centralisation of customer claims processing, with improved productivity, development of improved payment facilities for customers, thereby improving access to services. Such changes have been successfully attained whilst significant budgetary savings have also been achieved i.e. £1M since 1999/2000.


Improved on-line customer access with new facilities to report changes in circumstances, make claims for help with council tax and make payments on-line
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