PART 1

(OPEN TO THE PUBLIC)
ITEM NO.


REPORT OF THE DIRECTOR OF CORPORATE SERVICES


TO THE QUALITY & PERFORMANCE SCRUTINY COMMITTEE

ON 25 FEBRUARY 2002 


TITLE :
BEST VALUE PERFORMANCE INDICATORS 2001/02 -


PERFORMANCE FROM 1 APRIL – 31 DECEMBER 2001 


RECOMMENDATIONS :

That Members consider the Directorate’s performance for the first three quarters of the year, and to seek Members’ comments / observations.


EXECUTIVE SUMMARY :

To present the Directorate's performance for the first three quarters of the year against the Best Value Performance Indicators contained within the Best Value Performance Plan for 2001/02.


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

DETAILS (Continued Overleaf)

1. DETAILS

1.1 Attached as appendices to this report are the comparator action plan graphs for the Best Value Performance Indicators (BVPI’s) monitored by the Corporate Services’ Directorate, showing performance for the period 1st April – 31st December 2001.

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 2001/02 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

Speed of processing

Accuracy of processing

Numbers claiming benefits

Financial Services

Prompt payment of invoices

Debt collection

3.3
BENEFITS

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

· Cost
BVPI 77 – Average cost of handling a Housing benefit or Council Tax benefit claim, taking into account differences in the types of claim received

· Speed of processing
BVPI 78a – Average time for processing Council Tax benefit and Rent Allowance / Rebate claims

BVPI 78b – Average time for processing notifications of changes in circumstances


BVPI 78c – Percentage of renewal claims for Rent Allowance paid on time

LPI – Percentage of claims for Rent Allowance processed without a break in payment

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

LPI – The amount of benefit over-paid as a percentage of the total benefits paid in the year (Rent Allowance)

· Numbers claiming benefits
LPI – The total number of people claiming benefit

3.3.2
Comments on Current Performance

Throughout 2001/2 the Benefits Service has been faced with many challenges as it continues to radically overhaul the way in which the service is delivered; the centralisation of Benefits Administration within the City, the further integration of Council Tax and Benefits Services within the Call Centre and the expansion of the Document Management system to name just a few of the major changes undertaken. Implementation of this major change programme has impacted negatively on performance against the above indicators.

3.3.3
Barriers to Improvement


Speed of Processing

The implementation of Document Management to rent rebates administration

From previous implementations of Document Management to Revenues and Benefits Services, we know that workload levels can increase within the implementation process itself. When one considers the major changes in working practices including the retraining of approximately 60 key staff who previously had very little PC expertise whatsoever, it can be appreciated why performance has slipped in recent months. Whilst unprecedented intensive training has been carried out with all staff, it is felt that only through actual on-the-job experience of the Document Management system will staff be able to improve upon past performance when working with documents in the paper form. This process is likely to take several months.

The extremely high levels of documentation which are currently being received by the Service as a result of major recovery exercises which have recently been undertaken
Council tax collection performance at the present time is showing an improvement upon the previous year due to the concentrated efforts of all staff and the various new collection initiatives being undertaken. One of the key elements of this success has been the strict adherence to the 2001/02 Recovery timetable which has resulted in the timely issue of all recovery notices throughout the year. Whilst issuing in excess of 25,000 recovery notices within a month has enabled collections to improve, such large volumes could not be issued without serious implications for front line operations within the Call Centre and the Revenues Customer Services Team and the Back Office in terms of large increases in written correspondence.  To give Members some idea of volumes dealt with by the Service throughout this quarter it was receiving approximately 5,000 items of post per week.

It is expected that in the latter months of the current financial year recovery action will naturally slow down but it is evident due to these high volumes that correspondence isn’t being dealt with as quickly as has been the case in recent months.

The continued delays in processing due to the additional verification standards required by the Benefits claims process following recommendations made during the recent inspection by the Benefits Fraud Inspectorate

As will be highlighted shortly upon the publication of the Report of the Benefit Fraud Inspectorate (BFI) on Salford’s benefit administration, the Authority will be criticised for various procedural issues within its benefits claims management process. Changes which have since been implemented since the BFI visit have had implications for processing times, for example:

· In the benefits renewal process, the Authority previously used to ignore small changes in income and action the change from the date of benefit renewal. Following direction from the BFI this process had to change immediately which is resulting in 90% of all benefit renewals (Non Income Support cases, 10,000 cases) being returned for details of the precise dates of changes.

· Within the benefits renewals process again following advice from BFI, 100% of all Income Support renewals cases (20,000 cases) are being validated with the Benefits Agency through our electronic links with them to confirm their continuing receipt of Income Support.

The BFI has made it clear that a negative response by the Authority to such recommendations was not an option. The impending implementation of Verification Framework (VF) from 1st April 2002 will also ensure that such procedural changes will be the norm within the Authority in the future. On this issue the important message for all stakeholders within the process be it claimants, Council Members alike, is that in securing the benefit gateway, procedurally the claims process is likely to slow down.  It is clear from our analysis of performance of VF Authorities that longer timescales for handling benefit claims are experienced. It is intended to review current PI’s shortly in light of the experiences of such Authorities.

Staffing levels 

Due to the uncertainty of the cash collection arrangements at the start of the financial year, various vacancies were maintained within the Revenues Division to ensure that posts were available to deal with the eventual redeployment of staff. 10 staff eventually transferred to Corporate Services from 2nd September, 2001, and a further 10 staff have been recruited externally, the majority of which have only started employment with us in the last quarter. Such numbers (10% of total staffing levels) have again created major training demands for the Service and evidently such investment will not materialise for some considerable time.

Accuracy of Processing

Overpayment Recovery

Within the review of Benefit PI’s to be undertaken shortly, particular attention will be paid to the above PI’s. In setting the Overpayments recovery PI’s 2 years ago, the targets set by the Authority were based upon a different prescribed calculation of overpayment recovery rates. Previously the figure was based upon payments received during the year in respect of any overpayment ever raised as a percentage of overpayments raised during the current financial year. From April 2001, this calculation changed so that payments made only in respect of the current financial year were to be taken into account. Members will appreciate the major effect the change in the basis of the calculation has had with present collection rates of 26% considerably below target levels of 86%. It is essential therefore that an immediate review of these targets is carried out which should also reflect a changed picture nationally.

Benefit claimant numbers

Although it is clear that it is important for Members to have an understanding of claimant numbers trends, it is questionable whether this is an effective measure of the Service’s performance. In recent years there has been a significant reduction in the number of claimants which generally has been as a result of the economic climate within the City. Perhaps the measurement we were looking to provide when we started to first report this information was how effective the Authority’s take-up strategy for the claiming of benefit was. Within the forthcoming reviews of Council Tax and Benefit PI’s we may need to explore means of measuring such matters possibly with reference to deprivation levels within the Authority.

3.3.4 Current / Proposed Action

Although it is apparent that there are several constraints to the new centralised Benefits Service achieving its full potential, it must be made clear that despite this some excellent results are still being achieved.

· Council Tax /Business Rates collection levels as at 1st February, 2002, up on previous years collection levels (Council Tax 0.5%, Business Rates 1%)

· The successful transfer and relocation of approximately 60 members of Housing Services staff to Corporate Services from 11 Area locations to the Civic Centre


· The expansion of Document Management to rent rebates administration and the greater use of the functionality of the ICLipse product through letter production, use of electronic forms etc

· The successful management of Revenues budgets to ensure that the challenging target of annual budgetary reductions of £500K is being achieved during this time of intense change

It is envisaged that towards the end of the financial year as the annual benefit renewals and recovery processes begin to slow down, inroads may start to be made into workload backlogs.  During the last quarter much of the staffing resource has been targeted at the processing of benefit renewals in order to create some capacity when the renewals cycle ends (Between January 2002 and April 2002) to improve new claims processing times. I am pleased to report that through clearance of 11,000 renewals between November 2000, and 21st January 2002, this strategy is already starting to see service improvements.  

It is also envisaged that during the remainder of the year as new and existing staff become more familiar with new processes, systems that processing performance will improve. Additional temporary staffing resources have been recruited to add some further momentum to this process.

In terms of recovery of overpayments, it is expected that the revised performance targets and comparative figures will still show the need for clear improvement. Members will recall that prior to Benefits centralisation a particular failing of the Service was the lack of effective action taken in respect of rent rebates recovery (council tenants). Through the creation of a specialised Overpayments Team within the new centralised structure, arrangements have now been put in place from 1st January 2002, to tackle the recovery of such debt. Marked improvements in recovery performance is anticipated therefore during the next 12 months as these new procedures begin to take effect.

With regard to benefit claimant numbers, as part of a review of Council Tax and Benefit PI’s we will need to explore a means of measuring how effective the Council’s takeup strategy for claiming benefits is, and possibly refer to deprivation levels within the City.

3.4 FINANCIAL SUPPORT GROUP (FSG)
3.4.1
Prompt Payment of Invoices

The comparator action plan graph for this indicator is shown at Appendix C.

BVPI 8 – The percentage of invoices which were paid promptly

3.4.2
Comments on Current Performance

There is an improvement over the first six months’ performance during which 75% of invoices were paid within 30 days.  During the third quarter 79% were paid within 30 days.

Payment within 30 days, by the Financial Support Group (FSG), of invoices which do not have a SAP computer-generated order has consistently been in excess of 90%.  The latter currently account for around 60% of all invoices.  Where invoices are paid via systems other than SAP e.g. in Building Services and Highways, performance improved to around 75% (around 12% of all invoices).  However, performance for invoices resulting from SAP purchase orders (around 28% of all invoices), has been consistently much poorer than the other areas, although it improved during November and December to over 60%.  

Due to the backlog of unpaid invoices agency workers were employed to supplement staff numbers during the third quarter.  

Support continues to be supplied to the Construction Industry Scheme area of work, in addition to the CIS Officer.

Invoices resulting from a SAP purchase order cannot be paid unless a “receipting” action has been performed on the system. Receipting is performed by Directorates for whom goods and services are ordered. Often there is a long delay in formally “receipting” goods and services even though they have been received. In many cases receipting is only carried out when Directorates are reminded several times by the FSG.

It is not clear whether the SAP prompt payment statistics are accurate

This indicator refers to the percentage of undisputed invoices paid within 30 days.  There is no mechanism to differentiate between disputed and undisputed invoices, so those which are disputed are included in those paid outside 30 days, making performance seem worse than it actually is.

According to intelligence from benchmarking with other Greater Manchester Authorities, many derive their prompt payment figure by sampling invoices. Salford’s performance, however, is calculated using all invoices received.

3.4.3
Barriers to Improvement

· Directorates not receipting.

· Directorates needing to see invoices before the FSG.

· Lack of staffing resource – see Actions and Comments on Current Performance.

· Invoices paid via systems other than SAP.

· Uncertainty about the accuracy of the SAP prompt payment report.

· Other Creditor P.I.s can lead to concentration on processing particular types of invoice.

3.4.4 Current / Proposed Action

· SAP functionality to be further investigated to establish how prompt payments figures are produced. 

· Continued use of agency staff.

· Continuation of procedure to deal with “problem” invoices .

· Creditor Officers instructed to concentrate on paying invoices resulting from computer generated orders.  

· Joint user groups with the Purchasing Section continue to be held quarterly.

· Close working relationships with the Purchasing Section of the FSG continue.  

· Assistance is being offered to those Directorates experiencing difficulties with the operational aspects of SAP.

· Plans for document imaging  are progressing. The longer term aim (consideration commencing late 2002) is for an in-house operation to scan invoices upon receipt. The images would then be accessible to Directorates and should obviate the need for Directorates to see invoices before the FSG receives them – thus reducing payment delays. It should also assist with receipting.

· The possibility of simplifying the goods receipting process is being investigated.  

· It is intended, during January, to provide to Directorates worksteps to enable them to run SAP reports which will assist them in the receipting process.

3.4.5
Debt Collection
The comparator action plan graph for this indicator is shown at Appendix D.

LPI – The percentage variation in the value of outstanding debt greater than 30 days old

3.4.6
Comments on Current Performance
Write offs of old system debt over the year disguise an increase in the value of debt of 28% rather than 11.4%.

Debt over 30 days old as at 31st March 2001 was £8.796m (Old system £5.401m; new SAP system £3.395m).

£1.489m was written off from the old system between 1st April 2001 and 31st December 2001.

Debt over 30 days old as at 31st December 2001 was £9.798m. (Old system £2.915m; new SAP system £6.883m).

During December 2001 the recovery programme was restricted and the Christmas shut down may have delayed the collection of income until the New Year.

Between the introduction of the new SAP computer system for debtors in September 2000 and late February 2001, teething problems with the system and hardware meant that automated recovery letters were not sent out.  The effect of this continued into 2001/02 as the recovery process normally takes place every week.

See “Barriers to Improvement” for further explanations of the current performance.

Achievement of a 5% reduction in the value of outstanding debt by 31st March 2002, is a very challenging target given the current circumstances concerning the previous computer system and may not be possible.  However, it should be possible to achieve the March 2003 target of a reduction of 10% over the March 2001 position.
3.4.7
Barriers to Improvement
· Staffing structures and processes are still settling down.  

· The production of electronic procedural notes is planned but this is a time-consuming exercise.

· During the third quarter the number of staff working on Radius reduced from half to around a quarter of the staff but they were very experienced staff.  The initial retraining of staff transferring to SAP debt recovery is a barrier in the short term.

· Previous system debt arrears had built up over many years with no regular write-offs.

· Directorates are reluctant for certain types of debts to be pursued eg: Social Services Part 3 accommodation.

· Limitation of use of in-house bailiffs.

· Problems with bar coding resulting in Post Office fee being transferred to the debtor rather than directly to Salford.

· Problems with production of statements.

3.4.8 Current / Proposed Action

· Weekly automated recovery action in the form of ever stronger reminders in addition to the tailoring of letters to suit individual cases.  

· On target to have the previous computer system cleared of debt by 28th February 2002 at the latest.  

· Progress on more experienced staff mentoring an inexperienced staff member to effect a skills transfer.   

· Recovery action via personal contact by telephone has continued.

· Regular monthly meetings with Directorate representatives and Legal Services continued to pursue problem debts and commence legal proceedings where necessary.

· Two external debt recovery agencies have been invited to visit Salford during February 2002 to give presentations on their service, charges, etc. with a view to a pilot scheme being arranged.

· A long term action plan (rolling two years) has been produced.  

· Payment of accounts over the internet via Girobanks’s Billpay facility being considered.

· Alternative methods of income collection being considered in order to restrict the raising of low value invoices.  

· Irrecoverable debt raised since 1st April 2001 will be charged back to Directorates from 1st April 2002.

· Quarterly write-offs continued.  The first SAP write-offs will be recommended before the end of March 2002.

3.5. There are four further Performance Indicators where performance is either under target or unclear at the present time as follows:

BVPI 179
The % of standard land searches carried out in 10 working days.

BVPI 5b
Complaints to an Ombudsman classified as local settlement.

BVPI 7
The % of electoral registration form A’s returned.

BVPI 157
The % of interactions with the public, by type, which are capable of electronic service delivery and which are being delivered using internet protocols or other paperless methods.

These are dealt with in the comparator action plan graphs shown in appendices E, F, G and H respectively.


4. COMMENTS ON PERFORMANCE OVERALL
4.1 Whilst performance in the areas indicated earlier in this report still needs to be improved, I am pleased to note that the Directorate’s performance has improved in terms of revenue collection with 76.78% of Council Tax collected (a 1.03% improvement on the collection rate at this time last year), and 83.54% of non-domestic rates being received by the Authority (full year target = 96.65%). In addition we have collected 22.83% of Council Tax arrears to date, which is 7.7% up on our performance at this time last year. 

4.2 In terms of invoice payments, October to December 2001 has seen a 2% improvement with 79% of invoices being paid within 30 days, as opposed to the cumulative performance from April to December 2001 indicating that 77% of invoices were paid within this timescale. Whilst a small improvement, it is a step in the right direction towards achieving our target of 90%.

4.3 With regard to Benefits processing, we will be carefully considering the targets to be set for 2002/03, ensuring that Salford is compared with other authorities where the Benefits Verification Framework (BVF) has been implemented. This work is an important part of ensuring that we compare “like with like” and that the rigorous aspects of BVF implementation are fully taken into account when our performance is being assessed. 

4.4 We have also ensured that our operational Performance Improvement Plans in this area of work will help us to move steadily towards improving these services for our customers.

ALAN WESTWOOD

DIRECTOR OF CORPORATE SERVICES
