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REPORT OF THE DIRECTOR OF CORPORATE SERVICES


TO THE QUALITY & PERFORMANCE SCRUTINY COMMITTEE

ON 27 MAY 2002 


TITLE :
BEST VALUE PERFORMANCE INDICATORS 2001/02 -


PERFORMANCE FROM 1 APRIL 2001 – 31 MARCH 2002


RECOMMENDATIONS :

That Members consider and comment upon the Directorate’s performance for 2001/02.


EXECUTIVE SUMMARY :

To present the Directorate's performance for 2001/02 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   (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 2001 – 31st March 2002.

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


Revenues Collection


Collection Rates


Arrears Collection

Financial Services

Prompt payment of invoices

Debt collection

3.3
REVENUES AND 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)

· Collection Rates
BVPI 9 - The % of Council Tax collected

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

· Arrears Collection

LPI - Council Tax arrears collected as a % of the total amount due

3.3.2
Comments on Current Performance

3.3.3
Background

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. Members will recall from the detailed 3rd quarter report that the Service faced with such critical issues as shown below has experienced some short-term deterioration in performance until the full benefits of such service improvements could be realised. Summarised below  are some of the changes affecting the Service during 2001/02;

· 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 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 such changes there have still been positive improvements in service in some areas notably in council tax arrears and business rates collections and the level of accuracy of benefits payments. It is clear however that these improvements do still fall short of targets set during 2001/02, targets which may need to be reviewed in view of the changing world in benefits administration nationally, changes in the calculation of PI’s which have not been reflected in the targets and to attempt to streamline the high volumes of performance information currently being collated. Another report on this Scrutiny Committee's agenda   endeavours to tackle these issues. The positive issue for the Service particularly in recent months has been the marked improvement generally with workload levels currently significantly reduced with 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. When Members note that such 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.

3.3.4
Benefits processing 

Although performance has been disappointing during 2001/02, Members will be aware that this particular service area was subject to the greatest amount of change within the whole service. Positive aspects of performance include;

· the 11% reduction in service costs to £83.83 per claim, the lowest cost levels since 1998/99. Due to the inconsistency of approach by Authorities in assessing this particular PI, the DWP introduced a prescribed method of calculating this costing which should have taken effect from 2000/01. Unfortunately the Authority failed to respond to this guidance as requested in 2000/01, a fact which was also not highlighted by the review of this PI by the District Audit last year. 

In the past this calculation had simply calculated the cost per claim based upon the number of live claims in payment at a particular point in the year. The revised calculation however calculates the number of live claims based upon particular weightings of claims allowing for their respective complexity, for example, a private sector Housing Benefit claim is deemed to be 2.5 times more complex than a council tax benefit only claim. In practical terms therefore claimant numbers for the purposes of this calculation have increased from approximately 32,000 claimants in 2000/01 to 42,000 in 2001/02.

· 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 

· benefits payment accuracy where performance levels of 94% exceed Salford’s 2001/02 target of 91%. It is envisaged that such excellent progress should be maintained through the further strengthening of the claims process through implementation of VF. 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. 

Although benefits claims processing performance has improved dramatically since February 2002, unfortunately such improvement came too late within the financial year to make a major difference to annual performance levels. Staffing resource levels within the Service are currently being examined to determine whether 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.

3.3.5
Barriers to Performance

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. Fundamental changes in procedures have taken place during 2001/02 to achieve these aims which have in effect slowed the benefits claims process down as the Authority seeks greater documentary evidence of a claimant’s personal circumstances. Such performance is typical of all Authorities participating within the VF scheme as illustrated in national PI’s where for example, processing turnaround times are significantly higher than non-VF sites. This background is useful when comparing 2001/02 performance with Salford’s relatively high performance in previous years where as demonstrated by the BFI report, there existed significant weaknesses in claims verification procedures. As previously stated, the report reviewing BVPI targets in light of the experiences of other VF sites, is also included in the agenda for today's meeting.

3.3.6
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. For Members' information I would advise that the implementation of the Pericles Business Rates package was the quickest implementation ever achieved nationally with this particular software product and Will be instrumental in delivering approximately £340K of savings to the Authority in 2002/03 in removing the need to utilise the ICL VME mainframe. 

3.3.7
Council Tax collections 

Whilst in real terms, 2001/02 Council Tax collections have increased, 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 for 2001/02. For Members information 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 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. Further information will be brought before Scrutiny Committee. 

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 five 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.

3.3.8
Further Examples of current / proposed action for 2002/03 to improve performance 

· Increase speed of processing

Tick box style checklist forms to be introduced from June 2002 to increase probability of the claimant providing all evidence with claim.

· Accuracy

Implementation of a quality control team from May 2002 to quickly identify incorrect cases and ensure that any staff training needs are identified quickly.

· Complaints 

A review of procedures for dealing with and recording informal complaints about the benefit services will be undertaken by March 2003 in order to improve the service and inform staff training needs.

· Overpayments 

Overpayments administration was centralised from November 2001 and a review of recovery procedures will be completed by the end of September 2002. This should result in speedier action to recover overpayments.

We will also rigorously pursue outstanding debt and have been in discussion with Legal Services to intensify legal action from April 2002. In addition, we will pilot the use of a debt collection agency in early 2003 to improve performance in this area.

Finally, we are reviewing our anti-fraud and corruption strategy by summer 2002.
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

Even though the target has not been met for 2001/2 there has been a gradual improvement over the financial year resulting in the best figures recorded for the fourth quarter of 81.7%.

Consistently throughout the year as previously reported the processing via the accounts payable module of SAP has always exceeded 90%, with the highest recorded for the financial year in March 2002 of 95.3%.

Cumulatively 78.3% of invoices were paid within 30 days.

The majority of invoices are still being paid via the accounts payable module of SAP (approx 55%), although there has been a gradual increase in traffic through purchasing invoice verification. However, due to difficulties with the goods receipting of invoices within Directorates, payment processes are not working as effectively as the SAP system would like.

The feeder systems into SAP, namely ConSol job costing system, for Building Services and Highways has improved slightly mainly due to scrutiny of fields involved in the data interface to SAP. Also, the reports are now provided on a regular basis to each Directorate, in order to strive to identify any potential problem areas.

Throughout the past year assistance has been provided on a generic basis within the FSG, but also from agency staff. It would appear that as long as full resources are engaged processing invoices the staff can just about keep on top of the workload, however any periods of lengthy sickness, or during holiday periods resources are stretched to breaking point and the service suffers.

3.4.3
Barriers to Improvement:

 FSG Directorates not adapting to the SAP invoice verification process as desired. The goods receipting is not taking place as required and this is 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 are not adequate to cope with current workload.

 Lack of adequate SAP training due to lack of resources on the e-Merge team.

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

3.4.4
Current/Proposed Action:

 Training scheduled by Mid June to address complications of invoice verification processing.

 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 access to invoice images, and hopefully reduce delays in paper based transportation.

 Continued close working relationships with Directorates to improve the procedures for processing – Already in place with Environmental Services Vehicle Maintenance Section.

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

 A 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.

 Educating suppliers to produce one invoice per purchase order to simplify the payment process. Recently initiated with a major supplier Lyreco.

 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.

 Reviews of the staffing levels and examine a longer-term strategy for the creditors group.

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:

There has been a vast improvement this quarter against the previous return for December of a reduction 15.3%. The target of a 5% reduction by 31st March 2002 has been met and improved upon, with a 5.7% reduction in the debt outstanding greater than 30 days old.

However, it has to be acknowledged that this financial year has seen a substantial write off provision being included within the analysis. Write offs to the value of £1,635,383.36 have been approved and extracted from the debtors system. However, it should be remembered that before the formation of the FSG there was no regular write off procedure, and it could be argued that the majority of these accounts could have been extracted from the records within the last couple of years. It is unlikely that such a high value of write offs would have to be accounted for within future financial years.

All staff as from February 2002 are now working on one Corporate debt recovery system, SAP. Previously the group was fragmented with the more experienced debt recovery staff concentrating efforts on collecting the legacy system, RADIUS, debt. The staff working on the RADIUS exercise have done a remarkable job reducing the RADIUS debt from £9.3M as at 31.3.2002 to £2.7M transfer over to SAP. One should not underestimate the problems of operating the two systems, as well as having to initiate procedures for the centralisation process. It is to the credit of the professionalism of the staff involved that the exercise was carried out as efficiently as possible.

The fact that the target was met and surpassed this year augurs well for the future. With the benefits of the more experienced staff now diverting efforts to SAP collection it is hoped that further improvements will be attained. Also together with the mentoring over the past few months of less experienced staff it is hoped the knowledge transfer will enable a more proactive debt recovery approach.

3.4.7
Barriers to Improvement:

 Policy within Directorates relating to pursuing certain types of debts, i.e. Social Services still seem reluctant to adopt a firm approach with habitual bad debtors. Similarly, the political influences within Valuation and Estates regarding commercial rents in the City’s more disadvantaged areas.

 The difficulties collecting low value accounts, in particular, library fines and housing recharges. Historically these have proven difficult to collect due to lack of accurate information provided by Directorates relating to address details.

 The closure of the City’s Area Housing Offices has meant a massive cultural change to the collection process. This has undoubtedly affected the volumes of income received.

 The delays in provision of a bar code required by the post office for debtors invoices. Due to complications there has been a delay with the production of the bar code which has caused animosity from chargepayers, who have been levied a cost for payments made at the post office. It is likely these customers would have paid via the local area housing office.

 SAP system problems, in particular, the provision of informative statement, and adequate instalment monitoring reports. This has meant the group have had to produce these manually, which is not the best use of resources.

 The inevitable ‘bedding in’ period for the staff engaged on the RADIUS project adapting to the SAP system functionality.

 A reduction in the use of Corporate Services in house bailiffs for limited commercial rents cases only.

 The workload created from various demands to produce information for Internal Audit, District Audit, Senior Management and Members.

 Lack of modern payment methods such as Direct Debit and Internet facility.

3.4.8
Current/Proposed Action:

 Continued regular meeting with the problematic debt areas. Currently, meetings take place monthly with Valuation and Estates, Social Services, together with legal.

 Currently negotiations are taking place with two debt recovery agencies. Hopefully a pilot scheme will commence by June 2002.

 A structured debt recovery approach whereby accounts below £200.00 will receive limited recovery action before issuing to external debt recovery agencies. Directorates have been informed that if these prove not to be collectable they will be charged back. Accounts over the value of £200 will be subject to full recovery action including legal – write offs will be charged back to Directorates and offset by an allocation of the bad debt provision.

 A policy decision has been made concerning disputed accounts. Disputed accounts will only be left on SAP for one month, after which time the account will be debited, if not resolved, back to the originating Directorate.

 Regular team meetings will be taking place at which staff are to produce performance highlights, problems, and initiatives. It is also the intention for members of the group to have ownership of a particular debt category, and report regularly to line managers on progress.

 Meetings have been scheduled to address the problematic debt areas i.e. schools grounds maintenance, library fines, Social Services accommodation and charging policy, commercial rents and swimming squad fees. It is the intention to offer support, guidance, and regular reports for these categories of debt in an effort to identify problems early and implement appropriate remedial measures. This is dependant, however, on the total cooperation of Directorates and Council policy relating to the respective service.

 A debtors user group has been set up to offer Directorates an opportunity to feedback on current issues and policy. The first meeting was held on 11th April 2002 and was very positive.

The provision of more payment methods – initial discussions have taken place regarding Direct Debit and Internet payments. These are quite complicated to implement and would be dependant on the appropriate resources being made available.

4.
Other Indicators Where Performance is Below Target

There is currently no benchmark with other local authorities for debt outstanding but the target is for an 18% reduction from the position at 31/03/01 to be achieved by 31/03/05.

4.1 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.


5. COMMENTS ON PERFORMANCE OVERALL
5.1 Whilst performance in the areas indicated earlier in this report  still needs to be improved, I am pleased to note that there have been positive improvements in service delivery, particularly Council Tax and Business Rates collections and the level of accuracy of benefits payments. In addition, there has been a marked improvement in the reduction in workload levels in the Revenues and Benefits service.

5.2 With regard to the collection of outstanding debt, we have met and improved upon our target reduction of 5% by 31st March 2002, and our performance for the payment of invoices has shown an improvement by the end of the fourth quarter.

5.3 There is still further room for improvement however, and we are confident that some of the major changes we have implemented over the year which are beginning to show improved performance, will continue to do so in the coming year.

ALAN WESTWOOD

DIRECTOR OF CORPORATE SERVICES
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