Report to Lead Members for Corporate Services

Subject: The future of Payment Counter Services at Swinton
Background:

Traditionally, the City Council has collected counter payments from customers at Council establishments, mainly housing offices, across the City. In 2000, around 14 of these establishments provided this service taking over 0.5m transactions every year.

In the summer of 2000, two Housing sub-offices in Irlam and Cadishead were closed due to low levels in demand and Girobank payment cards for use at Post Offices were first introduced. This scheme operated successfully and offered significant savings in transaction costs over the previous arrangements. Due to the low level of demand, transaction costs at these sub-offices had been particularly high, even when compared with other Council establishments.

By 2001, the advantages of using these cards could clearly be seen and steps were taken to introduce their use throughout the City. This meant closing cash counters at all the Area Housing Offices and transferring staff to Corporate Services. The immediate advantages of this were that our customers now had some 40+ Post Offices throughout Salford at which they could make payment. In addition, any Post Office in the UK could also take these payments, a particular advantage when dealing with customers who have left the City, still owing some arrears. The increasing transaction rates also enabled the City Council to negotiate a more favourable rate with Girobank.

Although all the payment counters in housing offices had been closed, the counter facilities run by Corporate Services, at the Civic Centre, continued to serve customers. This facility remained open because it also handled the postal remittances received from customers, batch work involving multiple payments like the schedules of payments submitted by the Benefits Agency and all the internal business generated at the Civic Centre.

During 2002 due to the possibility of industrial action at Post Offices, the further cash collection option of PayPoint was also introduced. In addition to providing greater service resilience, the use of the Co-op Bank sponsored PayPoint scheme enabled the City Council to increase its payment locations within the City to 70+. The payment cards issued by Girobank can also be used at the PayPoint locations, as can the bar-coded documents, introduced by Salford Direct in April 2002. 

Moving the service forward:

Sixteen Post Offices and PayPoint outlets, offering a variety of opening hours, including weekends, now serve the Swinton area. This service far exceeds the payments service available to customers just two year’s ago and allows consideration to be now given to reviewing the cash collection services currently offered in Phase 3. 

It is clear that a number of customers still continue to use the facility in Phase 3 to make payments. To explore the reasons for this an exit survey with customers has been undertaken over the last few weeks in an attempt to seek views from a cross-section of customers. Not every customer approached was prepared to take part in the survey but the 42 that did have provided useful information. 

The results of the survey are as follows: -

· 100% said they were aware that they could also pay at the Post Office or a PayPoint outlet.

· 86% live in Swinton, 10% in Salford & 4% in Worsley.

· 62% used the facility because of its convenience.

· 14% said they use it because the staff are helpful.

· 5% said it was because of queues at Post Offices.

· 5% because they wanted to pay by credit card.

· 2.5% wanted account balance information. 

· 2.5% don’t trust the Post Office.

· 9% gave no response as to why they use the office.

· 67% were paying more than one bill.

· 17% also visited another part of the complex.

The results of this survey indicate that some customers still prefer to use these facilities rather than the Post Office or PayPoint as a matter of convenience. However, the needs of customers wanting to pay accounts should be balanced with those of customers with benefits and other enquiries. The remainder of this report therefore also looks at making the best use of the limited resources available in Phase 3.

Current Services:

The frontline services in Phase 3 are divided between the payment hall, used exclusively for customers making payments and the enquiry service which is a shared facility used mainly by Salford Direct and Swinton Area Housing Office. Approximately 3,000 customers each month use these facilities. Of the nine enquiry booths currently available in the enquiry hall, one, a small room which is without a security screen, is used for meetings and until recently taped benefit fraud interviews, four are in regular use by Salford Direct to interview customers about benefits, council tax and business rates, three are used by Housing staff to deal with their own customers and one is shared, subject to customer demand. Other staff in Phase 3 also use these rooms occasionally to interview their own customers. In the enquiry hall the reception counter near the entrance is usually the first point of call for nearly all the customers entering the establishment. The volume of customers often overwhelms the available facilities and at peak times results in significant queues and waiting times. There is also some confusion on occasions because customers can see others being attended to in different rooms and at a different pace, something that can sometimes lead to suggestions that some customers are being seen out of turn. This can lead to confrontation between customers and the receptionist.

Since April 2002 the Verification Framework for benefits has placed an even greater strain on these facilities, as customers try to meet the requirements to provide the evidence necessary to support benefit claims. These pressures indicate that we need to improve the services offered to customers who visit Phase 3 with enquiries.

Potential for Improving Enquiry Facilities:

The scope for improving the facilities in Phase 3 by making structural changes to the building are limited, partly due to the design of the building and partly due to the unavoidable disruption to existing services while the changes are made. The costs of significant changes would be high and the timescales for completion of the work lengthy. Also in view of the development of the LIFT project within Salford, which in the future is likely to include the Council’s One Stop Shop, it would not seem prudent at this stage to invest heavily in the Swinton facilities at this time. 

If the Cash Office area was to close however, the opportunity would be created to utilise a separate reception counter, waiting area and two private interview rooms. Only a small amount of work would be needed to make this area operational at an approximate cost of £20K. It is proposed that New Prospect Housing Company would utilise the additional interview facilities which would be created within the former payment area.

It is envisaged that the above costs could be found from within Salford Direct’s existing budgets due primarily to the fact that the Service would be able to make use of the budget of a post currently vacant on the Team. It is also expected that a contribution will be made from New Prospect.

Improved Payment Facilities:

These changes within cash collection arrangements must also be seem within a context of further improvements in cash collection arrangements which are being made. During December 2002 the new cash receipting and income system will be made operational. This system will make available the on-line authorisation of credit and debit card payments for staff in the Contact Centre, other sections in Salford Direct and subsequently officers in other Divisions and other Directorates. An Interactive Voice Recognition (IVR) module is also included in this system and this will allow customers to make credit and debit card payments at any time in a 24-hour period, by entering the details using their phone keypad. These significant improvements to the existing service will meet some of the demands for card payment facilities currently being made on the payment counter.

The following options therefore need to be considered by Members:

Options:

1. Continue to operate the payment counter as it is now.

2. Close the payment counter to the public and improve the facilities available to customers with enquiries.

The pros and cons:

Option 1 – Customers will continue to be able to make payments in person, although the service would be provided using the new receipting and income system. The style of receipt produced by this system will be similar to that provided at Post Offices.  

The improvements to the enquiry service will not be achievable, as this would require the use of the public side of the payment counter.

Option 2 – Customers making payments would have to use Post Offices and PayPoint outlets although those wanting to pay by credit or debit card could still do so by telephone, via the Contact Centre. Some internal customers may need to use the services of the Co-op Bank, also in Phase 3, instead of our own payment counter.

The improvements to the enquiry service area could go ahead. Business in the payment hall declines significantly after January each year. This is because the majority of customers paying Council Tax bills do so by monthly instalments from April to January. The most suitable time to close the payment counter is during February.

Staffing Implications: 

In anticipation of a decline in transactions over the counter, cashier vacancies equivalent to 1.6 fte posts have not been filled. Although this decline in transactions has not materialised, the service has been maintained with the help of staff seconded from other teams. It is not anticipated that a closure of the payment service currently being provide will necessitate any further reductions. The remaining staff will deal with postal remittances, batch transactions and work generated internally. Alternatively, if the payment counter is to remain open, it will be necessary to fill the current vacancies.

Option 2 is preferred:

Should this proposal be agreed a communication and publicity plan will be drawn up to ensure that customers are made aware of:

· The new self service collection facilities by telephone 24/7

· The services offered by the Post Office and PayPoint

· The requirement and timing for closing cash facilities in order to improve other customer services available at the site.

Recommendation:

That Members’ adopt Option 2 and approve the closure of the Payment counter with effect from the close of business on 7th February 2003.

PAGE  
1

