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Committee

Date:    2oth October  2005  

BEST VALUE REVIEW OF REVENUES AND BENEFITS SERVICES

1. INTRODUCTION
1.1
This report updates Members on work undertaken in progressing the Best Value Review of Revenues and Benefits Services in the period 1 July 2005 – 30th September 2005.

1.2
The aim of the review being to turn a ‘good’ performing Revenues and Benefits Service into an excellent service.  It will be measured by effectiveness and efficiency of service delivery and taking account of customer satisfaction and its contribution to the broader aims of the Council.

1.3
As set out in the scope and work plan agreed by O & S on 1 April 2004, Members are requested to scrutinise investigations undertaken, findings and proposed action (and timetable) to improve service delivery in the following areas.

i) Supporting Local Post Offices



 Paper 1

ii) External Threats to Revenues and Benefits

 Paper 2

1.4
Individual presentations will be given on each of the papers.

2.0 External Challenge of Revenues and Benefits Services Best Value Review

2.1
A potential weakness in the Best Value Review process highlighted by the Policy and Performance Unit was the lack of an external challenge by a professional Best Value Review Practitioner.

2.2 To overcome this potential weakness the Policy and Performance Unit commissioned Gillian Connolly Consulting to provide this challenge.

2.3
Gillian Connolly is an experienced Audit Commission Inspector and a Non Executive Director of a Primary Care Trust, with a professional background in Environmental Health.  Gillian has been involved in the delivery of the pilot CPA 2005 inspections using the draft methodology and previously carried out nine CPA inspections across single tier and district authorities.  For this work she liaised with the Benefit Fraud Inspectorate.  She has also undertaken approximately 20 service inspections with a range of scores from poor to excellent.  Gillian has successfully delivered change management and organisational development projects.

2.4
Gillian’s report is attached and comments on how recommendations can be addressed will be made at the meeting.

3.0 SCRUTINY

The Committee is asked to scrutinise the investigations, findings and proposed actions as set out in Papers 1 to 3 of the report.

Peter B Mason

HEAD OF REVENUES AND BENEFITS SERVICES

Contact Name:  Peter B Mason

Ext:  7270

Revenues & Benefits

Carlisle  

11th October 2005  

PM/JB/RB07/05

Paper 1

Revenues and Benefit Services

Best Value Review

Achieving Excellence

Supporting Local Post Offices

1.0
Introduction

1.1 In consulting with Customers, paying in person at the Civic Centre, 75% indicated that given the choice they would rather pay Council Tax at their local Post Office. (2003 survey as part of the Best Value Review consultation process)

1.2 To satisfy customer’s aspirations and also to support local Post Offices, at a time when high profile Post Office closures were being announced, the Council’s Executive agreed to introduce a Post Office payment facility for payment of Council Tax.

1.3 The cost of the service estimated at £40,000 pa (£41,400 at 2005/06 prices) was met by reducing the extent of the Civic Centre cashiering facility and subsuming operations within the new Customer Contact Centre arrangements.

1.4 This report updates members on the success of this initiative, and that of other new payment facilities introduced during the Best Value Review.

2.0 Post Office Payment Facility

2.1
The Post Office payment Facility enables Council Tax payers to pay at their local Post Office free of charge.  To facilitate this service the Council sends details of Customers opting to pay at the Post Office to Alliance and Leicester (Girobank), who then issue plastic swipe cards to customers which hold Council Tax account details.  The customers visit the Post Office, have their cards Swiped and indicate the amount they want to pay.

2.2 This facility has proved highly popular with Council Tax payers (as suggested by the Consultation Exercise).  The facility introduced in April 2004 is now second in popularity to Direct Debit (the Council’s preferred payment method) with 7185 Council Tax payer’s now using the facility.

2.3 One of the main reasons for introducing the facility was to assist rural resident’s disadvantaged due to lack of access to Banks and Civic Centre payment facilities.  

However most take up has been by city residents i.e.

Paying at Post Office

City Residents



5854


Rural Residents



1331


Total





7185

2.4 Noted at Appendix 1 is a breakdown of residents paying by the Post Office facility in each Parish/Ward.  This clearly demonstrates that the greatest take up is by City Council residents in less affluent wards in the city.

2.5 The introduction of the facility has clearly met the Council’s aim of supporting local Post Offices with approximately 7200 additional post office visits by Carlisle residents each month in paying Council Tax.

3.0 Civic Centre Cashiering Facility
3.1
The cost of the post office payment facility is approximately £41,000 per annum in payments to Girobank.  For the facility to be self financing significant reductions had to be made to the Civic Centre cashiering facility (the original recommendation to close the facility completely was rejected by CMT).  In the circumstances the number of cashiering points was reduced from 4 to 1 and staff from 3.5 WTE to 1 WTE.

3.2 A risk identified at the time the Post Office facility was being considered was that whilst 75% of Civic Centre payers indicated that they would rather pay at the Post Office that in practice this would not happen and the reduced Civic Centre facility would be swamped.

3.3 In practice this did not happen i.e.

Numbers Paying at Civic Centre


July 2003




7,800 approx


July 2005




1,600 approx


These figures show that

i) Of the residents paying Council Tax at the Civic Centre in 2003, 20% still use the facility 

ii) 70% now pay at post office

iii) 10% now pay by other method including direct debit.

4.0 Other Payment Methods
4.1
In my report to members of the 25th November 2004 (R & B 7/04 Paper 3 “Strategy for Continuous Improvement in Revenues Collection”) initiatives to promote other payment methods in making it more convenient for residents to make payment were detailed ie:

· Introducing a second ‘15th monthly’ direct debit payment date.

· Introducing 24 hour internet and telephone payment facilities.

· Accepting payment by debit and credit card (free of commission)

4.2 The level of success of these new facilities can be illustrated as follows:

Payment Method


      July 2003
    July 2005


No
     
No


Direct Debit
23500
59%
26211
66%

Civic Centre Payment
7800
20%
1600
4%

Facility





Standing Order
3000
7%
1100
3%

By post
3900
10%
2600
6%

Telephone
-
-
700
2%

Internet
1500
4%
180
1%

Other
-
-
-


Post Office
-
-
7185
18%












39700
100%
39576
100%

On full benefit
5700
N/A
6000
N/A











Council Tax
45400

45576


4.3 As can be seen both Direct Debits (the Council’s preferred method of payment) and the Post Office payment facility have become significantly more popular.  Eighty-four percent of Council Tax payers now pay by these two facilities promoted by the Council.

4.4 The take up of the internet payment facility has proved disappointing.  Particularly taking account of the effort, time, technical expertise, and resources put in by the Council in introducing the facility, a requirement under the e-government agenda.  However, over time as bill paying on-line generally becomes more popular, Cumbria residents take up should increase.  Efforts will be made by practitioners to promote and advertise the on line payment facility more widely.

5.0 Measuring Success of Enhanced Payment Facilities including Post Office

5.1
The main reason for introducing enhanced payment facilities and particularly the Post Office facility is improving service provision for the customer i.e. making it easy to pay Council Tax depending on the individual circumstances of the resident.  The level of take up suggests that this objective has been achieved, with a good level of take up in rural areas where the post office is the most convenient outlet for the payment of bills generally.  Also significant take up in the less affluent areas of the city where again the post office is the main access medium for bill payment.

5.2 The Council needs to see a return on its investment on additional payment facilities not only by increased customer satisfaction (quality) but increased collection rates (quantity).

The only way of measuring success is proving the hypothesis (prediction) that making it easier to pay, by introducing more convenient payment facilities, will increase overall Council Tax collection rates.  There are significant transaction costs associated with both Post Office and on-line payment facilities (particularly credit cards).

5.3 Collection targets have been increased on the assumption that the Post Office collection facility (and other recovery initiatives being progressed under the review) are successful i.e.

Best Value Performance Plan

Year




Collection Target




  
Original

Revised

2005/06


96.7%


97.1%

2006/07


96.8%


97.3%

2007/08


97.0%


97.5%

Note actual collection rates for 2004/05 were 96.75%

Actual collection rates will be monitored against these revised targets and will be reported to members for scrutiny as part of the quarterly performance monitoring reports.

6.0 Recommendation
6.1
Members are asked to scrutinise progress and outcomes of introducing post office payment facilities (and other new payment facilities).

6.2 Members are asked to note that Council Tax collection targets will be updated in next years Best Value Performance Plan to enable predicted increased collections rates to be monitored and reported on.

Appendix 1

Post office Payers by parish as at 13.09.05





Breakdown of urban areas






Parish Name
Total

Deprivation Indicator

Workarea name

Total

Deprivation Indicator












WETHERAL
152

8.34

39
STANWIX URBAN
235

7.39

DALSTON
95

10.35

38
BELAH
396

12.79

CARLATTON & CUMREW
0

11.09

48
YEWDALE
451

13.84

CASTLE CARROCK
4

11.09

40
ST AIDANS
385

25.47

CUMWHITTON
8

11.09

45
DENTON HOLME
498

25.84

HAYTON
87

11.86

49
BELLE VUE
350

27.30

BEAUMONT
18

12.43

44
CURROCK
615

27.54

BURGH BY SANDS
36

12.43

42
HARRABY
517

27.76

ORTON
16

12.43

47
MORTON
612

28.45

CUMMERSDALE
33

12.98

46
TRINITY
531

34.14

IRTHINGTON
26

13.73

41
BOTCHERBY
591

37.53

KINGMOOR
40

13.73

43
UPPERBY
673

38.81

SCALEBY
9

13.73







STANWIX RURAL
98

13.73



5854



ASKERTON
5

16.75







BURTHOLME
3

16.75







DENTON NETHER
6

16.75







DENTON UPPER
3

16.75







FARLAM
19

16.75







MIDGEHOLME
1

16.75







WALTON
6

16.75







WATERHEAD
1

16.75







KINGWATER
3

16.75







BEWCASTLE
15

17.54







HETHERSGILL
19

17.54







KIRKLINTON
13

17.54







NICHOLFOREST
9

17.54







SOLPORT
2

17.54







STAPLETON
11

17.54







BRAMPTON
233

18.18







KIRKANDREWS
20

18.92







ROCKCLIFFE
27

19.10







WESTLINTON
21

19.10







ST CUTHBERTS WITHOUT
99

22.61







ARTHURET
193

31.47



















1331









Paper 2



Revenues and Benefits Services

Best Value Review

Maintaining Excellence

External Threats to Revenues and Benefits Services

1.0
Introduction

1.1 Over the last year members have scrutinised numerous Best Value Review papers suggesting service improvements to be introduced with the objective of delivering excellent Revenues and Benefits Services to the Council’s residents.

1.2 At the meeting of the Corporate Resources Overview and Scrutiny Committee of the 28th July (RBS 05 Paper 3) members were advised that on DWP/CPA assessment criteria the council was now rated as ‘excellent’ for benefit services as at 30th June 2005 self assessment.

1.3 This final Best Value Review paper advises members of the threats facing the Council in attempting to maintain excellent service provision.  

1.4 The report advises of the following threats:

(i) Reduced Government Grant

(ii) Competition for experienced back office staff

(iii) Gershon efficiencies 

(iv) Outsourcing/shared service provision (could be considered an Opportunity/threat)

(v) To maintaining Council’s excellent DWP/CPA rating.

2.0
Reduced Government Grant

2.1
The Council has (in meeting DWP/BFI performance standards) significantly improved Housing Benefits Administration (including Counter Fraud) over the last 5 years.  Most of these improvements have been funded by ring fenced DWP grants and DWP rewards for exceeding fraud detection/prosecution targets.

2.2
DWP standards fund grants have now been withdrawn with effect from 01.04.2006.  Other grants and Rewards, including VF and WIB’s (Safe/Fraud incentives), are proposed to be absorbed into Benefits administration grant based on weighted case load formula with effect from 1st April 2006.

2.3 DWP Grant/Rewards under threat.


Amount
Comment





Pension Credit
£29,100
Not ring fenced therefore supporting other Council expenditure under Gershon

Working Credit
£17,400
Not ring fenced therefore supporting other council expenditure under Gershon

Verification Framework (VF)
£125,700
Likely to be absorbed in benefits admin. Grant

Accuracy Monitoring
£23,400
Will end 31/03/2006

Homeworking Grant
£77,000
Will end 31/03/2006 but funding one off expenditure so no problem

Safe Rewards Grant
£52,500 

_______
Likely to be absorbed but at lower rate in Benefits admin. Grant.




£301,700 


2.4
As indicated in the comments in 2.3 above whilst the Council will lose some of the grants/rewards supporting Benefits administration it is unlikely to lose it all in 2006/07. However, the grant/rewards income noted above supports significant staff resources mainly in Revenues and Benefits but also in other Council services particularly the Customer Contact Centre.

2.5
Providing that VF and Safe Rewards grants are fully absorbed into the Council’s benefit administration grant (currently £663,300 pa), the Council is likely to maintain an excellent service  to the public without replacing lost grant with Council funding.  However, resources targeted at accuracy monitoring will be reduced (to reflect the loss of accuracy monitoring performance grant.)
3.0 Competition For Experienced Back Office Staff

3.1
As members will be aware Capita have sited a Housing Benefits processing centre at Kingmoor Park.

3.2 When the centre initially opened significant numbers of the units very experienced practitioners obtained jobs with Capita due to better salaries and promotion opportunities.  Indeed Capita’s benefits manager, all their team leaders and a number of their benefits assessment officers have all been recruited from Revenues and Benefits (a big endorsement to the quality of Council trained staff.)

3.3 The Council could not maintain an efficient Revenues and Benefits service provision whilst regularly losing experienced staff to Capita.  To respond to this threat to service provision an in depth review of staffing, gradings and structures was undertaken facilitated by the review ie.

i) The management structure of the unit was streamlined with improved salary and career prospects being financed by a reduction in middle and junior management posts.

ii) A similar exercise was undertaken at a practitioner level ie revenues and assessment officers.

iii) Trainee revenues, benefits, and customer services posts were introduced to the structure to enable trained officers to be recruited when experienced practitioners moved on.

3.4 Most of above improvements in grading, structure and career prospects have been self financed by streamlining the unit structure overall and making efficiency savings.  However, 3 fixed term customer service trainees (2 trainees currently in post) and a benefits accuracy monitoring officer, have been funded by DWP grant and these supernumery positions are likely to be deleted when current fixed term appointments come to an end (unless other efficiency savings, currently being investigated can be found within unit budgets).

3.5 The Best Value Review initiatives noted in 3.3 above have been successful in that the number of revenue and benefits practitioners moving to Capita’s processing centre has reduced significantly (although there is still some movement)

A bigger problem currently is trained officers obtaining promotions internally particularly within the new Customer Contact Centre arrangements.

3.6 The situation will need to be reassessed as part of the pay and rewards strategy currently being progressed to take account of competition for experienced practitioners locally.

4.0 Gershon Efficiency Savings

4.1
As set out in the 2004 Spending Review over the next 3 years the Council is expected to achieve 2.5% per annum efficiency savings. In the years 2005/06 to 2007/08 the Council must make efficiency saving of  £1.8 m or 7.5% on total expenditure (1/2 of the efficiency savings being cashable)

4.2 As a mainly transactional service (but with significant front office provision) the Council will be looking for further savings from Revenues and Benefits over and above those made over the last 5 years.

4.3 In 2005/06 the units planned contribution to Gershon efficiency savings are:

Savings






Cashable

Non-Cashable

i) 
Homeworking

£



initiative


7,000


ii)
Increased caseload 




22,500



(Due to take-up 

initiatives, vulnerable 

groups) to be absorbed 

within current resources.  

See Note 1

iii)
Increased fraud detection 



30,000



Rewards (some cashable 

See Note 2)

iv)
Efficiency savings (Staff 
18,800



reductions) in benefits







______

______

Total



£25,800

£42,500

Note 1
Due to floods diverting resources and delays in receiving DWP standards fund grant increased caseload projections will not be achieved in 2004.

Note 2
Increased fraud detection rewards may be non-recurring savings if DWP absorb rewards scheme into benefits admin. Grant (see 2.2 above).

Due to financial pressures on the unit in reduced DWP grant, it will be a challenge to make significant further Gershon savings within Revenues and Benefits in 2006/07 and 2007/08 without an impact on service provision.  However, under the reorganisation the unit joins the Corporate Services Directorate and there may be new opportunities to make efficiency savings due to economies of scale.

5.0
Outsourcing/Shared Service Provision

5.1
One of the main challenges for any Best Value service review particularly a mainly transactional service like Revenues and Benefits is ‘can somebody else provide a better service (or similar service more competitively)’.

5.2
Revenues and Benefits services have been subject to competitive tendering twice (under OJEU disciplines) ie:

i) Initially in 1999/2000 under voluntary competitive tendering rules when the private sector competition withdrew on the day tenders were due to be received.  In the circumstances the in-house bid delivering £175,000 worth of efficiency saving was accepted.

ii) In 2002/03 when the Council was looking at the option of the private sector financing the Customer Contact Centre, Revenues and Benefits (and Customer Contact) were again subjected to tender.  The Council reviewed their decision after site visits by senior members and officers (including the Chairman of Corporate Resources overview and Scrutiny Committee) due to concerns on maintaining quality of current services, risks associated with the initiative and reluctance of the private sector to fund the capital costs associated with the  Customer Contact Centre (CCC).

In the circumstances the Council changed the nature of the tender, buying in the technical expertise to deliver the CCC vision including interaction with Revenues and Benefits back office, whilst maintaining in-house service provision.

5.3
Documentation in respect of the 2002/03 market testing exercise is evidenced on the Best Value Review working papers CD.  Documentation in respect of the 1999/2000 exercise was unfortunately lost in the January flood.

5.4
As a major statutory service Revenues and Benefits absorbs significant Central overheads ie

Revenues and Benefits


Expenditure
2004/05

£000


£

Direct Salaries
1475

Direct Supplies and Services
354

Direct Income (from Benefits ‘in-house’ Initiatives
(286)

Total
£1543




Indirect (Overheads)
640

Indirect (Income/Grants ie NNDR, Benefits admin., court costs etc)
(989)

Net Cost
1194

5.5
Corporately savings on indirect overheads of approximately £640,000 i.e. CCC, IT, Executive Management, Finance/Employee/Strategic and Performance services recharges, would need to be made if the Council outsourced Revenues and Benefits Services.  

5.6
Overall, competitive tendering exercises undertaken to date, and summarised in 4.2 above suggests that the in-house team can still compete against outside suppliers of white collar services on quality and price (particularly if the cost of corporate overheads absorbed by the unit are taken into account).

5.7
However, it is suggested that the position be reviewed on a regular basis (every five years?).  It is further suggested that if the Civic Centre is relocated under the Renaissance Scheme that in-house provision of Revenues and Benefits Services will again need to be reviewed.

6.0
Shared Services

6.1
As members, will be aware the Council is investigating whether working with other Councils in Cumbria in providing services jointly would facilitate quality improvements and/or efficiency savings under the Gershon agenda.  Joint provision legal and payroll services, are the services currently being considered under this initiative.

6.2
Providing Revenues and Benefits jointly within Cumbria under the shared services agenda would likely generate efficiency savings due to economies of scale.  However, these are complex high risk services, heavily reliant on IT and Customer Contact and probably private sector involvement.  The issue of significant central overheads absorbed by the service would again need to be addressed.

6.3 Shared Revenues and Benefits Services provision within Cumbria is probably an initiative to be considered in the longer term after lessons have been learned in joint provision of smaller less complex services.  Again the position should be reviewed if the Civic Centre is relocated under the Renaissance Agenda.

6.4 In the short term the advantages and disadvantages of shared provision of Revenues and Benefits services will be investigated within Cumbria and Nationally eg. Shared service initiatives are being progressed in East Anglia (East Anglia Partnership).

7.0 Maintaining Council’s Excellent DWP/CPA Rating

7.1
As advised above (See 1.2) the Council is currently assessed as excellent under BFI/CPA assessment criteria.

7.2
The next formal evidenced self assessment which has to be submitted to the DWP no later that the 15th November is based on Benefits Service provision and delivery as at 30th September 2005.  This is a very important  assessment as it will be the assessment (once audited) that will feed into the Council’s 2007 overall CPA rating.

7.3
Benefits Performance has improved further since the 30th June 2005 assessment.  Therefore, subject to Audit, the council is very likely to be assessed as providing an excellent benefits service when the Council’s CPA report is issued in 2007.

7.4
Due to financial pressures (threats) detailed in this paper, the Council will find it difficult to maintain its excellent CPA assessment over the longer term.

7.5
A risk assessment needs to be undertaken on the effects on service provision and performance of the threats noted in this paper (particularly the loss of Government grant) .  However, if the council concentrates its benefits resources on providing an efficient benefits assessment and determination process and meeting statutory requirements, and makes cuts in other areas eg. Accuracy monitoring/fraud prevention and detection, it should be able to maintain its current excellent level of service to it’s customers.  This is because, whilst such activities of work have a big impact on meeting CPA/BFI performance standards.  They have a negligible effect on the customer (claimant).

7.6
We may lose our current excellent CPA rating over longer terms.  What we must try to maintain is a good rating as if we move down to ‘fair’ it will have an impact on future overall CPA assessment after 2007.  Benefits is rated similar to finance on overall points criteria.  We are rated for CPA as excellent 4 (current assessment), 3 good or 2 fair. 
8.0 Summary/Recommendations and Action Plan Outcomes

8.1
This report summarises the potential threats facing the unit in maintaining DWP/CPA excellent service provision assessments in the medium to longer term.

8.2 Members are asked to scrutinise the measures put in place to respond to the threats where appropriate.

8.3 Members are asked to endorse the long term objective of maintaining an excellent service where service provision affects the customer.  Also delivering a ‘good’ overall Revenues and Benefits service based on DWP/CPA assessment criteria.

8.4 Members are asked to endorse the action plan actions as set out in report ie.

i) Investigate ways of mitigating the effects of a reduction in DWP grants by further efficiency improvements.

ii) Evaluate the impact, in liaison with the Strategic Finance and Business Analyst of the ‘non-cashable’ Gershon savings that will not now be achieved in 2005/06.  Also the feasibility of further Gershon efficiencies/savings due to the reorganisation.

iii) Review the provision of ‘in house’ delivery of Revenues and Benefits Services on a five yearly basis and also if the Civic Centre is relocated under the Renaissance scheme ie against outsourcing or more likely joint provision of Revenues and Benefits Services under the shared services agenda.

[image: image2.jpg]www.carlisle.gov.uk




External challenge of Carlisle’s Revenues and Benefits Service Best Value Review
Best Value Review overall aim

“The aim of the review was to turn a ‘good’ performing Revenues and Benefits service (CPA rating) into an excellent service.”

Background

I believe that my role in this process is to provide an external challenge to progress of the BVR and the content of the improvement plan and identify possible further improvements in relation to the type of actions undertaken by an ‘excellent’ service.

As well as strong service delivery softer features of an ‘excellent’ service include;

· ‘can do’ attitude;

· The customer is King;

· Innovation – not just good practice but cutting edge;

· Corporate working;

· Big picture; and

· Thinking outside the box.

I have looked at all the reports produced as part of this BVR process and identified a number of strengths and weaknesses and some key questions for debate. These questions formed the basis for a challenge meeting, held on the 4th October 2005. The outcome of the debate at that meeting has helped to formulate recommendations for the City Council and the service.

Identified key issues from the initial scope and SWOT (weaknesses and threats) and my analysis of it are;

Issues derived from initial scope and SWOT
Covered as part of the review
Not obviously covered as part of the review

Contact – face to face and telephone contact


(


Communication – forms, publicity, letters


(


Capacity – backlog, delays with appeals, sickness absence, lack of cover, reliance on IT, competition for good staff, health and safety of lone workers, vulnerable to unforeseen risks, economic downturn/mass redundancies


(
backlog, delays with appeals, sickness absence, reliance on IT, health and safety of lone workers, lack of cover (dealt with but not solved in terms of IT)


(
competition for good staff, vulnerable to unforeseen risks, such as economic downturn/mass redundancies



Collection – closure of post offices, payment methods (BACs etc)


(
closure of post offices, payment methods (BACs etc)




Performance – better analysis of effectiveness of recovery, BVPIs, HB/CTB Performance Standards, perceptions versus reality


(
better analysis of effectiveness of recovery, BVPIs

HB/CTB Performance Standards, customer feedback and satisfaction




Strengths and weaknesses

Strengths
Weaknesses

BVR

1. SWOT is a good way of starting the review.


1. Have the Weaknesses and Threats now diminished. A further SWOT would help to demonstrate this.



2. Can see opportunities, weaknesses and threats carried through into the improvement plan.


2. Although there is some emphasis in the last report on ‘bigger picture’ issues and the service works to an Anti-poverty strategy, the BVR has not focused sufficiently on it. Areas of work such as;

· Anti-poverty;

· Supporting vulnerable people elements of the Housing Strategy;

· Economic development.



3. The services have undertaken 4C’s work routinely (examples include ongoing consultation and market testing) and not just as part of the review process.


3. External challenge lacking from partners and stakeholders.

4. 4C’s used as part of the BVR and members have undertaken the challenge role, identifying post offices, use of Braille etc.


4. There are few actions outside the service area.

5. Unusual BVR – relatively slow to completion but a lot of very positive work being implemented as the BVR progresses.


5. No risk analysis evident other than the SWOT.

6. Tackled Efficiency and Effectiveness and previously Economy through market testing.


6. Lack of IT skill/capacity on database still a risk.



7. Detailed and challenging analysis of Revs and Bens services from a service perspective.


7. ‘Thinking outside the box’ post-flood opportunities for innovation not mentioned. 



8. Excellent progress with the Performance Standards.


8. Not all the council’s debt managed in one place or as efficiently as that undertaken within the service.



9. Good progress with the performance indicators (back to acceptable or top quartile even after the floods).


9. ‘Big Picture’, work to identify future risks, such as economic downturn/mass redundancies, increasing student numbers etc not explicit.



10. A more ‘customer friendly’ service is now being delivered.


10. It appears that the culture within the service has improved substantially but ‘The customer is King’ attitude is not demonstrated sufficiently explicitly by the service. 



11. Telephone contact – improved and now everyone who can’t get through gets called back.




12. Debt managed pro-actively in the service.




Improvement plan

13. Generally a SMART improvement plan. It is Specific, Actionable (but see weaknesses) and Timely.
11. Measurable – there are no explicit outcomes or key success measures or targets mentioned.



14. Actions in the plan link to the weaknesses and threats identified and the recommendations of the reports.
12. Resources aren’t mentioned at all.

15. Actionable – There are lots of actions for a small number of people – but the team are confident they can deliver.


13. Actionable – there are no actions explicitly demonstrated as priorities.




14. The action plan needs to be risk assessed in order to identify priorities.


15. Difficult to determine progress from this format.




16. The improvement plan needs to be ‘rural proofed’ and checked for equality issues.



Recommendations

BVR and service delivery

1, Undertake an additional SWOT analysis to demonstrate improvements and continuing threats.

2. Work towards demonstrating the softer features of an ‘excellent’ service include;

· ‘can do’ attitude;

· The customer is King;

· Innovation – not just good practice but cutting edge;

· Corporate working;

· Big picture; and

· Thinking outside the box.

In particular, 

· engage more with stakeholders (particularly the voluntary sector);

· identify future trends that impact on service provision, for example increasing student numbers;

· demonstrate future working that involves the wider aspects of service provision with, for example, the Carlisle Housing Strategy Partnership and Economic Development; and

· work towards a cultural change where the customer is King.

3. Review the efficiency gains possible from combining all debt collection services together.

Improvement plan

4. Identify actions from either other areas of the council or external stakeholders and add them to the improvement plan.

5. Identify key success measures for the improvement plan and the service, I would suggest using the principle of ‘serving the customer’ as a starting point.

6. Identify how resources link to priorities.

7. Risk assess and prioritise the plan.

8. Ensure that improvement plan progress can be demonstrated.

9. Check that the actions are rural proofed and equitable.



Gillian Connolly

6th October 2005
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