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Summary:

This report reviews the operation and monitoring of the Corporate Complaints procedure for the tenth year of its existence.  All complaints received by Corporate Complaints during the period 1 April 2003 to 31 March 2004 are analysed and information is provided about the complaints that were deemed premature and referred back to the Business Unit, those referred to Boards of Arbitration as well as complaints referred to the Local Government Ombudsman.  Comparative analyses are provided between 2002/03 and previous years.

Recommendations:

i) The Overview and Scrutiny Committee are asked to review the information contained in this report and appendix relating to the tenth year of operation of the Corporate Complaints Procedure.

ii) The Overview and Scrutiny Committee are asked to note monitoring of Corporate Complaints undertaken for 2003/4 as required by the Council’s Equal Opportunities Policy and Racial Equality scheme.

John Nutley
Head of Customer & Information Services
1 Introduction
1.1 This report analyses 192 complaints received by the Corporate Complaints section in the 12-month period from 1st April 2003 to 31st March 2004.  These complaints span stage1 through to stage 4 of the Council’s complaints’ procedure. 108 complaints were received in the same period for 2002/3.
2
Premature (Stage 1) complaints recorded in 2003/4
2.1 A complaint is deemed as “premature” by Corporate Complaints when it is apparent that the Business Unit delivering the service has not had the opportunity to address the complaint and put things right.  In these cases the complaint is acknowledged and the complainant informed that their complaint is being forwarded to a named line management officer in the relevant Service Unit or in some cases to another authority or organisation.  In most cases this has enabled faster resolution for the customer.  The complainant is advised to re-contact Corporate Complaints should they not be satisfied with the Council’s Service Unit’s response or proposed resolution.  

2.2 During 2003/4 Corporate Complaints received 157 premature stage 1 complaints, including 43 (27.4%) electronic complaints compared to the previous year when 59 premature stage 1 complaints were received including 27 (46%) electronic complaints.  These are a snap shot of the types of complaints being received by the Council at the stage 1 level.  It is not a comprehensive view of stage 1 complaint activity, as one would expect most complaints to be lodged directly with the Business Unit providing the service.  

(See Figure 1 on the opposite page for a summary and Appendix 1 at the end of the report for the full list)

2.3 The number of these stage 1 complaints has risen considerably by 166% compared to last year.  If complaints without any Council involvement are removed from 2002/3 total (43 complaints) and 2003/4 figures (134 complaints), then the increase is 211%.  The same comparison between the same figures for 2001/2 (27 complaints) and 2002/3 shows a 59% increase.  Indeed over the period of recording, that is 2001 to 2004, there has been a five-fold increase in stage 1 complaints lodged with Corporate Complaints i.e. 27 in 2001/2 to 134 in 2003/4.

Figure 1 Business Unit(BU) involvement in Premature & Corporate complaints

N.B. Some complaints involve more than one BU hence columns and totals do not agree.
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0
0
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CEX
Chief Executive



LDS
Legal & Democratic

CIS
Customer & Information 


MSE
Member Support & Employee

CLS
Culture, Leisure & Sport 


PLS
Planning Services

CTS
Commercial & Technical


PRS
Property Services

ECD
Economic & Community Development
RBS
Revenues & Benefits

EPS
Environmental Protection


SPS
Strategic & Performance

FIS
Financial Services

2.4 What conclusions can be drawn from this?  The operation of the Corporate Complaints section has not changed during 2003/4.  That is, over the last year and indeed the whole period from 2001 to the present, there has not been any deliberate publicising, or change in how the complaints’ procedure is publicised or indeed changes internally as to when to refer a complaint to Corporate Complaints.  As the operation of Corporate Complaints has been constant over the reviewed period some other factors must be at work, which need to be identified during the course of 2004/5.

2.5 At the time of writing this report, mid May 2004, stage 1 complaints reported to Corporate Complaints are running at 20 a month, dropping to 16 a month if complaints to outside organisations such as Carlisle Housing Association are excluded.  If they continue to be lodged at this rate then the total for 2004/5 could reach almost 200, giving a 50% increase over 2003/4.

2.6 Interestingly, whilst the number of electronic complaints increased in 2003/4 their overall percentage of complaints received fell.  The most popular access route to lodge a stage 1 complaint was by telephone (47.1%), then e-mail (27.4%), complaint form (13.4%), by personal visit (6.4%) and last by letter (5.7%)

2.7 The most common stage 1 complaint was the customers’ inability to contact Council Tax and Housing Benefits on 01228 817200.  There were 32 individual complaints comprising 23.8% of all stage 1 complaints recorded.  2003/4 results for Best Value Local Performance Indicator LP95a, which measures the percentage of all telephone calls received and answered in 18 seconds, has also highlighted the number of calls to 817200 which experienced the busy tone.  Revenues and Benefits staff are currently exploring ways to identify the staff and telephone resources needed to ensure 75% of all calls received are answered in 18 seconds, thereby reducing the need for customers to make multiple call attempts.

2.8 Other common complaints at Stage 1, in no particular order were about: 

litter on riverside trails; dangerous trees; Car Parking including change of status of the Sands Car Park; the issue and administration of Penalty Charge Notices; 
Street Cleaning; Street Lighting; Grass Cutting, Loss of right to speak at a Planning meeting (Development Control Sub), staff attitude to customers, Council Tax and Housing Benefit Administration; On-Line Payments; Web Site content and a printing error in the A-Z of Services booklet for the Street Lighting telephone number.

3
Corporate Complaints (Stage 2) recorded in 2003/4

3.1 These are complaints, which have not been resolved at the Stage 1 level, to the satisfaction of the customer.  During 2003/4 there were 19 complaints recorded at the stage 2 corporate level, compared to 24 stage 2 complaints in 2002/03. 

(See Figure 1 on page 3 of this report)

None of these complaints were lodged electronically.  The main method remained the corporate complaint form but this dropped to 47% compared to 69% in 2002/3 with letters being the second favourite option at 37%.  (See Figure 2 below)

Figure 2  Mode
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3.2
In 2003/04, of the 19 complaints received, 5 (26%) escalated beyond the stage 2 level to stage 4, the Local Government Ombudsman (LGO).  Of these 5 complaints, one requested a Board of Arbitration (Stage 3) before being lodged with the LGO.

Figure 3 on the next page shows the nature of this year’s Corporate Complaints (Stage 2) and selected information about other complaints lodged in previous years.

(for further details see Appendix 1 Corporate Complaint Summary for 2003/4)

In the following comments Complaint references are denoted by (03/**).

3.3
During 2003/04 the level of complaints for Commercial and Technical Services (CTS) dropped by 50% with one complaint (03/08) about Sunday parking charges and the resultant issue of a penalty charge notice.  The two highways’ complaints related to the surfacing of a car park (03/02) and work at a turning circle to prevent motorists driving across grass (03/18).

3.4
Planning Services (PLS) complaints lodged remained static at 8 complaints.  Six of these involved the handling of Planning Applications and brief descriptions follow. One complaint (03/03), about a prospective planning application caught up in the continuing changes to Government advice to Local Authorities regarding housing allocations and supply in the rural area, was subsequently withdrawn.


Figure 3. 2003/4 Corporate Complaints and common complaints by BU and type 
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3.5 Another complainant felt that he had been encouraged to submit a planning application that was unlikely to succeed. (03/13).  This complaint has been referred to the Local Government Ombudsman.  

Discrepancies re stated usage of buildings shown on plans submitted in support of two planning applications prompted a neighbour to complain (03/14).  Complaints 03/16 and 03/19 demonstrated problems that can be encountered by applicants and objectors unfamiliar with the planning system, specifically the publicising of the planning applications to neighbouring properties that may be affected by the planning proposals.  The final complaint (03/15) re land at Upperby is explained below.

3.6 The Building Control complaint (03/06) was regarding advice given re the installation of a disabled ramp.  The final complaint (03/11) concerned the issuing of a Tree Preservation Order for a tree, which the complainant had planned to remove. 

3.7 Complaint (03/15) about Property Services (PRS) also involved Legal and Democratic Services (LDS) as well as Planning Services and was concerned with the development of land at Upperby and the removal of a restrictive covenant.

3.8 Revenues and Benefits Services’ (RBS) level of complaints rose by 50% from 4 to 6.  Three complaints were about Housing Benefits.  Of these, two complaints concerned the length of time taken to process Housing Benefit claims (03/04 and 03/07).  This was due to technical problems experienced by RBS after former Council tenants were transferred to Carlisle Housing Association (CHA).  The CHA apologised to its tenants in their regular newsletter.  The other Housing Benefit complaint was regarding backdating of Housing Benefit (03/10).  

3.9 The other three RBS complaints were about Council Tax.  One complainant was contesting their liability to pay Council Tax (03/09 & 03/09A).  One complainant had received incorrect information about the six month Council Tax exemption for empty and unfurnished properties (03/12).  The third complaint was about the weekly level of the collection of Council Tax arrears (03/17).

3.10 The one complaint (03/01) about Strategic and Performance Services (SPS) also involved Member Support & Employee Services.  A job applicant felt that the Council’s recruitment process had discriminated against them.  The recruitment process for the advertised post was found to be both fair and rigorous but lessons were learnt about providing feedback to unsuccessful candidates.

4 Boards of Arbitration (Stage 3)

4.1
Only one Board of Arbitration was called during 2003/04 to consider a complaint re Land at Upperby.  The complaint cut across three business units.

Figure 4. Boards of Arbitration 2000/01 to 2003/4
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4.2
The number of cases that went to Boards of Arbitration in 2003/04 compared to 2002/03 remained the same.  As in 2002/3 this seems to reflect the general decrease in the number of corporate stage 2 complaints received.  It may or may not indicate greater complainant satisfaction with the Authority’s responses to their complaints resulting in fewer requests for the matter to be taken to Arbitration.  

5 Observations from the operation of the Complaints procedure

5.1 
A requirement of the Equal Opportunities Policy 2002 (pt 2.11) was the introduction of monitoring of corporate complaints received against the delivery of services by age, disability, ethnicity and gender.  A requirement of the Racial Equality Policy (pt.2.4) was monitoring of corporate complaints to identify whether they relate to racial discrimination or that a policy is having adverse impact on racial equality. 

5.2 
During 2003/4, 47% of corporate complainants provided the requested equal opportunities information, exactly the same percentage as 2002/3.  The results were as follows in figure 5.

Figure 5. Equal Opportunities Monitoring
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Under 16
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0%
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0%
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0%







Mixed
0%
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The key trends are 100% of complainants are over 35, 33% are disabled, 100% are white British and 58% are males.  None of the corporate complaints received related to racial discrimination or demonstrated that a policy was having an adverse impact on racial equality.
5.3
In terms of equality of access, since December 1997, Corporate Complaints has adhered to the Council’s Policy & Guidelines – Communicating with Citizens.  Clear, understandable information/application forms are available immediately in a variety of formats including large print, audio-tape and electronic format including from April 2002 a downloadable form from the Council’s web-site.

5.4
Under the Local Government Act 1974, Section 26(5), from 1 April 2001, new arrangements for handling premature Complaints referred back to the Council by the Local Government Ombudsman (LGO) were introduced.  The LGO refers premature complaints to the Council’s Corporate Complaints system with a time requirement for completion within 12 weeks.  There is a possibility in the future this may reduce to 8 weeks.  The eight-week target has been applied to all Corporate Complaint (Stage 2) handling from 2000 and of the 19 Corporate Complaints received during 2003/4 only two failed to be resolved within this target.

6.
Observations re Local Government Ombudsman (Stage 4)

6.1 The numberer of complaints received by the Local Government Ombudsman (LGO) from 1 April 2003 to 31 March 2004 remained at a similar level to the previous year with an improvement in the number of complaints using the Corporate Complaints system first. There were no maladministration or local settlement decisions.

6.2 Of the 16 complaints received eight were former Corporate Complaints.  Two complaints, 02/29 and 02/30 were from 2002/3 and six complaints, 03/01, 03/09, 03/09A (submitted twice - prematurely and then referred back to the LGO), 03/13, 03/15 and 03/16 from 2003/4.  Four complaints, including Corporate Complaint (03/13) re refusal of a planning permission, await determination.  (See Appendix 1 Figure 3 for the Council’s preliminary Local Authority Report)

6.3 The Local Government Ombudsman (LGO) made 14 decisions, which included 2 complaints that were deemed premature and referred back to Corporate Complaints (03/09 & 03/16). (See Appendix 1 Figure 3).  Of the remaining twelve decisions, six were former Corporate Complaints, 02/15, 02/29 and 02/30 from 2002/3 and 03/01, 03/09, and 03/15 from 2003/4.  The remaining six complaints had been sent directly to the LGO without using the Council’s own formal complaint system.  The LGO deemed these complaints to be Ombudsman exceptions.

6.4
Ombudsman Exceptions.  Complaints can be dealt with by the Ombudsman immediately provided that the complainant can demonstrate Notice of Complaint, that is that the complainant can show that he or she has made the complaint in writing to any council employee, or contractor acting on behalf of the Council Irrespective of Seniority and the complaint falls in one of the categories below:-

a)
Breakdown of trust evident between the Complainant and the Council.

b)
Waste of time and money for Council’s systems to deal with complaint

c)
Entire administrative system under complaint at fault. 

d)
Inability to resolve the complaint because of need to divulge third party information

e)
Where reference back puts complainant at a disadvantage 

f)
Where the complainant is vulnerable 

g)

Where more than one Council is involved

Contact Officers: 
John Nutley
Ext:
x7260


Penny Crack

x7032

May 2004

APPENDIX 1

Premature Stage 1 Complaints 2003/4

Figure 1 – Informal Complaints (Stage 1) received by Corporate Complaints.  This 9-page report lists the complaints by Council Business Unit or outside organisation and then by complaint type.

Key for columns BU1 and BU2 on this report is as follows:

BU
Carlisle City Council Business Unit 

CAP
Capita

CCC
Cumbria County Council

CCP
Cumbria County Police

CHA
Carlisle Housing Association

CIS
BU Customer & Information Services

CLL
Carlisle Leisure Limited

CLS
BU Culture, Leisure & Sport Services

CTS
BU Commercial & Technical Services

ECD
BU Economic & Community Development

EDC
Eden District Council

EPS
BU Environmental Protection Services

LDS
BU Legal & Democratic Services

OTH
Other

PLS
BU Planning Services

RBS
BU Revenues & Benefits Services

SPS
BU Strategic & Performance Services

Corporate Complaints (Stage 2) 2003/4

Figure 2 – Corporate Complaint Summary Anon.  This 2-page report lists the complaints in order of receipt.

Local Government Ombudsman Complaints (Stage 4) 2003/4

Figure 3 - Local Authority Report for the period ending 31/03/2004.  Notes can be found on the reverse of the sheet to assist with the interpretation of the statistics.
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