
EXCERPT FROM THE MINUTES OF THE

CORPORATE RESOURCES OVERVIEW AND SCRUTINY COMMITTEE

HELD ON 1 DECEMBER 2005

                                                                                                                                                                                                       

CROS.127/05
REVENUES AND BENEFITS BEST VALUE REVIEW

The Head of Revenues and Benefits Services presented in detail Report RB.9/05 summarising improvements facilitated (or to be delivered) by the Best Value Review of Revenues and Benefits progressed over the past eighteen months.

Mr Mason reminded Members of the background to the Review, the aim of which was to turn a ‘good’ performing Revenues and Benefits service (CPA rating) into an excellent service.

The Review had measured and evidenced where the Council was performing at top/second quartile, where appropriate, and gave robust reasons where the Council was not performing at top/second quartile e.g. reduced in year cash collection performance in meeting '‘anti-poverty'’ good practice.  Most importantly it had assessed and evidenced that the service was meeting the needs of users and potential users.

As at 1 April 2004 on the commencement of the Review, a desktop analysis of CPA and BFI inspections, benchmark information, customer satisfaction surveys and other preparatory work e.g. HB/CTB Performance Standards Gap analysis suggested the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats: (SWOT analysis) as noted at Appendix 1 to the report.

At the end of the Review process, as at 31 October 2005, an enhanced SWOT analysis had been undertaken particularly advising where weaknesses and threats had been negated or reduced by action taken/being taken and reported on in this final Review paper.

Appendix 2 summarised action taken/to be taken to improve performance/customer satisfaction in areas of perceived weaknesses.  It also cross referenced improvements etc. to Best Value Review working papers and Action Plan actions still to be progressed (Appendix 3 refers).

At Appendix 4 was a revised SWOT analysis, as at 30 September 2005, after taking account of all service improvement made and which demonstrated that very few perceived weaknesses and threats remained.

Noted at Appendix 5 were detailed bar charts indicating 2004/05 and 2005/06 performance to date compared to 2003/04 performance which indicated that significant improvements in performance had been made in most areas where the initial Best Value Review work plan suggested improvements needed to be made.

Results of Benefit claimants canvassed and Private Sector/Social Landlords were detailed at Appendix 6, together with customer satisfaction rates summarised at Appendix 7.  The results of the satisfaction survey indicated excellent satisfaction rates overall and a significant improvement when compared to last survey results in 2003/04.

Members’ attention was drawn to the Action Plan which detailed the current status of the 39 recommendations for improvement (or to meet DWP best practice) that remained outstanding (many progressed but not yet fully implemented). 

Mr Mason added that, subject to the Committee agreeing the content of the final report and Action Plan –

(i) a summary report and action plan would be submitted to the Executive for endorsement on 19 December 2005.

(ii) Full report and all accompanying papers would be made available and able to be assessed in hard copy (Members Room) electronically (on public folders and on CD Rom) on 1 January 2006.

(iii) Annual progress reports would be submitted to Overview and Scrutiny Committee for scrutiny, detailing progress in delivering further improvements in service delivery as set out in the Action Plan.

Members then made the following comments and observations  -

1. The Committee thanked Mr Mason for what had been an excellent exercise and for his very comprehensive report.

2. Referring to the Home Working pilot and IT support, a Member questioned whether a great deal of ‘down time’ had been experienced since that could prove crucial to the success or otherwise of the pilot.

Mr Mason replied that initially that had been a problem, but that was all part of the pilot.  If systems were down, but were working within the Civic Centre, home workers would be expected to come into the building.  The home workers were all very IT literate.

He considered down time to be a short-term problem and would report to the Senior Management Team on home working performance in the New Year.

3. A Member questioned whether any thought had been given to a benefits take up campaign and whether the challenges had been dealt with adequately.

Mr Mason stated that he had submitted a report  on Gershon two cycles ago and a Cumbria wide take up campaign was being undertaken.  Advice Agencies were being involved as far as possible.

Ms Connolly (Consultant) added that she had identified a number of strengths and had been able to ‘tick off’  many of her recommendations.  The question was around softer cultural issues, but the levels of satisfaction had identified a step change as regards people’s feelings.  She was grateful to Mr Mason for picking up the challenge.

RESOLVED – (1) That the Action Plan detailing further service improvements to be progressed over the short, medium and longer term be agreed.

(2) That increases in performance and customer satisfaction resulting from the Review be noted.

(3) That the intention to submit progress reports on delivering Action Plan outcomes on an annual basis be noted.







