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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 April 2004 – 30 June 2004.

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) Managing backlogs Review 


Paper 1

ii) HB/CTB performance standards 1st Review 
Paper 2

iii) Review of staff security (lone workers) 

Paper 3

iv) Telephone Service to Public


Paper 4

1.4 A paper on Customer Contact Centre issues was also due to be considered at this Committee.  However this paper has been subsumed into Paper 4 Telephone Service to Public 

1.5 Individual presentations will be given on each of the papers being scrutinised.

2. BEST VALUE REVIEW ACTION PLAN

2.1 The Action Plan detailed at Appendix A has been updated to include required actions to progress service improvements as set out in Papers 1 – 4.

2.2 The Action Plan has also been updated to advise on progress on improving appeals administration as agreed by O & S Committee on 1 April 2004.

2.3 The Action Plan as a working document is being updated on a daily basis in response to any progress made on the Best Value agenda for service improvement.

3. SCRUTINY

The Committee is asked to scrutinise the investigations, findings and proposed actions as set out in Papers 1 to 4 of the report and the Action Plan detailed in Appendix A.

Peter B Mason

HEAD OF REVENUES AND BENEFITS SERVICES

Contact Name:  Peter B Mason

Ext:  7270
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REVENUES AND BENEFITS SERVICES

BEST VALUE REVIEW  

‘ACHIEVING EXCELLENCE’

Managing Backlogs Review

Prepared by

Elaine Turner IRRV




Benefits Manager

1. ISSUE

1.1
Housing and Council Tax Benefit has always been an area of fast changing regulations.  However, in October 2002, the Government announced its proposals for the reform of Housing Benefit: “Building Choice and Responsibility – a radical agenda for Housing Benefit”.

Since then, the regulation changes have been fast and furious e.g. revision of decision making and appeals, revision of the fraud incentive scheme, underlying entitlement, introduction of Tax Credits, introduction of Pension Credits, abolition of the Benefit Periods, revision of the Verification Framework etc.

Combined with the increased pressures to perform to Best Value Performance Indicators and the large range of Housing Benefit/Council Tax Benefit Performance Standards, the Section must develop a robust workload monitoring and action plan to deal with peaks and troughs in workload caused by changes in regulations, staff turnover and annual busy periods.  A robust plan will ensure standards of service to the customer can be maintained.

Resourcing the section becomes a problem when there is a high turnover of staff as assessment Officers require a minimum of six months training before becoming competent to determine basic claims.  Staff turnover remains a constant threat with Capita’s Revenues and Benefits Processing Centre situated in Carlisle. 

When backlogs build up due to the above factors the following happens very quickly.

i) Assessment turnaround times deteriorate significantly.

ii) Customer queries (in requesting progress of claim) increase significantly adversely affecting telephone and ‘in person’ enquiry facilities.

iii) Additional enquiries generate more work perpetuating the backlog.

2. INVESTIGATIONS UNDERTAKEN

2.1
The introduction of the Document Image Processing system has allowed comprehensive monitoring reports on staff performance at Section, Team or individual level.  As well as completed documents, the reports can provide detailed information on the quantity and category of incoming documents and documents in progress e.g. pending evidence.  Trends and patterns can be identified from the monitoring to feed into resource forecasting and changes in working practices.

The section experienced a major backlog in the first few months of the financial year 2003/04.  The primary cause was the incorrect rents passed electronically by Carlisle Housing Association but the problem was exacerbated by the pre- planned introduction of the document image processing and workflow system.  The same problem occurred during April 2004: a traditional peak period for claim adjustments e.g. rent increases, Pension Credit, Tax Credit and Benefit upratings.  However intervention measures were deployed for the first time and service standards were maintained.

Team leaders require guidelines on when to classify the workload as being at a level that requires intervention through the use of backlog managing procedures.

A successful bid to the Department for Work and Pensions for performance standards funding was made, in December 2002, to fund the cost of three Trainee Benefits Officers (excluding National Insurance and Pension contributions) for an initial period of 6 months.

3. FINDINGS

3.1
Staff become demoralised when outstanding workload figures reach a level beyond that which they feel resources can cope with.  Inevitably the momentum decreases, along with the actual output, unless motivational measures are introduced.

Triggers are needed to identify the danger levels in order to put measures into place: a sound management concept.

During the major backlog problem in April/May 2003, quarterly workload meetings were introduced both strategically and operationally.  Attendees of this meeting were managers, Team Leaders and up to four staff representatives democratically elected by their colleagues.   These meetings take place away from the office and have a one-day duration.  In the morning, the management team reviews the progress of the previous meeting and formulates a draft plan for three months ahead.  In the afternoon, the staff representatives comment on the plan, make suggestions, amendments, innovations etc.  The resultant plan is then adopted by the section to inform the priorities, projects etc for the coming quarter.

Many practical measures have been tried over the last 5 years but the most effective method has proved to be ‘ring-fencing’ the backlog and treating it as a separate project to delivering the service for the current work.  It creates a double incentive in that those assigned to the backlog have a finite target to eradicate whilst those assigned to the current work can begin to hit performance targets again.  Benefit Assessors are required to complete the whole claim, when handled, irrespective of whether correspondence straddles the ring-fenced perimeter.

In addition, prioritisation of document types may be introduced to manage key areas dependant on the timing and targets to be achieved.

The Trainee Assessment Officers have proved invaluable during a period when Assessment Staff turnover has been unusually high. The Section was able to recruit internally trained officers immediately Assessment Officer vacancies arose thus ensuring continuity of service.

4.
ACTION UNDERTAKEN TO RESOLVE ISSUE

4.1 The following performance monitoring arrangements have been agreed:

· Individual performance is monitored daily

· Team performance is monitored weekly

· Section Performance is monitored quarterly on a formal basis but monthly on an informal basis.

· Workflow, capacity and output are monitored daily.

The following triggers have been identified and notified to Team Leaders:

· The number of outstanding mail items exceeds 1,000; or

· There is an unexpected increase in the number of informal or formal complaints; or

· The majority of documents are being processed outside their target dates: as determined within the Document Image processing System; or 

· The Section’s performance against Best Value Performance Indicators is more than 10% or ‘4 days’ outside target. 

On reaching one of the triggers, a management meeting is held and the Benefits manager decides the appropriate measures required to resolve the performance issue.  The measures agreed depend on the trigger reached, resources available and priorities prevailing but all are tried, tested and detailed in the quarterly workload plans.  The above triggers were first deployed during April 2004 and the workload figures demonstrate service standards were maintained during this difficult period.

Trainee Assessment Officers will remain part of the permanent Benefits staffing structure as long as budget funding allows.

Performance management is now a core part of Benefits management and staff are embracing their individual targets, notified through the annual appraisal process and providing good customer service: supported by the Employee in Enhancement Programme (EEP). 

4.2 Future action is required to manage risk in respect of triggers where current intervention plans are not appropriate, e.g. IT downtime.

Revenues & Benefit Services

Carlisle  

27 July 2004  

ET/EL/Managing Backlogs Review 7.04

PAPER 2

REVENUES AND BENEFITS SERVICES

BEST VALUE REVIEW

‘ACHIEVING EXCELLENCE’

Housing Benefit/Council Tax Benefit

Performance Standards (1st Review)
Prepared by

Peter B Mason CPFA

Head of Revenues & Benefits Services

1. ISSUE
1.1
The Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) has over many years been critical of the ‘perceived’ marked differences in Housing Benefit administration performance between different Councils.  The DWP cited for example that some Authorities turned around claims in less than 36 days whilst other similar Councils took well over 100 days.

1.2 In response the DWP commissioned the Benefits Fraud Inspectorate (BFI) to design a comprehensive package of Housing and Council Tax Performance Standards.

1.3 These standards provide a strict framework for service delivery designed to assist Local Authorities to

i) analyse risks in their benefits processes and counter-fraud activity

ii) set standards of what makes up effective and secure Housing Benefit delivery

iii) identify what needs to be achieved to deliver an effective service that meets wider strategy objectives and strengthens accountability

iv) benchmark performance to identify areas of administration where improvements may need to be made.

1.4 Where performance is below the level set out in the 562 standards (reduced from 645 when standards originally set) the Council must develop plans to improve performance.

1.5 The DWP has set aside a significant sum in a Performance Standards Fund to help Local Authorities to deliver improvements i.e. £200m over 3 years and the funding is being targeted at specific areas e.g. bringing performance up to the Best Value Performance Indicator standard required.

Carlisle has successfully submitted two bids for funding

i) 3 trainee benefits officers for a period of 6 months at a total project cost of £28,266 approved in full.

ii) A Benefit’s training team leader at a total project cost of £43,470 approved in full.

The Benefit’s Manager intends to investigate and submits further funding bids for 3004/05 as follows

i) Temporary redeployment of a Benefit’s Assessment Officer, for 6 months to concentrate on improving landlord liaison, communication and stationery material available e.g. leaflets, packs, flyers etc.

ii) The introduction of hand held data information and capture systems for Verification Visiting Officers to use when out on the locality.

iii) Printing software required to enhance the presentation and content of standard benefit determination and enquiry letters.

iv) Temporary redeployment of a Benefit’s Assessment Officer for 6 months to concentrate on assessing resources and requirements in order to comply with the 10% check of all determinations before issue.

1.6 All inspections of the Council’s Housing Benefits Service by CPA, BFI, Audit Commission etc take the Performance Standards as the baseline for assessing the Council's service.

1.7 To maintain the Council’s current, CPA rating for Housing Benefits of ‘good prospects for improvement’ the Council must achieve 100% of the standards.  To achieve an excellent CPA rating the Council must also achieve a majority of the ‘above standard’ criteria.  (Standards above the 562 standards mentioned earlier).

1.8 The standards were introduced on 1 April 2003 and as can be seen in Appendix 1 the Council met (at that time) 64% of the standards and 53% of the above standard criteria.

1.9 Under the Best Value Review the Unit is working to increase the numbers of standards being met in eventually achieving an excellent CPA rating for its Benefit Service.  It has set a target under the review of meeting 85% of the standards (excluding above standard criteria) by 1 April 2005.

2. INVESTIGATIONS UNDERTAKEN

2.1 Carlisle’s Housing Benefits administration practices, procedures and performance was compared to the 562 standards set out in the Performance Standards Framework in the areas of

i) Working with Landlords

ii) Strategic Management

iii) Customer Services

iv) Overpayments

v) Counter Fraud

vi) Internal Security

vii) Processing of claims

2.2 Where standards were met supporting evidence has been identified and annotated for when Carlisle’s adherence to standards are inspected.

2.3 Where standards are not met an action plan is being agreed with section managers and practitioners on measures required to meet the standard.

2.4 As detailed in Appendix 1, significant progress is being made.  In April 2003, 412 (64%) of Housing Benefit performance standards were met.  A re-assessment of progress during the Best Value Review in June 2004 indicated that overall 500 (89%) of the standards are now being met. However, targets in respect of the processing of claims and internal security modules are not yet meeting the 85% target noted in 1.9 above.  Priority will be given to these two areas.

2.5 The 62 standards not being met are detailed at Appendix 2.

3. FINDINGS

3.1 Action required to meet the standards fall into the following categories

i) Minor changes in procedures, practices etc.  For example see Appendix 2 (Counter Fraud 4).  The Council needs to write guidance on when investigators should seek legal advice.

The action needed to meet such standards is not resource intensive and will be taken during the review timetable i.e. before 31 March 2005.

ii)
Major changes in procedures with set up cost implications


Example See Appendix 2 (Working with Landlords).

The Council currently makes payment of benefit to claimants and landlords by cheque.  The standards suggest that for security reasons payments should be made electronically i.e. by BAC’s directly into the claimant or landlord’s bank account.


There are significant issues to be addressed before such a facility could be introduced i.e.

· Many claimants still do not have bank accounts

· IT software changes would be required

· Administrative and security procedures needs to be re assessed

· How to fund any set up costs needs to be determined.


Nevertheless action plan targets have been set out to progress meeting such standards.

iii)
Corporate changes in procedures required


See Appendix 2 (Customer Services 3).


The Council’s Policy and Performance Unit are considering policy requirements in such areas.

3.2 Major changes in administration with significant on going cost implications



3.2.1 The most difficult standards still to be met are those which to implement would result in significant on going resource implications.  The situation is complicated by the fact that I (personal view) do not agree that meeting these particular standards would improve benefits administration and service delivery.

3.2.2 All through the standards (e.g. see Appendix 2 Processing of Claims 6 and 7) a laid down requirement is that 10% of assessment decisions are checked in very great detail, before decision notices are sent out to the claimant each day.  With up to 18 staff working on the assessing of benefits (and support staff) 2 staff would be needed to resource such checking procedures.

3.2.3 The reason that these standards are questioned (in letters I have sent to the DWP) is that numerous post despatch checks of assessment decisions are already instigated under statutory BV indicator requirements.  In addition, District Audit and Internal Audit check significant number of claims as part of their annual audits and other post despatch checks are undertaken as part of the appeals process.

3.2.4 All post despatch determination checks are consistent in indicating results of 98% accuracy by determination and 99.9% accuracy in benefit paid out.

3.2.5 All the evidence therefore suggests that a further 10% pre despatch checks is not required.

3.2.6 Very detailed responses (by myself) to consultation invited by the DWP have been unsuccessful in getting a re think on these standards.  To be fair to the DWP, these standards are national and the DWP has evidence that not all Authorities (and other welfare benefits assessors) have Carlisle’s accuracy levels.  Also a 10% pre despatch check would highlight any big one off software corruptions before affecting claimants (but you do not need to do anything like a 10% check to identify such a problem).

3.2.7 I will again write to the DWP on the perceived excessive nature of these checking standards but they are unlikely to be amended.

3.2.8 The Benefit’s Manager is investigating whether any further efficiencies can be found in the benefits assessment process to be able to introduce 10% pre despatch checks and meet the standards in this respect.

3.2.9 If this is not possible (or the Council would rather direct any efficiency savings found at other Council priorities) then the Council will have two options.

i) Redirect efficiency savings found corporately to benefits administration

ii) Revise its aspirations for obtaining an excellent CPA rating for benefit services to maintaining a good CPA rating.

4. ACTION TO BE UNDERTAKEN TO PROGRESS MEETINGS THE STANDARDS

4.1 An action plan to progress the 62 standards not currently being met is detailed in full at Appendix A.

4.2 Adherence to action plan targets on meeting standards will be monitored and progressed by the Unit’s Project Officer on a regular basis.

4.3
Quarterly reports will be submitted to Corporate Resources Overview and Scrutiny Committee on a quarterly basis as part of the Best Value Review progress reports.
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Performance Standards                                                      APPENDIX 1


April 03
June 04


Standard
Above

Standard
Standard
Above

Standard

Working with Landlords
16 (28)
57%
4 (9)
44%
21 (24)
88%
4 (7)
57%

Strategic Management
147 (232)
63%
45 (66)
68%
184(197)
93%
33(42)
79%

Customer Services
43 (88)
49%
7 (26)
27%
67 (74)
90%
9 (16)
56%

Overpayments
48 (58)
83%
9 (15)
60%
49 (56)
87%
8 (12)
67%

Counter Fraud
76 (105)
72%
13 (31)
42%
83 (89)
93%
6 (6)
100%

Internal Security
21 (39)
54%
2 (13)
15%
26 (31)
84%
6 (11)
55%

Processing of Claims
61 (95)
64%
27 (40)
67%
70 (91)
77%
9 (20)
45%

Total
412 (645)
64%
107 (200)
53%
500 (562)
89%
75 (114)
66%

Performance Standards Currently Not Met

Working with Landlords

1. Does the LA write at least once a year to landlords with HB customers in the area, giving up to date information on landlords’ responsibilities and encouraging them to co-operate to prevent overpayments and recovery action against the landlord, and setting out LA policies of co-operation with landlords.

2. Does the LA make payments to RSL’s by electronic transfer, where suitable software exists, except in exceptional circumstances.

3. Does the LA make payments on account in line with the Processing of claims standard?

4. Does the LA have systems in place to apply the ‘fit and proper person test to decide against or end direct payments in appropriate cases in accordance with Regs.94 (1B) and 93 (8)?

Overpayments

1. Does the LA process 80% changes of circumstances which result in a reduction of benefit or benefit ceasing, before the first pay day following the date the LA received sufficient information for it to act on the error or change of circumstances?

2. Does the LA make use of all recovery methods? (In process of setting up deductions from other Benefits with the DWP and investigating Court action.) 

3. Does the LA monitor the effectiveness of different recovery methods?

4. Has the authority defined a strategy for continuous improvement in the: 

4.1. level of debt?

4.2. age of debt?

5. Are annual reports or more frequent reports made to Members on the:

5.1. level of debt?

5.2. age of debt?

Counter Fraud
1. Does the LA publicise its policy statement externally?

2. Does the LA provide written guidance on making a referral to all employees working for the authority or working for a contractor who deals with HB/CTB claims?

3. Does the LA publicise its counter fraud activity and hotline/telephone line quarterly?

4. Does the LA provide guidance on when investigators should seek legal advice?

5. Does the LA maintain records of all management checks?

6. Does the LA vigorously recover the penalty and their associated overpayment?

Processing of Claims

1. Does the LA monitor rent allowance claims received to identify if a payment on account is required?

2. Does the LA make payment on accounts for rent allowance claims in accordance with HB Reg. 91(1)?

3. Does the LA operate a system of exception reports, which will at least identify trends and patterns from the results of monitoring previous reviews?

4. Does the LA have up to date policies, procedures and practices to ensure that the management checks are performed correctly and consistently?

5. Does the LA show through its management checks that it is satisfied that the claimant is eligible to receive HB or CTB before making a decision or a claim?

6. Does the LA quality check at least 10% of assessments, before notifying the customer of the decision, to confirm that the:

6.1. assessment is lawful?

6.2. benefit calculation is correct?

7. Do these pre notification checks include checking that:

7.1.  the claim form is complete?

7.2.  all required original documents are available and original for verifying:

- compliance with section 1(1A) and 1(1B) of SSAA 1992?

- identity of claimant and partner, if applicable?

- liability to pay rent and residency?

- receipt of IS/JSA(IB) or Pension Credit in applicable cases?

- for non IS/JSA(IB) or pension credit claims, full verification of all income?

- for non IS/JSA(IB) claims full verification of capital?

- savings credit only Pension Credit cases, any income specified at Reg. 23(4) of

  the HB(General) Regulations?

- income of non dependants?

7.3.  a valid Rent Officer decision exists?

7.4.  that any decision to pay the landlord direct is based on application of the ‘fit and proper’ person test for those landlords who are believed to have engaged in undesirable activity in relation to HB in accordance with Regs 94(1) and 93(8)?

7.5.  takes into account all known changes of circumstances?

7.6.  the calculation of benefit is correct, taking into account all known income, capital and rent liability?

8. Does the LA make a decision on a claim on receipt of a Rent Officer determination within two working days of receipt?

Internal Security

1. Does the LA have a programme for reviewing its post opening procedures?

2. Does the LA carry out monthly management checks on post opening procedures including recording and handling valuables?

3. Does the LA have at least two employees opening the post with a daily log of the employees involved?

4. Does the LA ensure that post received and for dispatch is kept in a secure, preferably locked area with restricted access?

5. Does the LA have a procedure for dealing with valuables that are received ensuring that their safe keeping including entering details in a valuables register?

Customer Services

1. Does the LA use Plain English to explain the decisions, reason for it, benefit rate, and any deductions?

2. Has the LA a nominated person who monitors the facilities for the disabled and carries out, records and reports a check at least once a year to ensure that text phone facilities and any Braille, audio cassette and computer disc facilities and British Sign Language arrangements are available and working?

3. Does the LA have any up to date written assessment of the service needs of key ethnic minority groups in their area, clearly identifying these groups, or demonstrating that there are no ethnic minority groups requiring special provision in their area.  Do they provide, when applicable, key HB/CTB information leaflets and claim forms in written languages of key ethnic minority communities in the local authority area, and in Welsh in Wales?

4. Does the LA provide a service for its in work customers that it considers meets their needs, including telephone enquiries and personal callers providing verification in support of their claim?

5. Does the LA have a strategy for Benefit take up, that goes beyond general awareness raising, to ensure claimants are enabled to make successful claims when on low incomes in work?

6. Does the LA communicate its take up strategy and approach to potential customers, RSL’s, voluntary agencies and customer representative groups?

7. Does the LA display posters and provide leaflets at key public access points in the LA advertising the availability of HB/CTB to tenants on low incomes, and telling customers about extended payments and fast-tracking?

Strategic Management

1. Does the LA have a clear strategic vision statement for the Benefits Service:

1.1. where stakeholders have been consulted with on its aims, objectives and relative priorities?

1.2. which is accessible to everyone in the community? (Publish on the LA Web site)
2. Has the LA formally reviewed its benefit delivery procedural documentation to ensure that it is written in ‘plain English’?

3. Do the LA’s delivery procedures cross reference to all the regulations and current circulars?

4. Are the LA’s delivery procedures available to each section and/or work group?

5. Does the LA have processes to ensure that the results of management checks are reported regularly to senior officers and members?

6. Does the LA’s training programme provide training for all employees in all key areas of benefit administration?

7. Does the LA comply with the statutory obligations of the RR(A)A by publishing results of assessments, consultation and monitoring of policies?

8. Does the LA provide general training to all HB/CTB employees on their responsibilities within the RR(A)A?

9. Does the LA provide cultural awareness for all employees aimed at promoting racial equality?

10. Does the LA conduct an annual review of all facilities provided for customers of key ethnic minority groups in the area?

11. Does the LA have compliant SLA’s or Business Partnership agreements with the Pension Service? (Benefits Manager negotiating with the Pension Service but not agreed yet.) 
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Benefits Manager

Staff Security (Lone Workers) Review

1. ISSUE

1.1
There are a number of officers who visit claimants, taxpayers and building developments during the course of their normal duties.  These officers are:

Benefits:

Verification Framework Visiting Officers (x3)

Assessment Visiting Officers (x2)

Fraud Investigation Officers (x2)

Revenues:

Revenues Officers (x3)

Officers who are Certificated Bailiffs (x2)

Senior Officers (x2)

The nature of their work is outlined at appendix i and, in addition to the above, a number of officers attend the Magistrates or Crown Court, on an ad-hoc basis, depending on case requirements.

The safety of these officers needs to be carefully reconsidered and measures reviewed or introduced to minimise any potential risk to them conducting their duties outside the office environment.

In addition, there are three vehicles in regular use within the Business Unit that are maintained by Commercial and Technical Services.  Vehicle requirements should also be considered as part of this review. 

2. INVESTIGATIONS UNDERTAKEN

2.1
There is significant existing paperwork, both at corporate and Business Unit level, to provide guidance and instruction for staff e.g.

At Corporate Level

· ‘Violence to Staff’ policy (updated September 2002)

· ‘Policy of Violence to Council Staff’ guidelines

· ‘Encouraging Mutual Dignity and Respect’ policy (introduced September 2003)

· Standard ‘Violence and Aggression Report’ form

· Draft ‘Lone Working’ policy

At Business Unit Level

· ‘Potentially Violent’ customer database

· ‘Threats of Violence to Staff (both verbal and physical)’ guidelines

· Record of vulnerable persons

· Risk Assessment on physical and verbal potential violence to staff

The existing health and safety measures and equipment provided to staff meet ‘Best Practice’.  They are:

· 3 Global Positioning Satellite (GPS) phones capable of tracking movements and providing emergency alarm activation;

· Emergency alarm procedures;

· Personal safety alarms;

· Dog dazers;

· Driver vehicle safety checks;

· Weatherproof clothing with discreet Council logos;

· Alerts for Officers where they may be coming into contact with potentially violent or vulnerable persons or where they may need to conduct a joint visit.

· Office copies of visit schedules and twice-daily telephone checks to confirm all’s well;

· External and internal training on the requirements of the Verification Framework;

· Training on dealing with people who are under the influence of drugs and alcohol; and

· Visual and Disability awareness training.

The Benefits Manager contributed to a working party, led by DWP, looking at good practice in health and safety for revising and combining the Fraud Investigator’s Manual/Fraud Investigator’s Guide.  This document was due for release at the end of March 2004 but has been delayed and not been published to date.

3. FINDINGS

3.1
The existing guidelines and policies overlap in areas and could either be amalgamated into one document or reviewed to reduce overlap and provide logical sequencing.  Some areas of work are not adequately reflected in the existing documentation.   A complimentary training programme could be developed, through the Employee Enhancement Programme (EEP), to ensure all staff are aware of safety guidelines and requirements involved in external visiting: especially in relation to dealing with difficult customers.

Formal risk assessments in the area of external visiting need to be updated.

Equipment needs to be catalogued, reviewed regularly and renewed or replaced where necessary.  Some additional equipment needs to be introduced.

Reporting procedures exist but need updating for quicker responses.

4. ACTION REQUIRED/UNDERTAKEN TO RESOLVE ISSUE

4.1.1
The Benefits Manager to arrange a meeting with The Head of Member Support and Employee Services and the Health and Safety Manager to discuss a review of existing documentation and corporate training programmes.

Following the review, all external visiting officers to be issued with personal hard copies of appropriate documentation.

4.1.2
There needs to be a formalisation of the procedures for reporting Potentially Violent Persons and incidents that meet the requirements of Data Protection regulations.

4.1.3
Reporting procedures need to be reviewed, documented, formalised and standardised across the business unit and Authority.  Procedures must include requirements for out-of-office hours working.

Risk Assessments should be updated and developed to cover the following areas of work:

· General observations and doorstep enquiries

· Joint operations

· Interviews under caution

· Attendance at Magistrates or Crown Courts

· Home Visits

· Use of surveillance vehicles 

4.1.4
Checks need to be introduced to ensure drivers are completing the required driver vehicle checks and that vehicles used meet the required safety standards e.g. fire aid boxes, fire extinguishers etc to compliment the garage servicing requirements and not to rely on them alone.

4.1.5 An inventory of equipment should be created within the Business unit.  The inventory will form the basis of an annual review of safety equipment due to the evolving nature of Revenues and Benefits.  Officers will be required to sign that they have received and understand the requirements of use of the equipment they have been provided with. 

4.1.6 The above actions will be progressed in consultation with the Head of Member Support and Employee Services and the Council’s Health and Safety Manager.  As many of these issues need to dovetail in with corporate policies and procedures the date actions are required to be resolved are still to be determined (see appendix A).
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Appendix i

Verification Framework Visiting Officers

To visit claimants in their homes to:

· Check they are entitled to the benefit they are receiving; and

· Check the amount of entitlement is correct; and

· Answer any enquiries claimants may have

Assessment Visiting Officers

To carry out visits required to assist in the determination of Housing and Council Tax benefits i.e.

· To visit claimants who are elderly, disabled or infirm to help them complete Housing and Council Tax Benefit claim forms; and

· To collect evidence from claimants in order to speed up claims determination; and

· To inspect “
houses in multiple occupation” to confirm rooms and occupancies; and

· To inspect properties where there is suspicion of “
contrived tenancy”

Fraud Investigation Officers –

To undertake fraud investigations to prove or disprove allegations of Benefit Fraud.

· To conduct “
Interviews Under Caution” (IUC) where claimants are unable to attend an interview at the Civic Centre or Rufus House; 

· To conduct joint IUCs, at Rufus House, with The Department for Works and Pensions (DWP); 

· To undertake surveillance (including photographic and video evidence) in accordance with the Regulation of Investigatory Powers Act 2000 (RIPA);

· To take part in joint operations with DWP, The Police, Customs and Excise Inland Revenue and Immigration; 

· To obtain witness and claimant statements;

· General visiting in relation to fraud referrals e.g. non-residency, information gathering etc;

· To obtain evidence through the use of S110A and S109C of The Social Security Administration Act 1992 i.e. Authorised Officer Powers; and

· To attend the Magistrates or Crown Court to give evidence in prosecution cases.

1Houses in multiple occupation – accommodation that is not self-contained i.e. shared kitchen and/or bathroom facilities.

2Contrived tenancy – a tenancy created to take advantage of the Housing Benefit Scheme.

3 Interviews under caution – tape recorded interviews that comply with the requirements of The Police and Criminal Evidence Act 1984 (PACE) and The Criminal Procedures and Investigation Act 1996 (CPIA) for use as evidence 

Revenues Officers

· To review new property developments in order to issue completion notices and to confirm numbering, layout etc; and

· To inspect uninhabitable properties with a view to confirming exemption or discount entitlement/applications; and

· To routinely inspect empty properties to confirm exemption or discount entitlement/applications; and (including Business Rates)

· To conduct visits to establish disabled band reduction applications; and

· To undertake ad-hoc visits to taxpayers’ properties where a visit is deemed to be required.

· To visit debtors to deliver Committal Summons.

Senior Officers 

· To attend the Magistrates and Crown Courts to advocate for or provide evidence, on behalf of the Council, in progressing recovery of debt.

· To visit Business Rates premises to determine liability. 

Officers who are Certificated Bailiffs –

· To visit property with a view to distrain for outstanding rent, non-domestic rates or Council Tax.

· To visit to collect payment in respect of outstanding Rent, Council Tax and Non-Domestic rates.

· To visit to serve statutory document on defendants.
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REVENUES AND BENEFITS SERVICES

BEST VALUE REVIEW

‘ACHIEVING EXCELLENCE’

Telephone Service to the Public

Prepared by 

Peter B Mason CPFA




Head of Revenues & Benefits Service

1. ISSUE

1.1 By far the biggest issue currently facing the Unit in improving service provision is the problems that customers experience in contacting the Council by phone on Revenues and Benefits queries.

1.2 Statistics provided by the Council’s telephone system suggest that over 75% of callers receive the engaged tone when making enquires on Revenues and Benefit matters (the corresponding figure for the rest of the Council is 6%).

1.3 Statistics also indicate that year on year the Council is receiving more telephone calls on Revenues and Benefit matters and the number of engaged calls is increasing significantly.

Answered Calls
Engaged Calls

     
2002/03
    120,160
         
      248,520

2003/04
    125,716

      461,367

1.4 It is suggested that the reason for the increase in calls and consequently the number of engaged calls is as follows:

i) Due to the massive growth in mobile phone ownership more people are contacting the Council by phone.

ii) All modern telephones have redial buttons and many customers continually press the redial button when they cannot get through i.e. it is the same person getting the engaged tone several times rather than many people trying to get through at the same time.

iii) Revenues and particularly Benefits administration gets more and more complicated requiring more and more information being required to be provided by the customer.

1.5 Customer satisfaction trends with the telephone service are deteriorating i.e. 

Very Satisfied    or
Satisfied with Telephone 









Service

2001 68%

2004 53%

Most complaints received from claimants are concerning the inability to get through

Note
Source BV indicator 80

1.6 It should be noted that nationally the growth of the telephone as the preferred method contact has led to most large organisations (particularly welfare organisations) having difficulties resourcing all calls.  Most have resorted to installing call management systems in solving the problem, some with more success when measured in customer satisfaction than others.

1.7 This telephone problem needs to be solved as a matter of urgency as Revenues and Benefits telephone enquiries are due to transfer to the new Customer Contact Centre (Revenues in November 2004).

2. INVESTIGATIONS UNDERTAKEN UNDER THE BEST VALUE REVIEW
2.1
Pilot Exercise

2.1.1 In May a team of eight was put together comprising of telephone enquiry staff and back office staff i.e. benefits assessment and Council Tax staff.  Additional phone lines were dedicated to Revenues and Benefits callers.

2.1.2 The team’s terms of reference was simple to answer all calls.  Team leaders assessed number of calls coming through (hour by hour), how long the caller was on the phone, what follow-up work had to be undertaken after the call etc.

2.1.3 The pilot was very successful with the number of callers getting through first time being at acceptable levels for the first time in many years i.e. over 75% by caller (over 90% taking account of customers using redial facility).  Valuable management information was obtained on when customers called, most common queries etc and how long the query took to deal with.

3. FINDINGS

3.1 Surprisingly the results of the pilot indicate that staffing resources in the Revenues and Benefit Customer Services team are adequate at normal times (but not at peak times).

3.2 However the following factors are causing the level of engaged calls being at unacceptable levels on normal days.

i) The phones are busier in the morning and at lunchtime.  This causes problems from mid morning onwards as most staff work full time and have to take lunch breaks at the time when phones are at their busiest (customers are probably ringing the Council in their own lunch times!)

ii) Due to staff turnover and the amount of time it takes to train up a new member of the enquiry team (6-12 months before fully productive) the section is always running at 25% below optimum productive staffing levels of 8.5 enquiry staff.  Also as by necessity customers making enquiries in person are given priority it is always the telephone enquiries service that suffers from a lack of experienced staff manning the phones.

iii) Certain times of the day e.g. at 9.00 a.m. when the phone lines are opened numerous callers calling at the same time. Obviously if 10 people ring simultaneously and only 4 staff are manning phones the majority do not get through first time.

3.3 On busy days i.e. after annual Council Tax bills, or reminders or annual benefit determination letters are sent out, statistics suggest that at certain times well over 1,000 Revenues and Benefits phone queries an hour are being made.  You cannot justify resourcing the phones to a level to accommodate one or two busy days a month.  

3.4
Working Papers supporting these findings can be accessed via the Best Value Review evidence CD.
4. ACTION BEING PROGRESSED TO IMPROVE THE TELEPHONE SERVICE TO REVENUES AND BENEFITS CUSTOMERS

4.1
Resourcing busy times of day

As indicated in 3.2 (i) above the phones are busier mornings and lunch times.  Fortunately two full time members of staff have left the team (one on internal promotion).  Four new staff have been recruited on a part time basis i.e. two 10 a.m.  – 2 p.m. and two 12 a.m. – 4 p.m.  Once these staff are trained due to the staggering of their hours lunchtime phone cover will more than double.  As opportunities arise future staff recruitment will be on the basis of when phone enquiry resources are needed.  This principle has been extended to customer service staff dealing with customers in person as again customer throughput is not constant throughout the day.

4.2
Customer Service trainees
4.2.1 As indicated in 3.2 (ii) above the Customer Services Team is always running at 25% below optimum productive staffing levels due to staff turnover and the time it takes to train up a new Customer Services assistant.

4.2.2 In the circumstances two Customer Service trainee’s (fixed term one year contracts) are being recruited, funded for Department of Work and Pensions’ grant (ring fenced to improve the service to benefit claimants).

4.2.3 These trainees which will be supernumerary to the team’s permanent staffing structure will be trained on all aspects of Revenues and Benefits, Customer Services duties and responsibilities in meeting skills matrix requirements as set out in Appendix 1 of this Paper.  The trainees will also be able (as part of their training) to answer straightforward telephone enquiries.

4.2.4 Subject to the trainees successfully completing their training they will be strong candidates when Customer Service assistants (and other posts in the Council) are advertised.

4.2.5 Again subject to trainees being successful in obtaining Customer Services assistant positions when advertised (or advisers as they are to be renamed in the CCC) all Customer Services advisors including new appointments will be fully trained.  The team should therefore no longer be required to operate at below optimum productive staffing levels.

4.3
VIP Telephone System

4.3.1 As indicated in 3.3 above due to the nature of Revenues and benefits administration there are monthly work peaks.  In March 2004, for example, over 70,000 items of correspondence are despatched over a three-day period as new year Council Tax/NNDR bills and new benefit determination letters were sent.  On such busy days you could resource 15 telephone enquiry points and still be swamped with enquiries.  

4.3.2 To mitigate this problem of workload peaks, the ex-housing VIP telephone system is being brought back into commission.  This system will allow very simple call management routines to be used i.e. routing calls, letting enquirers leave a message if all staff are busy on other calls e.g. advising of changes of circumstances and leaving a telephone number for a member of staff to call them back at a less busy time.

4.3.3 Members are assured that call management routines will be kept very simple and customers will not be confronted with excessive scripts/ menus etc to get through before making contact as is the case with most call management systems used by public utilities, banks etc.  Other Council services i.e. Special Collections, Waste Services, Street Lighting, Grounds Maintenance, Tullie House and the Enterprise Centre all operate simple call management systems very successfully.  The VIP system being brought back into commission was itself used by all Council tenants before the transfer to CHA.

4.3.4 Team leaders have received training on how to use the VIP system and it is hoped to use it for the first time when reminders are despatched in July 2004 (causing a work peak in telephone contact).

5.
Action Plan
The above actions have been included in the Best Value Review Action Plan (see Appendix A) and progress will be reported for member scrutiny on a quarterly basis.

6.
Customer Contact Centre

6.1
The Customer Contact Centre as currently scoped will have all calls answered in person by an experienced Customer Services Adviser.

6.2 
Obviously the findings as set out in this paper would suggest that for corporate targets to be met (75% of calls answered at first contact) then there will be staff resource implications if the Council’s aspirational targets are to be met without making use of simple call management technology.

6.3 As noted in 3.2 (iii) overleaf it is difficult to resource the phones adequately when numerous callers ring simultaneously.  For example between 9 a.m. – 10 a.m. approximately 50 telephone enquiries are made on Council Tax matters.  If these calls were spread evenly throughout the hour 3.5 customer advisers could respond to the queries.  Unfortunately approximately 15 customers ring in the first five minutes i.e. 9.00 a.m. – 9.05 a.m. backing up calls (and frustrating customers) for the rest of the hour.

6.4 To solve this problem staffing savings made from back office efficiencies have been targeted in part at moving resources to the front office (to be transferred to the Customer Contact Centre in November 2004).  This action also dovetails in with the Council’s aims of re-allocating efficiency savings at poor performing services.

6.5 Five Customer Service advisers will now be transferred from the Revenues and Benefits Unit (plus senior officer and team leader) in the first phase in November 2004 as opposed to three and a half on the current structure.

6.6 Business Process Re-engineering investigations undertaken by Capita indicated that this measure will solve the problem of over 75% of telephone enquirers on Council Tax matters currently getting the engaged tone.  The aim of the Best Value Review of improving the telephone Service to customers with Revenue and Benefit queries should therefore be achieved on a cost neutral basis.

7.
Further Consultation
7.1 It is intended, during October 2004 once the above actions have been introduced and bedded in, to consult again with customers.  A survey will be undertaken in liaison with strategic and Performance Services’ Officers using the BV 80 questionnaire format to ascertain whether satisfaction with the telephone service has improved (i.e. from 53 % noted above) due to the improvement measures put in place.

8.
Recommendation

8.1 Members are asked to scrutinise the actions being progressed to improve the telephone service to the public.  Also the proposed survey to be undertaken to ascertain whether measures have been successful in improving customer satisfaction.
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APPENDIX A

Meeting Housing & Council Tax Benefit Performance Standards

Working with Landlords

Performance Standard Currently Not Met
Action required
Responsible Officer
Date to Attain

Does the LA write at least once a year to landlords with HB customers in the area, giving up to date information on landlords’ responsibilities and encouraging them to co-operate to prevent overpayments and recovery action against the landlord, and setting out LA policies of co-operation with landlords.
Produce standard proforma to be sent to Landlords on an annual basis.

Performance Standards bid to be submitted.
ET


Does the LA make payments to RSL’s by electronic transfer, where suitable software exists, except in exceptional circumstances.
Resource implications (set up costs) being investigated.
JB


Does the LA make payments on account in line with the Processing of claims standard?
Running a pilot on paying claims on estimates.  Payments on account are only relevant to new claims but will review pilot to see viability.
ET


Does the LA have systems in place to apply the ‘fit and proper person test to decide against or end direct payments in appropriate cases in accordance with Regs.94 (1B) and 93 (8)?
Reasons for doing this are fraud, a consistent failure to notify tenants change of circumstances or a consistent failure to repay overpayments.  Doing blameless tenant recovery covers overpayments, so does not apply.  Policy for Fraud and change of circumstances required.
ET


Overpayments

Performance Standard Currently Not Met
Action required
Responsible Officer
Date to Attain

Does the LA process 80% changes of circumstances which result in a reduction of benefit or benefit ceasing, before the first pay day following the date the LA received sufficient information for it to act on the error or change of circumstances?  


Academy release 34 will measure LA error, which could be used to identify percentage of claims. i.e. LA error is allocated between the date the change of circumstances is received at the LA and the date it is actioned.
JB 
Sep 04

Does the LA make use of all recovery methods?
Set up liaison with DWP re deduction from other Benefits and investigating Court procedures.
JCC
Sep 04

Does the LA monitor the effectiveness of different recovery methods?
Investigate database methods or tools to reach standard.
JCC/EY


Has the authority defined a strategy for continuous improvement in the: 

1. level of debt?

2. age of debt?
Investigate database methods or tools to reach standard.
PM


Are annual reports or more frequent reports made to Members on the:

1. level of debt?

2. age of debt?
Quarterly reports are made to DWP on level of debt and will be reported to Members. 
PM


Counter Fraud

Performance Standard Currently Not Met
Action required.
Responsible Officer
Date to Attain

Does the LA publicise its policy statement externally?
Publish on the web site.
ET


Does the LA provide written guidance on making a referral to all employees working for the authority or working for a contractor who deals with HB/CTB claims?
Could this be published in Staff Focus, and/or on Public Folders. Include in Induction packs for new starters?
ET


Does the LA publicise its counter fraud activity and hotline/telephone line quarterly?
See advert in Carlisle Focus re phone line, counter fraud activity already published.
ET
July 04

Does the LA provide guidance on when investigators should seek legal advice?
Contact other authorities for their procedures.
ET


Does the LA maintain records of all management checks?
D Blake to record checks made on trainees work.
ET/DB


Does the LA vigorously recover the penalty and their associated overpayment?
Set up deductions from DWP benefits – procedures are now in place and investigating Court proceedings.
EY/KF


Internal Security

Performance Standard Currently Not Met
Action required
Responsible Officer
Date to Attain

Does the LA have a programme for reviewing its post opening procedures?
Team Leader (Income Management) to update post opening procedure
VW /IB
Aug 2004

Does the LA carry out monthly management checks on post opening procedures including recording and handling valuables?

VW
Aug 2004

Does the LA have at least two employees opening the post with a daily log of the employees involved?
Log required
VW
Aug 2004 

Does the LA ensure that post received and for dispatch is kept in a secure, preferably locked area with restricted access?
Post opening is secure but then the office is unlocked.



Does the LA have a procedure for dealing with valuables that are received ensuring that their safe keeping including entering details in a valuables register?
Needs set up.  Definition of ‘valuables’ has now been drawn up.
VW/JCC
Aug 2004

Customer Services

Performance Standard Currently Not Met
Action required
Responsible Officer
Date to Attain

Does the LA use Plain English to explain the decisions, reason for it, benefit rate, and any deductions? 
Have decision letters reviewed by Age Concern and Benefits Advice Service.
JCC
Dec 04

Has the LA a nominated person who monitors the facilities for the disabled and carries out, records and reports a check at least once a year to ensure that text phone facilities and any Braille, audio cassette and computer disc facilities and British Sign Language arrangements are available and working?
Resource and corporate implications to be assessed.
PM


Does the LA have any up to date written assessment of the service needs of key ethnic minority groups in their area, clearly identifying these groups, or demonstrating that there are no ethnic minority groups requiring special provision in their area.  Do they provide, when applicable, key HB/CTB information leaflets and claim forms in written languages of key ethnic minority communities in the local authority area, and in Welsh in Wales?


Investigated the availability of leaflets in other languages.  To be ordered.
ET


Does the LA provide a service for its in work customers that it considers meets their needs, including telephone enquiries and personal callers providing verification in support of their claim?
New Customer Contact centre may offer variation in contact times and arrangements.
PM/JN


Does the LA have a strategy for Benefit take up, that goes beyond general awareness raising, to ensure claimants are enabled to make successful claims when on low incomes in work?
To contact other authorities
ET


Does the LA communicate its take up strategy and approach to potential customers, RSL’s, voluntary agencies and customer representative groups?
To contact other authorities
ET


Does the LA display posters and provide leaflets at key public access points in the LA advertising the availability of HB/CTB to tenants on low incomes, and telling customers about extended payments and fast-tracking?
Fast tracking no longer exists.  To contact DWP for posters.
DB/ET


Strategic Management

Performance Standard Currently Not Met
Action required
Responsible Officer
Date to Attain

Does the LA have a clear strategic vision statement for the Benefits Service:

12. where stakeholders have been consulted with on its aims, objectives and relative priorities?

13. which is accessible to everyone in the community?
Appraisals contain the ‘Mission statement’

Use the web site to communicate it to the community.


PM/ET


Has the LA formally reviewed its benefit delivery procedural documentation to ensure that it is written in ‘plain English’?
To obtain leaflets and samples from other authorities.
ET


Do the LA’s delivery procedures cross reference to all the regulations and current circulars?
Awaiting the delivery of Capita procedures manual (part of a national performance standards bid) before assessing what additional resources are required to meet the standard
ET


Are the LA’s delivery procedures available to each section and/or work group?


Awaiting the delivery of Capita procedures manual (part of a national performance standards bid) before assessing what additional resources are required to meet the standard
ET


Does the LA have processes to ensure that the results of management checks are reported regularly to senior officers and members?
Performance Standards bid to be submitted,
ET


Does the LA’s training programme provide training for all employees in all key areas of benefit administration?
Training programme in process of being documented.
DB/ML


Does the LA comply with the statutory obligations of the RR(A)A by publishing results of assessments, consultation and monitoring of policies?
Dignity & Respect policy, Corporate impact?
PM


Does the LA provide general training to all HB/CTB employees on their responsibilities within the RR(A)A?
Dignity & Respect policy, Corporate impact?
PM


Does the LA provide cultural awareness for all employees aimed at promoting racial equality?
Dignity & Respect policy, Corporate impact?
PM


Does the LA conduct an annual review of all facilities provided for customers of key ethnic minority groups in the area?
Dignity & Respect policy, Corporate impact?
PM


Does the LA have compliant SLA’s or Business Partnership agreements with the Pension Service?
Benefits Manager already in consultation with the Pension Service.
ET


Processing of Claims

Performance Standard Currently Not Met
Action required
Responsible Officer
Date to Attain

Does the LA monitor rent allowance claims received to identify if a payment on account is required?
Pilot schemes to be introduced to assess resource requirements
ND/NP


Does the LA make payment on accounts for rent allowance claims in accordance with HB Reg. 91(1)?
Pilot schemes to be introduced to assess resource requirements
ND/NP


Does the LA operate a system of exception reports, which will at least identify trends and patterns from the results of monitoring previous reviews?
Currently investigating electronic record of reviews resulting in a WIB reward to the authority
JB


Does the LA have up to date policies, procedures and practices to ensure that the management checks are performed correctly and consistently?
Standards funding bid to be submitted.
ET


Does the LA show through its management checks that it is satisfied that the claimant is eligible to receive HB or CTB before making a decision on a claim?
Standards funding bid to be submitted.
ET


Does the LA quality check at least 10% of assessments, before notifying the customer of the decision, to confirm that the:

1.  assessment is lawful?

2. benefit calculation is correct?
Standards funding bid to be submitted.
ET


Do these pre notification checks include checking that:

1.  the claim form is complete?

2.  all required original documents are available and original for verifying:

· compliance with section 1(1A) and 1(1B) of      SSAA 1992?

· identity of claimant and partner, if applicable?

· liability to pay rent and residency?

· receipt of IS/JSA(IB) or Pension Credit in applicable cases?

· for non IS/JSA(IB) or pension credit claims, full verification of all income?

· for non IS/JSA(IB) claims full verification of capital?

· savings credit only Pension Credit cases, any income specified at Reg. 23(4) of the HB(General) Regulations?

· income of non dependants?

3. a valid Rent Officer decision exists?

4. that any decision to pay the landlord direct is based on application of the ‘fit and proper’ person test for those landlords who are believed to have engaged in undesirable activity in relation to HB in accordance with Regs 94(1) and 93(8)?

5. takes into account all known changes of circumstances? 

6. the calculation of benefit is correct, taking into account all known income, capital and rent liability?
Standards funding bid to be submitted.
ET


Does the LA make a decision on a claim on receipt of a Rent Officer determination within two working days of receipt?
Standard is now being met
NP
July 04

Benefit Appeals

Best Value Requirements
Action required
Responsible Officer
Date to Attain

Investigate in consultation with the advice agencies measures to improve turnaround times for Benefits appeals from the current performance of 40 days down to 20 days.
Target current assessment officer resources at appeals preparation work.

Streamline and standardise appeal forms and documentation.  (Draft leaflet and form discussed with BAS and Age Concern 9.7.04)

Look to be more pro active in referring claimants wanting to appeal benefit decisions to the Benefit Advice Service and other advice agencies.
ET

MS

MS


01.04.2005

Staff Security (Lone Workers)
Best Value Requirement
Action required
Responsible Officer
Date to Attain

All external visiting officers to be issued with personal hard copies of appropriate documentation.
After document has been finalised by Head of MS&ES and Health & Safety Officer
ET


A formalised procedure is required for reporting potentially violent people and incidents that meets the Data Protection regulations.
To be documented
JCC


Reporting procedures need reviewed, formalised and standardised across the Business unit and the authority.  Procedure to include out of office hours working.
In consultation with external visiting officers
ET


Risk assessments required for:

1. General observations and doorstep enquires

2. Joint operations

3. Interviews under caution

4. Attendance at Magistrates or Crown Court

5. Home Visits

6. Use of surveillance vehicles.
To be drafted
ET/PM


Managing Backlogs
Performance management is now a core part of Benefits management and staff are embracing their individual targets, notified through their annual appraisal process and providing good customer service.  Future action is required to manage risk in respect of triggers where current intervention plans are not appropriate.
In relation to availability of IT systems
ET
Sep 04

Telephone Service to the Public

More resources are required to man the phones at bust times of the day i.e. mornings and lunchtimes.
Recruitment for staff i.e. part time and full time to dovetail in with busier times.
PM
Commenced June 2004

The Customer Services Team is frequently running at 25% below optimum productive staffing levels due to staff turnover. 
Customer Services trainees appointed to provide trained staff for vacancies as and when they arise.
PM
Actioned July 2004 

Callers frequently get an engaged tone when telephoning at busy times.
A new telephone system has been introduced so that customers can leave a message and allows better call management routines.
PM
Actioned July 2004 

Ascertain satisfaction with the improved telephone service.
Customers to be surveyed using the BV80 questionnaire format.
JG
Oct 2004













1 IF  = 1 "Note: in compliance with section 100d of the Local Government (Access to Information) Act 1985 the report has been prepared in part from the following papers: None" \* MERGEFORMAT 
Note: in compliance with section 100d of the Local Government (Access to Information) Act 1985 the report has been prepared in part from the following papers: None
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