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Summary & Recommendation

The aim of this report is 

i) To advise members of the wide ranging scope of the Best Value Review of Revenues and Benefits Services.

ii)
To resolve whether a member of Corporate Resources O & S Committee joins the Best Value Review Project team as an ad hoc member.

iii)
To request members to scrutinise the Best Value Review Project/Workplan.

iv)
To request members to scrutinise the review of Housing Benefits Appeals administration undertaken as part of the workplan. 
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BEST VALUE REVIEW OF 

REVENUES AND BENEFITS SERVICES

1. INTRODUCTION

1.1 The formal review of Revenues and Benefits Services commenced on 22 November 2003 when Overview and Scrutiny Management Committee received a presentation including:-

i) Background of the work of the Unit see Appendix 1 (1).

ii)
Reasons for undertaking a Best Value Review of a ‘good’ service

· The Unit’ s aim to provide an excellent service to its customers.  

· The Unit will need to respond to significant change over next 2 years i.e. introduction of Customer Contact Centre, Government’s Housing Benefit Reform Agenda, Regional Government.

· Feedback from Customers suggesting weaknesses in service delivery.

· Housing Benefits Administration is the Council’s major statutory service.  The £22.9m pa paid out in Housing Benefit payments represents 44% of the Council’s gross expenditure of £51.2m.

iii)
Preparations for the Review undertaken to date

In undertaking a five-year review of service provision (formal Best Value Review in years 3 and 4) the Unit has

· Compare
All Unit services have been benchmarked via CIPFA’s independent benchmarking club.

· Consult

Major Consultation exercise undertaken with all the Unit’s customers in 2003/04 (1,500).

· Compete

Council Tax and Benefits administration market tested formally in 1999 and 20002/03.

· Challenge

The Unit’s has learned from lead Authorities, responded to Government’s Agenda, etc.

Early investigations have identified strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats which have formed the basis of the scope and workplan of the review.

1.2
Agreeing Terms of Reference of Scope

In November 2003 a review team was constituted to draw up a draft scope see Appendix 1 (9.2).  After input from EMG and Overview & Scrutiny Management Committee and review challengers, see Appendix 1 (10) the scope was agreed by Overview  & Scrutiny Management Committee on 29 January 2004.

1.3 The aim of this report is 

i) To advise members of the wide ranging scope of the review.

ii) To resolve whether a member of Corporate Resources O & S Committee joins the Best Value Review Project team as an ad hoc member.

iii) To request members to scrutinise the Best Value Review Project/Workplan.

iv) To request members to scrutinise the review of Housing Benefits Appeals administration undertaken as part of the workplan. 


2 BEST VALUE REVIEW SCOPE

2.1 Detailed at Appendix 1 and summarised below is the proposed scope for the review taking account of issues raised by Members, officers within the Unit and officers outwith the Unit (providing challenge).  Also preparation work for the review undertaken to date (over last 3 years).

2.2
Aims/Terms of Reference

The aim of the review is 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.

2.3
Key Issues for the Review

The key issues were influenced by the criteria which is used for Authorities wishing to achieve Beacon Council status for the provision of an excellent service.  The Review will assess Revenues and Benefits Administration and its contribution in the areas of Vision and Strategy, Consultation, Partnerships, Achieving Outcomes and most important User and Community Satisfaction.

2.4 Key Challenges for the Review

A desktop analysis of CPA and BFI inspections, benchmark information, customer satisfaction surveys and other preparatory work (including officer workshops) have influenced the key challenges for the review as detailed in 4.3 of the scope.  The review whilst recognising the strengths and threats highlighted will concentrate on addressing areas of potential weakness and areas where the Unit can take advantages of Opportunities to improve service provision.

2.5 Reporting Mechanism and Proposed Report Submission Dates

The review timetable including Overview and Scrutiny involvement is detailed in 6.0 of the report. Subject to the ambitious timetable being met the final Best Value Report should be completed by March 2005.

2.6 Other areas covered in Scope Report

Other areas detailed in the scope include Stakeholders Consultation, Research and Consultancy, Resources, Review Team Members, Review Challenges and Team Roles.  

2.7 Corporate Resources Overview & Scrutiny Committee’s role in the Review
Currently in the scope the role of Corporate Resources O & S Committee is to scrutinise and challenge the review findings action plan targets and monitor progress of the review etc.  The Committee will need to resolve whether they want one of their members to be an ad hoc member of review team.

3 BEST VALUE REVIEW PROJECT/WORKPLAN

3.1 Noted at Appendix 2 is the Project/Workplan detailing the work to be undertaken in delivering the outcomes Best Value Review Scope i.e. working towards turning a  ‘good’ performing Revenues and Benefits Service into an excellent service.

3.2 Column 1 indicates the areas of potential weakness or areas where the review will be proactive in progressing corporate agenda, being proactive in embracing                 external opportunities and assessing external threats as set out in 4.3 of the scope (see Appendix 1).

3.3 Column 2 indicates the investigations that are being progressed or need to be progressed to inform the Best Value Action Plan of initiatives/actions to be put in place to improve service delivery in this area.  As set out in the introduction the best value disciplines of compare, consult, complete and challenge will be the focus on the investigations being undertaken.

3.4 Column 3 indicates the desired outcome of the investigations and resulting action plans.  Where it is appropriate these are specific, measurable, achievable, realistic (within resources available) and time related (SMART).

Obviously the investigations undertaken particularly in the areas of challenge and compare will better inform the eventual SMART targets to be agreed in the action plan.

3.5 Column 4 indicates the responsible officers for progressing the workplan in particular areas.  The name in bold type will hold overall responsibility for progressing the investigations, action plan targets etc.

3.6 Column 5 indicates the timescale for investigations to be completed and draft outcomes to be submitted for EMG and Corporate Resources O & S Committee Scrutiny  consideration before being included in the formal Best Value Review Action Plan.  In Appendix 1 (6.2) is detailed how the workplan timetable dovetails in with the Corporate Resources Overview and Scrutiny timetable.

4 REVIEW OF HOUSING BENEFITS APPEALS ADMINISTRATION

4.1 As set out in the workplan and scope members are asked to scrutinise the review of Housing Benefits Appeals administration.

4.2
The aim of this review in respect of Benefits Appeals Administration and two fold.

i) to inform the corporate review of the Benefits Advice Centre currently being undertaken by the Executive director in assessing its resources, structures and duties and responsibilities.

ii) To investigate the delays in dealing with appeals against Housing Benefit assessment decisions made by claimants and their representatives (including Benefit Advice Centre) set out proposals and actions to be put in place to significantly improve appeal turn around times.

4.3
The opportunity will also be taken to consult and liaise with advice agencies to establish ways of making appeals administration more effective generally targeting on how quality of information and advice flows can be made more effective and efficient.

4.4
Benchmarking Welfare Advice available to Carlisle City Council’s residents with other Cumbrian Authorities and Historic City Councils in our benchmarking group

4.4.1 Noted at Appendix 3 is detailed the Welfare Advice funded by the City Council and our benchmark partners.

4.4.2 In summary Carlisle City Council in benchmarking terms is in the top quartile in the provision of welfare advice services in that

i) Welfare advice provided by the City Council’s Benefit’s Section i.e. Senior officer administering appeals and 2 experienced assessment officers undertaking welfare visits to the elderly and infirm is the equivalent or is in excess of in-house provision in our benchmark partners.

ii) Carlisle and 18 out of 20 Councils benchmarked partly fund a Citizens Advice Bureau in their catchment area.

iii) Only Carlisle significantly fund a Law Centre.

4.4.3
Significant in informing the Corporate Review of the Benefits Advice Centre two other authorities Lincoln and Ipswich operate in-house Benefit Advice Centres, (Lincoln as part of their Customer Contact Centre set up).

4.4.5 The Executive Director in progressing the Corporate Review of Carlisle’s BAC facility is in contact with Lincoln Borough Council (whose BAC has obtained the CLSP Quality Mark) to ascertain what the Council can learn from their facility in informing our review.

4.5
Addressing Delays in Appeals Administration Turnaround Times.

4.5.1
In the period 1 January 2003 – 31 December 2003 the Benefit section received 751     appeals against Housing Benefit assessment decisions i.e.

Represented by
BAC



36




Law Centres


24




CAB



24




Others including




Local Solicitors

72




CHA



36




Self Represented              559







         751

4.5.2   As can be seen despite the amount of funding targeted by the Council at Benefits Advice 75% of claimant represent themselves which puts additional pressure on appeals resources within the Benefits Section i.e. the Senior officer in determining appeals.  It is far easier to determine a well advised, constructed and evidenced appeal than a poorly set out one.  It should be noted that in previous years the BAC represented approximately 3 times the number of claimants but due to sickness and vacancy problems (being addressed by the review) this number reduced significantly in 2003.

4.5.3 Out of the 751 appeals, 200 were allowed in 2003 i.e. 

Allowed
Percentage  Allowed

Upheld

BAC
    

    24

            67
   
    

    12


Law Centre
    12

            50
   
     

    12



CAB
    18

            75
   
      

      6



Others
    42

            58

     

    30



CHA
      6

            17 

                          30

Self

Represented
    98

            21

                        461

Total
  200




                        551

Note:  Out of the 551 determinations upheld 12 appeals were made to the Independent  Appeals Service of which none of the Council’s decisions were overturned suggesting the Council’s internal appeals practices and procedures are robust.

4.5.4 The statistics in 4.5.3. above clearly demonstrate that claimants receiving expert and independent benefits advice are much more likely to be successful in their appeals.  This is because advice workers can write to doctors, social workers etc on a professional basis to get the required evidence to support the claimants appeal.  They can also advise claimants if they have no grounds for appeal reducing the numbers submitted and improving success rates.

4.5.5 Currently the Senior Officer (Adjudication) is adjudicating on benefits appeals i.e.  requesting and scrutinising evidence supporting the appeal and reviewing the original decision made, in an average of 40 days.  The regulations state that such reviews should be adjudicated on within 14 days.

4.5.6 In a brainstorming session held with the Senior Officer (Adjudication) the following improvements were suggested in improving turnabout times.

i) Additional support to be provided by an experienced assessment officer in preparing appeals for adjudication mainly in respect of writing out for evidence.  Also the provision of Senior Officer cover for holidays etc.

ii) Introduce in liaison with the advice agencies standardised appeals forms and documentation to assist in identifying the decision being appealed.

iii) Look at referral procedures again (we already advise claimants as a matter of course of the BAC service on all appeal documentation) in liaison with advice agencies to determine whether the Council can be more proactive in advising claimants to seek independent benefits advice.  The implications of this initiative would be to increase the call on advice agencies particularly the BAC when sited in the Civic Centre.

4.5.7
Targets

The Senior Officer (Adjudication) is confident that if the measures noted in 4.5.6 above are introduced and supported by the advice agencies then adjudication turnaround times can be reduced significantly to 20 days which is likely to be top quartile performance.  Due to the complexities of appeals administration whilst every effort will be made to meet the 14 day target this will have to remain an aspiration at the current time.

4.6
Measure to be included in Revenues and Benefits Best Value Review Action Plan

4.6.1
Inform the Corporate review of the Benefits Advice Centre via benchmarking information obtained (see appendix 1) which suggests that Lincoln Borough Council’s service should be used as a comparison in assessing improvements to be made to the Council’s Service.

Note:  This has been actioned via the Executive Director.  

4.6.2 Further 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 by 1.4.2005.

· Target current assessment officer resources at appeals preparation work.

· Streamline and standardise appeal forms and documentation.

· Look to be more proactive in referring claimants wanting to appeal benefit decisions to the BAC and other advice agencies.

4.7 The Committee is asked to scrutinise the investigations undertaken on appeals administration and the proposals to improve turnaround times suggested in this report to be included in the Best Value review Action Plan.

5. SUMMARY AND RECOMMENDATIONS

5.1 The aim of this report is 

i) To advise members of the wide ranging scope of the Best Value Review of Revenues and Benefits Services.

ii)
To resolve whether a member of Corporate Resources O & S Committee joins the Best Value Review Project team as an ad hoc member.

iii)
To request members to scrutinise the Best Value Review Project/Workplan.

iv)
To request members to scrutinise the review of Housing Benefits Appeals administration undertaken as part of the workplan.

Peter Mason

HEAD OF REVENUES AND BENEFITS SERVICES

Contact Name:  Peter B Mason



Ext:  7270

Revenues & Benefits Services

Carlisle  

25 March 2004  
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