DRAFT



APPEALS PANEL NO. 2
MONDAY 11 OCTOBER 2010 AT 9:30 AM
PRESENT:
Councillors Mrs Geddes (Chair), Earp and Mrs Rutherford
1. APOLOGIES FOR ABSENCE

There were no apologies for absence.
3.
PUBLIC AND PRESS
RESOLVED - That in accordance with Section 100A(4) of the Local Government Act 1972, the Public and Press were excluded from the meeting during consideration of the following item of business on the grounds that it involves the likely disclosure of exempt information, as defined in Paragraph Number 1 of Part 1 of Schedule 12A of the 1972 Local Government Act.  

4.
COMPLAINT REGARDING REVENUES AND BENEFITS SERVICE
The Chairman explained the reason for the absence of a Member of the panel at the meeting that was called on 22 September 2010 that led to the meeting being rearranged at the appellant’s request.  The Member had been called away as her daughter had been taken ill and was in hospital.

Consideration was given to a complaint regarding the Revenues and Benefits Service.
The Chairman explained the process for the hearing and invited the appellant to present his complaint for consideration.  
The appellant gave the background to the complaint and stated that he believed that there had been a number of issues that had prevented his complaint from being dealt with as readily as it could have been.
The Chairman asked the appellant to summarise the complaint as clearly as possible.  The appellant summed up the complaint as:

1. The Council’s policies and procedures, in particular in Customer Services and Revenues and Benefits sections – staff do not make notes of visits or telephone conversations – and acknowledgement of a Corporate Complaint within timescales
2. That the attitude of a particular officer was not conducive to Council policies – the officer’s inability to admit when wrong and making statements that the officer and his line manager could not back up
3. That a member of the Senior Management Team had not demonstrated sufficiently the Council’s procedures with regard to customer care and auditing procedures that were carried out.

The Chairman asked the appellant what outcomes he would wish to see from the hearing.

The appellant replied that:
· The Council needed to achieve ISO standards of service and that the Council should use an electronic notepad system to record discussions and advice given; that an approved document management system should be used; that staff should be educated that striving for better standards was not bad practice; the Council should endeavour to improve their level of the Investors in People award; that Corporate Complains should be responded to within the stated timescales
· The officer should not have dealt with the initial complaint as it was about himself, but should have passed to complaint upwards; the officer should supply evidence of the compliments received in the Revenues and Benefits section or retract his statement and apologise to the appellant
· The member of the Senior Management Team should demonstrate how calls and procedures were monitored

The appellant advised that whenever he rang the Revenues and Benefits section there was no record made of any discussions or advice he was given and that the onus was on the customer to remember what information was given.  He also believed that the Council needed an up to date document management system as there had been an issue with a training document that he had received in response to a Freedom of Information Request.
The appellant also believed that staff should be trained to provide a better service and educate them that striving for a better service was not bad practice.  The appellant also believed that the Council had not improved on its Investors in People (IIP) status since it first gained the award in 2003.  The Chairman advised that the Council had other areas of assisting staff such as Skills for Life courses that ran alongside the IIP award.
The appellant stated that, in his opinion, calls to the Customer Contact Centre should be recorded so they could be audited but there were no procedures in place.  When the issue was discussed in a meeting with managers from the Revenues and Benefits section, the appellant was advised that the Council did not have the space for such a system.  The appellant believed that the manager did not want the system in place.

With regard to the officer in part 2 of his complaint, the appellant stated that it was inappropriate that the officer had responded to a letter when the complaint was about that officer.  He believed the response should have come from a manager and that when he had spoken to the manager concerned she had agreed that, under the circumstances, the officer should not have responded to the letter.  The appellant stated that the officer should not have made statements that the number of compliments received by the Council outweighed the number of complaints if he did not have the evidence to back up that statement.  
A Member stated that in the e-mails relating to that letter, and in the complaint, the officer was not specifically named.  The appellant agreed but believed that it was apparent from the letter who the person was.  The appellant stated that there was not enough space on the Corporate Complaints form to be able to give the full picture of the complaint.

With regard to the member of the Senior Management Team the appellant stated that he wished a response that demonstrated how calls were monitored.  He had been advised that managers did not have time to listen in on calls and that the manager was working between Carlisle and a neighbouring authority.  Therefore the department was not at full capacity on a management level.  The appellant had rang the Chief Executive’s office to chase up a letter sent earlier that week.  When the appellant questioned why he had not received a response the person advised that the Council had 5 working days to respond.  The appellant stated that he believed that the response to a complaint should be made the same day.  

A Member asked whether he had completed the Corporate Complaints form.  The appellant informed the Members that he had been advised by the Complaints Officer that he did not have to complete a Corporate Complains form but that he could submit a letter with ‘Corporate Complaint’ in the heading.  The appellant believed that the Council staff did not adhere to the policies.

A Member believed that as the member of the Senior Management Team had stated in his letter that calls were monitored within the Customer Contact Centre there should be an explanation how that was done.  The appellant stated that the member of the Senior Management Team had not been able to back up his statement.
A Member asked the appellant why he had not followed up the fact that the Revenues and Benefits Manager had not responded to his telephone call, but had waited from November until July.  The appellant stated that he felt it was inappropriate for a service user to chase up staff when they had agreed to ring back and that it was unprofessional.  
A Member stated that in one of the appellant’s e-mails he stated that while some of the Council’s staff were polite they were in the minority.  However, a later e-mail stated that it was the minority element who were rude and unhelpful.  The appellant agreed that there was a contradiction and that in general it was the minority who were unhelpful.
The Chairman thanked the appellant for attending and advised that a letter confirming the Panel’s decision, and what steps he could take should he disagree with the decision, would be forwarded to him within 20 working days.
The appellant left the hearing.

The Panel invited the Revenues and Benefits Services Manager and an Officer from Revenues and Benefits into the hearing.  

The Officer stated that while he did not have paper evidence to back up his statements, he had been approached, at work and outside work, by people who had used the services of the Council who believed that the service they had received had been very good.  However, he believed that his comments to the appellant had not been factually incorrect.
Members asked the Officer to write to the appellant and clarify his statements.
With regard to the use of electronic notepads to record calls, etc the Revenues and Benefits Services Manager believed that if they were available and staff had to record all calls, they would not have time to deal with the number of queries they take.

A Member asked why the officer had dealt with the Corporate Complaint when the complaint referred to the officer in question.  The Revenues and Benefits Manager stated that the officer had not realised that the complaint referred to him and therefore it was appropriate for him to respond.  
The Revenues and Benefits Service Manager had met with the appellant regarding his initial complaint and, as a result, a letter was sent to the appellant clarifying the issues around his claim for Housing Benefit.  Members believed that if that had been done earlier the complaint may not have escalated as it had.  
The Panel thanked the officers for their input.  They then left the hearing.

The Panel invited the member of the Senior Management Team into the hearing.  

A Member advised that the issue of document scanning had been discussed several years earlier and asked the member of the Senior Management Team whether the funding was still available for the equipment.  The member of the Senior Management Team advised that a new central support team was in operation for some services and, that it would be difficult to implement but he agreed to look into whether the funding was still available.
Members advised the member of the Senior Management Team that the appellant had also stated that he did not believe the response he had received from the member of the Senior Management Team sufficiently demonstrated the Council’s procedures with regard to customer care and the audit procedures in respect of monitoring calls and staff in the Customer Contact Centre.  When the appellant had rang the member of the Senior Management Team’s officer he had advised that the letter he had written should have been responded to the same day according to the Council’s policy, but had been advised that the response time was 5 days.  

The member of the Senior Management Team stated that, with hindsight, it would have been better to have arranged a meeting with the appellant to discuss the issues.
The member of the Senior Management Team stated that he did not understand why the appellant had left such a length of time between his initial complaint and chasing up the response.  Members advised that the appellant had believed it was not his place to chase up officers.

A Member asked whether the way staff worked was monitored and how.  The member of the Senior Management Team advised that if there was a complicated enquiry a supervisor could listen in to the conversation.
The member of the Senior Management Team stated that he believed that the Revenues and Benefits Services Manager would have dealt with the issues raised by the appellant and that, had he realised some of the issues were procedural, he would have responded differently.  The member of the Senior Management Team agreed to send a full response to the appellant.  He advised Members that refresher training regarding customer complaints was to be arranged and that the Council had a duty to get things right.  

The Panel thanked the member of the Senior Management Team for his input.  He then left the hearing.

The Panel then considered the evidence that had been presented to them, prior to and during the hearings and made the following decision.

RESOLVED:

1. That the Senior Management Team be advised to look at, rather than ISO standards, modern day business practices and the use of an electronic system to assist with the recording and evaluation of information into the authority
2. That the Senior Management Team be advised to ensure that policies and procedures are up to date and deliverable for services throughout the authority, in particular the training of Customer Services Assistants and staff in the Revenues and Benefits Department

3. That Senior Managers ensure that training in Corporate Complaints procedures is constantly reviewed and in line with new legislation and best practice within the public and private sector

4. That Senior Managers ensure staff uphold to the principles of the Council’s values

5. It was appropriate for the Revenues and Benefits officer to respond to the initial corporate complaint as he was unaware that he was the individual being referred to

6. Request the Revenues and Benefits officer to write to the appellant and clarify the statements made in his letter of 10 February 2010 regarding complaints/compliments

7. Request the member of the Senior Management Team to write to the appellant and clarify his comments regarding monitoring of service and telephony systems.

The meeting ended at 12.15pm.
