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The aim of this report is to 

Advise (verbally at meeting) whether the Council has been successful in securing additional Department of Work and Pensions (DWP) funding of £96,645 to progress the proposed home working pilot (or a smaller scale pilot if the Council must rely on other DWP service improvement grants already received to fund the initiative).

Recommendations: 

The Executive is asked to note the Benefits Home Working Pilot proposals summarised in 3 of the report and reported in detail at Appendices 1 and 2.

The Executive:-

(i) is subject to DWP grant of £96,645 being agreed, requested to approve expenditure on the benefits home-working pilot of up to £144,967.  Pilot to be funded as set in 5 of the report.

(ii) or should DWP grant of £96,645 not be agreed, requested to approve expenditure on a revised benefits home working pilot of up to £125,660, DWP funding of this amount already available in 2004/05 base budgets.
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HOMEWORKING PILOT

1. INTRODUCTION

1.1 Under the Best Value Review of Revenues and Benefits Services a home-working Pilot is being progressed.  The purpose of the pilot is to test the hypothesis that home based benefits staff (and by implication other council staff) will enjoy improved work/life balance whilst achieving increased productivity/greater efficiencies for the Council.

1.2 Should the pilot prove successful (in efficiency terms) it will result in Revenues and Benefits Services adopting a wider home working strategy.  Also subject to a business case being proven, consideration being given to extending the initiative across other appropriate Council Service areas.

1.3 The aim of this report is to 

(i) Advise (verbally at meeting) whether the Council has been successful in securing additional Department of Work and Pensions (DWP) funding of £96,645 to progress the proposed home working pilot (or a smaller scale pilot if the Council must rely on other DWP service improvement grants already received to fund the initiative).

(ii) Advise the Executive on details of the Standards Fund bid for DWP funding.

(iii) Advise the Executive on the proposed project plan for the introduction of the home-working pilot.

(iv) Request the Executive to formally release the funding acquired from the DWP to meet the costs of the home-working pilot.

2. HOME WORKING PILOT BID FOR DWP FUNDING

2.1 Noted at Appendix 1 is the formal bid for DWP Performance Standards funding submitted on the 9th December 2004.

2.2
The bid covers:

(i) Basic project information i.e. summary of project costs etc.

(ii) Detailed project information i.e. scope of pilot (12 members of staff), key aims and objectives, physical requirements, risk assessment/management, detailed costs breakdown etc.

(iii) Summary project plan review mechanism and standing information.  Note timetable since updated see detailed project outline in Appendix 2.

2.2 The bid was due to be considered by the DWP in late January 2005.  However due to DWP decision-making delays it is now to be considered on the 11th April 2005.  The content of DWP queries requesting additional information and clarification suggests that the bid is likely to be successful.

3. HOMEWORKING PILOT DETAILS

3.1 Details of the pilot can be found in Appendix 1, Annex A.  

3.2 In brief during the pilot nine benefit staff will be completely home based workers i.e. workstation, PC, broadband accessed networks etc. will be set up in a suitable room in their own home.  Benefits assessment work will be delivered, accessed and actioned electronically.  Contact with customers in person, by phone and by written correspondence in determining benefit entitlement will also be administrated from home.

3.3 Work throughput including hours worked, accuracy, performance etc. will continue to co-ordinated and is monitored from the Civic Centre.  Staff will be required to report to the Civic Centre periodically for update meetings, training etc.  

3.4 Three benefits staff will be partly home based i.e. come into the office for part of the week to undertake technical/professional duties that cannot be actioned from home e.g. user training and trouble shooting.

3.5 The success of the pilot will be assessed on the level of productivity increases (15% built into a business plan).  For this challenging target to be met not only will home workers productivity need to be higher than office based workers but ground breaking, IT network, communications and office support systems will need to be effective.

4. PROJECT PLAN

4.1 Noted at Appendix 2 is the draft project plan detailing

(i) Project purposes and key outcomes.

(ii) How the project will be managed utilising ‘Prince 2’ methodology.

(iii) Project structure including how the work will be packaged and responsible officers for delivering project.

4.2 The timetable is very ambitious (first member of staff home based by 1st June 2005) as the pilot is intended to influence Civic Centre office accommodation requirements for the Revenues and Benefits unit when it moves back to the Civic Centre in October/November 2005 i.e. if the pilot is successful less office space will be required.

4.3 Under the Revenues and Benefits Best Value Review timetable the final report and associated action plan will be considered by the Executive on the 20th August 2005  (Corporate Resources Overview and Scrutiny Committee on the 20 July 2005). Early home working pilot evaluation will be advised as part of this report together with other service improvements instigated under the review.

5. HOW THE HOME WORKING PILOT WILL BE FUNDED

5.1 Noted in Appendix 1 is a summary of the estimated project costs i.e. £144,967 (now all to be incurred in 2005/06 due to delays in obtaining DWP acceptance of the project).  Also a detailed breakdown of the direct costs of the project.

5.1.1 These costs will be met from -





£

Specific DWP grant for home working pilot



96,645*


*Subject to confirmation at meeting



Carried forward ringfenced DWP grants for 

improving benefits service






48,322**

**Currently £125,660 available from this source

Total









144,967

5.2 Should the DWP decide not to support the project or only provide partial support (priority being given to poorly performing authorities) an amended and less ambitious pilot will be progressed, subject to Executive support, from the £125,660 DWP grant already earmarked for improving benefit services.

6. CONSULTATION

6.1 Consultation to Date.  

Consultation (including detailed presentations) held with staff, Corporate Resources Overview and Scrutiny Committee, other Councils operating successful homeworking schemes and CJC.

6.2 Consultation proposed.

Continuing Consultation on all aspects of the pilot (with above consultees) is included in Project Plan.

7. RECOMMENDATIONS

7.1 The Executive is asked to note the Benefits Home Working Pilot proposals summarised in 3 of the report and reported in detail at Appendices 1 and 2.

7.2 The Executive:-

(i) is subject to DWP grant of £96,645 being agreed, requested to approve expenditure on the benefits home-working pilot of up to £144,967.  Pilot to be funded as set in 5 of the report.

(ii) or should DWP grant of £96,645 not be agreed, requested to approve expenditure on a revised benefits home working pilot of up to £125,660, DWP funding of this amount already available in 2004/05 base budgets.

BACKGROUND INFORMATION AND OPTIONS

8. REASONS FOR RECOMMENDATIONS

To formally release DWP grant to fund the Homeworking pilot in Benefits.

9. IMPLICATIONS

· Staffing/Resources – 

Detailed in the Homeworking bid to the DWP.  If bid is only partially agreed or rejected the project and resources will be scaled down 

(see recommendations 7.2)

· Financial – 

The 2004/05 Benefits budget includes an amount of £131.000 in DWP carried forward service improvement grant.  During 2004/05 nothing has been expended against this.  A request will be included in the out turn report to carry this ringfenced budget forward.  This report requests that £125,660 of this balance be earmarked to the Homeworking initiative.  Alternatively if the application for a further £96,645 is approved by the DWP it is requested that £48,322 be also earmarked for the Homeworking initiative bringing the total to £144,967 as set out in this report.  The balance then remaining of £82,678 (if the bid is successful) will fund further initiatives as they are developed and reported during 2005/06 and beyond including the Revenues trainees’ initiative.  Arrangements have been made to ensure there is a clear audit trail in the use of this grant and that it is in line with the terms and conditions laid down by the DWP i.e. all receipts photocopied and money spent accounted for in regular updates to DWP. 

· Legal – 

The Head of Legal and Democratic Services has been consulted and his comments are reflected in this report.

· Customer and Information Services –

This project is fully aligned with the Council’s IT Strategy and will also be useful in delivering the Members Broadband Initiative.  It also delivers on two of the Government National Priority Outcomes for e-government: -

R21 ICT support and documented policy for home/remote working

R22 Access to home/remote working facilities to all council members and staff that satisfy the requirements set by the Council’s published home/remote working policy.

· Corporate – 

The Project Plan, see Project purpose and key outcomes in Appendix 2, details how the pilot meets Government, Council and Unit priorities. 

· Risk Management – 

Risk assessment and management issues will be the responsibility of the Homeworking Scheme workstream under the project plan.  The main areas of risk being the reliability of ‘leading edge’ IT technology and productivity issues.

 .

· Equality Issues –

Home working fits in with equal opportunities issues as it facilitates flexible working.

· Environmental – 

This will reduce car travel and therefore in a minor way facilitate reduced traffic congestion.

· Crime and Disorder – N/A

(However homes will not now be empty during the day).

· Impact on Customers – 

Customers requiring welfare visits should experience an improvement in service, as the pilot includes the ability to interrogate and update records in real time in the claimants own home. 
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