BEST VALUE REVIEW OF REVENUES AND BENEFIT SERVICES

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.

Home-working falls within the area of staff flexibility (see Best Value Review report to Corporate Resources, Overview and Scrutiny Committee 25th November 2004 report reference: RB7/04 paper 4).
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Project Purpose and Key Outcomes

The purpose of this pilot project is: to test the hypothesis that if Benefits Staff become home-based, they can enjoy an improved work/life balance whilst achieving increased productivity/greater efficiencies for the authority.
Should the pilot prove successful, in efficiency terms, it will lead to the Revenues and Benefit Services Business Unit adopting a wider home-working strategy.  Subject to a business case being proven, consideration will be given to extending the initiative across other appropriate service areas within the Council.

The Key Outcomes of the project will be to:

· Improve staff retention and aid staff recruitment through offering more flexible working patterns in order to aid work/life balance. 

· A minimum 15% increase in productivity of home-based Assessment Staff whilst maintaining quality service standards.

· Improve performance against key performance indicators contributing towards an excellent Benefits Service.

· Increase flexibility in order to accommodate peaks and troughs in workloads.

· Reduce staff accommodation requirements, and associated costs, within the Civic Centre.

· Prove the new technology (e.g. GPRS, 3G or Wi-Fi) is capable of delivering reliable, fast response times to volumes required.

· Improve staff morale – measured against a baseline assessment carried out in April 2004.

· To reduce the overall levels of sickness absence.  

Context

At a national level this project is driven by the 

· The ‘E’ Government agenda

· Delivering Efficiency in Local Government (‘Gershon’).

· The Employment Rights Act 1996 (as amended by The Employment Act 2002)

· The advances in technology enabling the strategic vision to be delivered.

· The Department for Work and Pensions’ strategy, linked to Public Service targets, to improve Housing and Council Tax Benefit claims administration.

The latter is particularly significant in that it: 

· Provides an opportunity to access additional funding to offset the initial set-up costs required to progress this initiative.

· Sets the performance framework required for the Section to achieve an excellent service block rating in the District Comprehensive Performance Assessment (CPA) rating.

At a local authority level this project is also informed by our:

· Corporate Plan

· Business Unit Plan

· Staff recruitment and retention Policy

· People Strategy, which has been recently approved by Council

· IT Strategy.

Interfaces with other projects and plans will be identified and appropriate action taken to ensure coherence.

Key Milestones

The Key Milestones for this home-working pilot project are:

· 15 April 2005      
-    Decision on funding application 

· 15 May 2005

-    Project plan 

·  31 May 2005            
-    I.T. Proof of concept 

· 30 June 2005           
-    First operational home-worker 

· 31 October 2005
-    All home-workers operational

Project Management

This project will be managed utilising 
Prince 2 methodology (now approved by the authority for all its major projects).

The delivery of the Key Outcomes, identified overleaf, will become the focus of the Work- Packages (detailed in the appendices).  Each of the four Work-Packages will have a designated Lead Officer and will carry out a series of Actions that may have contingencies and dependencies on other Work-Packages. For the bulk of the time all four will run concurrently.

The outcomes and recommendations of three of the Work-Packages will feed into the fourth – ‘Home-working Implementation’. This will enable coherent and strategic implementation. It is here that we will exert the necessary controls to ensure that the final ‘package’ is one that the authority can afford.

Trade union representatives will be involved in various ways throughout the project:

· actively within the ‘People Policies and Terms and Conditions’ Work-Package as appropriate

· in the quality assurance of formal proposals as they emerge from each Work-Package

· in staff communications

· formally consulted at CJC who will receive regular reports on the project.

Principles and Way of Working

Consultation

The following principles have been adopted for this project:

· mutuality: it is in the interests of both management and trade unions to achieve the outcomes for this project

· respect: given that management and unions will inevitably have some differing ambitions for the project, effective collaboration will be dependent upon each side respecting one another’s position and working towards finding ‘common ground’

· consensus: wherever possible decisions will be arrived at through agreement and although management reserves the right to make management decisions where it is appropriate to do so, consensus will be the underpinning philosophy driving this project

Wherever possible lessons will be learned from the best practice and experiences of other authorities. 

Training

Training needs will fall generally into two areas:

· understanding of the project and its process  - for all Home-working volunteers

· skills training for those carrying out specified roles within the process.

A broad Training Plan will be determined for the entire project by 15th May 2005, with Specific Plans arrived at during the first stage of each Work- Package as appropriate.

Communication

Affected Staff, CMT and Members (Corporate Overview and Scrutiny Committee) will be kept fully informed throughout the project.

A broad Communication Plan will be determined for the entire project by 15th May 2005, with Specific Plans arrived at during the first stage of each Work- Package as appropriate.

Appendix 1:  Project Structure - People Policies & Terms and Conditions 










 


Baseline
Review

Actions

· Identify and collate existing Personnel and Health and Safety policies 

· Identify Terms & Conditions for inclusion in agreements/contract variations

· Identify specific Health and safety requirements

· Identify contingencies/ links with other policies and work packages

· Consult with stakeholders

· Identify resource requirements

· Develop Work Package Action Plan 


Actions

· Review existing policies and produce recommendations for changes/additional policies

· Review terms & conditions and produce recommendations for changes

· Review existing guidance and produce recommendations for changes

· Review best practice 

· Consult stakeholders (incl. H&S Officer)

· Produce proposals for implementation

Indicative stage dates   tba



             

Appendix 2:  Project Structure – Home-working Scheme










 


Determine Home-working Scheme 
Establish Framework
Pilot
Measure Success

Actions

· Review existing schemes within other authorities

· Produce recommendations

· Consultation

· Submit for approval

· Resource identification/allocation

· Set project parameters 

· Develop Work Package Action Plan 


Actions

· Develop conventions

· Determine selection approval process

· Determine appeals process

· Determine communication strategy

· Determine performance monitoring arrangements

· Consider data protection issues

· Undertake risk assessments

· Determine training framework

· Determine operational requirements

· Produce proposals /recommendations for next stages
Actions

· Confirm volunteers

· Approve environments

· Test processes and procedures

· Address data protection issues

· Consolidate risk assessments

· Produce proposals/ recommendations for next stage i.e. final report
Actions

· Assess productivity gains

· Assess support resource requirements

· check motivation levels

· Test sickness absence levels

· Isolate performance against key performance indicators



Indicative stage dates   tba 







Appendix 3 Project Structure – IT Strategy 









 


Scope Home-working Scheme 
Review
Pilot

Actions

· Identify IT strategy

· Identify resource requirements

· Identify contractual obligations

· Identify contingencies/ links with other policies and work packages

· Consult with stakeholders

· Identify hardware/software requirements

· Develop support requirements

· Determine on-site requirements/

      conditions  

· Develop Work Package Action Plan 


Actions

· Establish Baseline

· Review best practice

· Consult stakeholders
· Produce broad summary options appraisal
· Test proof of concept
· Produce proposals /recommendations for next stage
· Conduct site surveys
Actions

· Produce in-depth Options Appraisal report

· Arrange equipment

· Arrange contracts for staff and suppliers

· Implement service level agreement



Indicative stage dates   tba              






             
Appendix 4: Project Structure - Home-working Implementation











Consider recommendations/ options appraisal
Formulate Implementation Plans
Implement

Actions

· Receive recommendations from other work packages

· Assess resource requirements

· Prepare costed options 

· Consult with stakeholders and customers
Actions

· Identify opportunities 

· Identify resources

· Identify cashable/non cashable savings

· Identify accommodation requirements

· Formulate new recruitment and selection strategy

· Consultation

· Develop Action Plan for implementation

· Develop post project recommendations 

Test improvements in customer service satisfaction
Actions

· Implement approved recommendations (if appropriate) 



Indicative stage dates   tba                
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Note: Within this work package it is likely that changes to some policies will emerge that should be implemented as soon as they are identified rather than waiting until all policies have been reviewed. To facilitate this it is proposed that some recommendations are circulated to the Board by email for approval rather than wait for the next scheduled Board meeting.
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