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1. Introduction  

1.1 The Revenues and Benefit Services Business Unit was, like other Units, established in December 2002 following a review of the Council’s organisational structure.

1.2 The role of the Unit in respect of Revenues is to assess, process and collect taxes and income due to the Council and other service clients, thus safeguarding the money necessary for providing services.  Also to provide a timely and accurate payment service to the public.

Annually, Revenues collects approximately £34.5m from 46,500 Council Tax payers and £26.0m from 4,000 businesses in national non-domestic rates.  It also collects £11.0m in miscellaneous income, such as Ground Rent and Pest Control.  It also ensures that income collected is allocated to the correct account.

1.3 The role of the Unit in respect of Benefits is to provide an efficient Housing and Council Tax Benefits service to residents in preventing and reducing poverty and providing access to affordable housing.  Also to prevent benefit fraud and error by effective, prevention, detection and deterrence practices.

The Benefits section currently deal with a case load of approximately 8,000 claimants.  Last year £21.7m was paid in Housing and Council Tax Benefit to support Carlisle City Council’s benefit claimants in their commitments for Rent and Council Tax liability.

1.4 The Revenues & Benefits Unit also administers the Concessionary Fares Scheme providing bus passes or railcards to over 12,000 residents of the District who are aged 60 years or over or have a qualifying disability. The budget for this financial year for concessionary travel is £548,240.

1.5 The Revenues & Benefits Business Unit supports the Council in fulfilling the following Quality of Life Objectives:

CO1 – Encourage community participation and inclusion in the Carlisle area.

CO2 – Reduce crime and the fear of crime within our communities.

CO3 – Tackle poverty and deprivation by ensuring regeneration is focussed in

            areas of greatest need.

CM1 – To ensure that the Council provide sound corporate governance.

CM2 – To ensure that we are an effective, well managed organisation with good

            staff morale and excellent communications.

CM5 – to ensure our services are focussed on our customers’ needs.

CM6 – to effectively manage our performance for the community’s benefit.

CM8 – to ensure our services can be accessed electronically by 2005.

EP1 – In partnership, develop, support and modernise the local economy.

2. KEY DEVELOPMENTS 
2.1 The Unit has recently been re-organised and may be significantly affected by further proposals to develop an integrated Customer Contact Centre.  

2.2 Although performance has improved, ‘in year’ Council Tax Collection levels still feature in the lower quartiles.  Attempts are being made to increase collection rates through securing alternative methods of payment e.g. debit/credit cards.  Write-off levels are less than 0.25%, which demonstrates robust recovery arrangements are in place.

2.3 Last year we converted all Council Tenant Benefit claimants (Rent Rebate) to Private Tenants (Rent Allowance).  The Unit installed the Academy Payments module, Academy ‘desktop’ software, INTEC’s fraud investigation procedures and legislation database, Shark’s HB/CTB training software and Anite’s Document Image processing and Workflow software.

2.4 This year the Benefits section has to deal with the impact of Child, Working and Pension Savings Tax Credits (guarantee and savings).  Also the abolition of benefit periods for persons of non-working age and the ever-widening differences between the regulations for persons of non-working and working age as driven by the split between the Jobcentre Plus and Pension Service

2.5 The Unit is also working closely with CHA to overcome technical problems resulting from the LSVT process that has very seriously impacted on benefits performance in the first half year of 2003/04.
2.6 Key Challenges – Revenues Section

2.6.1
Key Challenge 1 – Improve ‘in year’ collection rates that are currently in the lower quartiles


Action taken to improve in-year collection from1.4.03 to date included

i) -
Introduction of payment via the internet (24 hours) 

· a second direct debit date (16th) and a successful direct debit take up campaign which won the Council an award 

· introduction of 24/7 facility in enabling payment over the phone.

ii)
Other initiatives
· All Bailiff and arrest warrant work has been outsourced to Rossendales Limited.

· The Council Tax and NNDR recovery timetable has been reviewed particularly the time period between documents being issued.

· Staffing resources targeted at Recovery work have been increased (via efficiency savings elsewhere).

iii)
The Audit Team have recently audited Recovery processes including the Council’s anti-poverty strategy and has made recommendations in respect of special payment arrangements that the Revenues Manager is currently progressing.

iv)
Further development of alternative payment options are progressing to timetable with the Post Office Payment Facility to be introduced from 01 April 2004. 

2.6.2 Key Challenge 2 – Improve staff morale and reduce overtime working

Staff morale has improve recently, due to improved communications, celebrating of success and reducing the requirement for overtime working as follows. 

i)
The Head of Revenues and Benefits Services has clarified the Council’s position on externalisation i.e. in-house provision supported by a strategic partner to assist in re-engineering ‘front office’ services. However, staff turnover is a concern with many staff obtaining promotions in the Council’s new Foyer project and with Capita at the County Council and at their processing centre.

ii) Regrading of a Revenue Assistant to Revenue Officer (funded from overtime budget) which will help reduce overtime working.  However due to unavoidable work peaks some overtime will continue by staff who work extra hours out of choice.

iii) Communication has been improved with a public folder Calendar set up for leave and other key events.  Also a Revenues bulletin board to keep staff informed of current issues.  In addition monthly staff meetings have been chaired by a different member of staff every month to facilitate better staff involvement in the management of the Unit.

However office refurbishment particularly in an effort to improve air quality in the office has been put on hold until ground floor office moves have been determined.  

2.6.3 Key Challenge 3 – Improve IT systems

All staff have a new PC which has been a huge improvement, particularly the staff who had very old or problem PCs.

However downtime problems with Images and outlook and occasionally Academy still affect work performances.

2.6.4 Key Challenge 4 – Improve forward planning

The Unit has developed an integrated approach to work scheduling and have translated it’s annual work plan in weekly schedules.

The Unit has set up an electronic calendar that staff input their holidays into and management input issues that will affect staff e.g. summons runs, committal courts, CTB1 completion etc. 

2.7
Key Challenges Benefits

2.7.1
Key Challenge 5 – Anti poverty strategy

The section introduced a mechanism for claimants to appeal against the maximum rate of recovery on overpayments: dependent on their health and financial circumstances despite affecting the overpayment recovery performance.  It has also introduced a pilot of home visits for new claims (mainly pensioners) and extended the provisions of the existing welfare visiting scheme to the old and infirm.  The section has also introduced an ‘evidence’ collection service in an effort to speed up the benefit determination process.

2.7.2 Key Challenge 6 - Improve training/skills of all benefit staff 
Successful bids to the Department of Work and Pensions Standards fund to fund cost of a team leader/trainer for 6 months and a team of 3 trainees for 2 years.Also organised external training for Rent Officer referrals Tax Credits; Pension Credits and decision-making and Appeals.

2.7.3 Key Challenge 7 - Improve Staffing levels

Increased staffing levels (temporarily) in preparation for the increased work involved in new Tax Credits (funded by DWP grant).
2.7.4 Key Challenge 8 - Improve attendance

Piloted new sickness absence scheme within the Unit in recording absence and reasons for absence on Unit database.  Air conditioning installed and removal of redundant files and filing cabinets to improve space.  However no noticeable improvement in sickness absence yet apparent.

2.7.5 Key Challenge 9 - Improve teamwork

Policy of reallocating work if person absent for more than 5 days introduced. Staff protocol developed for moving staff within office.  Working environment improved by the introduction of air conditioning units.

Monthly staff meetings restarted and TIR teams enlarged to facilitate improved team working. Monthly meetings have improved communications and allowed more opportunity for consultation and sharing of ideas/information. Whilst larger teams have proven more difficult to facilitate team relationships have improved significantly.

2.7.6 Key Challenge 10 - Better communication

Staff representation in quarterly workshops considering priorities for next 3 months ahead.  Feedback on team and individual performance weekly to staff.  Feedback on workload levels on a daily basis.

2.7.7 Key Challenge 11 – Supporting other teams

Providing resource to Customer Services i.e. a liaison role with the customer.  Still providing cover for sickness, periods of high volume etc to the Revenues Reception team.

2.7.8 Key Challenge 12 - Improving take-up
Joint take-up campaign day for the elderly organised with Age Concern, DACE (Disability Association for Carlisle and Eden), Pension Service, CAB, BAC (4.11.03).  First joint campaign a success in informing pensioners re Pension Credit and changes as part of Pension Credit implementation and affect on Benefits entitlements. Each organisation has recorded its own statistics for the day and their will be a review meeting for late January/early February to compare all statistics, consider the outcomes of the day and decide whether to hold other, similar events. 

Benefits staff interviewed 40 pensioners and identified 4 who were entitled to Benefit and not currently claiming.

2.7.9 Key Challenge 13 - Forward planning

Quarterly planning workshops for planning workload for 3 months ahead attended by representative of all benefit teams.

2.7.10 Key Challenges 14 - Preventing and detecting fraud

Pro-active Fraud Prevention and detection initiatives have been progressed i.e. 

· targeting particular employment classes e.g. Employment Agencies

· targeting ex claimants who come off benefit without advising of reason

· Investigators PINS training (professionalism in security) now complete including Benefits Manager.

· Additional training in LTAH and W (living together as husband and wife) and prosecution file standards.

· Programme of data cleansing to maximise fraud data matching with other agencies.

2.7.11 Key Challenges 15 - Enhancing technology

In the areas of implementation of 

-
DIP.

-
Management Performance Data.

-
Upgrade of PCs.

-
Electronic interface system with Rent Service.

A bid to the DWP Standards fund to pilot a home working scheme in 2004/05.

3 PROGRESS ON BEST VALUE REVIEWS AND OTHER REVIEWS
3.1 Revenues & Benefits


The formal review of Revenues and Benefits is due to commence in the second half year of 2003/04.  The Unit has been preparing for the review for the last 3 years.  A majority of the evidence in support of the 4C’s has been collected and will inform the Best Value Review scope due to be considered by O & S Committee in January 2003.  The next business plan update will look at Best Value Issues in more detail.

3.2 Concessionary Fares

The Concessionary Fares Scheme is continuing to improve in accordance with the Action Plan drawn up during a Best Value review of the Scheme during 2002. This year has seen the introduction of smartcard bus passes (NoWcards) with card readers to be fitted on buses during 2003/4. Additional improvements include the extension of the scheme to men aged 60-64 years, a free travel period over Xmas and New Year (funded by efficiency savings made as part of the Best Value review).

4 PERFORMANCE INDICATORS UPDATE

The Unit is monitored against the following Corporate Plan Performance indicators.

Reference
Performance Indicator
2002-2003 Actual
2002-2003 Target
2003-2004 Actual (to end Sept 03)
2003-2004 Target
Comments

BV9


in-year’ Council Tax Collections Levels
96.3%
96%
56.5%
96.5%
Performance to date suggests that this target will be met despite the record increases in Council Tax levels in 2003/04

BV10
in-year’ NNDR (Business Rates (Collection levels)
98.6%
98%
62.3%
98.3%
It is likely the NNDR collections will achieve ‘top quartile’ for the first time.

BV76
Number of prosecutions & sanctions – reward target
£27,000
£18,000
£26,000
£44,000
Successful prosecutions, sanctions and administrative penalties to date suggest that target will be met.



BV78A
Average time to process new claims
48
46
59
35
see note i) below

BV78B
Average time to process changes in circumstances
16
16
38
8
see note i) below

BV78C
Percentage of renewals processed on time
72
75
42
82
see note i) below

BV79A
Accuracy of processing
97.8%
97%
93.6% first qtr 2003/4
97%
Likely to achieve target

BV79B
‘In year’ Overpayment recovery performance
55.4%
53%
annual return
55%
Likely to achieve target 

BV80
Users Satisfied with ways they can make contact
N/A
N/A
75

(first half of survey)

Top quartile likely to be between 78 and 82%.

BV80
Satisfied with the service in the office
N/A
N/A
79

(first half of survey)

Top quartile likely to be between 78 and 82%.

BV80
Satisfied with telephone service
N/A
N/A
66

(first half of survey)

Likely to be bottom quartile. High priority for new Customer Contact Centre.

BV80
Satisfied with the staff in the office
N/A
N/A
84

(first half of survey)

Likely to be top quartile.

BV80


Overall satisfied with the service
N/A
N/A
78

(first half of survey)

Top quartile likely to be between 78 and 82%.

BV94
Cost per journey of subsidised bus services
.32p
.39p
.33p
.39p
Cost per journey will increase due to free travel over Xmas period.

Notes on PIs:

i)
BV78A Average time to process new claims

BV78B Average time to process  changes in circumstances

BV78C Percentage of renewals processed on time.

As indicated above due to technical problems on the introduction of communal garden charges (which are eligible for benefit) by CHA, the Council’s Housing Benefit system was corrupted.  The impact was that up to two months assessment work backlog built up as staff had to manually recalculate approximately 2,500 housing benefit assessments.  Whilst a robust action plan was put in place to clear the resulting backlog performance against targets for the first 2 quarters deteriorated significantly i.e.




Target

1.4 – 30.9.03

3Q to date


(top quartile)

BV78A
  35

          59

       38


BV78B
    8

          38          
       18


BV78C
  82%    
          42% 

       60%


As can be seen third quarter performance to date has significantly improved.

5 COPORATE ISSUES

5.1 STAFFING/HUMAN RESOURCES

The Unit has been very proactive in piloting the staff appraisal scheme including training requirements and commenting and making suggestions at each stage of the pilot.

As noted in the body of the report staff turnover has been a problem in 2003/4 as staff have obtained promotions in the Foyer or moved to Capita at the County Council or their processing centre. Staff turnover is currently running at over 10% per annum. The effect of staff turnover has been mitigated to a certain extent by the introduction of  trainee Benefit Officer posts on the structure.

5.2 ACCOMMODATION

The Unit is currently awaiting the outcome of the ground floor review to establish where the Unit will be sited.

5.3 Delivery of Customer Contact Centre

The Unit has been very influential in progressing the Council’s Customer Contact vision and concept to preferred partner stage in the procurement process.  A majority of the staff in the new Foyer Centre have been recruited from Revenues and Benefits i.e. Manager, Project Officer, Team Leader and Receptionists reflecting the highly developed Customer Contact ethos in Revenues and Benefits.

5.4 CPA

The Unit was at the forefront of the CPA inspection process being subject to an independent CPA inspection by the BFI.  The BFI report which filtered into the overall CPA Inspection report contributed to the Council’s ‘Good’ ranking.

6 FORWARD PLAN – KEY DECISIONS UPDATE

No froward plan issues currently outstanding affecting the Unit.

7 BUDGET UPDATE

7.1
Summary Resources Statement


Revenues
Benefits 
Concessionary
Total 




Fares

Number of employees
26.5
    48
 .5
75

Net Budget requirements
£737,980
£1,282,740 
£548,240
£2,568,960

7.2 Budget & Expenditure to 30 November 2003

Budget Line
Budget to month end
Actual at month

end
Full Year Budget
Anticipated End of Year Variance + / - 
Comments

Revenues


528,685
458,399
   737,980
-80,000
See note 1

Benefits
761,602
708,251
1,282,740
0
See note 2

Concessionary Fares
296,219
266,671
   548,240
0
See note 3

Note 1:
Anticipated year end underspend of £80,000 due to significant staff turnover in 2003/4 as staff gain senior positions in the Council’s new Foyer project. Also positions with Capita at both the County Council and their new Benefits processing centre at Kingsmoor Park. This £80,000 underspend will go towards meeting the corporate staff turnover budget savings requirement of £320,000.

Note 2: 
The current underspend on Benefits services is due to a government grant that has been earmarked for improving the service to benefit claimants. This budget provision will be used to enhance Customer Service provision to Benefit claimants as part of the Customer Contact Centre initiative later in the financial year.

Note 3: 
Current underspend on Concessionary Fares (annual effect £70,000) will be used to fund free travel over the Xmas and New Year period for concessionary bus pass holders.

8. Summary

Members are asked to note progress against Revenues & Benefits Business Plan in the period 1st April to 31st October 2003 covering key developments and challenges update; progress on Best Value; achievement of performance against Best value indicators; and budget update. 

Peter B Mason

HEAD OF REVENUES & BENEFIT SERVICES

Revenues & Benefits

Carlisle City Council

27 November 2003  PM/EL/RB18/03

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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