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At the O&S Management Committee of 30 September, 2004, the Acting Town Clerk and Chief Executive proposed to submit a report which looked at how complaints and referrals made to individual elected Members could be consolidated within a central referral system.  Further discussions have taken place with the Communications Manager, in Strategic and Performance Services, the heads of Commercial and Technical Services and Customer and Information Services and the Pay and Members’ Services Officer.  Given that this issue was raised as a concern during the recent Best Value Review of Democratic Engagement and is part of the Action Plan, the Communications Manager has drawn together this report.
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The Committee is asked to comment on the progress report for a central referral system.
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1. Introduction

1.1 The O&S Management Committee at its meeting on 30 September, 2004 (reference OSM.45/04) asked the Acting Town Clerk and Chief Executive to report on progress towards a central referral system to consolidate referrals and complaints made to individual Council Members. 

1.2 The issue of improving two-way communications between Members and officers was already an issue highlighted in the Democratic Engagement Best Value Review.  Specifically, during consultation sessions, Members discussed the potential for improving the current referral system used by them.

1.3 An action point was included in the Review’s Action Plan: “Members need support to enable them to carry out effectively their role as Community Leaders”.  One of action points out of the 12 identified states:  “Improve the current referral system.”

2. Current situation
2.1 Currently, Members are able to issue their own, customised referral notices to constituents.  The general format is that one side of the form includes personal and contact details of ward councillors, while the reverse side is left clear for residents to write their problem or complaint.

2.2 Members pass copies of these completed forms to the relevant section or officer of the City Council for action and feedback.  To date, there are approximately 2,000 received and actioned in a year, covering a wide range of front line services.

2.3 This system, if refined, and used in conjunction with others, (telephone calls, letters, emails) would provide a useful source of information for Members and Officers.  If monitored correctly, patterns of complaints/ problems or ‘hot spots’ will be identified and this information used in a constructive way to solve issues or be used by the City Council to seek improvements to services provided directly and from other agencies.

3. A possible solution
3.1 The aim of the substantial investment in the new Customer Contact Centre is to improve the way we deal with customers.  The new Customer Relationship Management (CRM) system will allow all referrals, requests for services and complaints to be logged centrally, whether they come from people visiting the Civic Centre or via emails, letters and telephone calls.  This means officers will be able to identify where there are problems.  This central logging system will be up and running from 13 December and gradually, referrals to the different Business Units will be moved onto this system.

3.2 A possible solution for the Members’ referral forms, is that it could be redesigned and standardised to update it and to incorporate the information required, in consultation with Members.  This will not alter in any way the established process of the delivery and return of the referral notes by and to elected Members.

3.3 The paper referral notes could be logged onto the system via the Customer Contact Centre and returned to the appropriate Member Support Officer.  The referral is picked up from the Customer Contact Centre by the relevant Business Unit, which acts on the individual issues.  The held information can be interrogated at regular intervals to see where there are persistent problems, for example, perhaps a particular ward is experiencing regular problems with blocked drains.

3.4 The software will also allow Members to fill in electronic referral notes on line, which are handled in a similar manner.

3.5 The information collected will help the City Council identify where it needs to direct services and resources and it can also be used to provide evidence for improved facilities or services with an external organisation, for example, United Utilities, Cumbria County Council.  It is an important way of us monitoring performance and evaluating service delivery, helping us make clear links to the Corporate Plan and inform the City Council’s priorities for the future.

3.6 The type of information logged from Members’ referral forms will have to be agreed by Members and clearly there are issues of confidential information that is logged on to a central system.  It could be, for instance, that Members Support Officers play a significant role in logging the relevant information and Members may wish to see the analysis of complaints in ways other than ward level interpretation.

3.7 Further discussions need to take place with Members before the details of how the system could work are settled.

4. Monitoring Commercial and Technical Services
4.1 Another development aimed at improving the working relationships between Members, local communities and officers, is the proposals being developed by the Head of Commercial and Technical Services for integrated area working for a range of front line services.  It is intended to present an outline of these to the Executive on 20 December 2004.  Subject to approval, this will be introduced in designated areas in early 2005 with a full roll-out for the start of the financial year.  This, linked with the revised referrals system, would improve communications between Members, local communities and officers.

5. Recommendation

5.1 The Committee is asked to comment on the proposals for a central referral system.
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