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REVENUES AND BENEFITS BEST VALUE REVIEW

1. INTRODUCTION

1.1 At the last meeting of O & S Management Committee members received a presentation on preparation work undertaken to date in scoping the Best Value Review of Revenues and Benefits.

1.2 This presentation covered the following.

i) Reasons for undertaking a Best Value Review of a good ‘service’.

ii) Timetable and process for agreeing review scope with O& S Management Committee.

iii) Canvassing members views on issues and concerns that need addressing in the Review.

iv) Preparations for review undertaken to date including areas of weakness to be addressed as part of the review.

1.3 The Council’s Executive Management team and the Revenues and Benefits Best Value Review working Group have also discussed the scope of the review and made suggestions on how it could be improved.

1.4 All the suggestions put forward have now been included in the scope with the exception of O & S‘s suggestion that the review investigates the possibility of the Unit’s benefits section (under the new trading provisions) contracting to undertake assessment work on behalf of Authorities with Benefit backlogs (similar to such services provided by the private sector).  Unfortunately the new trading provisions restricts trading by Councils to non-statutory services.  Benefits as a statutory service is therefore precluded from the trading provisions.

2 PROPOSED BEST VALUE REVIEW SCOPE

2.1 Detailed at Appendix 1 and summarised below is the proposed scope for the review taking account of issues raised by Members, officers within the Unit and officers outwith the Unit (providing challenge) and also preparation work undertaken to date (over last 3 years).

2.2
Aims/Terms of Reference

The aim of the review is 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.

2.3
Key Issues for the Review

The key issues were influenced by the criteria which is used for Authorities wishing to achieve Beacon Council status for the provision of an excellent service.  The Review will assess Revenues and Benefits Administration and its contribution in the areas of Vision and Strategy, Consultation, Partnerships, Achieving Outcomes and most important User and Community Satisfaction.

2.4 Key Challenges for the Review

A desktop analysis of CPA and BFI inspections, benchmark information, customer satisfaction surveys and other preparatory work (including officer workshops) have influenced the key challenges for the review as detailed in 4.3 of the scope.  The review whilst recognising the strengths and threats highlighted will concentrate on addressing areas of potential weakness and areas where the Unit can take advantages of Opportunities to improve service provision.

2.5 Reporting Mechanism and Proposed Report Submission Dates

The review timetable including Overview and Scrutiny involvement is detailed in 6.0 of the report. Subject to the ambitious timetable being met the final Best Value Report should be completed by March 2005.

2.6 Other areas covered in draft Scope

Other areas detailed in the scope include Stakeholders Consultation, Research and Consultancy, Resources, Review Team Members, Review Challenges and Team Roles.  

3.
RECOMMENDATIONS

3.1 Members are requested to scrutinise, comment on, and subject to comments being taken into account agree the scope of the Best Value Review of Revenues and Benefits Services.

3.2 Members are requested to refer the Review to Corporate Resources Overview and Scrutiny Committee to provide the challenge and scrutinise progress of the review to final report stage timetabled for March 2005.

Peter B Mason


HEAD OF REVENUES AND BENEFITS SERVICES

Revenues & Benefits Services

Carlisle  

20 January 2004  

PM/EL/RB23/03

 Appendix 1

Proposed Draft for Overview and Scrutiny (O & S) Consideration

Scope and Boundaries to the  Revenues and Benefits Services Best Value Review

Revenues & Benefits Services 

1. Background 

Revenues and Benefits Services bills, administers, collects and recovers the Council’s main sources of income i.e.:

Council Tax   
£40m      45,000 customers

Business Rates      
£27m        4,500 customers

Sundry Debtors      
£10m      15,000 customers

The unit is also responsible for Housing and Council Tax Benefits administration. This incorporates

Assessment of  Benefit     
 
£20m        9,000 customers

Overpayments Administration }
£0.5m

Counter Fraud   
 
}

It also administers the Concessionary Fares Scheme at a cost of £0.5m per annum in providing concessionary travel to in excess of 12,000 residents. Concessionary fares was subject to its own Best Value review in 2001/2 so is outwith the scope of this review.

2. Aims/Terms of Reference

2.1 The aim of the review is to turn a ‘good’ performing Revenues & Benefits service (CPA rating) into an excellent service. It will examine, taking account of investigations, initiatives and evidence gathered over recent years, all aspects of Revenues and Benefits Administration ensuring that:

· services operate effectively and efficiently in a way that meets statutory requirements and demonstrates Best Value

· it takes into account stakeholder satisfaction, concerns and aspirations 

· it contributes to the broader aims of the Council and Central Government including quality of life and equality issues; current corporate review of Benefits Advice Centre service provision etc. 

· it facilitates future enhancements to the service by identifying and implementing best practice in meeting customer aspirations.

3.
Key Issues for the Review
The key issues for the review, as set out below,  were influenced by the criteria which is used for Authorities wishing to achieve Beacon Council status (fifth round) for the provision of an excellent service.

3.1
Vision and Strategy
· Is there a clear vision and strategy that is customer-focused and has the active support and interest of Members.

· Are services delivered in accordance with statutory regulations and guidelines and demonstrate best practice including ODPM, DWP’s HB/CTB Performance Standards and the Government’s Reform Agenda.

· Assess the links with and support of the wider aims and objectives of the Council

3.2
Consultation

To what extent has consultation with users and other interested parties informed on the development of service policies and strategies. Examples include Members, the public, landlords, voluntary organisations, magistrates courts, Valuations Office, others involved in revenues & benefits administration and other council business units.

3.3
Partnerships

How does the service work with other parts of the council and external organisations to

· help ensure the service is provided effectively and efficiently

· promote awareness of the services

· help maximise the availability and accessibility of the service to users and potential users.

Identify existing partnerships and explore the potential for new partnership arrangements in improving service provision.

Note: Partnerships can be with a wide range of external organisations including others involved in revenues & benefits administration (such as Jobcentre Plus), registered social landlords, private landlords, voluntary organisations, other councils.

3.4
Actions

Assess whether appropriate structures and mechanisms are in place to:

· ensure service provision is effective, efficient and customer-focused and is delivered in line with Government guidelines and in a way that takes account of the different needs of customers;

· monitor and manage performance across the service – to ensure targets are met, enable timely corrective action to be taken when necessary, facilitate benchmarking and ensure staff are appropriately trained and available to deliver a quality service;

· make best use of information and communication technologies (ICTs);

· prevent and detect fraud and error.

3.5
Achieving Outcomes

Can the service demonstrate consistent high achievement against Best Value performance indicators concerned with cash collection, cost of service, e-government, speed and accuracy of claims processing and compliance with the legal requirements on the time-scales.

Is their clear evidence that the Council is performing at, or above, top quartile where appropriate and that the service is meeting the needs of users and potential users.

Does the service ensure that customer service achievements are not delivered at the cost of reduced cash collection performance, internal security and counter-fraud or counter to statutory regulations.

3.6
User & Community Satisfaction 

Evidence that the LA actively seeks and acts upon the views of service users and other interested parties in demonstrating high levels of satisfaction with the service.

4. Key Challenges for the Review

4.1 The Unit commenced preparations for the BV Review in 2001/2 to enable the formal review of service to be undertaken in 2003/4/5.

4.2 Early work in relation to the 4 C’s has included 
i) Compare
-
All Unit’s Services benchmarked

i) Consult

-
Major Consultation Exercise undertaken with Customers

ii) Competition 
-
Units Services Market Tested (Formally)

iii) Challenge

-
Learned from ‘Lead Authorities’



-

Responded to Government Agenda

4.3 A desktop analysis of CPA and BFI inspections, benchmark information, customer satisfaction surveys and other preparatory work e.g. HB/CTB Performance Standards Gap analysis and Action Plan has suggested the following strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats:

Strengths

· Comprehensive policies and procedures etc

· A commitment to customer services

· Efficient Service Provision

· Effective training of Staff

· Sound counter-fraud policies and procedures

· Improving Performance

· Commitment to improvement from all staff

· A systematic and proven track record of implementing change.

· 75% of processes benchmarked in top or second quartile

· Implementation of e-government to date i.e. 24 hour on-line payment facilities

· Meet 77% of HB/CTB Performance Standards


Weaknesses

· Failure to achieve top quartile  performance targets

· Telephone service to Public

· Forms and Publicity

· Written communications

· Staff Sickness

· Managing Backlogs

· Not analysing effectiveness of methods of recovery.

· 10% of processes benchmarked in bottom quartile

· Failure to fully meet HB/CTB Performance Standards

· Reliance on IT

· Inability to provide staff cover in other teams/areas of work.

· Lack of face-to-face customer service points 

· Delays in Appeals administration (long-term)



Opportunities

· Management Reorganisation introducing Customer Contact Centre

· Regional Government and economies of scale

· Government’s Agenda – real opportunity to improve welfare services to the customer.

· E-government in improving service access

· Review front office and back office functions in delivering service improvements inc. CRM
· Review bailiff and committal administration
· Review staff security on external visits 
Threats

· Competition for Key Staff

· Government and Council’s agenda requiring downsizing of Revenues & Benefits services

· Regionalisation – potential for shifting responsibility for providing Revenues & Benefits services 

· Closure of post offices reducing the payment options in urban and rural areas.



4.4 In striving to meet the aim of becoming an excellent provider of Revenues & Benefits services the review will concentrate particularly on areas of perceived weakness and opportunities available to the Unit in the longer term. Threats will be considered through the competition element and, although the strengths will not be the subject of in-depth consideration, they will be taken into account within the compare and competition elements. During the review process an enhanced SWOT analysis and a PEST (Political, Environmental, Social, Technological) analysis will be undertaken which are likely to highlight other issues that will inform the review. 

4.5 Further work in relation to the 4Cs will be undertaken examining the future of revenues & benefits administration, particularly in relation to legislative change, introduction of new technologies, the regionalisation debate and urban/rural issues.

5
Action in Delivering Improvements during the Review process


It is envisaged that a number of areas for improvement will be identified and progressed during the review. Any outstanding actions will be incorporated into the Business Unit’s Action Plan. 

6. Reporting Mechanism and Proposed Report Submission Dates

These will be established at an early stage during the development of the Project plan.

6.1
Scope

Consult with EMG, Review Team and Overview and Scrutiny Management Committee (O & S) on draft scope November 2003.

Submit detailed scope for consideration by O & S in December 2003/January 2004.

6.2
Research and Analysis Stage and Draft Action Plan

First draft report and draft Action Plan to EMG.

Draft Action Plan and second draft report to O & S.


Progress reports on points raised to EMG and O & S as required.


Final draft report to EMG and O & S by February 2005.

6.3
Final report in March 2005.

7
Stakeholder Consultation

7.1 Detailed consultation exercises have been carried out with Revenues and Benefits Customers covering satisfactions levels on

· getting in touch with Revenues and Benefits Services at the Civic Centre.

· Service provided by Revenues and Benefits staff in the Civic Centre.

· Service provided over the telephone.

· Speed of response.

· Staff expertise.

· Clarity and understanding of forms, leaflets and letters.

Where the need for further customer consultation is identified this will be conducted as part of the review.

7.3 Discussions have yet to take place with other stakeholders including partners, Valuation Officer, Job Centre Plus, Magistrates Court, CHA landlords and other internal business units.

7.4 Special Interest Groups will be consulted as appropriate including CAB, BAC, Parish Councillors etc.

7.5 Staff will be consulted in relation to employee satisfaction.

8
Research and Consultancy 

8.1
Internal policy documents, financial information, government returns, performance indicators (last 3 years) and Committee reports will be used as a basis for internal research. 

8.2
Externally detailed benchmarking information has been collected via the CIPFA Benchmarking club, Best Value reports have been obtained from other Authorities and Beacon Authority standards; information from LGA surveys; Parliamentary legislation and guidelines and other relevant sources identified during the review process.

8.3
However, the main source of research and consultancy in respect of the Benefits Service will be the DWP HB/CTB Performance Standards which is a measure by which any Best Value review of benefits services must be assessed.

9
Resources

9.1
Revenues & Benefits Services employs a Project Officer with a background in project management monitoring and evaluation who will co-ordinate the bulk of the Review under the direction of and reporting to the Head of Revenues & Benefits. Therefore, there should not be any negative impact on the day-to-day service delivery.

9.2
Review Team Members (subject to approval or amendment by EMG)

Project Leader:

Peter Mason, Head of Revenues & Benefits   

Review Adviser:

Jennifer Williams, Policy & Performance Officer

Review Co-ordinator:
Carolyn Mitchell, Project Officer Revenues & Benefits

Front Office Advisor:

Steve Tweedie, Project Officer Customer Services

Revenues Services Advisor:
Mark Wilson, Revenues Manager

Benefits Service Advisor:
Elaine Turner, Benefits Manager

Review Assistant:

Emma Younger, Benefits Overpayments Officer  

IT representative  - ad hoc Member Mark Whitworth

10
Review Challengers

EMG

Corporate Resources Overview and Scrutiny Committee

Suzanne Fairer, Revenues & Benefits Manager, Eden District Council 

Benefits Advice Centre Representative (to be confirmed)

Other LA (to be identified) with higher CPA rating than Carlisle

11
Other Participants

The Council’s Information Officer, Lynne Wild, has co-ordinated the bulk of consultation to date.

The assistance of other key staff will be requested as required where they may have expertise or in specific areas e.g. publicity.

External Challenger(s) to be identified.

12
Team Roles 

Peter Mason
Manage the review

Ensure that the objectives of the review are met within the agreed timescales.

Advise Chief Executive, Executive Director, Portfolio Holder, Executive and Scrutiny Committee of progress, emerging findings, best value report including recommendations and action plan. 

Carolyn Mitchell
Co-ordinate the review

Collate and analyse information and produce draft reports


Co-ordinate surveys, follow up investigation and analysis as appropriate

Elaine Turner
Provide advice, guidance and support on the Benefits practice, procedure and policies.

Steve Tweedie
Provide advice, guidance and support on Customer Contact Centre practice, procedure and policies.

Jennifer Williams
Provide advice, guidance and support on the Best Value Review process and corporate and City Vision considerations.

Mark Wilson
Provide advice, guidance and support on Council Tax and Business Rates practice, procedure and policies.

Emma Younger
Provide assistance in collecting, collating and analysing data. 

