	ITEM
	Complaints Handling 2013/14


Report of the Chief Executive (Portfolio: Corporate)

Recommended:
That the annual report on Complaints Handling be noted.
	SUMMARY:

· The Chief Executive and Services together dealt with 208 complaints under the Council’s formal procedure, in the year 2013/14.

· The Local Government Ombudsman (LGO) made preliminary enquiries about 3 complaints relating to TVBC for the year ended 31 March 2014, but did not conduct any formal investigations. 
· No complaints referred to the Local Government Ombudsman in the last nine years have necessitated an LGO report.  



1 Background
To facilitate the periodic monitoring of complaints and review by this Committee each year, Services are required to prepare an annual summary of complaints dealt with under the Council’s formalised procedure (the year runs from 1 April 2013 to 31 March 2014). 
1.1 A complaint is defined within the Council as: ‘an expression of dissatisfaction, however made, about the standard of service, action or lack of action by the Council, or its staff, affecting an individual customer or group of customers.’  

Complaints recorded under the formal procedure (and dealt with in this summary report) do not include those ‘first time’ representations which were effectively requests for a service and dealt with as such. Accordingly, a new report of a missed bin, or a broken swing, for example, would not be registered and dealt with as a complaint, but as a request for action. Of course, in the event that we failed to respond to the ‘requests’ appropriately, then that may generate a complaint.
2.
Complaints 2013-14
2.1
In the year 2013-14 there were 208 service level complaints (those dealt with by more than one Service at the same time, and those cases where multiple people complained about the same subject, are counted as one complaint).  From these 208 complaints, 10 were escalated to the Chief Executive, and 3 were the subject of preliminary LGO enquiries.  

This year sees a very slight rise in the number of complaints received, an increase of 19 from the previous year (189 in 2012/13).  This marginal increase is distributed across Council services and types of complaint, and therefore does not suggest that the rise is in response to a particular issue.
Customer Service Unit figures for the year indicate that they received over 130,000 telephone calls and nearly 20,000 face to face contacts.  In addition to this the website received just over 220,000 unique visitors for 2013/14.  All of these figures represent a rise in contacts for 2013/14 from the previous year.

The number of complaints accounts for significantly less than 1% of overall transactions, and falls well within accepted customer service industry standards.

	Stage of complaints process
	Number of complaints

	Service level
	208

	Chief Executive escalations
	10 (from the 208 above)

	Members’ Panel
	0

	Local Government Ombudsman
	3 (from the 208 above)


2.2
The annual complaints logs contain personal information that should not be published.  This corresponds with the Ombudsman’s view that it is neither necessary, nor desirable, for the Council to make such details public.  As a result the information provided in this report is largely statistical in nature.  Councillors should refer to the Complaints & Improvements Officer if they require more detail about a specific case.

2.3
The number of complaints received can be broken down across the services as follows:
	Service
	Number of complaints
	As a % overall

	Communities & Leisure
	9
	4

	Environmental Services
	118
	57

	Estates & Economic Development
	1
	1

	Housing & Environmental Health
	16
	8

	Legal & Democratic
	3
	1

	Planning & Building
	21
	10

	Planning Policy & Transport
	17
	8

	Revenues (incl CSU)
	23
	11

	CEX escalations from the 208 service level complaints
	10 
	5


It should be noted that the number of complaints per service does not necessarily provide a direct correlation with the standard of customer service provided, and that these overall results cannot be treated in isolation.
Each of these service results are heavily influenced by the type of business transacted by that service, for example, the number of customer facing interactions carried out, the public profile of the actions carried out by that service, and whether the customer has alternative formal routes for redress or appeal.
2.4
An analysis of the root cause of complaints received has shown that the majority of complaints can be categorised into 5 main types:

	Type of complaint
	Percentage

	Council error/incorrect action
	5

	Unhappy with decision taken by Council
	29

	No response received/poor communication
	6

	Staff conduct
	5


2.5
Learning Points
The volume of complaints is not always as important as the nature and content of the complaint received.  Each complaint can be an opportunity to make changes or service improvements on a small or greater scale.  Sometimes the smallest change can result in the greatest increase in customer satisfaction.  Likewise, a complaint is often of crucial importance to an individual and may require a high investment in terms of the time taken to resolve it, but might only achieve a small return in terms of improvements in the wider environment.

A complaint is not only valuable in terms of service improvements, but also in terms of public relations and general public perception of, and satisfaction with, the organisation.

Examples of some of the learning points and improvements made as a result of complaints during 2013/14 include:

· Complaints examples used as training in team meetings

· Service review being carried out to look at sensitive ways to encourage people to comply with cemetery regulations

· Standard letter template wording review within a sector of Environmental Health

· Ensuring formal inclusion of the consideration of village design statements within planning officer reports

· Procedure reviewed and amended for notifying changes of street names/addresses to emergency service providers

· Procedure for managing applications for brown tourist signs reviewed

· A review of how correspondence is tracked and logged within a specific service area

· Notices posted in the Customer Service public cubicles to advise customers that they can request a private interview room 

· One to one training carried out to improve service levels as a result of a complaint

· Procedure reviewed and strengthened for checking proofs of annual council tax bills prior to distribution

2.6
Time taken to respond


The Council’s service standard is to respond in full to a complaint within 10 working days of receipt, or if this is not possible within that time (for example, because of the complexity of the complaint, the number of third parties involved or awaiting additional information), a holding response is sent to the customer.  Against that target, the overall average length of time taken to respond to the customer at service level was 6 days.  One service exceeded the 10 day average target response time, with an average response of 11 days.

When a complaint is escalated to stage 2 the Chief Executive has 15 days to respond.  Against that target, the overall average length of time taken to response to the customer was 11 days.
2.7
Unreasonable or unreasonably persistent complainants


There are currently no complainants determined as vexatious and no new vexatious complainants have been determined during 2013/14.
3 
The Local Government Ombudsman

3.1
Since 2012 the Local Government Ombudsman has undergone a series of organisational and procedural changes.  New ways of working have been phased in over the past two years.  The LGO produces an annual letter.  This year the letter has been delayed and is due for publication at the end of July.  A copy will be circulated to OSCOM members as soon as it is available.
Part of the reason for the organisational review stemmed from the LGO’s goal to minimise delays in complaint investigations and provide more timely responses to both complainants and local authorities by streamlining processes; ceasing to provide signposting to complainants who do not fall within the LGO’s jurisdiction and centralising their offices.

Since April 2013 the LGO have published on their website all investigation decisions that they have made, whether they found against the Local Authority or not.  This is in a bid to provide transparency and share learning opportunities.  There is an estimated time lag of approximately 3 months between a report being issued and then being published.
3.3
During the year 2013/14, 3 initial complaint enquiries were received from the LGO.  None of these were taken forward in a formal investigation. 
	Date
	Subject Matter
	Action Taken
	LGO outcome

	August 2013
	Complaint about conduct of a parish council 
	Provided details of recent correspondence to the LGO for their consideration as to whether to pursue
	Decision: Not to investigate

	September 2013
	Complaint that customer was pursued for Council tax after moving from a property
	Customer escalated complaint to CEX at same time as LGO – sent LGO details of correspondence from CEX

	Decision: Not to investigate

	November 2013
	Complaint made that customer was advised that property would be exempt from Council tax and then was subsequently charged when legislation changed  
	Provided details of recent correspondence to the LGO for their consideration as to whether to pursue
	Decision: Not to investigate


4.
Other matters

4.1
The reporting of complaints is embedded in the Council’s performance management process, giving further opportunity for issues to be raised throughout the year, and for wider corporate trends to be identified should they arise.  Revised reporting logs have been trialled for this reporting period to enable us to pick up cross-service themes more easily, and ways to use this data more usefully are currently being developed.
4.2
One of the wider trends identified was the need for the provision of consistent customer service across the organisation, and how that can be best achieved.  The project to roll out the Customer Charter took place across 2012 and into 2013.  One of the outcomes of that rollout is the development of customer training aimed at those officers who deal with members of the public regularly, but who are not necessarily front-line CSU.  

The Customer Charter and the Customer Contact strategy are approaching review in 2015, so they will now be progressed throughout 2014 as part of the review of the Corporate Action Plan.  This seeks to use the evidence base that we have to inform the development of the next Corporate Plan for 2015 onwards.  The Customer Charter and its aims and underpinning principles naturally dovetail with this as part of Performance Management.
5
Conclusion
5.1
Complaints at service level have remained largely static over the past three years, with a very slight increase recorded for 2013/14.  The number of complaints escalated to the Chief Executive has remained relatively low, with the number of complaints escalated to the LGO declining significantly.

Electronic ‘chatter’ and complaints raised via alternative technologies is being monitored by the Communications Team to assess whether more formal reporting constructs need to be put in place for the future.  This is likely to move forward in conjunction with the Council’s Social Media Strategy.


The consistency of complaints reporting, in conjunction with the feedback received from the LGO during this time, suggests that the complaints process continues to work effectively, although obviously there is never room for complacency.
5.2
The Committee is requested to consider the annual complaints report for 2013/14, and to endorse the corporate complaints procedure.
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