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Annual report for the year 2007–08 on the Council’s handling of:

· customer feedback - complaints, compliments and suggestions 
· members’ enquiries 
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1. Introduction and overview

1.1 This annual report provides information for the financial year 2007-08 about the key features and statistics of the Council’s handling of 

· complaints, WOW! nominations and other compliments, and suggestions under the corporate feedback procedure, and

· members’ enquiries under the corporate members’ enquiries procedure

1.2 There are separate statutory procedures for the handling of social care complaints for both adults, and children and young people.  Adults, Culture and Community Services, and the Children and Young People’s Service produce separate annual reports for these two complaint categories.

Definitions of a complaint and a member enquiry

1.3  We define a complaint as “any expression of dissatisfaction, whether justified or not, requiring a response”
1.4  We define a member’s enquiry as “any enquiry from an elected member requesting information about or on behalf of an individual or community group, and/or in relation to a council policy, where the member is entitled to that information”.
(‘Elected member’ includes councillors, members of parliament, members of the European parliament, members of the Greater London Assembly, and the London Mayor.)

Key achievements in 2007-08
1.5   Key achievements in the year include the following:
· Improved and above target stage 1 and 2 performance to timescale
· Improvement in average completion time for stage 1 complaints
· Fewer new complaints at stage 1 and reduced escalation to stage 2
· Customer satisfaction increase of 5% to 51% with handling of stage 1 complaints
· Introduction of a complaints protocol for the Haringey Strategic Partnership
· Continued excellent response times to Ombudsman enquiries 
· Improved performance in responding to members’ enquiries
· Successful corporate launch of the WOW! Awards scheme for compliments from customers: Haringey is the first public sector organisation to participate in the scheme
· Receiving one WOW nomination/compliment for every 1.8 stage 1 complaint, compared with only one for every 11.8 the previous year.
· Winning the National Customer Service award for WOW! of the year, and having a finalist in 2008
2. Corporate complaints summary of performance

Our procedure

2.1  There are three stages to Haringey’s corporate complaints procedure:

· Stage 1, local resolution: this is dealt with by the service, who aim to reply within 10 working days of receipt of the complaint
· Stage 2, service investigation: if the customer is unhappy with the stage 1 reply, a more senior manager investigates and aims to reply within 25 working days

· Stage 3, independent review: if the customer is still dissatisfied, the Feedback and Information Team conducts a review and aims to reply within 20 working days. 

(Stage 3 replies inform complainants of their right to complaint to the Ombudsman.)
We aim to acknowledge receipt within two working days at each stage, and to inform the customer, giving reasons, if we can’t send a reply on time.
Summary of performance in 2007-08 

2.2  We received 1,846 stage 1 complaints during the year of which 1,626, 88%, were dealt with in the target timescale of 10 working days. This represents an 11% improvement compared with on 2006/07. For the more complex stage 2, 142 out of 170 complaints, 84%, were resolved within the 25 working day timescale. This was an improvement of 8% on 2006/07. These figures exclude complaints received by Homes for Haringey, but these are included at section 15.
2.3 The Feedback and Information Team conducts stage 3 reviews for Homes for Haringey as well as the Council. In total they completed 52 out of 61 cases, 85%, within timescale, compared with 50 out of 54 cases, 93%, in 2006-07. Within this total, 31 cases related to Council services, and 30 were in respect of Homes for Haringey.
3 Members’ enquiries summary of performance

3.1 We aim to reply to members’ enquiries within 10 working days of receipt.

3.2 We received 3,193 members’ enquiries during the year, and replied to 2,799, 88%, within timescale. This represents a performance improvement of 4% compared with 2006-07, when there were 3,551 enquiries, but fell just short of the target of 90%. These figures exclude Homes for Haringey, whose performance is reported at section 15.
4 Handling of complaints under the corporate procedure

Complaints performance
4.1 There was a small reduction in complaint numbers to the Council in the year: there were 1,846 stage 1 complaints, compared with 1,896 in 2006-07. 

4.2  Performance in time taken to deal with complaints improved at stages 1 and 3, and maintained last year’s high standard at stage 2, as shown in the table below. 
	
	Average working days to complete complaints

	
	2005-06
	2006-07
	2007-08

	Stage 1
	13
	10
	9

	Stage 2
	18
	13
	13

	Stage 3
	17
	14
	13


4.3 There was a 14% improvement in dealing with stage 1 complaints to timescale, compared with the previous year, and a 10% increase compared with 2005-06 when the timescale was 5 days longer. The percentage completion performance for the last three years is shown in the table below.  
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4.4 At stage 2, performance within the 25 day timescale against the 80% target improved to 84% from 76% in 2006-07. 

4.5 At stage 3, total performance to timescale was 85%, compared with 93% the previous year. This was partly due to an increase in caseload of 13% compared with 2006-07 and 79% compared with 2005-06 when the timescale was 20 rather than 25 working days. The total number of complaints the Feedback and Information Team dealt with on time increased from 50 to 52, including Homes for Haringey cases. 
4.6 Performance in handling complaints to timescale at all three stages is shown in the table below. It can be seen that overall performance increased by 11% compared with 2006-07, and by 9% compared with 2005-06, when the timescales for stages 1 and 3 were 5 days longer.
	Stage 
	2005-06
	2006-07
	2007-08

	
	Nos 
	% on time
	Nos 
	% on time
	Nos 
	% on time

	1 ^
	2,003
	80%
	1,896*
	77%
	1,846*
	88%

	2  
	  209
	74%
	  270*
	76%
	  170*
	84%

	3 +
	    34
	94%
	     54
	93%
	     61
	85%

	Total
	2,246
	79%
	2,220
	77%
	2,077
	88%


^ Stage 1 timescale was reduced from 15 to 10 working days from 1 April 2006
+ Stage 3 timescale reduced from 25 to 20 working days from 1 April 2006
   (Stage 2 timescale was 25 days throughout)

* Excluding Homes for Haringey, which was established on 1 April 2006.

Escalation of complaints

4.7 The table below shows the number of cases that complainants took to the next stage. The figures exclude Homes for Haringey at stages 1 and 2, but include them at stage 3 (as the Feedback and Information Team handle their stage 3 cases and the Ombudsman also deal with complaints about them). 
	Stage
	Numbers completed
	Numbers to next stage
	% to next stage

	
	2005/6
	2006/7
	2007/8
	2005/6
	2006/7
	2007/8
	2005-6
	2006-7
	2007/8

	1
	2003
	1896*
	1846*
	172
	224*
	136*
	8.6%
	11.8%*
	7.4%*

	2
	209
	270*
	170*
	34
	 40*
	28*
	16.2%
	14.8%*
	16.4%*

	3
	34
	54+
	61+
	8
	 11
	21
	23.5%
	22.5%
	34.4%

	Total
	2246
	2220
	2077
	211
	275
	179
	9.4%
	12.5%
	9.5%


* Excluding Homes for Haringey
+ 40 and 31 respectively for Council services
4.8  A much lower proportion of complaints escalated from stage 1 to stage 2 than in previous years, but a higher proportion of stage 2 complaints went to stage 3 and more stage 3 complaints went to the Ombudsman. In only one of the 21 stage 3 cases that were considered by the Ombudsman was fault found with the Council’s actions where no fault was found at stage 3.

Decisions taken on complaints

4.9 The chart below indicates the decisions taken on complaints at each stage. 
	
	Stage 1
	Stage 2
	Stage 3

	Decision
	 2005- 6
	2006-7
	2007-8
	2005-6
	 2006-7
	2007-8
	2005-6
	2006-7
	2007-8

	Not upheld
	40%
	38%
	42%
	32%
	37%
	40%
	45%
	38%
	38%

	Partly upheld
	26%
	27%
	24%
	35%
	37%
	28%
	42%
	46%
	43%

	Upheld
	32%
	30%
	30%
	30%
	21%
	27%
	12%
	15%
	19%

	Withdrawn
	2%
	2%
	1%
	3%
	4%
	0%
	0%
	2%
	0%

	No finding*
	0.2%
	3%
	4%
	0%
	1%
	4%
	0%
	0%
	0%


4.10 The proportion of complaints that were upheld or partly upheld in 2007-08 compared with 2006-07 fell from 57% to 54% at stage 1 and from 58% to 55% at stage 2, but increased from 62% to 63% at stage 3.
Issues raised by complainants, what they wanted, and how they made contact

4.11 As in previous years, the main issues raised by complainants concerned employee behaviour, lack of service provision and poor quality of service. There was a decline in complaints of demands for payment, but an increase in concerns about promises not being kept. 
4.12 The main things that complainants wanted us to do were to provide a service, explain a decision, provide information, apologise and offer better customer care. The only significant change from the previous year was a small increase in those wanting better customer care.
4.13 The main methods by which complainants contacted us remained letter, email, feedback form, web form and phone. There was a very significant increase in contact by web form.
Analysis of complaints issues by ward
4.14 The chart below indicates the number of complaints issues recorded at stage 1 by ward, by address of the complainant. The highest numbers were from Harringay and Noel Park wards.
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5 Customer satisfaction with complaint handling
5.1 Complaints teams conduct postal surveys of a proportion of complainants after sending the responses. Homes for Haringey surveys returned in 2007-08, representing the views of 15% of stage 1 complainants.  The percentage of customers satisfied with our handling of stage 1 complaints increased to 51 % in 2007-08, from 46% in 2006-07, and dissatisfaction accordingly fell. but Satisfaction with complaint outcomes fell from 37% to 32% but dissatisfaction was unchanged at 59%. Comparisons of the figures for the last three years are shown in the table below.
	
	Handling of complaints
	Outcome of complaints

	
	2005-06
	2006-07
	2007-08
	2005-06
	2006-07
	2007-08

	Very/satisfied
	52%
	46%
	51%
	38%
	37%
	31%

	Very/dissatisfied
	44%
	52%
	47%
	56%
	59%
	62%

	N/a
	4%
	1%
	1%
	6%
	4%
	7%


5.2  The things that customers most liked about the way we dealt with complaints were helpful staff, an apology, and a quick reply/speedy procedure, a clear reply, and a fair reply. They most disliked the outcome, a long procedure, and a late reply.

5.3   The increase in satisfaction with complaint handling may be connected with the fact that fewer stage 1 complaints progressed to stage 2 in the last year, and the fall in satisfaction with the outcome may help to explain  the increasing numbers of complaints to stage 3 and the Ombudsman.
5.4  In July 2008, a customer focus group was held to obtain views on how much people know about the complaints process, what they would expect and how it would be best to for them to provide feedback to us on how we deal with complaints.
5.5  The key recommendations were that awareness of the complaints process should be improved, in particular that a simplified leaflet be produced, and that consideration be given to phone surveys of complainants to obtain feedback for improving both services and the complaints process.
5.6 We intend to prioritise the production of a brief explanatory leaflet with a view to it being sent to all complainants with the initial acknowledgement letter. We will also consult services about implementing regular phone surveys.
6 Complaints to the Local Government Ombudsman
Complaint numbers

6.1 The Local Government Ombudsman received 248 complaints about the Council, including Homes for Haringey, in 2006/07. They were in the following categories, as defined by the Ombudsman:
	Adult care
	Benefits
	Children & family
	Education
	Housing
	Other
	Planning & bldg control
	Public finance
	Transport & highways
	Total

	8
	30
	5
	17
	82
	38
	10
	28
	30
	248


6.2 Excluding ‘premature’ complaints, referred back because the Council had not had an opportunity to consider them, there was an increase of 52, from 125 to 177 in the number of decisions the Ombudsman made on Haringey complaints. This was an increase of 62 on the previous year. We do not know the reason for this increase, but there has been a major reduction in the number of cases the Ombudsman received in the first quarter of 2008-09.
6.3 The table below lists these decisions by directorate:
	Directorate
	Maladmin report
	Local settlement
	No evidence of maladmin
	Ombudsman discretion
	Outside jurisdiction
	Premature complaint
	Total

	Adult
	-
	-
	1
	4
	2
	6
	13

	Chief Exec
	-
	1
	2
	3
	4
	-
	10

	Children
	-
	4
	4
	5
	6
	3
	22

	Corp Res
	1
	13
	4
	10
	9
	21
	58

	Urban Env
	-
	23
	25
	14
	7
	32
	101

	Homes for H 
	-
	14
	12
	3
	6
	14
	49

	TOTAL
	1
	55
	48
	39
	34
	76
	253


Performance in responding

6.4 Our performance in responding to the Ombudsman’s written enquiries averaged 18.4 calendar days for the second year in succession. This was just outside our 18 calendar day target, although well within the Ombudsman’s target of 28 days and the second best of all London councils. The Ombudsman again commented favourably on this – see paragraph 6.6 below.
The Local Government Ombudsman’s Annual Letter 2007-08
6.5  The aim of the Ombudsman’s letter is to:

· provide a summary of information on the complaints received about the Council, and
· try to draw any lessons learned about our performance and complaint handling arrangements, which might be fed back into service improvement

6.6 The Ombudsman refers to examples of ‘quick and helpful responses’ to his written enquiries, which was ‘all the more creditable’ in view of the increased number of enquiries: our average response times to his first enquiries were the second best in London. He also refers to special reports he issued on phone masts and local partnerships and citizen redress. Our reply refers to the Council’s position on these subjects, and our action on the citizen redress proposals is set out in more detail at paragraphs 9.1 and 9.2 below.
6.7 The annual letter and the Council’s reply are attached at Appendices 1 and 2.

7 Learning from complaints

Learning reports
7.1 The Feedback and Information Team produces regular reports for each directorate on:

· ‘learning points’ from stage 3 investigations and Ombudsman cases
· issues raised and outcomes of stage 1 and 2 complaints.

· decisions on complaints at all stages: upheld, not upheld or partly upheld 

· improvement issues arising from a range of data analysis at business unit level

· general findings and recommendations of the Feedback and Information Team and directorate complaints officers.  

Annual audits 

7.2  An annual audit of complaint handling is conducted every year. The purpose is to check for adherence to the requirements of the customer feedback scheme, including the quality of responses. It involves examination of a random sample of cases closed during the year in each directorate against the criteria of an audit guide. The findings are written up for each directorate with guidance on areas for improvement.
Directorate action
7.3 The Feedback and Information Team meets directorate lead officers twice yearly to review and support their action on audit findings, improving performance and improving services as a result of feedback from complaints and members’ enquiries. The lead officers report to their management teams as appropriate, and business units consider and implement the findings as appropriate. Specific work is in hand in a number of business units to improve the quality of responses.

Service improvements made as a result of feedback

7.4  Below are some of the improvements that services are making arising from complaints. 
· Improved explanation of documents that are accepted in applying for a controlled parking zone parking permit, including amendment to application form and guidance notes on website

· Package of measures to cut congestion around Green Lanes retail park and improve flow of traffic leaving
· Linking of the planning address database with the corporate property gazetteer, which holds the most up to date property information, to prevent omission of any residents from consultation on planning applications
· Creation of a “Landlord & tenant dispute” best practice guide for Housing Benefit caseworks. 

7.5 Embedding learning from complaints for service improvement remains a high priority in the corporate and directorate complaints improvement plans for 2008-09.

8 WOW! nominations, compliments and suggestions

8.1 The corporate feedback scheme provides for compliments and suggestions from the public in addition to complaints. All feedback received is administered by directorate complaints teams in accordance with the customer feedback scheme. 

WOW! Awards

8.2 Following a successful pilot, from 1 May 2007, all compliments we receive have been dealt with under the WOW! Awards scheme. The WOW! Awards is a national non profit making organisation which seeks to raise standards of customer service by encouraging and motivating staff and holding up examples of good practice. Haringey is not only the first local authority to participate in this scheme but the first public sector organisation too. Homes for Haringey joined the scheme from 1 May 2008. 
8.3 The importance and significance of customer perceptions of Haringey’s services, together with the ease and attractiveness of opportunities for feedback, are key concerns for the council. The WOW! Awards scheme provides a further channel for such feedback. Its positive nature will help to further promote and reward the customer-focussed thinking and behaviour that is integral to delivering excellent services. 

8.4  As a consequence of the success in launching this scheme, Haringey won the WOW! Of The Year award at the National Customer Service Awards in September 2007. A staff member has also been nominated as one of the four finalists for 2008, and the winner will be announced on 23 September 2008. The WOW! Scheme featured as the key theme of the Council’s stand at the Local Government Association Conference in July 2008, and received very positive feedback.
Compliments and suggestions received

8.5 The number of compliments and suggestions recorded in the last three years was as follows:

	Directorate
	Compliments/ WOWs
	Suggestions

	
	05-06
	06-07
	07-08
	05-06
	06-07
	07-08

	Adult, Culture & Community
	-
	- 
	395
	-
	-
	54

	Chief Executive’s
	70
	62
	 23
	29
	52
	 4

	Children & Young People’s
	16
	4
	 22
	15
	8
	1

	Corporate Resources
	-
	-
	522
	-
	-
	9

	Environment
	43
	63
	-
	55
	65
	-

	Finance
	1
	2
	-
	2
	2
	-

	Housing
	4
	-
	-
	5
	-
	-

	Social Services
	13
	30
	-
	0
	1
	-

	Urban Environment
	-
	-
	84
	-
	-
	47

	COUNCIL TOTAL
	147
	161
	1046
	106
	128
	115


8.6 The total of 1,046 WOW! nominations/compliments in 2007-08 represented a 550% increase on the 161 compliments received in the previous year. This equates to one WOW nomination/compliment for every 1.8 stage 1 complaint, compared with only one for every 11.8 the previous year.
8.7  Below are some of the WOW! nominations received during the year:

· Their sheer professionalism and friendly manner! ... When I was served at the desk the lady who dealt with my request was friendly, co-operative and really knew her stuff! I was in and out in under 10 minutes with the permit I needed! I work as a senior manager in a large commercial company. I wish our staff were as good!

· She is so helpful and has the WOW factor. She really made me feel wanted and special. I have never been treated like this before. She is really good at her job. She should be promoted.

· In a time of grave difficulties [name] was compassionate/patient and administered excellent customer care! [name] is a perfect example of what customer service care should be.

· When my wife returned from hospital after her hip replacement [name] gave tremendous help adapting chairs, bed and loo seats with efficiency, speed, willingness and good humour. It was a pleasure to have her come round to the house and benefit from her professional friendly service.

· It makes a huge difference to the people residing in Haringey when a staff member takes an interest, takes time to listen and makes the effort to find out exactly what is the next step to take

· Fear of queues, anxious at coming to building, dispelled when upon entering I was greeted with a chirpy 'hello', a great smile and she helped me greatly; the girls with her also assisted me, very helpful, very welcoming, very proficient at their job. Made me smile! Thank you

· He is the most compassionate and kind man I have met. He is able to tune into the needs of the elderly

· As an OAP had it not been for the friendly atmosphere I would not have had the courage to get going on the computer. I had a few sessions with help and am now able to email and use a computer. As long as the service continues I can come back for advice when I need it.

· For being absolutely amazing and extremely helpful every time I enter the library.

· Thank you for all the help you have given us with our benefits. I especially appreciate the information and advice you have provided to us. Your professional assistance has been invaluable to us. This is a testament and reassuring to know there are individuals to a very high level of competency within the council.
9 Improvements to corporate feedback arrangements

Complaints protocol for Haringey Strategic Partnership

9.1  The Local Government Ombudsman published a special report in the summer of 2007: Local partnerships and citizen redress. This recommended the setting up of complaints protocols for local strategic partnerships. The purpose of this was to ensure that all partnerships cooperate to provide clear procedures for complaining about services provided by partners, whether jointly or separately.

9.2  In the absence of an existing protocol on which to draw, the Council drafted its own, consulted partners and the Ombudsman, and implemented a protocol for all members of the Haringey Strategic Partnership at the meeting of the Partnership on 3 July 2008. This is now publicised on the Council website and an article is being featured in ‘Haringey People’. The complaints leads of partners are now notified to each other and will cooperate to ensure that all feedback, including complaints, about services provided by Partnership members is dealt with promptly and efficiently by the appropriate partner.  

Corporate Feedback scheme

9.3  The Corporate Feedback Scheme was updated and reissued following the introduction of amended procedures for complaints about data protection and freedom of information requests from 1 April 2008, and to provide for the WOW! Awards scheme.
10 Handling of members’ enquiries

10.1 The number of member enquiries to the Council fell marginally in 2007-08 to 3,193, compared with 3,549 in 2006-07. Performance in responding improved from 84% to 88% of replies sent within the 10 working day timescale against the target of 90%.
10.2 The table below sets out performance in 2005-06 and 2006-07 by directorate.
	Total
	On time
	% on time
	Average days
to complete
	Over 45 working days

	2006-7
	2007-8
	2006-7
	2007-8
	2006-7
	2007-8
	2006-7
	2007-8
	2006-7
	2007-8

	Adult, Culture & Community

	-
	298
	-
	263
	-
	88%
	-
	7
	-
	0

	Chief Executive’s

	276
	110
	249
	94
	90%
	85%
	5
	7
	0
	1

	Children’s

	259
	252
	221
	237
	85%
	94%
	7
	7
	1
	0

	Corporate Resources

	-
	340
	-
	317
	-
	93%
	-
	7
	-
	0

	Environment

	2079
	-
	1820
	-
	88%
	-
	6
	-
	1
	-

	Finance

	363
	-
	295
	-
	81%
	-
	8
	-
	1
	-

	Social Services

	572
	-
	401
	-
	70%
	-
	9
	-
	2
	-

	Urban Environment

	-
	2193
	-
	1888
	-
	86%
	-
	7
	-
	4

	COUNCIL TOTAL

	3549
	3193
	2986
	2799
	84%
	88%
	7
	7
	4
	5


10.3 The Feedback and Information Team arranged a meeting in January 2008 of the Cabinet member, a back bench member and an opposition member with service representatives to consider a number of issues raised by members. This was followed by attendance of the same members at a Feedback Officer Group meeting to consider possible improvements to the procedures. As a consequence, consideration is being given to the use of information technology for reporting of problems: when this has been resolved, improvement proposals will be brought forward.
10.4 The Feedback and Information Team provide induction training for members on the members’ enquiries procedures and undertook a briefing of the new member elected at a by-election during the year. 
10.5 Directorates undertook a range of measures to improve their performance and the operation of the procedures. This work is continuing in 2008-09 with an emphasis on quality of responses and meeting timescales in Urban Environment in general and Strategic and Community Housing in particular due to their large volume of cases.
10.6 The main issues raised in members’ enquiries cases were as follows:
	Feedback Type
	 No.
	 Percentage

	Bailiffs/summons
	14
	0%

	Demands for payment
	28
	1%

	Employee Behaviour
	10
	0%

	Information/Service request
	2432
	78%

	Policy
	35
	8%

	Promised service not provided
	60
	2%

	Service Cost
	22
	1%

	Service Delayed
	95
	3%

	Service of poor standard
	41
	1%


10.7 The Feedback and Information Team conducted the annual audit of member enquiries. It assessed a sample of cases for each directorate to see whether they were dealt with properly in line with the procedure and whether were recorded properly. The findings are written up for each directorate with guidance on areas for improvement.
10.8 The Feedback and Information Team meets directorate lead officers twice yearly to review and support their action on audit findings, improving performance and improving services as a result of feedback from complaints and members’ enquiries. The lead officers report to their management teams as appropriate, and business units consider and implement the findings as appropriate. Specific work is in hand in a number of business units to improve the quality of responses.

10.9 Under the current definition of a member’s enquiry, as set out at paragraph 1.4, if enquiries are about a constituent, but not on their behalf, issues relating to consent to the provision of personal data may arise. It is therefore recommended to delete from the description the words ‘about or’. The definition would then read “any enquiry from an elected member requesting information on behalf of an individual or community group, and/or in relation to a council policy, where the member is entitled to that information”.
11 Training arrangements

11.1 There is an ‘Investigating Complaints’ course, run by Feedback and Information Team staff, and ‘Handling Complaints’ is a module in the Corporate Customer Focus course, run by Organisational Development and Learning staff. Both are part of the internal short course programme. 

11.2 During the year, a new e-learning course on ‘Handling Complaints’ was developed by Feedback and Information, as part of the corporate programme. It is available to all staff on the intranet. 
11.3 Training provided on members’ enquiries is detailed at paragraph 10.4 above.

12 Publicity and communications

12.1 This annual report is published in the ‘Contact/complaints, compliments and suggestions’ section of Council’s website and publicised through a press release. The website and intranet entries are regularly updated. 

12.2 The corporate ‘complaints, compliments and suggestions’ leaflet was redesigned to meet the new corporate house style with updated contact details and published in April 2008, together with a similarly revised poster for display at service reception points.
12.3 Leaflets and posters for the WOW! Awards scheme in the new house style were produced jointly with Homes for Haringey to coincide with their launch of the scheme. This includes poster publicity in suggestion boxes.

12.4 Appropriate publicity was arranged by the Communications Unit for the launch of the Haringey Strategic Partnership complaints protocol, including a presence on the website and an article in ‘Haringey People’.
13  Persistent, serial and vexatious complainants

13.1  We have procedures for dealing with extreme situations where a complainant may impose such demands on our resources that measures need to be taken to address the position, while still providing for complaints to be considered. 

13.2 During 2007-08, it was necessary to impose new exceptional measures provided for in our procedures as set out below. 

· Option 2b: restrict all communication to writing was applied in one new case

· Option 2c: decline further communication on a specific complaint was also applied in one new case

· Option 2d: decline use of the complaints procedure was again applied in one new case
14 Equalities implications

14.1 Equalities monitoring data is requested on customer feedback forms but this is not always completed. Complaints received by letter, email or fax invariably do not include it. In 2007-08 overall, data was generally known for about one third of complaints, a similar figure to previous years.

14.2 There were 8 complaints of discrimination in 2007-08, compared with 9 in 2006-07. They were in the following categories:

· Disability: 3 (1 the previous year)
· Ethnicity: 2 (3 in 2006-07)
· Religion/faith/belief: 1 (2 previously)
Gender and disability

14.3 The known percentages of women and disabled people amongst complainants at stage 1 of the Council’s procedures are set out in the table below. There were more complaints from women than their proportions in the community but a rather smaller number from people with a disability.

	Year
	% Women
	% Disabled

	2005-06
	57.9
	10.0

	2006-07
	57.8
	8.4

	2007-08
	57.6
	5.6


14.4 The over representation of complaints from women reflects the fact that more of our service users are women. It is the Council’s experience that more women than men use front line services and therefore more likely to complain.

Ethnicity

14.5 There were significantly more complaints in proportion to their numbers from black/black British people, and significantly less from white British people. However, the ethnicity of 66%, 68% and 71% of complainants was unknown in 2005-06, 2006-07, and 2007-08 respectively. 

14.6 The percentage ethnicity of complainants at stage 1, where known, is set out below:
	Year
	Asian/Asian British
	Black/Black British
	Mixed
	Chinese

& other 
	White 

British
	White Irish
	Other White

	2005-06
	4.4%
	32.1%
	4.1%
	6.1%
	34.3%
	6.6%
	12.4%

	2006-07
	7.7%
	23.2%
	3.8%
	4.0%
	39.7%
	3.8%
	17.8%

	2007-08
	6.7%
	28.3%
	3.8%
	6.9%
	32.7%
	3.6%
	19.1%


Age of complainants

14.7 The percentage of known complainants by age group at stage 1 is set out in the table below. There was under representation in complaints made by people under 24, and over representation in other age groups. The age of 62.5%, 65.8% and 70.4% of complainants was unknown in 2005-06, 2006-07 and 2007-08 respectively. 

	Year
	Under 16
	16-17
	18-23
	24-45
	46-59
	Over 60

	2005-06
	0.3%
	0.7%
	7.1%
	49.8%
	23.4%
	18.8%

	2006-07
	0.7%
	0.2%
	5.3%
	50.4%
	24.6%
	18.8%

	2007-08
	0.5%
	0.5%
	6.6%
	60.0%
	20.1%
	12.2%


15. Homes for Haringey
Complaints performance

15.1 Homes for Haringey experienced an increase at stage 1 to 1,157 complaints, compared with 673  the previous year. 83% of these were within the 10 working day timescale compared with 70% in 2006-07. At stage 2, numbers increased to 151 from 90, and performance was 82%, compared with 76% in 2006-07. In April 2007 they  introduced a ‘stage 0’ into their complaints procedure with a 2 working day timescale: there were 390 cases in the year, of which 88% were responded to on time and the remainder reverted to stage 1.

15.2 Stage 0 covers issues requiring prompt handling, such as urgent repairs, and provides a fast track response so that the customer does not have to wait ten days for a written reply. In effect, 33% of cases that would formerly have been stage 1 complaints were dealt with in two working days. Many of these types of cases were previously dealt with by the Homes for Haringey Feedback Team but not recorded, and the performance figures therefore failed to reflect the customer’s experience of their service. A customer who was given the option said “I’m glad I can get this sorted in two days. I don’t want to wait for something that needs to be looked at straight away”.
15.3 Significant changes occurred to the Homes for Haringey complaints procedure, which resulted in this increase in complaints. During 2007 they undertook a publicity campaign to increase awareness of their Feedback Team, including poster displays and feedback forms in all customer access service areas. Staff were also encouraged to give out feedback forms and to pass complaints to the Feedback Team for formal processing, and the Resident Involvement Team have a supply of Feedback Forms at their events. 

15.4 The escalation rate from both stage 1 to stage 2, and from stage 2 to stage 3 was 14% in 2006-07. In 2007-2008, escalation from stage 1 to stage 2 fell to 10%, but increased to 18% for stage 2 to stage 3.
15.5 Building Services has the greatest number of customer interactions, requires the greatest amount of organisation and coordination, and creates the greatest anxiety when problems occur. During 2007-08, Building Services generated a higher percentage of overall complaints than in previous years. A large factor in this was the performance of one of the gas contactors about which there was a steady increase in complaint, coinciding with the end of their contract. The new contractor has not generated complaints at the same rate. A national shortage of roofing and fencing materials also had an effect on complaints for most of the year, as did the deferral of some decisions on improvements and major works until the Decent Homes funding was finalised. 

15.6 Since being established, one of Homes for Haringey’s core values is to welcome customer feedback. They now classify all customer reports of service failure as complaints and welcome the opportunity to use such feedback in their aim to increasingly become a learning organisation. They intend to continue to work towards increasing customer confidence in their feedback procedure and expect to see both positive and negative feedback increase as they develop their relationship with our customers. 

Members’ enquiries

15.7 Homes for Haringey responded to 89% of 993 member enquiries within the 10 working day timescale, compared with 70% 0f 745 in 2006-07. The average completion time was 7 working days and one case took longer than 45 days. The reasons for the increase in numbers were partially due to the fact that a number of member enquiries were previously being dealt with directly by officers and the Homes for Haringey Feedback Team were not being made aware of these. 

15.8 Throughout 2007-08, the team has encouraged officers to inform them of all enquires, and have also reminded members of the need to direct enquiries through them so that they can be logged and tracked. They believe that there may still be enquiries to officers and members which are not brought to their attention, and they intend to do more to encourage this to happen. They therefore anticipate that the number logged will increase further, which will not necessarily represent an increase in numbers, but an increase in recording due to improved officer and member awareness of the procedures.

Compliments and suggestions

15.9 Homes for Haringey received 49 compliments and 8 suggestions in the year, compared with 12 compliments and 8 suggestions in 2006-07. The increase in compliments was no doubt largely attributable to the launch of the Council’s  WOW! awards scheme (see paragraph 8 above). In May 2008, Homes for Haringey joined the WOW! scheme. 
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The Local Government Ombudsman’s 

Annual Letter 
London Borough of Haringey

for the year ended

31 March 2008

	The Local Government Ombudsman (LGO) provides a free, independent and impartial service. We consider complaints about the administrative actions of councils and some other authorities. We cannot question what a council has done simply because someone does not agree with it. If we find something has gone wrong, such as poor service, service failure, delay or bad advice, and that a person has suffered as a result, the Ombudsmen aim to get it put right by recommending a suitable remedy. The LGO also uses the findings from investigation work to help authorities provide better public services through initiatives such as special reports, training and annual letters. 



Annual Letter 2007/08 - Introduction
This annual letter provides a summary of the complaints we have received about the London Borough of Haringey.  We have included comments on the authority’s performance and complaint-handling arrangements, where possible, so they can assist with your service improvement. 

I hope that the letter will be a useful addition to other information your authority holds on how people experience or perceive your services. 

Two attachments form an integral part of this letter:  statistical data covering a three year period and a note to help the interpretation of the statistics.

Complaints received

Complaints against the Council increased to 248 during 2007/08, up a third compared to the previous year which itself had shown a rise of over a quarter compared to 2005/06.  While there were fewer complaints about planning and building control, and adult care services, there were significant increases in complaints about housing, benefits, local taxation and education.

Complaints about housing increased by 46% and now account for one third of all complaints received against the Council.  In your response to my letter last year you pointed out that it was to be expected that complaints would increase following greater awareness and increased expectations around the introduction of the new Home Connections lettings scheme and the creation of Homes for Haringey in 2006.  In 2007/08 complaints about housing repairs rose to 31 from ten in the previous year and complaints about housing allocation increased to 20 from 17.  

Other complaints received about housing concerned homelessness, tenancy management, sales and leaseholds, private housing grants and regeneration and improvement.

Complaints about benefits rose from 19 to 30 and most of these were about housing benefit. There was also a significant rise in complaints about local taxation, up from 16 to 28.

Complaints about education increased from nine to 17 and these included school admissions (four), exclusions (three), special educational needs (three), student support (two) and school transport (one).

In the transport and highways category, two in every three complaints were about parking, with the remainder about highway management and traffic management.  Last year you commented on the impact of traffic calming and road safety measures together with the Council’s new powers to remove untaxed and abandoned vehicles from the highway.  I should be interested to know what the Council has learned from its handling of the complaints it has received in relation to these local activities.

Of the 38 complaints in the “other” category; 16 were about antisocial behaviour, an increase from nine in the previous year, and six were about waste management. The remaining complaints in this category related to environmental health, leisure and culture, drainage, contracts, and employment and pensions.

The overall increase in complaints we received against the Council continues to go against the national picture which shows a reduction in complaints to the Ombudsman of about 3.8%.  So I would be interested to know how the Council interprets the statistics, particularly with regard to the operation of Homes for Haringey, and the areas of benefits and local taxation. 
…
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Decisions on complaints
Reports and local settlements
A ‘local settlement’ is a complaint where, during the course of our investigation, the Council has agreed to take some action which we consider is a satisfactory response to the complaint. The investigation is then discontinued. In 2007/08 the Local Government Ombudsmen determined 27% of complaints by local settlement (excluding ‘premature’ complaints - where councils have not had a proper chance to deal with them - and those outside our jurisdiction). 
I issued one report against the Council which was about the failure to properly investigate and consider substantial evidence provided by a landlord that his tenant was unlikely to pay him rent, before allowing payment of housing benefit direct to the tenant (where it had previously been paid to the landlord).  The tenant failed to pay the landlord the rent.  I recommended that the Council should make up the shortfall in rent (£700) and pay an additional £150.  I also asked the Council to issue guidance on dealing with disputes between landlords and tenants about payment of housing benefit. I was satisfied with the Council’s response to my report, but I should be grateful if the Council would send me a copy of any revised guidance that the Council has issued following the introduction of the Local Housing Allowance in April 2008.

I decided 55 complaints as local settlements.  Excluding complaints which were premature or outside my jurisdiction, the proportion of complaints decided as settlements and reports was just under 40%, significantly more than the average for all authorities (28%) and a much higher proportion than last year.  The settlements included compensation totalling over £24,000 which was four times the amount paid out by the Council in the previous year.  I set out below a summary of the main settlements.

Housing Benefit

In addition to the report, four complaints were decided as local settlements. One made by a supported housing provider uncovered delays of up to 18 months in dealing with housing benefit appeals. In this case the Council paid over £3,400 in compensation to the landlord.  An action plan was produced showing how the Council intended dealing with something like 200 housing benefit appeal submissions that were outstanding. I understand that by October 2007 the backlog had been reduced to 150 and I would be interested to know what further progress the Council has made since then.

Other complaints about housing benefit revealed delays, failure to identify what evidence was needed to assess claims, poor communication with applicants and landlords, and difficulties in dealing with claims from self-employed applicants. On the last issue, I welcome the fact that the Council has subsequently improved its training and procedures for dealing with claims from the self-employed. 

Local taxation

I settled nine complaints about council tax. One of these arose from retrospective cancellation of the Single Person’s Discount.  This complaint revealed a systematic suppression of letters to taxpayers about resulting changes to council tax benefit. The Council ran a report which showed more than 700 instances of letters being suppressed.

The above complaint and others have also raised concerns about council tax arrears recovery, and in particular the Council’s approach to recovering debts from vulnerable people and those who have difficulty repaying within the current tax year. The Council has sent my office copies of its procedures on these matters; but the complaints to me raise questions about how well these are being applied in practice.  This is something which my officers will be continuing to discuss with the Council.










/…
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Housing repairs and managing tenancies

There were eight local settlements of housing repair complaints, mainly concerning delays in dealing with repairs.  Remedies included the payment of over £3,000 in compensation.  Two settlements were in relation to complaints about tenancy management: one case involved the giving of incorrect information about a grant and the other was about delay in terminating a tenancy and continuing to send letters addressed to a deceased tenant.

Homelessness and housing allocations

The Council paid £5,000 to settle one complaint where it had delayed in reviewing the suitability of housing after being asked to do so.  This left the complainant, who had significant mobility problems and suffered with incontinence, without access to a bathroom and toilet for two years.  In discussing this complaint the Council drew attention to the difficulty in finding suitable accommodation to meet the unusual housing needs of this applicant.  

Other complaints revealed delays in dealing with homelessness and transfer applications; in two cases this resulted from documents being lost by the Council.

Housing Sales

One complaint was settled when the Council agreed to pay compensation to include the avoidable legal fees incurred by the complainant as a result of the Council’s error in dealing with his application under the right to buy scheme.  The complaint raised issues about how the Council deals with under-occupation of properties where there are succession rights. The Council amended its succession claim form to make it clear that smaller accommodation may be offered in such cases.
Private housing grants
The Council paid £350 compensation to reflect distress caused to a complainant by its delay in dealing with her application for a grant to adapt her home.  

Planning and building control

Three local settlements arose from complaints about delays in investigating breaches of development control. 

Education
In one case, the Council delayed in starting a statutory assessment of the complainant’s daughter which led to a delay in the making of a statement of Special Educational Need (SEN).  The Council later lapsed the statement, on the grounds that the daughter had made her own alternative arrangements by attending college, without checking the situation with the complainant or the daughter.  Following this complaint the Council redrafted its standard letter to warn parents that their child’s statement will lapse if the child decides to leave school and go to college.  The Council paid £1,500 to the daughter and £250 to the complainant.

In another case, a child with an SEN statement was left without suitable educational provision for three school terms through the Council’s failure to apply to the Secretary of State to compel a school named in the statement to take the child.  The Council agreed to pay £3,300.

In a school admissions complaint the Council offered a new appeal hearing when it was unable to produce the clerk’s notes of the complainant’s appeal and meeting of the panel following adjournment.










/…
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Transport and Highways 
The Council treated a complainant’s car as an abandoned vehicle although it was taxed and parked on the complainant’s own street. Contrary to its own policy the Council towed the vehicle away without having checked the owner’s details and writing to the complainant first. The Council refunded the £250 charge the complainant had paid to have the vehicle released and paid a further £150 in compensation. 

Three settled complaints were about parking penalties. Two of these were about delays in dealing with refunds of parking penalty charges which had been deemed refundable, and in the third case the Council continued to pursue the complainant after she had paid the penalty because the payment had not been registered against the correct account. A total of £150 compensation was paid for these three complaints.
Your Council’s complaints procedure and handling of complaints

We referred 76 premature complaints to the Council to deal with because it had not previously had a reasonable opportunity to do so. This was about 30% of the total complaints decided which, although similar to the previous year, is above the average for all authorities (27%).

We decided 19 complaints which had previously been referred back to the Council but where the complainants resubmitted their complaints to us, dissatisfied with the Council’s reply.   When these resubmitted complaints were decided, 11 resulted in local settlements.   At 58%, that is well above the average for all authorities (21%).  Five of the settlements were on housing complaints. The Council may wish to consider whether there is some identifiable factor that is leading to the relatively high proportion of resubmitted housing complaints that I have upheld.

I am aware that the Council has a well established system for reporting on its handling of complaints and customer feedback which includes a summary of complaints dealt with by my office. The Council’s reports also refer to service improvements made as a result of the various types of feedback.   I welcome this positive approach to learning from complaints and I look forward later this year to seeing the Council’s next report for 2007/08.

Liaison with the Local Government Ombudsman
My office made written enquiries on 110 complaints, far more than the 63 in the previous year. The Council took an average of 18.4 days to respond to these enquiries, continuing the excellent response times of previous years. Once again my staff have noted examples of quick and helpful responses to settlement proposals, although on occasions there have been differing viewpoints which have taken some discussion to resolve.

I was pleased that an officer of the Council was able to attend our seminar for link officers in November.  I hope that he found the day useful.

Training in complaint handling
Part of our role is to provide advice and guidance about good administrative practice. We offer training courses for all levels of local authority staff in complaints handling and investigation. This year we carried out a detailed evaluation of the training with councils that have been trained over the past three years. The results are very positive. /…
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The range of courses is expanding in response to demand. In addition to the generic Good Complaint Handling (identifying and processing complaints) and Effective Complaint Handling (investigation and resolution) we now offer these courses specifically for social services staff and a course on reviewing complaints for social care review panel members.  We can run open courses for groups of staff from different smaller authorities and also customise courses to meet your Council’s specific requirements.

Where councils have set up Arms Length Management Organisations that run their own complaints procedures we can run courses for these organisations as well.

All courses are presented by an experienced investigator so participants benefit from their knowledge and expertise of complaint handling. 

I have enclosed some information on the full range of courses available together with contact details for enquiries and any further bookings.  

LGO developments
We launched the LGO Advice Team in April, providing a first contact service for all enquirers and new complainants. Demand for the service has been high. Our team of advisers, trained to provide comprehensive information and advice, has dealt with many thousands of calls since the service started. 

The team handles complaints submitted by telephone, email or text, as well as in writing. This new power to accept complaints other than in writing was one of the provisions of the Local Government and Public Involvement in Health Act, which also came into force in April.  Our experience of implementing other provisions in the Act, such as complaints about service failure and apparent maladministration, is being kept under review and will be subject to further discussion.  Any feedback from your Council would be welcome.

Last year we published two special reports providing advice and guidance on ‘applications for prior approval of telecommunications masts’ and ‘citizen redress in local partnerships’.  Again, I would appreciate your feedback on these, particularly on any complaints protocols put in place as part of the overall governance arrangements for partnerships your Council has set up.  

Conclusions and general observations

I welcome this opportunity to give you my reflections about the complaints my office has dealt with over the past year.  I hope that you find the information and assessment provided useful when seeking improvements to your Council’s services.  
Tony Redmond

Local Government Ombudsman

10th Floor, Millbank Tower

Millbank

London SW1P 4QP

June 2008

Enc: 
Statistical data


Note on interpretation of statistics


Leaflet on training courses (with posted copy only)
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THE COUNCIL’S RESPONSE LETTER TO THE OMBUDSMAN
Mr Tony Redmond

Local Government Ombudsman

Date

Dear Mr Redmond
Annual Letter for the year ended 31 March 2008
Thank you for your letter. I set out below the Council’s comments on the points you have raised.

Complaints received

We are unclear as to why the number of complaints was generally higher in 2007-08 as this does not reflect the pattern under our internal procedures where numbers fell at all three stages, although Homes for Haringey experienced increases. However, we have identified possible explanations for the increase in some categories in the comments below on the specific subject categories you have raised.
You noted the increased awareness and expectations following the establishment of Homes for Haringey, especially regarding improvements to people’s homes under the decent homes programme. However, it was only in April 2008 that Homes for Haringey was able to begin the decent homes work.
Homes for Haringey is aware that the service that needs the most attention is day to day responsive repairs. They are therefore directing resources and staff time to this area. There has been a noticeable upturn in gas performance and a related dip in complaints about gas repairs since the retendering of the gas service and maintenance contracts, and the commencement of a new contractor on 1 April 2008. We anticipate that this will continue and be reflected in reduced complaints to you in both areas.

The numbers of complaints about housing allocation are no doubt closely related to the severe problems of housing supply that we continue to experience, resulting in customers continuing to be dissatisfied that we cannot meet their expectations of rehousing.

Many benefits and local taxation complaints were due to problems with backlogs of work as measures taken to clear them can sometimes lead to unfortunate lapses in quality. During 2007/08, the Benefits and Local Taxation Service has done a great deal to reduce backlogs of work and eliminate delay in assessment of Housing Benefit and Council Tax Benefit.  Other measures taken have been the re-writing of standard letters to make their content clearer to customers and training on ‘self employed’ assessments. We anticipate that, along with a continued focus on the quality of work, the measures we have taken will bring the levels of complaints made to you more in line with national trends.

A particular area of backlog was Housing Benefit Appeals. This has now been completely eliminated and all outstanding appeals have either been resolved or are currently with the Tribunal Appeals Service.  Currently, 87% of cases where an Appeal or Revision is requested are resolved within 4 weeks, 69% of appeals are submitted to the Appeals Service within 4 weeks and 97% within 3 months.

The Children and Young People’s Service undertook increased promotion and publicity of their complaints procedures, including a new leaflet and posters. This resulted in an increase of some 30% in complaints to the Council in 2007-08, compared with the previous year. This may help to explain  the increase you experienced in the Education category.

Parking and highways and traffic management can lead to contentious issues. During the year there were again a large number of highways schemes, and the Council changed the basis on which it charges for parking permits to align with carbon emissions. There were a number of developments and improvements in how we consult residents, including reviews of documents and public meetings. Our key aim is to ensure that residents are aware of proposed changes and the likely consequences, and that all views are considered.

We are not aware of any reason for an increase in anti social behaviour complaints as there has been no discernible increase in complaints to the Council and Homes for Haringey in this area.
Decisions on complaints

Reports and local settlements
The Benefits and Local Taxation Service issued guidance on landlord/tenant disputes to all benefits assessment staff following the introduction of the Local Housing Allowance.  This superseded the interim guidance issued earlier in the year following your report. A copy of the guidance has already been sent to you.
We take the issue of poor service delivery seriously and, where justified, are keen to compensate accordingly. One of the reasons for the total compensation being higher was the increased number of settlements, but you considered it appropriate to award higher sums than in previous years in a number of cases. In several of these, we did not agree with your decision and quite significant compensation payments were involved, but accepted your proposals in order to settle the cases. 

As with the total numbers, we are unclear as to why the number of local settlements was so high, particularly as this was very much out of line with the pattern of previous years. However, we take every opportunity to learn from mistakes to improve services, and I comment below on the various cases you have raised and action we have taken.

Housing Benefit
I have commented above on progress in reducing delays, dealing with the backlog of cases, self employed assessments, training, and our focus on the quality of work.  

Local taxation
You raised the matter of suppression of letters about changes to council tax benefit. Due to shortcomings with some computer generated letters, there are occasions when officers produce manual letters to better explain entitlement to benefit and the calculations used to determine the award.  Problems arose when, in error, the suppression was not removed, which resulted in all future letters being suppressed until reversed.

To control the inadvertent suppression of notification letters, a regular report is now run from the computer system and any incorrect suppressions are removed. Staff have also been reminded of their responsibility to remove suppressions.

A framework for the collection of current and previous council tax arrears has been implemented across both Local Taxation and Customer Services.  This framework ensures that vulnerable customers are identified at the earliest opportunity, with consideration of income and expenditure key to achieving a repayment plan that works for both the customer and the council. We are in discussions with other councils and Haringey Citizens’ Advice Bureau to ensure that the process for the collection of arrears is both fair and transparent.

Housing repairs and managing tenancies
I have commented above on the general position on housing repairs. 

In relation to the grant case, wrong information was provided by inexperienced officers but a full apology and explanation was immediately offered and the Council did not consider that the client had suffered injustice. However, we agreed to your compensation proposal to settle the case. 
The events were unacceptable in the case you refer to involving a deceased tenant’s family receiving correspondence in the name of the deceased, and we welcomed your guidance on resolving this complaint. The problem was caused by delays in following procedures for both terminating the tenancy and establishing a non-secure tenancy for the family member temporarily living in the property. The officers concerned have been retrained and we are therefore confident that this problem will not recur.
Homelessness and housing allocations

The specific case you refer to is one where we admitted administrative errors but considered that they had no effect on the outcome of the case. We said that a 2 year wait is not uncommon, given the housing supply situation, any medical detriment was low compared to many other applicants, and the outcome achieved for the family was better than the norm. You took a differing view of the applicable legislation.

Our Strategic and Community Housing Service is undergoing a transformation of business processes, and filing is a strand within this. Inevitably some difficulties have arisen which was a factor in the unfortunate loss of documents in the two cases you mention.

Housing sales
The case you have highlighted involved an unusual situation which we had not experienced previously or anticipated. We are confident that the changes to our application forms and procedures have reduced the potential for this situation to recur.

Private housing grants
The case you refer to was badly managed.  The officer dealing with it left the Council’s service while the application was in process and the case was not immediately picked up as outstanding. Systems have now been put in place to prevent a recurrence.

Planning and Building Control

Two of the cases you refer to related to planning enforcement, and arose because some cases were not being dealt with as quickly as we would expect because of issues relating to officer case loads. A review was commissioned to benchmark performance with a number of neighbouring and best practice authorities and to identify areas for improvement. A consequential action plan is now being implemented to:
· Achieve a stable workforce by recruiting additional permanent staff, while utilising additional temporary staff to reduce the outstanding caseload.

· Introduce a range of new standard documents, including advisory leaflets and improved standard correspondence, to ensure complainants are better informed on our service standards and progress of cases.  Web pages are also being improved to provide more guidance on planning enforcement and to explain where formal action can be taken.
The third case was a Building Control issue where a completion certificate was issued without a formal final inspection being carried out. All the required works had not been completed, thereby causing delay and inconvenience to the complainant. As a result of this case, no completion certificate will now be issued without a formal inspection by a Building Control Surveyor.

Education
Complaints about special educational needs can be difficult as the authority is trying to negotiate with and support parents and carers to ensure they are happy with their statement and placement. The deadlines can conflict with the negotiation of these agreements, and in this case you perceived this as an unnecessary delay. We did not agree with your decision as we considered that it went against the existing legal framework. However, we agreed to pay compensation to settle the case. 

With regard to the school admissions case, we no longer use the clerk who was unable to provide the notes, and who was not a direct Council employee.

Transport and Highways
In the case of the abandoned car, the Parking Service view was that it had complied with relevant legislation and guidelines to class the vehicle as abandoned and a danger to the public. A notice was therefore served without the owner being notified, and the vehicle was removed. The complainant later recovered the vehicle. We accepted your decision, however, and the Parking Service are reviewing their procedure on contacting the owners of abandoned vehicles.

Both of the delays in dealing with parking refunds, were due to administrative error, one arising from work not being taken forward when the officer handling the case left the Council. Staff procedures and training have been strengthened to prevent a recurrence of these instances, and to address the case where a payment was registered to the wrong account.

The Council’s complaints procedure and the handling of complaints

We have examined all of the 11 local settlement cases arising from previous premature referrals. In only one case did the complainant exhaust all stages of our internal complaints procedure before you decided to investigate. In that one case, which concerned anti social behaviour, we had agreed we were at fault and awarded compensation and you decided a higher level of compensation was appropriate. In the other 10, we believe that a large proportion may well have been resolved internally if they had progressed to subsequent stages.

Of the 5 housing cases, 3 were in respect of Homes for Haringey, one being the above anti social behaviour case. The other two were about repairs cases. In one there was an administrative error in the internal handling of the complaint, and the other involved a lengthy delay in carrying out works. The other 2 housing cases were about the Council’s homelessness and housing allocations function, which I have addressed above. The subjects of the remaining 5 cases are referred to in other sections above.

The reasons for the high proportion of resubmitted housing cases in respect of both the Council’s functions and Homes for Haringey are covered in my comments above.

I am pleased that you appreciate our positive approach to learning from complaints.

Liaison with the Local Government Ombudsman

I am pleased that you appreciate our excellent response times. We have our own internal targets to achieve them as we wish to assist complainants by supplying a reply to you. 

There have been a limited number of cases where the Council has held a different view to you in respect of complaint resolution, best practice, and interpretation of the law. You have also, on occasion, challenged the policies agreed locally by members and successful practices that have been in place both in Haringey and other councils for a sustained period. This has unquestionably increased over the last year, and I have referred above to some of these. Such cases will inevitably require some discussion to resolve, and I would like to take this opportunity to thank you for visiting us at our request to discuss two homelessness cases. 

The Council officer who attended your link officer seminar did indeed find it useful, and I would like to thank you for providing these facilities. 
Training in complaint handling

We appreciate your offer of participation in your own courses, which we know to be of high quality, and I am specifically drawing to the attention of Homes for Haringey your courses for arms length management organisations.

We currently run our own corporate internal courses on complaint handling and investigation. Our adult social care and children’s and young people’s directorates have recently purchased a very good social care complaints training tool, which is aimed at early resolution, and we are about to systematically implement the training. 

LGO developments

We welcome your introduction of a new comprehensive information and advice service for complainants. The Feedback and Information Manager has already provided you with some initial feedback on behalf of the Council and other authorities, to which you have responded. 

We give serious consideration to your special reports. We consider that we comply with your best practice advice on telecommunications masts. As a result of your report on citizen redress, we took an early decision to establish a complaints protocol for the Haringey Strategic Partnership. This was approved by the Partnership Board on 3 July and was implemented with immediate effect.

Conclusions 

As in previous years, we have found the annual letter to be of significant value to our process of learning from complaints. We also appreciate the work of you and your staff through the year.

Yours sincerely

Dr Ita O’Donovan

Chief Executive
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