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MINUTES of the meeting of the CUSTOMER SERVICES SCRUTINY COMMITTEE held in the Rose Room, Endeavour House, Ipswich on Monday 9 October 2006 at 10.30 am.

PRESENT:

Councillor Frank Warby – Chair

Councillor Sue Thomas – Vice Chair

Councillors: Malcolm Cherry, Terry Clements, Tim Marks, Kathy Pollard, Selwyn Pryor, Bill Quinton,  Ben Redsell, and  Ken Sale.

Councillor Sue Sida-Locket Deputy Leader and Portfolio Holder for Service Transformation and Localities attended for agenda item 9.

1. Apologies for absence and substitutions

Apologies for absence were received from Councillors Harold Mangar (substituted by Bill Quinton) and Stefan Oliver (substituted by Selwyn Pryor).

2. Declarations of Interest and Dispensations

No declarations of interest or dispensations were reported.

3. Confirmation of Minutes

The minutes of the meeting held on 17 July 2006, were approved as a correct record and were signed by the Chairman.

4. Forward Work Programme

The Committee received the Cabinet Forward Plan and a copy of its own Forward Work Programme (copies in the minute book).

In response to a question, the Chair advised the Committee that he would inform members when he had received clarification of the budget that the Committee would be scrutinised in November 2006.

Decision: The Committee received the Cabinet Forward Plan and its own Forward Work Programme.

Reason for decision: The Committee accepted that the items on the Forward Work Programme were appropriate for it to consider at future meetings.

Alternative options: None considered.

Declarations of interest: None declared.

Dispensations: None reported.

5. Consideration Of Change of Meeting Date – May 2007

The Committee was advised that the May 2007 meeting had been arranged for 2 May 2007 being the day before the local elections. It was considered that this was not a suitable date and the Committee was invited to consider changing the date for the meeting.

Decision: The Committee agreed that the Chair and Vice Chair agree a revised date for the May 2007 meeting.

Reason for decision: The Committee considered that this was an appropriate method for agreeing the date for the meeting.

Alternative options: None considered.

Declarations of interest: None declared.

Dispensations: None reported.

6. Suffolk County Council Web Site

The Committee considered report CS06/14 (copy in the minute book) inviting it to comment on the Suffolk County Council Web Site and its further development. Prior to the meeting, the Committee Members had met with officers informally to consider how to navigate the web site in order to find specific items. The Committee considered that this was a very useful exercise. 

The Committee was advised that the web site had been designed to standards specified by then Office of the Deputy Prime Minister and that over 500 local authority web sites had been designed with the same headings as this was a requirement in order that Councils received funding for development. The County Council web site had over 3900 pages and these were regularly updated by officers nominated within each Directorate who each acted as a web editor.

A number of comments were made about the appearance of the first page of the web site. It was felt that the line under the heading acted as a cut off, and as a result, none of the headings across the top of the screen were used when accessing the system. The Committee also considered that the ‘breadcrumb’ line detailing how a section had been accessed should be highlighted and that this could be achieved by highlighting the words making them flash, however, it was recognised that this might cause a problem for disabled persons. 

In response to a question, the Committee was advised that larger text was available for users of the web site without the need for users to specifically request this facility. A further comment was made that the web site compared favourably with other websites.

In response to further questions, the Committee was advised that the web site provided users with links to other local authorities web sites where information on such items as refuse collection could be found. The Committee also considered that it would be helpful for the web site to display an egg timer or box indicating that the system was attempting to obtain the information as this would advise users that the system was working.

The Committee was also advised that the Council would be rolling out the ‘County on line information network’ (COLIN) a new intranet service for employees. This facility had, in the past, been limited to those that had access to PCs at work, but would now be available to all staff that had access to a PC at home or through libraries. 

The Committee was advised that significant progress had been made in updating the web site. The original site had been built over 10 years ago and arrangements had been made for the new web site to be updated on a regular basis. 

The Committee was advised that the web site is becoming an important means of communication with the public. In a number of towns in the UK, local evening newspapers had been discontinued. This means that local authorities would need to find new ways of communicating with the public.

Decision: The Committee supported the direction being taken to develop the Suffolk County Council web site as a communications tool.

Reason for decision: The Committee considered that the new web site had demonstrated that it had the capacity to improve the Council’s ability to communicate more effectively with its stakeholders.

Alternative options: None considered.

Declarations of interest: None declared.

Dispensations: None reported.

7. Learning And Development

The Committee considered report CS06/15 (copy in the minute book) inviting it to agree that a report on learning and development be considered at a future meeting following Cabinet’s consideration of the major corporate review commissioned by the Portfolio Holder for Service Transformation and Localities.

A suggestion was made that the Committee should consider the Cabinet report prior to it being considered by Cabinet. However, this view was not supported and it was agreed to scrutinise learning and development following the Cabinet decision. 

Decision: The Committee noted the report and agreed that its forward agenda include the scrutiny of the outcomes of the learning and development review (following the report to Cabinet in Spring 2007).

Reason for decision: The Committee wished to scrutinise the Council’s approach to learning and development but considered that this would best be achieved after Cabinet had considered the review.

Alternative options: The Committee considered whether to preview the Cabinet report but decided not to do so.

Declarations of interest: None declared.

Dispensations: None reported.

8. Management of Comments, Compliments and Complaints 

The Committee considered report CS06/16 (copy in the minute book) inviting it to endorse the proposal to implement the gBiz complaints system throughout the County Council and that a progress report be taken to the Standards Committee in six months time. The Committee also received a PowerPoint presentation (copy in the minute book) that demonstrated how the gBiz complaints system operated.

The Committee was advised that the Corporate Management Team was sponsoring proposals for introducing a system that would centrally record comments, compliments and complaints for the County Council. This would replace the current arrangements where each directorate recorded its own details using different databases. The Committee was advised that the Environment & Transport directorate had run a pilot scheme using the gBiz system and, as a result of the successful results that had been obtained, it was planned that this would be rolled out to other directorates.

In response to questions and comments, the Committee was advised that the complaints form was not currently available on the County Council web site, but that it was planned to make this form available in the near future.  A comment was made that it should be County Council policy to acknowledge complaints immediately so that members of the public were aware that their complaint was being progressed. This facility was built into the gBiz system.

The Committee welcomed the introduction of the new system but recognised that there would be no complaints specifically allocated to Customer Services, as this was not a specific service directorate. It was felt that the Committee could look at specific areas when there had been issues relating to customer service.

The Committee was advised that when Customer Service Direct (CSD) received a complaint that related to another authority it would arrange to advise the relevant authority of the complaint and would monitor progress to ensure that the member of the public received a reply. 

In response to a further question the Committee was advised that it is possible for managers to view the progress of complaints on the gBiz system. Where complaints related to confidential items, access to the system was restricted so that the names and addresses and individual details remained confidential.

A comment was made that Councillors should be advised of complaints that had been raised by members of the public in the area that they represented. Whilst it was recognised that it would be difficult to do this and could be a very labour intensive exercise, it was agreed that the Monitoring Officer should be asked to consider how this could be achieved. The Committee also requested that consideration should be given to providing Councillors with feedback on complaints that had been specifically raised with them.

Decision: The Committee agreed:

(a) to endorse the proposal to implement the gBiz complaints system throughout the County Council, and

(b) that a progress report be taken to the Standards Committee in six months time.

Reason for decision:  The Committee considered that the development of an integrated complaints system across the County Council would allow it to respond more effectively to the concerns raised by customers. It also considered that a uniform system and procedure for capturing complaints would create efficiencies in the time taken to gather, monitor and analyse data.

Alternative options: None considered.

Declarations of interest: None declared.

Dispensations: None reported.

9. Interim Report of the cHildcare Information Service Working party

The Committee considered report CS06/17 (copy in the minute book) inviting it to agree the timescale for the Working Party to complete its investigations. The Committee was advised that the Working Party had arranged for Customer Service Direct (CSD) to carry out a survey of users of the service to establish whether it was working well. Having received the results of the survey, the Working Party would report back to the Committee.

In response to comments and questions the Committee confirmed that it had set up the Working Party and that the Working Party had made arrangements for the survey to take place and therefore it would be appropriate for it to see these results before reporting back to the Committee.  Members of the Working Party advised the Committee that they did not consider that there was any problem with the service being provided and they had no evidence to confirm that there were any problems. They confirmed that they would like to be able to complete their work before making a final report to the Committee.

The Committee was advised that the original decision of the Committee to set up a working party was the correct course of action even though other arrangements were in place to monitor progress. The Childcare Information Service covered two elements, the first was the strategic area that was being retained by Suffolk County Council and CSD would be responsible for the day to day contact with the public. It was confirmed that the Joint Working Party had been set to monitor CSD but as this service related entirely to Suffolk County Council it was one which was under the remit of the Committee.

The Committee was reassured that members of the Working Party did not consider that there had been intensive scrutiny of staff within the Childcare Information Service. A significant number of staff had left the Service prior to the transfer of the service to CSD due to uncertainties about transfer, and this was a concern for the Working Party. The Working Party had met on three occasions but had only visited CIS operators at the Needham Market office on one occasion, at other meetings it had met with managers of the CIS. Members of the Working Party confirmed that they would not be meeting with front line staff at any future meeting as they would only be considering the results of the survey.

A motion was proposed and seconded that ‘the Committee should decide that the investigation to date satisfied the terms of reference that the Working Party be brought to a close.’ The motion was put to the vote and was defeated.

Decision: The Committee agreed that the Working Party would report to the Committee on 8 February 2006.

Reason for decision: The Committee considered that the Working Party should be allowed to complete its work.

Alternative options: The Committee considered whether the Working Party’s investigations to date satisfied its terms of reference but decided that it should be allowed to consider the results of CSD’s survey before reporting back to the Committee.

Declarations of interest: None declared.

Dispensations: None reported.

The meeting closed at 12.15 pm.
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