SERVICE PLAN 2006/09

	Service:         Finance

	Directorate:   Economy


	Head Of Service
	
	Portfolio Holder(s)

	Name:
 Simon Davey
Tel:
(01395) 517490 (ext 2690)
Email:
sdavey@eastdevon.gov.uk

	
	Name: Tony Wilkinson
           
‘Portfolio’ title:
Resources
Tel:
(01404) 812641
Email:awailkinson@members.eastdevon.

gov.uk



	CONTENTS

	PART A:
	2005/06 KEY SERVICE INFORMATION
	SECTIONS 1 - 6

	PART B:
	2005/06 PERFORMANCE
	SECTIONS 7 - 10

	PART C:
	PLANS FOR 2006/09
	SECTIONS 11 - 19


	PART A:  2005/06 KEY SERVICE INFORMATION


	1. Purpose

	To provide an efficient and effective:

· Integrated Revenue and Benefits service, dealing with the collection of Council Tax and Non-Domestic Rates (Business Rates) and the assessment  and payment of Housing/Council Tax Benefits. 
· Financial Services (Accountancy, Debtors, Creditors, Cashiers).



	2. Main functions and the scope of the service

	The Finance Service performs the following main functions (annual transaction/volume details are included to give an idea of scale) :

· Integrated Revenue and Benefit service which:

· Provides advice and deals with queries by phone, letter, e-mail, surgeries throughout the District, Benefit Forum, and receptions at the Knowle in Sidmouth and Exmouth Town Hall, through leaflets and the web site.

· Billing, collection and recovery of Council Tax and Business Rates

· Over 60,000 residential properties and 5,000 business properties

· Total sum to be collected in excess of £70 million (before discounts, benefits etc.) in Council Tax and over £20 million in business rates.

· Maintains accurate and up to date database of all domestic and business properties in East Devon recording names of liable taxpayers/ratepayers, together with bands and business rateable values as notified by the Valuation Office Agency (VOA).  Exchanging information with the VOA on all valuation matters in accordance with the Service Level Agreement.

· Maintains an accurate and up to date record of charges levied to, and monies levied from, Council Tax and Business Rate payers.

· Deals with claims from Business Rate payers for small business rate relief, mandatory and discretionary rate relief.
· Deals with applications for Council Tax discounts/exemptions and undertaking reviews to ensure that qualifying data is still valid.
· Assessment and payment of claims for housing and council tax benefit (including discretionary housing payments)
· 4,279 new claims processed.

· 11,274 change of circumstances processed.

· Caseload – 2,478 Rent Rebates, 2,540 Rent Allowances, 7,399 Council Tax Benefits (4,463 also receiving housing benefit).
· Submit appeals to Tribunal.
· Promotes the take up of benefit.
· Prevention, detection, investigation and prosecution of housing benefit fraud.
· Administration and recovery of overpaid housing benefit payments.

· Financial Services which provides a: 
· Accountancy Service which:

( Produces the Council’s audited accounts, and other financial statements/publications, within statutory guidelines and time scales.

( Assists Managers in preparing, monitoring and reporting budget performance

( Assists the Corporate Director – Economy to ensure the Council manages its finances  

appropriately and provides information on legislative or other changes effecting the finances of the Council.

( Provides help and assistance to both internal and external customers relating to financial 

matters, including VAT matters and insurance issues. 

( Administers and pays a number of grants, including the concessionary fare scheme, parish  

precepts, etc.

( Provides Treasury Management – Investments & Banking etc.

( Provides medium/long term financial planning and Capital Strategy.

( Provides representation/advice on all project teams including new IT system acquisitions, Leisure Trust and Housing Stock Option Appraisal.

· Income &  Payments Function which:

· Process and pays all the Council’s payments – over 60,000 invoices totalling £32 million.

· Makes payments electronically and by cheque, also offering urgent payment facility.

· Administers the Construction Industry Tax.

· Provides help and assistance to both internal and external customers relating to Invoice

payments.
· Collects all sundry debts for the Council -15,000 Debtors issued totalling £4 .5 million.

· Provides help and assistance to both internal and external customers relating to Debtor accounts.
· Processes all payments received for the Council – Receipts totalling over £20 million.

· Provides help and assistance to both internal and external customers relating to income received.

· Provides “back office” support for penalty car park ticket enquiries and administers the dispatch of approaching 5,000 car park permits per annum.



	

	3. Main customers, stakeholders and partners

	Customers:

· Every household in the District that receives a Council Tax Demand.

· Every Business in the District that receives a Rate Demand

· Any resident in receipt/or possibly eligible of Housing Benefit assistance.

· Housing Associations and private Landlords.

· Any organisation, body or member of the public interested in the finances of the Council.

· Business, organisations and individuals whom receive payment from the Council for goods or services supplied.

· Business, organisations and individuals whom send money to the Council.

· Business, organisation and individuals who owe money to the Council.
· The service also has internal customers within the Council.

Stakeholders:

· Members of the Council

· Staff

Partners:

· Contractors employed by the Council.

· The Government and it’s agencies.
· Devon County Council and the 68 Parish and Town Councils in the District.

· CAB

· Housing Corporation and Registered Social Landlords working in East Devon




	4. Key strategies for this service

	· Medium Term Financial Plan

· Capital Strategy

· Performance Standards

· Fraud Strategy

· Benefit Take Up Strategy
· Revenues  & Benefits Customer Service Strategy


	5. Resources

	Employees:  86 (head count) 
Type
Full-Time

Part-Time

FTE

Permanent:

Fixed-Term:

Casual/Temporary:

Total:

Buildings:
· Based in the Knowle and Exmouth Town Hall
Plant/Equipment:
· The majority of this service is office based with the type of assets you would expect i.e. equipment, I.T hardware and software, photocopiers, etc.
· Housing Benefits  -  5 vans
Financial:
For details of the financial resources invested in the service, please refer to the draft Revenue and Capital Estimates 2006/07 booklet that accompanies this Service Plan.



	6. Key strengths

	· Good relationship and respect from external partners, auditors, peer groups, agencies, landlords, etc.
· Good Annual Management letter from the audit commission covering areas of final accounts and financial administration.

· Training and procedures within Revenues and Benefits with good performance monitoring and feedback.

· Clear Statement of Accounts with no errors raised by the Audit Commission.
· Willingness and determination to offer best possible service within tight resources.

· Staffing structures and working practices introduced in October 2005, introduced following best practice, have been met by individuals’ with “courage and gusto” and this has been a key strength of the service.


	PART B:  2005/06 PERFORMANCE


	7. Performance indicators – current and past performance

	
	Actual 2004/05
	Target 2005/06
	Actual 2005/06


	National Performance Indicators

	Revenues & Benefits
	
	
	

	Percentage of Council Tax collected
	97.40%
	97.90%
	

	The percentage of non-domestic rates due for the financial year which were received by the Authority
	98.90%
	99.00%
	

	Housing Benefit Security:    (per 1000 claimants)
	
	
	

	1. No. of claimants visited
	197
	215
	

	2. No. of fraud investigations
	0.25
	0.25
	

	3. No. of fraud investigators
	25
	37
	

	4. No. of prosecutions and sanctions
	1
	2
	

	Speed of processing:

average time for processing new claims (days)
	57
	35
	

	Speed of processing:

average time for processing notifications of changes of circumstance (days)
	24
	15
	

	Accuracy of processing:

percentage of cases for which the calculation of the amount of benefit due was correct on the basis of the information available for the decisions for a sample of cases checked post-determination
	90.7%
	96%
	

	H.B overpayments recovered during the period as a % of the total amount of HB overpayment debt outstanding at the start of the period plus amount of HB overpayments identified during the period. 
	New Indicator
	50%
	

	HB overpayments written off during the period as a % of the total amount of HB overpayment debt outstanding at the start of the period, plus amount of HB overpayments identified during the period.
	New Indicator
	5%
	

	% of HB recoverable overpayments that were recovered in the year as a percentage of overpayments identified in period.
	62%
	65%
	

	FINANCIAL SERVICES
	
	
	

	The percentage of invoices for commercial goods and services which were paid by the authority within 30 days of such invoices being received by the authority.
	93.50%
	100%
	

	Local Performance Indicators
	
	
	

	REVENUES & BENEFITS
	
	
	

	Percentage of net annual bills sent at least 14 days prior to 1st April
	100%
	100%
	

	Telephone enquiries - percentage of calls answered within 5 rings
	   Not available
	97%
	

	Enquiry offices - see members of the public within 15 minutes (benefit surgeries, Knowle of Exmouth Town Hall)
	99.25%
	99%
	

	Appointments - allocate appointments within 14 days of request
	100%
	100%
	

	Correspondence: respond to correspondence within 14 days of receipt
	67.75
	85
	


	8. Key achievements in 2005/06

	· Implementation of a new staffing structure to form a combined Revenues & Benefits service creating a customer service team.  Changes to benefit processing methods and front office, back office working.  Details contained in Executive Board Agenda 17/1/05.  Excellent feedback on customer service and key performance indicator improvement.  This has also improved welfare signposting for our customers. 
· Legislative requirements to produce Authority’s Accounts in a shortened timescale were met with a clear qualification.

· Continuing work on the Medium Term Financial Plan with the continued objective of producing a balanced budget for 2006/07 onwards.

· New Financial Management System implemented with monthly monitoring reports produced and all appropriate officers trained.

· Financial management training delivered to managers as part of the Core Management Development programme with excellent feedback received. 

· Business Rates revaluation implemented successfully in 2005 with 5,172 assessments on the 2005 Rating list.   

· Introduction of Small Business Rate Relief in 2005 with currently 1,824 accounts with the relief applying.
· Key financial assistance given to the Housing Stock Option Appraisal without the need of significant costly input from consultants as was found to be the norm at many authorities.  The financial input required in advice given in forming a Leisure Trust.

· Completion of the Performance Standards on Housing Benefits with an action plan produced for those areas that need addressing. 
· Council Tax discounts and reviews have now been completed, from a position of a backlog due to resources being used to implement the new computer system.

· The new Revenues and Benefits System is now bedded down and integrity issues of the database from system conversion have been addressed. 

· Ambitious targets for improved Council Tax recovery have been achieved.

· The insurance function has been developed and become proactive since transferring to financial services with extremely positive feedback from managers.  Measures have been introduced to reduce future insurance claims on the Council.



	9. Customer satisfaction in 2005/06

	· There will be benefits survey in 2006/07.
· Financial Services survey was undertaken in October 2005 the results are being analysised.


	10. Performance review for 2005/06

	Good progress has been made when measuring the actions and outcomes that were planned for 2005/06 against what was actually achieved.

A new manager for the combined service of Revenues and Benefits joined us in August 2005 and we implemented the remaining staffing structure changes in October 2005 which was agreed by the Executive Board in February 2005.  There will be a period of bedding in the changes and by the end of 2005/06 key performance indicators are expected to show improvement.

Council Tax Recovery continues to improve in 2005/06 and we are projected to meet our ambitious target in the current year of a 97.9% recovery rate, putting us nearer to the top quartile of performance.  Business Rate recovery also continues to perform high, with a target of 99% this year.

Although key performance indicators on Housing Benefit have improved over recent years, and if good performance is managed in the remaining part the year we will meet our targets, a stepped improvement is required to move us towards the top quartile.  It is anticipated that the changes made will inevitably reach this objective but it will take time.

Financial services continue to benchmark well in terms of the cost of service provided and continue to meet the many increased requirements it faces, however it is recognised that the service is extremely stretched and work is only being achieved through constant additional hours worked by members of the team and the need on occasions to sacrifice quality.  A revised staffing structure is currently being considered on how best to address this issue.   



	PART C:  PLANS FOR 2006/09


	11. Key issues to be faced and/or options for change in 2006/09

	· For Revenues and Benefits it is ensuring that the staff restructures proves successful in improving service delivery for our customers, in particular an improved performance in the key performance indicators.

· Development and training within Revenues and Benefits to ensure an excellent first point of contact for customer and to improve benefit assessment performance.
· Legislative requirements to produce Authority’s Accounts continue to be shortened and will become harder to meet.

· Implementation and changes required to achieve the action plan under the Use of Resources Key Lines of Enquiry.   
· Housing Benefit Reforms 2006

· Meeting the requirements on Housing Benefits Performance Standards.
· Recommend and implement changes to the structure of Financial Services. 
· Continuing work on producing balanced budgets for the future. 


	12. Service improvements planned for 2006/09

	

	Improvements
	Start Date
	End Date
	Lead Officer
	Link to Corporate Priorities and/or key Strategies for this Service

	SOA to be produced I month earlier
	April
2005
	June 2005
	FSM
	Legislative requirement and link to continuous improvement outcome

	Obtain level 3 under the Housing Benefits Performance Standards
	April
2005
	March
2007
	R&BM
	Included in CPA assessment and link to continuous improvement outcome

	Further development and training of Revenues and Benefits staff
	October
2005
	Sept
2005
	R&BM
	Continuous improvement outcome


	13. Contributions to key corporate improvements planned for 2006/09

	

	Improvements
	Start Date
	End Date
	Lead Officer

	The main corporate improvements the service will introduce in 2006/09 as part of its contribution to the Corporate Strategy are:
· An increase in the number of over 60’s taking up the benefits they are entitled to (achieving more than the 2005 take up campaign of £865,847 additional entitlement)
· Improve the performance of Council Tax Collection to top 25% by March 2007 and the performance of the Benefits Service to top 25% by March 2008.

· Our financial reporting arrangements comply with statutory and professional reporting standards and promote external accountability.

Measure: Level 3 of the Use of Resources CPA assessment
· Manage our finances and assets to achieve efficiency savings and meet our strategic priorities.

Measure: Level 3 of the Use of Resources CPA assessment

· Measure performance against budgets and manage spending within available resources.

Measure: Level 3 of the Use of Resources CPA assessment
· Maintain a prudent general reserve level of an advisory minimum of 7.5% and an absolute minimum of 5% of the net general fund budget.
· Maximise income potential by running all suitable services on a business model by 2010.
· Complete full implementation of the Financial Management System and Income Management System and train 100% of mangers in basic financial budgetary principles and the finance system by 2006.

	April 2005
April 2005

April 2005

Nov 2005

Nov 2005

Nov 2005

Apr 2005
Apr 2005

Apr 2005
	Dec 2006

Mar 2007

Mar 2008

Mar 2007
Mar 2007

Mar 2007

Mar 2006

Mar 2010

Mar 2006


	R&BM

R&BM

R&BM

FSM

FSM

FSM

HoS
FSM

FSM

	The main corporate improvements the service will introduce in 2006/09 as part of its contribution to Business Continuity Planning are:
· The service has considered the issues involved mainly relating to continuity of ICT systems and communications and completed assessment forms for action plans to be drawn up.

	
	
	

	The main improvements the service will introduce in 2006/09 as part of its contribution to our Customer Access Strategy and the Government’s target of e-enabling all interactions that can be are:
· Continue to train and develop the Revenues and Benefits Customer Service team to provide an excellent contact point which deals with and processes customers requirements at first point of contact.  This is linked to the planned improved performance and training in the back office to support this method of working. 

· Promotion of 24 hour automated telephone payments service for our customers and other benefits derived from the implementation of the Income management System.
· Introduction and promotion of Direct Public module of Revenues and Benefits System to give our customers 24 hour access to their own personal information.

· Introduction of paperless direct debit’s


	Oct 2005

Jan 2006

Dec 2005

Jan 2006
	Mar 2007

Mar 2007

Mar 2007

Mar 2007
	R&BM

FSM

R&BM

R&BM

	The main improvements the service will introduce in 2006/09 as part of its contribution to our Equality and Diversity Policy are:
· Will continue to ensure all appropriate officers within the service attend have attended core management development programme which includes equality and diversity training.
· Consideration to be given on the need and method of how to address benefit take up of young people (promotions currently targeted at older people – see corporate strategy improvements) and to be included in future plan if appropriate.
· Improvements planned in 24 hour access to personal information over the Web and 24 hour automated telephone payments will help to make the service more accessible.
	Ongoing

Oct 2006

Dec 2005
	Ongoing

Dec 2006

Mar 2007
	HoS

R&BM

R&BM / FSM

	


	14. Performance indicators – targets for the future

	
	Target 2006/07
	Target 2007/08
	Target 2008/09

	National Performance Indicators

	Revenues & Benefits
	
	
	

	Percentage of Council Tax collected
	
	
	

	The percentage of non-domestic rates collected
	
	
	

	Housing Benefit Security:    (per 1000 claimants)

	1. No. of claimants visited
	
	
	

	2. No. of fraud investigations
	
	
	

	3. No. of fraud investigators
	
	
	

	4. No. of prosecutions and sanctions
	
	
	

	Speed of processing:

average time for processing new claims (days)
	
	
	

	Speed of processing:

average time for processing notifications of changes of circumstance (days)
	
	
	

	Accuracy of processing:

percentage of cases for which the calculation of the amount of benefit due was correct on the basis of the information available for the decisions for a sample of cases checked post-determination
	
	
	

	H.B overpayments recovered during the period as a % of the total amount of HB overpayment debt outstanding at the start of the period plus amount of HB overpayments identified during the period. 
	
	
	

	HB overpayments written off during the period as a % of the total amount of HB overpayment debt outstanding at the start of the period, plus amount of HB overpayments identified during the period.
	
	
	

	% of HB recoverable overpayments that were recovered in the year as a percentage of overpayments identified in period.
	
	
	

	Financial Services
	
	
	

	The percentage of invoices for commercial goods and services which were paid by the authority within 30 days of such invoices being received by the authority.
	
	
	

	Local Performance Indicators

	Telephone enquiries to be answered within 5 rings – corporate standard?
	
	
	

	Enquiry offices - see customers within 10 minutes (benefit surgeries, Knowle , Exmouth Town Hall) – corporate standard?
	
	
	

	Correspondence: respond to correspondence within 14 days of receipt – corporate standard?
	
	
	

	Customers dealt with at first point of contact – corporate standard, how measured?
	
	
	

	To better the % rate of return on investments than the published  7 day rate by
	
	
	

	To increase the percentage of invoices paid electronically annually by
	
	
	

	Percentage of debts collected electronically by
	
	
	

	Cumulative arrears to be reduced by £/%
Council Tax

NNDR

Sundry Debtors

(Further analysis needs to be undertaken to determine the appropriate P.I’s)
	
	
	


	15. Resources required to implement the service plan

	Additional spending/Transfer of resources
2006/07

2007/08

2008/09

No additional resources are being requested, assistance is required from ICT to deliver some of the services improvements and these have been included within the ICT Service Plan.



	16. Efficiencies

	· It is considered that there are a number of efficiencies to be achieved through better and enhanced use of newly introduced computer systems: Revenues and Benefits, Financial Management and Income Management computer systems.  Further ICT support is required to achieve these efficiencies.  These efficiency gains will lead to a reduction in staffing costs in the future (overtime etc).
· A joint Housing Benefit Application form is being considered with other authorities.  This will give reduced printing costs and assist with joint working.
· Further promotion and use of the Devon wide procurement contracts leading to reduce costs.
· Working with the Court to obtain an increase in summons costs income to reflect the costs involved.




	17. Training and workforce planning in 2006/09

	Current Headcount:  86
Current Turnover:  9%
Projected Turnover:  9%
Absence rates:  13 days per person (this is includes cases of long term absence)
Issues associated with absence, stress and discipline within the service:
There has been a high level of absence within the Revenues and Benefits area, this is being addressed through absence management and improvements are being shown.
Continuous overtime is a common within Financial Services (Accountancy, Debtors, Creditors and Cashiers) in order to maintain the service, also annual leave has had to have been paid to ensure staff are in to deal with the workload.  Staff structures and work pressures are being considered to determine the best way of dealing with these issues.
Recruitment and Retention issues faced by the service:
Retaining qualified accountants has been identified as an issue as higher salaries can be obtained in other organisations.  A key member of our Revenues and Benefits team is due to retire and there is a need for succession planning, this has been identified and started.  Also there is an issue of coverage for key duties if staff were to leave, or be away for long periods (e.g. housing benefit overpayment recovery).
The implications of key corporate changes on the service over the next 3 years:
· The building of Cranbrook will have implications through any accountancy expertise required in the planning stages, also additional work will be involved once the new community is established in terms of an increase in volume of work for NNDR, Council Tax and Housing Benefits.

· The creation of the Leisure Trust will effect support service who provided assistance to the Leisure Trust where this is no longer required.  In terms of the Finance Service Plan this covers the area of Financial Services who provided accountancy assistance, pay their invoices and collected their debts.   This work forms a small element of individuals’ jobs that are already overstretched in meeting their workload and it is envisaged certainly at this stage that no reductions in staff can be found.  The same principle applies to the Housing Stock Option and should this move outside the Council then this will significant impact in a reduced workload for the section. 

· In terms of the Customer Contact Centre there was a strong feeling during the service planning day that we need to ensure the appropriateness and consider all the benefits and disadvantages, particularly to our customers, of including Revenues and Benefits customer services team within an overall contact centre.  It is clear through the work of the project team involved in implementing this change that these issues are to be considered.
The skills required to deliver this Service Plan over the next 3 years:
· There is a need to further develop the skills of the Revenues and Benefits Customer Service team to ensure a first point of contact service is given for enquires/changes on Council Tax and/or Housing Benefits which need significant knowledge and skills to be able to deal with the number of issues involved and process requests there and then for the customer.
· Training and development in Housing Benefit processing has been identified if the Service is to meet its Performance measures.
Does the service possess the skills to achieve what it is intending to in this Service Plan?:
· Training plans are in place for the areas identified above.
The key messages for the service, in particular the gaps identified:
· To continue with the improvements and training to reach a high performing standard that all officers are proud to be part of.
The action to be taken to address the gaps:
· As identified above to follow the training development plan for Revenues and Benefits and to consider the future structure of the Financial Services Team.




	18. Working in partnership in 2006/09

	· Council Tax and Housing Benefit take up campaign with other agencies and authorities in Devon.
· Working in partnership with other Authorities through service/professional groups to share knowledge and skills and costs were appropriate.

·  Working with the Devon Procurement Group to secure future best value procurement.

· Training partnership with Exeter City and Mid Devon, which is looking too expand to include other authorities.

· DWP with fraud initiatives.


	19. Consultation planned for 2006/09

	· Housing Benefit Satisfaction survey in 2006/07
· Customer satisfaction survey on the Revenues and Benefits Service.

· Future budget setting consultation with stakeholders/public.

· Consultation on the format and appropriateness of the Council’s Statement of Accounts for the public.
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