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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The purpose of this report is to share the Public Services Ombudsman for Wales
(PSOW) Annual Letter 2019-20 for Flintshire County Council. The report provides
an overview of the annual performance of the Council in relation to complaints
investigated by the Ombudsman including the high number of cases closed as a
consequence of the Council supporting the Ombudsman’s office with their initial
enquiries, and the low number of reports issued.

The report also provides an overview of complaints received by each portfolio of
the Council between 1 April — 30 September 2020 and the positive complaint
resolution times despite the challenging situation faced by services in response to
Covid-19. The report demonstrates portfolios are managing complaints well with a
greater awareness of complaints, guidance and management of cases.

RECOMMENDATIONS

1 That the Committee notes the annual performance of the Council in
respect of complaints made to the Public Services Ombudsman for Wales
(2019-20) and local complaints made against services in the first half of
2020-21.

2 That the Committee supports the actions in paragraph 1.08 to improve
complaints handling across the Council.

3 That the Committee supports the actions in paragraph 1.09 to review the
Council’s complaints policy by 31 March, 2021.




REPORT DETAILS

1.00

THE PUBLIC SERVICES OMBUDSMAN FOR WALES ANNUAL LETTER
2019-20

1.01

The Public Services Ombudsman for Wales (“Ombudsman”) published his
Annual Letter on performance as part of his Annual Report and Accounts in
September 2020.

1.02

The number of complaints received by the Ombudsman about Local
Authorities across Wales decreased by 2.4% in 2019-20. The Ombudsman
had to intervene (uphold, settle or resolve early) in a smaller proportion of
the cases closed: 13% compared to 15% in 2018-19. This provides
complainants with appropriate and timely remedies avoiding the need for
the Ombudsman to fully investigate complaints.

1.03

Appendix 1 is a full copy of the Annual Letter detailing the Council’s
performance and comparative data. The following paragraphs provide a
summary of performance and additional context in response to the findings.

Section A - 61 complaints were made against the Council in 2019-20 which
is an increase of 11 on the previous year and higher than the Welsh
average of 40. However, a high percentage of complaints (80%) were
premature, out of jurisdiction or closed after initial consideration by the
Ombudsman. The Council actively promote the role of the Ombudsman in
accordance with its complaints policy and to provide independent scrutiny
when complainants are dissatisfied.

Section B — Planning received the highest volume of complaints (14) in
2019-20 accounting for 22.95% of all cases against the Council. However,
it should be noted that the number of complaints reduced from 18 to 14
compared to 2018-19.

Section C — of the complaints that were received against the Council:

e 54% of complaints were premature meaning complainants had not
exhausted the Council’s complaints procedure before approaching
the Ombudsman or out of jurisdiction;

e 26% of complaints were closed after initial consideration;

e 8% of complaints were resolved through early resolution which
means the Council agreed to take certain steps locally to avoid
investigation;

e 2 reports were issued with upheld in whole or in part decisions

compared to 5 the previous year;

1 public interest report was issued.

Section D — the number of complaints that required intervention by the
Ombudsman reduced by 50% in 2019-20. The number fell from 16 to 8
compared to 2018-19 and is aligned to the Welsh average.

Section E — there were two complaints made to the Ombudsman in respect
of Member Code of Conduct. One was closed after initial consideration and
the other was referred to Adjudication Panel.




Section F — 14 complaints were made against Town and Community
Councils which is a reduction on the previous year (18 in 2018-19).

1.04

The Public Services Ombudsman (Wales) Act 2019

The Public Services Ombudsman (Wales) Act 2019 achieved Royal Assent
in July 2019 which means Wales is the first Ombudsman’s office in the UK
to have full and operational powers to drive systemic improvement of public
services through investigations on our ‘own initiative’ and the Complaints
Standards role.

1.05

During 2019-20, the Council engaged positively with the new Complaints
Standards powers by submitting data to the Complaints Standards Authority
(CSA) about the complaints handled by the Council. This will help us to
learn more about the complaints landscape in Wales and drive improvement
in public services for citizens in Wales. The data submitted by Local
Authorities in Wales shows:

e Over 13,000 complaints were recorded by Local Authorities in 2019-20;
e Nearly half (42%) of those complaints were upheld in full or in part;

e About 80% (79.51%) were investigated within 20 working days;

e About 7% (6.91%) of all complaints ended up being referred to PSOW.

1.06

Improving complaints handling

The Ombudsman has highlighted that complaints handling remains one of
the main subjects of complaints to his office (9% of complaints in 2019-20).
The Council completed a number of actions in 2019-20 to improve
complaints handling but others were postponed due to the Coronavirus
pandemic and reprioritisation of resources.

1.07

The following actions were completed in 2019-20 to improve complaints
handling:

e Introduction of house-style letters and improved guidance for
employees;

e Targeted training sessions with Planning officers to learn lessons
from Ombudsman decisions in 2018-19 including:

Validation training

Report writing guidance

Sign off guidance

Delegated or Committee report

Enforcement training for officers and Members

¢ New protocol for allocating and escalating planning complaints

e Working with Councils from across Wales and the Ombudsman to
collectively record complaints data which may be used to drive
improvement in public services for citizens in Wales.

1.08

The following actions will be taken forward in 2020-21 to further improve
complaints handling:

e Training of key officers by the Customer Standards Authority in
January 2021 to support and enhance complaint handling throughout




the Council by considering best practice from multiple sectors from
around the world;

e A programme of workforce training delivered by the Corporate
Training Unit to support all officers across the organisation to
effectively handle complaints;

e Training for Town and Community Councils to promote awareness
and the importance of the Code of Conduct where there is evidence
of conflict between its members to help reset the boundaries of
behaviour for its Members.

1.09

Complaints policy

The Council’s policy for dealing with complaints was introduced in 2012. A
review is required in response to the Customer Standards Authority model
to provide basic standards, a common language and a set of principles to
underpin how complaints are handled throughout public services in Wales.
The review will include:

e A review of practices and procedures to ensure they comply with the
model for public services in Wales;
e Areview of the system used to record complaints to ensure it is
appropriate;
¢ Implementation of a new policy by the end of 2020-21 to comply with
Section 38 of The Public Services Ombudsman (Wales) Act 2019;
e Promotion of new the new policy to reduce the number of premature
complaints to the Ombudsman.

1.10

Flintshire County Council Complaints 2020-21

1.1

Over the last 12 months all portfolios of the Council have been working to
improve case work performance; Business Managers have helped raise
awareness of standards and share performance data effectively to drive
improvements. The Council received 323 complaints in the first half of
2020, of which, 74% were considered within 10 working days. Although this
is a small drop in performance compared to the same period in 2019 (78%),
performance is good considering services are working in extremely
challenging times in response to Covid 19.

1.12

During the first half of 2020 complainants were actively informed that
complaints may take longer to investigate. This proactive approach helped
explain that resources were being prioritised for the most critical services
and consequently may impact our ability to respond to complaints within our
usual timescales. We were also able to explain that capacity within
services is likely to be impacted by Covid-19 because officers may not be
able to speak to colleagues, access files and other resources to fully
investigate complaints within published timescale. This informative
approach was also taken by other local authorities and the Ombudsman.




1.13 | The charts below illustrate the overall number of complaints received in the
first half of the year and the distribution of complaints by portfolio:
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1.14 | The highest volume of complaints were received in July, those areas
providing frontline services such as housing and waste services received
the most complaints.

1.15 | In July there was a spike in complaints as services started to resume and

customer behaviour and expectations changed. 65% of the overall
complaints in July were against Streetscene & Transportation with 91% of
those relating to waste and recycling. Whilst Chart 3 illustrates the main
issue of concern is missed collections, 29 complaints were made in July




which is relatively low when considering the thousands of properties visited
each month.
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1.16

The Council aims to response to complaints within 10 working days. The
table below provides data on the number of complaints received between 1
April — 30 September 2020 and the overall percentage answered within
target:

Chat 4
Portfolio Apr-20| May-20| Jun-20 Jul-20| Aug-20 Sep-20
Chief Executive's 0 0 0 1 0 1
Education & Youth 0 0 0 0 0 1
Governance 1 3 2 1 1 3
Housing & Assets 10 4 5 15 12 14
Planning, Environment & Economy 4 3 9 7 11 9
Social Services 0 0 0 4 0 4
Streetscene & Transportation 29 24 41 53 28 23
Total Number of Complaints 44 34 57 81 52 55
% Closed Within Target 86% 88% 67%| 78% 79% 85%
Chart 5
Portfolio Number of % of % Within
Complaints Complaints Target
Chief Executive's 2 0.62% 50%
Education & Youth 1 0.31% 0%
Governance 11 3.41% 100%
Housing & Assets 60 18.58% 80%
Planning, Environment & Economy 43 13.31% 70%
Social Services 8 2.48% 75%
Streetscene & Transportation 198 61.30% 81%




1.17

The chart below illustrates the average time taken to respond to complaints
in the last six months:

Chart 6
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1.18

Appendix 2 provides an illustration of what people complained about, and
the outcome reached by portfolio. Additionally, the Chief Executive’s office
received two complaints (one was not upheld); Education & Youth received
one complaint that was not upheld; Social Services have a statutory
procedure for managing complaints which are reported separately.

1.19

Performance across portfolios remains under regular review and actions
previously agreed, and supported by Elected Members remain in place i.e.:

e Designated points of contact across portfolios for escalating issues;

e Sharing monthly performance data;

e High volume portfolio management teams regularly reviewing their
performance;

e Staff guidance defining requests for service and complaints;

e Guide to Good Complaints Handling available on InfoNet.

1.20

Conclusion and priorities

The Council will continue to engage positively with the Ombudsman and the
new Complaints Standards Authority to learn more about the complaints
landscape in Wales to help us drive improvement in services. Locally we
are committed to:

e Participating in training of key officers by the Customer Standards
Authority in January 2021 to support and enhance complaint
handling throughout the Council by considering best practice from
multiple sectors from around the world;

e A programme of workforce training delivered by the Corporate
Training Unit to support all officers across the organisation to
effectively handle complaints;

e Training for Town and Community Councils to promote awareness
and the importance of the Code of Conduct where there is evidence




of conflict between its members to help reset the boundaries of
behaviour for its Members;
e A review of practices and procedures to ensure they comply with the
model for public services in Wales;
e A review of the system used to record complaints to ensure it is
appropriate;
e Implementation of a new policy by the end of 2020-21 to comply with
Section 38 of The Public Services Ombudsman (Wales) Act 2019;
e Promotion of new the new policy to reduce the number of premature
complaints to the Ombudsman.

2.00 | RESOURCE IMPLICATIONS

2.01 | None.

3.00 | IMPACT ASSESSMENT AND RISK MANAGEMENT

3.01 | This report provides details of the annual performance of the Council in
relation to complaints. At this point there are no proposed change or
actions and as such no impact or risks have been identified.

4.00 | CONSULTATIONS REQUIRED/CARRIED OUT

4.01 | A copy of the Annual Letter is published on the Ombudsman’s website.

5.00 | APPENDICES

5.01 | Appendix 1 — Annual Letter 2019-20
Appendix 2 — Flintshire County Council complaint categories by portfolio.

6.00 | LIST OF ACCESSIBLE BACKGROUND DOCUMENTS

6.01 | None

7.00 | CONTACT OFFICER DETAILS

7.01 | Contact Officer: Rebecca Jones, Customer Contact Service Manager

Telephone: 01352 702413
E-mail: rebecca.jones@flintshire.gov.uk
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8.00

GLOSSARY OF TERMS

Public Services Ombudsman for Wales — investigates complaints
against public service providers in Wales where people believe they have
suffered an injustice through maladministration on the part of the public
service provider e.g. a local authority.

Own Initiative Investigations — enables the Public Services Ombudsman
for Wales to commence an investigation where there is sufficient evidence
to demonstrate the need to begin an investigation.

Complaints Standards Authority — a newly formed team within the Public
Services Ombudsman for Wales’ office focused on ensuring the procedures
to complain to public service providers in Wales are complainant focused,
simple, fair and objective, timely and effective, accountable and committed
to continuous improvement.




