Calderdale Forward Delivery Group
9th September 2008 

Access to Services

Report of the Director of Community Services, CMBC

1. Background
The Audit Commission intends to undertake an inspection in the autumn of this year into the Council’s arrangements for access to its services. 

This has its roots in the Council’s 2008 Annual Audit and Inspection letter which recognised that the council has improved its focus on customer service but noted that public satisfaction remains low (at 46% this is in the bottom quartile of all councils’ performance).  

On-site fieldwork will take place Monday 24th to Friday 28th November and be undertaken by two Inspectors.

This will be preceded by a ½ day tour of the Borough on Thursday 20th November, followed by a briefing meeting in the afternoon.

A self-assessment is to be completed by 10th October, addressing the issues in the Key Lines of Enquiry and informing the Inspectors of what the council has done and what it intends to do in the future.

The Inspection will include:

· A review of the self-assessment

· Gathering views from external stakeholders

· Interviewing staff, councillors and other stakeholders

· Feeding back to the council on key issues, strengths and weaknesses.

Two judgements will be made:

· The first will assess how well the council is currently performing across four broad themes - ease of access to services; using e-government to improve access to services; reaching all parts of the community; and partnership working to provide seamless and high quality access to services;

· The second will indicate future prospects for improvement through an assessment of how good practice is being built upon and how new initiatives are addressing access to services issues.

The draft report will be issued to the council in January 2009 and the final report published in March 2009.

A Project Group has been formed within the council to coordinate both preparations for the Inspection and the formulation of a longer-term strategic approach to improving access to services. 

2. Inspection focus
Access is about focusing services to meet the needs of all sections of the community and to improve outcomes for all. An accessible and user focused organisation places the customer at the heart of service delivery; it knows what local people want and has organised itself to deliver this. 

Developing a more user-focused approach is a legislative obligation, in terms of its links to equality, diversity and human rights. Local people often find access to council services difficult and confusing and are demanding easier access, more choice and access outside of traditional core hours. 

The inspection will focus on four broad themes:

(i) Ease of Access to Services - It should be easy for customers to contact the council in a range of accessible and DDA compliant physical localities and through a range of other remote methods. Access to services should be consistent and of a high standard. Customer service levels should be consistently high and meet the expectations of all users. Access should be based on a clear understanding of customers, their needs and their access preferences.
(ii) Using E-Government to support Access to Services - Remote access to services should also be easy. The council should have used its e-government work to provide quality electronic access to services for those customers who choose to use this method. This includes a fully accessible, easy to navigate web site and appropriate arrangements for electronic transactions, electronic communication and consultation. The e-government programme should be informed by citizen/user needs and aspirations and used to increase social inclusion within the community. The organisation should ensure that these processes result in improved service delivery and demonstrable change for users.
(iii) Reaching all parts of the community - Council services, and access to those services, should be focused on the needs of the whole community, ensure equality of access and take proper account of equality and the diversity of service users. The council should have appropriate arrangements for consulting, engaging and communicating with users and non-users of services and for managing data and responding to customers to improve service quality and access. It should be using data on customers’ satisfaction and from feedback and complaints in a fair and equitable manner to improve access to services.
(iv) Partnership working - Councils should use partnership working to provide seamless and high quality access to services wherever this is possible. Services within the council and related externally provided services need to work in partnership to provide this seamless customer access experience and consistent service outcomes. 
3. Role of the Delivery Group

This report aims to raise awareness of the impending Access to Services inspection and the fact that the inspectors will be seeking to gather views from external stakeholders.  The precise on-site arrangements are being finalised and should be known by the end of this month. From the experience of other authorities it is likely that a focus group will be held for stakeholders and there is the possibility that individual interviews may be sought with key partners.
In the meantime, the Delivery Group can help in two specific ways:

(i) By members agreeing to comment on the draft self-assessment (which will be circulated week beginning 22/09/08) and, given the timescale for formal submission, to provide feedback by 1st October.

(ii)  By identifying evidence of good practice given the inspection focus on partnership working to provide seamless and easily accessible services and the Delivery Group’s role in promoting collaborative working towards shared goals. Again, due to the short timescale, it would be useful if the PCT, Police and Pennine Housing in particular would undertake to provide information before 19th September so that it can be referenced in the draft self-assessment.
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