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AUDIT & GOVERNANCE COMMITTEE
27 September 2012

Report of the Solicitor to the Council and Monitoring Officer

LOCAL GOVERNMENT OMBUDSMAN’S ANNUAL REVIEW and REPORT
201112

Purpose

To advise the Committee of the views of the Local Government Ombudsman
in relation to complaints against the Borough Council and provide an
opportunity for members of the Committee to raise any issues they consider
appropriate and consider the effectiveness of investigations relating to
Tamworth Borough Council.

Recommendation

That the Committee endorse
1. the Annual Review Letter as attached at Appendix 1 and

2. the Annual Report as attached at Appendix 2.
Executive Summary

The Committee’s Terms of Reference include an overview of the regulatory
framework within which the authority works and includes a role of
monitoring the effectiveness of Local Government Ombudsmen (LGO)
investigations. As the operation of the LGO forms part of this regulatory
framework the Committee is provided with the LGO annual review for
consideration.

The LGO distribute annual review letters to all councils regarding their
performance in dealing with complaints made about them to the Ombudsman.
The aim is to provide councils with information to help them improve
complaint handling, and improve services more generally, for the benefit of
the public. The letters also include a summary of statistics relating to the
complaints received by the LGO and dealt with against each council.

The LGO has the power to investigate:

complaints by members of the public who consider that they have been
caused injustice by maladministration or service failure in connection with
action taken by the Council and certain other bodies in the exercise of its
administrative functions,

complaints by members of the public who consider they have sustained
injustice during the course of privately arranged or funded adult social care,
and
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complaints from pupils (or their parents) of injustice in consequence of an
act/omission of a head teacher or governing body of a maintained school.

On the whole most complaints about the Borough Council matters relate to
housing and planning issues.

Whilst the Ombudsman can investigate complaints about how the Council has
done something, it cannot question what a Council has done simply because
someone does not agree with it.

A complainant must give the Council an opportunity to deal with a Complaint
against it first. It is best to use the Council's own complaints procedure,
in the first instance. Although in practice that is not always the route taken by
a complainant. If a complainant is not satisfied with the action the
Council takes he or she can send a written complaint to the Local
Government Ombudsman, or ask a Councillor to do so on their behalf.

The objective of the Ombudsmen is to secure, where appropriate, satisfactory
redress for complainants and better administration for the authorities. Since

1989, the Ombudsmen have had power to issue advice on good
administrative practice in local government based on experience derived from
their investigations.

The LGO provide each local authority with an annual review of the authority’s
performance in dealing with complaints against it which were referred to the
relevant Ombudsman, so that the authority can learn from its own
performance compared to other authorities.

This report advises the Committee of the Ombudsman’s Annual Review
and seeks the views of the Committee on any issues this may raise for
further consideration.

Implications of this report
There are no direct financial/staffing implications or direct implications in

relation to community/performance planning, sustainable development,
community safety, equal opportunities or human rights arising from this report.

Report Author
Jane M Hackett - Solicitor to the Council and Monitoring Officer
jane-hackett@tamworth.gov.uk Tel; 01827 709258

List of Background papers
Local Government Act 1974 as amended

Appendices

Appendix | - Local Government Ombudsman Annual Review Letter 2012
Appendix 2 - Local Government Ombudsman Annual Report 2012
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APPENDIX 1

Local Government Ombudsman Annual Review Letter 2012

22 June 2012

By email

Mr A Godwin
Chief Executive
Tamworth Borough Council

Dear Mr Godwin
Annual Review Letter

I am writing with our annual summary of statistics on the complaints made to me
about your authority for the year ended 31 March 2012. I hope the information set out
in the enclosed tables will be useful to you.

The statistics include the number of enquiries and complaints received by our Advice
Team, the number forwarded by the Advice Team to my office, and decisions made
on complaints about your authority. The decision descriptions have been changed to
more closely follow the wording in our legislation and to give greater precision. Our
guidance on statistics provides further explanation (see our website).

The statistics also show the time taken by your authority to respond to written
enquiries.

I am pleased to say that I have no concerns about your authority’s response times and
there are no issues arising from the complaints that I want to bring to your attention.

Changes to our role

I am also pleased to have this opportunity to update you on changes to our role. Since
April 2010 we have been exercising jurisdiction over the internal management of
schools on a pilot basis in 14 local authority areas. This was repealed in the Education
Act 2011 and the power restored to the Secretary of State for Education. During the
short period of the pilot we believe we have had a positive impact on the way in
which schools handle complaints. This was endorsed by independent research
commissioned by the Department for Education which is available on their website.
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Our jurisdiction will end in July 2012 and all complaints about internal school matters
will be completed by 31 January 2013.

From April 2013, as a result of the Localism Act 2011, local authority tenants will
take complaints about their landlord to the Independent Housing Ombudsman (IHO).
We are working with the IHO to ensure a smooth transition that will include
information for local authority officers and members.

Supporting good local public administration

We launched a new series of Focus reports during 2011/12 to develop our role in
supporting good local public administration and service improvement. They draw on
the learning arising from our casework in specific service areas. Subjects have
included school admissions, children out of school, homelessness and use of
bankruptcy powers. The reports describe good practice and highlight what can go
wrong and the injustice caused. They also make recommendations on priority areas
for improvement.

We were pleased that a survey of local government revenue officers provided positive
feedback on the bankruptcy focus report. Some 85% said they found it useful.

In July 2011, we also published a report with the Centre for Public Scrutiny about
how complaints can feed into local authority scrutiny and business planning
arrangements.

We support local complaint resolution as the most speedy route to remedy. Our
training programme on effective complaint handling is an important part of our work
in this area. In 2011/12 we delivered 76 courses to councils, reaching 1,230 individual
learners.

We have developed our course evaluation to measure the impact of our training more
effectively. It has shown that 87% of learners gained new skills and knowledge to
help them improve complaint-handling practice, 83% made changes to complaint-
handling practice after training, and 73% said the improvements they made resulted in
greater efficiency.

Further details of publications and training opportunities are on our website.
Publishing decisions

Following consultation with councils, we are planning to launch an open publication
scheme during the next year where we will be publishing on our website the final
decision statements on all complaints. Making more information publicly available
will increase our openness and transparency, and enhance our accountability.

Our aim is to provide a comprehensive picture of complaint decisions and reasons for

councils and the public. This will help inform citizens about local services and create
a new source of information on maladministration, service failure and injustice.
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We will publish a copy of this annual review with those of all other English local
authorities on our website on 12 July 2012. This will be the same day as publication
of our Annual Report 2011/12 where you will find further information about our
work.

We always welcome feedback from councils and would be pleased to receive your
views. If it would be helpful, I should be pleased to arrange a meeting for myself or a
senior manager to discuss our work in more detail.

Yours sincerely

~

Aain -

Dr Jane Martin
Local Government Ombudsman
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