
Report to the Council 
 
 
Committee:  Cabinet     
 
Date:    16 December 2021  
 
Subject:   Customer and Partnerships Portfolio 
 
Portfolio Holder:  Councillor S Kane 
 
 
Recommending: 
 
That the report of the Customer and Partnerships Portfolio Holder be noted. 
 
 

1 Revenues and Benefits 
 

 The Revenues & Benefits team continue to provide a daily frontline presence 
at the Civic Offices, as they have done since re-opening in June of this year. 
In addition, the team provide expert advice as part of the work being carried 
out by the Community Hub. 

 

 The Revs & Bens team continue to process and support local businesses 
through the limited grants currently being made available by Central 
Government and the County council. Further information on all business 
support schemes, as well as the application forms, is available on the council 
website. 
 

 The Revs & Bens team continue to provide support for families through the 
Government’s Test & Trace Support Payment scheme, which has now been 
in place since October last year. In addition, the team also administers the 
County council scheme, which is less prescriptive than that of Central 
Government. We received a total of 1978 applications for support under the 
Government’s Test & Trace Support Scheme, between the dates of 
16/10/2020 and 25/11/2021. For those that satisfied the eligibility criteria, we 
paid 336 cases through the Government’s funded scheme and a further 479 
through the Essex County Council funded scheme; a total of 815 cases, 
amounting to £407,500. The primary reason for ineligibility is due to the fact 
that applicants have been unable to provide evidence of the loss of income as 
a direct result of either having contracted Covid-19 or being required to self-
isolate. Further information on these schemes, as well as the application 
forms, is available on the council website.  
 

 Housing Benefit and Local Council Tax Support caseload numbers continue 
to remain stable, despite the ending of the Government’s Furlough Scheme, 
which came to an end 30 September 2021. 

 

 During November the Revs & Bens team have gone live with the first phase 
of DWP’s Atlas Automation for Benefits. The System Admin team will 
download files from the DWP of changes to customers benefits, uploading 
them directly to the Academy Benefits system to recalculate Housing Benefit 
and, or Local Council Tax Support within a set of parameters; the system will 



automatically make any adjustments to the entitlement and produce 
notification letters for customers. Parallel testing has shown that this will drive 
up end-to-end automation of DWP Atlas records from the current level of 27% 
to around 70%. This will create efficiencies within the service, including; 
freeing up officer’s time to concentrate on other work; improve statistics for 
Government Returns, more timely billing and, more importantly, will provide a 
quicker, more efficient service to our customers. 
 

 By the end of November, the Revs & Bens team will carry out the first fully 
automated file transfer of change notifications from Universal Credit to the 
council’s Benefit system, using Universal Credit Data Share (UCDS) files. 
Based on the team’s parallel testing, a level of over 50% automation has 
been achieved. We intend to look at further automation in the second phase, 
which will be in Q1 of 2022-23. 

 

 The Revs & Bens team have automated the delivery of emails, sent to 
Corporate Debt Recovery, directly into the workflow information system. 
Previously, this involved a member of staff monitoring the Recovery mailbox 
and manually moving emails from one system to the other.  

 
 

2 Customer Services 
 

 The new branding for the Civic Hub will be installed early December, as a 
reminder the branding will guide our visitors to the four customer areas which 
are namely, the Community Hub, the Payment Kiosks, the Customer Lounge 
(waiting area/informal meetings) and the Customer Terminals. Visits to the 
Civic Hub remain mainly for face to face meetings with Housing and Revenue 
& Benefits.  

 
Community Hub Launch 
 

 The Hub now has 15 different organisations (including Epping Forest District 
Council) offering their support and advice.  Since opening in September, the 
hub has welcomed two new partner organisations.  Employ-Ability who 
provide a number of services to help people with mental health issues find 
and maintain employment.  Papworth Trust supporting those furthest from the 
employment market to gain employability skills including job searching, 
employment and education and training.  The hub has received great 
feedback and helped many people with various issues.  Two examples of 
which are given below. 

 

 The EFDC Homeless team and Peabody worked together to help a man who 
came to the hub having left prison with nowhere to go, and no support to 
access. Both teams were able to get him accommodation and the support he 
needed to get back on his feet.  

 

 A local resident had heard about the hub via Epping Forest Foodbank and 
upon seeing a homeless person with mental health challenges in need, 
brought them to the hub for help. Within 30 minutes, thanks to the quick 
teamwork between EFDC homeless team and CHESS, this customer had 
been helped with any relevant paperwork and had appointments to view 
accommodation and get financial support. 

 



 
 A single father of 5 children had visited the hub after having tried to get 

support for nearly a month from different places. He wanted information about 
childcare vouchers and to get advice on issues with his benefits.  At the time 
of his visit, there was no Department of Work and Pensions (DWP) partner on 
site; but, a team member from Family Solutions was able to contact a DWP 
colleague and together they helped the gentleman without having to ask him 
to return at a different time or day. He was reassured that if he had any other 
problems to come back at any point and someone would be able to help him 
further. 

 

 Over September and October, we had a total of seventy-one visitors using the 
Hub partner services.  Those receiving the highest number of visitors were 
Citizens Advice (12), DWP (11) and EFDC Homeless (11).  To find out when 
each organisation is at the hub visit: 
https://www.eppingforestdc.gov.uk/community/epping-community-hub/ 

  
Customer Contact Centre  
 

 Our Team Manager vacancy has now been filled.  Lisa Bannister-Wood 
joined us on the 8th November, and she will be managing half the contact 
centre as well as Members and Digital Inclusion.  Lisa has a very strong 
background in contact centres as well as service improvements.  In addition, 
to alleviate the pressure of the Contact Centre Officers covering reception 
dues we have appointed a temporary receptionist for the Welcome Lounge.  

 

 Our overall service continues to be impacted by resourcing challenges due to 
long-term sickness, short term sickness and annual leave.  Colleagues are 
being supported in line with our absence management process. As previously 
advised, to align with our corporate reporting process, KPI’s are reported to 
Stronger Council in line with quarterly timelines.  

 
Cash Payments 
 

 Following a high in June not long after reopening, cash usage at the Debden 
Cash Office has dropped 15% for Aug-Oct when compared to the previous 3 
months but remains consistent across the current 3 month period, serving on 
average about 274 unique cash customers per month.  A similar pattern was 
seen at Waltham Abbey Library kiosk with a slight high in June followed by a 
smaller drop of 5% and stabilisation over the last 3 months and 117 unique 
cash users per month on average.  Having not reopened until mid-July, the 
kiosks at Epping are seeing month on month increased usage of about 40%, 
currently serving on average 72 unique cash users per month though this is 
increasing. 

 

https://www.eppingforestdc.gov.uk/community/epping-community-hub/


 
 

 Due to work involved with the implementation of our new cash collection 
provider the report on options for our cash paying customers has been 
delayed.  A meeting is planned for December to finalise the content and the 
report should be published early in the New Year.   

 
Customer Strategy Update  
 
‘In Your Shoes’ customer service behavioural training 
 

 Approximately 120 colleagues attended these training seminars.  The key 
skills will be launched to all colleagues via a training video on our new training 
platform Litmus over the coming months.  

 
Customer Service Failures 
 

 We are starting to hold Business Partner meetings with service areas on a 
monthly basis to discuss customer service challenges, feedback and 
concerns raised.  The first of these was held with Planning and as a result 
further builds were made to our Contact Centre Agent scripts as well as 
improvements to the customer information on our website.  

 
Digital Members Journey  

 Lisa Bannister-Wood will be conducting a review of Members processes, 
technology, and training needs.  Lisa will be in touch and is looking forward to 
working with Members.  She can be contacted via email 
L.BannisterWood@eppingforestdc.gov.uk   

Simplified Member Contact Form  

 We are finalising some simplifications to the Member Contact Form used to 
log enquiries. Full details will be communicated via the Members bulletin.  If 
you need assistance using the form, please get in touch with the Member 
Contact Team.  
http://eppingforestdc-self.achieveservice.com/service/Member_Contact 

 
Corporate Communications including Digital News Platforms 
 

 Major projects supported through our website included the Local Plan Main 
Modifications. This largely online consultation closed in September with all 

mailto:L.BannisterWood@eppingforestdc.gov.uk
http://eppingforestdc-self.achieveservice.com/service/Member_Contact


237 respondents (some submissions included more than one representation) 
subsequently uploaded to the website and available to the public. Further 
consultation on the Climate Change Action Plan concludes on 27 November 
and the Ongar Neighbourhood Plan will be available for comments until 23 
December. 
 

 A combination of distribution networks and platforms are utilised to publicise 
large projects such as the examples listed above and smaller day to day 
news and information items.  
 

 The website forms the main information repository, for larger projects such as 
the Local Plan and Climate Change, these items summarise much larger 
sections of content pages specifically created to provide detail.   
 
 

 Online consultation surveys are often included, and projects are 
supplemented with non-digital publicity such as the leaflets and posters 
created for the Climate Change Action Plan. 
 

 A range of digital and non-digital platforms are used to signpost residents and 
stakeholders to where they can find information on the website. These 
platforms include social media: Facebook 4,173 followers, Twitter 9,586 
followers, Instagram 2,043 followers, YouTube 207 subscribers, LinkedIn 
2,313 followers. 

 

 Many local residents subscribe to council news updates. As of Wednesday 17 
November 2021, 891 residents subscribe to receive news releases directly 
via the council’s Mailchimp account.   

 

 Corporate Communications continue to issue Covid public service information 
and updates in conjunction with health and wellbeing partners. 

 

 The integration of hybrid meetings has extended the range and scale of 
webcasting. While statutory regulation still requires all voting members to 
attend meetings of the council and its committees, the integration of hybrid 
has enabled officers and non-voting members to attend meetings remotely. 
External agencies such as the Planning Inspectorate have also started to 
utilise this functionality. Some 90 residents and stakeholders viewed the 
Roydon Chalet Planning Inquiry remotely. 

 

Website Summary – 1 January to 17 November 2021 

Page views 2,907,884 A page view is a count of how many times a page has 
been viewed on a website or the chosen group within the 
chosen period of time. All page views are counted no 
matter how many times a user has visited the website in 
the chosen period of time. 

Visits 917,788 A visit is defined as a series of page requests from the 
same uniquely identified visitor with a time of no more than 
30 minutes between each page request.) 

Weekend 
Visitors 

19.2% Approximately a fifth of website transactions take place at 
the weekend when the offices are closed 

Webcasting Summary – 1 January to 17 November 2021 

Webcasts 106 The move to virtual and hybrid meetings has seen an 
expansion in the range of webcast meetings including 



Licensing, Planning Inquiries and Housing Webinars. 

Live and 
Archive views 

32,608 Most webcast are transmitted live and are available to 
view via the website for two years. 

Top 3 External 
Webcasts 
Views 

1,542 
1,279 
863 

Council 8 Feb 21 
Council 25 May 21 
O&S 7 Jan 21  

Employee 
Briefings 

900+ Virtual and Hybrid Employee Briefings webcast and 
recorded for subsequent viewing also achieve high live 
and archive viewing figure for staff unable to attend live 
events or wishing to review at a later date. 

 

 In the same period Corporate Communications issued 220 News Releases 
also published as News Items to the website. 

 
Digital Inclusion Network  
 

 There is a strong appetite amongst partners and voluntary organisations 
through our District to adopt a collaborative approach to digital inclusion.  
With our new Team Manager on board the working group will be meeting 
early in the New Year to progress this work.  The key aim will be to ensure all 
residents are aware of where and how they can get help with digital skills to 
support them throughout all aspects of their lives.  The working group will 
meet on a regular basis to share learnings and review progress.  

 

 We are also meeting with Voluntary Action Epping Forest for a progress 
update on the Smart Homes Initiative and Uttlesford Voluntary Services 
regarding the digital shared platform to understand how we can better link up 
with these initiatives. 

 
 

3 Car Parking 
 

 The Car Parking Team are continuing to monitor current income levels 
against pre-pandemic income levels and income levels remain on average 
75% of pre-pandemic income figures since restrictions have been lifted. Short 
stay car parks income levels are recovering well whereas long stay commuter 
car parks income levels remain affected as people are predominantly working 
from home. 
 

 The annual North Essex Parking Partnership Traffic Regulation Order 
Application decision report was presented at the JCP meeting on 28 October 
2021. The Epping Forest District on-street traffic regulation order schemes 
were all approved and are listed as follows:  

 

Name of Scheme Type of Restriction 

Ormond Rise, Buckhurst Hill Resident permit area/s 

The Elms, Ongar Waiting restriction/s 

Brooklyn Avenue/Priory Road, Loughton Waiting restriction/s 

Lower Queens Road/Alfred Road/Cascade Road, 
Buckhurst Hill 

Resident permit area/s 

New Nazeing & associated roads, Nazeing Waiting restriction/s 

Mayflower Way, Ongar Waiting restriction/s 

Ravensmere, Epping Resident Permit area 

Baldwins Hill, Loughton Resident permit area/s 



The Drive, Loughton  Waiting restriction/s 

St Nicholas Place & Borders Lane, Loughton  Waiting restriction/s 

Badburgham Court/Ninefields, Waltham Abbey  Waiting restriction/s 

The Lindens, Loughton  Waiting restriction/s 

 
More information on Traffic Regulation Orders and the list of TRO schemes 
can be found on the North Essex Parking Partnership website 
www1.parkingpartnership.org.  

 

 InstaVolt and EFDC are partnering to install rapid chargers at Oakwood Hill 
East by end of December/early January 2022. Planning determination date 
for the project is 13th December and works on site will begin thereafter. Lease 
negotiations between EFDC and InstaVolt are being finalised. 

 

 The Off-Street Car Parks Tariff Review Recommendation report was 
presented to Stronger Place Select Committee on 4th November 2021 and the 
recommendations will be taken to the Cabinet at its meeting on 6th December 
2021. 
 

  

4 ICT 
 

Service Management  

 

 The daily influx of tickets continues, although overall numbers do appear to 

be reducing slightly. The team continue make sure all work is covered by 

tickets to provide visibility of workload and ensure resilience of service. 

 

 As in indicator of workload the team typically has about 180 open tickets at 

any one time. These are managed in line with the SLA for requests and 

incidents and breaching tickets are discussed in the daily stand up. We are 

expecting this number to rise as the team is currently under resourced and 

has one vacancy. 

 

 The team manager is currently recruiting into the vacant first line role, which 

has historically been hard to fill. Once this is complete, it is expected this will 

help address the current increase in open tickets. 

 

 The changes in the service desk, to now have 2 second line support roles has 

improved the fix rate by the service desk and reduced the number of tickets 

being passed to the other ICT teams.  

 

 Current feedback scores. 

 

 

http://www1.parkingpartnership.org/


 

Projects 

 

 The project governance process is in full flow and an increasing number of 

projects require ICT input. Where there are bottle necks, such as with 

Granicus forms, priority lists are agreed with business areas, or , if funding is 

available, external resource is used to assist. 

 

 There are several large business projects in flight, such as digital planning, 

housing and efinancials upgrade. These are consuming large amounts of the 

teams time, and in some cases external resource will be used to provide the 

additional support required. 

 

 There are a significant number of infrastructure projects in flight. This is to 

modernise the current environment and get things ready for the move to 

Azure.  

 

 The continued flexible working model is putting the team under increased 

pressure to provide support and services to a large number of locations, and 

individuals. Projects are being explored to help simplify this, such as 

improving the remote management of software, and the use of auto-pilot 

services for building laptops.  

 
Strategy 
 

 The ICT strategy paper is complete and covers the work the team need to 
focus on to deliver against the council’s objectives. This is being used now to 
plan out the projects that need to be done over the next few years. The move 
to Software as a Service for many business applications, and Microsoft Azure 
cloud, for those services left, are key to this.  

 
Accommodation Project 
 

 The accommodation project has now formally closed. The ICT team are now 
supporting the technical elements of the implementation, supported by third 
parties for elements such as the AV and booking system.  

 
ICT Team 

 
 Christine Ferrigi has returning from maternity leave and will resume her role 

as Service Manager for Business Support and ICT. Maryvonne Hassall will 

continue to provide support. 

 

 Changes have been made to the service desk team to modify 2 roles to 

provide second line support (rather than just first line). This is expected to 

reduce the number of tickets needing to be passed on to third line teams. It is 

also expected to assist the mobile team by providing alternative resources. 

The new team members will take a while to get fully up to speed as they learn 

the EFDC systems and processes. 

 



 The ‘shift left’ principle is being used across the whole team to try to get the 

work to the right person in the team and resolve issues at the earliest (and 

cheapest) occasion. 

 

 A vacancy has opened up in the business application team, and this is being 

filled temporarily with contract resource while the team manager decides what 

best skills the team now need to be filled. 

 

 A vacancy is also open currently in the infrastructure team, and this too will be 

filled in the short term with temporary resource while the changing skill sets of 

the team are clarified. 

 
 


