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1.  Chairman’s Foreword 
 

Foreword by Councillor Brian Rolfe – Chairman of Panel 
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2.   Panel Composition 
 

The Customer Transformation Task and Finish Panel 2008/09 comprised of the 
following Members: 
 
Councillors B Rolfe (Chairman), J M Whitehouse (Vice Chairman), D Bateman, A 
Boyce, Mrs R Brookes, J Demetriou, Ms J Hedges, Mrs J Lea, R Morgan and J Philip. 
 
The Panel met on four occasions throughout the Review Period and undertook a visit 
to “Contact Harlow”. 

 
 
3. Introduction and Overview 
 

The Customer Transformation Task and Finish Panel was established by the 
Council’s Overview and Scrutiny Committee at their meeting of 10th April 2008. 
 
The improvement of Customer Services has been a long held aspiration, with 
references dating back to the Council’s Implementing Electronic Government 
Statements, from 2002 onwards.  However, as part of the Council’s last 
Comprehensive Performance Assessment, the Audit Commission were critical of the 
authority’s lack of progress in this area. 
 
In response the Council commissioned external expertise in 2005, Steria Ltd, who 
reviewed customer service performance and identified a number of areas for 
improvement. 
 
Whilst Steria identified that there were some good examples of customer service, this 
had not permeated throughout the authority in a consistent fashion.  In particular, the 
consultants concluded that, opening hours are not designed around customer needs 
in particular with respect to telephone enquiries.  In addition they identified that the 
authority appeared to suffer from a lack of internal communication and adherence to 
standards, that five reception desks in the Civic Offices is too many and confusing 
and finally that telephone answering performance is poor, with a propensity to pass 
the customer on. 
 
In September 2005, the Council endorsed the findings of the consultants and agreed 
to commission a further external agency (Foresight Consulting Ltd) to develop a plan 
for the implementation of a Customer Services Transformation Programme (CTP) to 
address the issues identified above. 
 
The objectives subsequently agreed by Cabinet for the CTP were as follows: 
 

• To transform the organisation to a position where the customer is seen at the 
heart of the Council’s operations; 

 
• To improve the customer experience and ensure the quality of service is 

consistent whenever, wherever and however customers contact the Council; 
 
• To achieve an improvement in customer satisfaction and customer service 

within the first twelve months of the programme; 
 
• To establish a front/back office organisational model and set up a Corporate 

Customer Services front office where a high number of enquiries are resolved 
first time at the first point of contact. 

 
• To re-organise the Civic Offices to enable customers to access the majority of 

Council services at a single reception/customer services area on the ground 
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floor and to improve access to Council committees and other public meetings. 
 
• To improve back office efficiency and productivity by answering a high number 

of enquiries in the new customer services front office. 
 

• To deploy and develop Customer Relationship Management software in 
association with the website and a new intranet to provide accurate and timely 
information for Members and officers on service issues, customer trends, 
access channels and service usage and costs. 

 
The Programme Plan itself was developed and approved by the Council in July 2006.  
In addition, the Cabinet also requested provision be made in the Capital Programme 
of some £2.2 million and that a CSB Supplementary estimate of £150,000 and DDF 
Supplementary for £362,000 be recommended to the Council to resource the changes 
proposed. 
 
In the event the Capital Bid was agreed and provision still exists within the Council’s 
current Capital Programme, but due to uncertainty at the time around the costs of 
Waste Management, no provision was made in the 2007/08 Budget or in subsequent 
years for additional revenue.  As such the programme has been held in abeyance. 
 
However with the re-tendering and subsequent appointment of a new Waste 
Management Contractor in early 2008, our Task and Finish Panel were asked to 
revisit the Customer Transformation agenda, to consider whether we felt that the 
objectives of the original CTP are still relevant and to identify any priority areas for 
improvement. 
 
The Public Interest Justification and Impact on Social, Economic and Environmental 
well-being considerations, presented as part of the original proposal forms, are 
attached at Appendix 1. 

 
4. Terms of Reference 
 

At our initial meeting, the Panel developed and agreed the following Terms of 
Reference and Aims and Objectives.  These were kept under review throughout the 
period of our work, to ensure their continuing relevance. 
 
Terms of Reference: 
 

• To undertake a review of the Customer Services Programme previously 
explored by the Council, and to identify and prioritise these initiatives which 
could have the greatest impact on improving access to services and response 
to enquiries. 

 
• To review existing quality standards with respect to Customer Services and 

recommend change as necessary to ensure that they meet the current 
expectations of the Council’s customers. 

 
• To ensure that the Council is complying with its duty under Equalities 

Legislation to provide access to all sections of the Community to Council 
Services. 

 
• To assess the most appropriate and cost effective method of enabling the 

Council to meet the requirements of the New Statutory National Indicator N14, 
with respect to “avoidable contact”. 

 
• To identify areas for improvement in how the Council communicates its “key 

messages” to our community, ensuring that public information is clearly 
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understood and accessible. 
 

 
Aims and Objectives: 

 
• To gather evidence and information in relation to the topics through the receipt 

of data, presentations and by participation in fact finding visits; 
 
• To consult with Partners, Agencies, Stakeholders and Users of the services 

under review, to establish key issues and future need; 
 

• To evaluate all relevant facts in relation to the topics under review in an 
objective way and to produce recommendations for future action accordingly; 

 
• To establish whether there are any resource implications arising out of the 

topics under review and advise Cabinet for inclusion in the Budget Process 
2009/10; and 

 
• To report back to Overview and Scrutiny Committee at appropriate intervals 

and to submit any final reports in the proposed Corporate Format for 
consideration by O & S, the Cabinet and Council. 

 
 

5. Methodology – How we went about the Task 
 

From the outset we acknowledged that it was appropriate to approach the review from 
the perspective of the “customer”.  As such we received a number of presentations, 
including a “live demonstration” of the capabilities of the Council’s current website.   
 
We also participated in a tour of the Council’s five reception areas.  At each reception 
area, we were given an insight into the customer service considerations by staff 
representatives of the appropriate Directorate. 
 
We reviewed performance data in relation to the Council’s telephone system and had 
the opportunity to view the Telephone Switchboard facilities at the Civic Offices.  The 
review of telephone issues also included a demonstration of the contact system 
utilised by our Environment and Street Scene Directorate to handle enquiries in 
relation to Refuse Collection, Highways maintenance etc. 
 
We undertook a very informative visit to Harlow District Council’s Civic Offices, hosted 
by their “Contact Harlow” team.  This not only included a presentation on the rationale                       
and improved outcomes for customers delivered by Contact Harlow, but also we saw 
how their reception and Customer Contact Centre staff (including the Customer 
Relationship Management System) handle enquiries.  The visit took place during their 
opening hours. 
 
We also welcomed the opportunity to meet with Harlow’s Chair of Scrutiny and 
Deputy Leader of Council, to hear about “Contact Harlow” from an Elected Member’s 
perspective. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

6. Summary of Recommendations 
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TOPIC ONE 
 
THE COUNCIL WEBSITE: 
 
 
The Panel Recommends: 

i) That given the increasing importance of the Website with respect to 
communication, information and electronic interactions, consideration is given to 
increasing the level of dedicated resource to the maintenance and development 
of the Council’s Website. 

 
ii) That a bid is submitted to fund an additional two Website Officers as part of the 

Budget Process 2009/10. 
 
 
TOPIC TWO 
 
PROVISION OF RECEPTION SERVICES AT THE CIVIC OFFICES: 
 
The Panel Recommends: 
 

i) That a re-organisation should take place at the Civic Offices to enable customers 
to access the majority of Council Services at a single reception/customer 
services area of the ground floor. 

 
ii) That detailed feasibility work is undertaken to establish the costs of the new 

single customer services/reception area, for which provision should be made 
from the existing allocation of funds within the capital programme. 

 
TOPIC THREE 
 
TELEPHONE ENQUIRIES 
 
The Panel Recommends: 
 

i) That the Council develops and deploys a Customer Relationship Management 
System to provide accurate and timely information to enquirees. 

 
ii) That any such Customer Relationship Management System be capable of 

providing accurate management and monitoring information, not only to meet the 
requirements of N14, but also to drive customer satisfaction levels higher. 

 
TOPIC FOUR 
 
PUBLIC INFORMATION – THE FORESTER 
 
The Panel Recommends: 
 

i) That the results of the Forester consultation are considered by Overview and 
Scrutiny Committee prior to any fundamental design changes or content. 

 
 
 
 
 

TOPIC FIVE 
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NATIONAL PERFORMANCE INDICATOR 14 – AVOIDABLE CONTACT 
 
The Panel Recommends: 

 
i) That in line with our recommendations in respect to Telephone enquiries, that a 

Customer Relationship Management System is developed capable of efficiently 
collecting data to improve services and meet the requirements of N14 – Available 
Contact. 

 
 
TOPIC SIX 
 
ONE STOP SHOPS/CONTACT CENTRES 
 
The Panel Recommends: 
 

i) That the Council pursue the establishment of a Corporate Customer Services, 
front office model such as “Contact Harlow” where the maximum number of 
enquiries and transactions completed at the first point of contact. 

 
 
7.   Report and Summary of Main Conclusions 
 

At our first meeting in July, we received a scoping report providing the background to 
the Council’s previous consideration of the Customer Transformation Programme, 
including the previous set of objectives which we had been tasked with reviewing.  
The report also highlighted new developments in the area, such as the new National 
Performance Indicator N14, which we are statutorily obliged to address. 
 
From the scoping exercise, we identified a number of priority issues that we wish to 
explore in more detail, namely the Council’s Website, Reception Services at the Civic 
Offices, Telephone Enquiry Performance, “One Stop Shop”/Contact Centres, Public 
Information – Forester and compliance with National Indicator N14 Avoidable Contact. 
 
The results of our investigations and recommendations, with respect to each issue, 
were as follows; 
 
A. The Council’s Website 
 
 We received a presentation and “real time” demonstration of the Council’s 

Website from our Public Relations Manager and Website Editor.  This was in 
order to give us an insight into, not only the breadth of information currently held 
on the Website and the type of interactive transactions that are available, but 
also resourcing and access issues. 

 
 We were informed that the Website has become one of the Council’s most 

important channels of communication, given the massive increase in computer 
use amongst the general community and the wide range of electronic 
transactions now available across public and commercial services. 

 
 Available 24 hours a day, 365 days a year the Website runs an application called 

“Punch”, (provided by an external supplier) and at the time of our consideration 
our website contained some 1,734 pages plus over 7000 pdfs and images.  We 
observed how usage is increasing annually with 664,000 visits received in 
2006/07 rising to some 787,000 visits in 2007/08. 

 
Although the Council’s Public Relations section provide much of the content, 
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about 750 pages of news items, it was noted that the Website also provides a 
framework for a whole number of other service based applications such as i-
Plan, Choice Based Lettings, Recruitment, Democratic Services Reports and 
Agendas as well as the Public – i system, for the Webcasting of meetings. 
 
It was interesting to hear how the Council appeared to be at the forefront of 
webcasting, not just of meetings but also webcasting public information, Civic 
Events and the Chairman’s and Leader’s messages. 
 
It was also demonstrated how the Website contains a number of online forms 
and online consultation software, enabling online payments such as paying car 
parking fines. 
 
It was explained that under Disability Discrimination Act Legislation (DDA) the 
Council is required to provide information in an accessible format. To this end                       
the authority had commissioned a specialist organisation the Shaw Trust, to audit 
the Website.  The Trust employ people with a range of physical and sensory 
disabilities to test the site.  Initial feedback was that significant changes will be 
required to the design of our Website with respect to layout, colour and the use 
of graphics. 
 
 
We concluded that whilst there is currently a considerable amount of information 
on the Website and a range of other interactions are possible, compared to other 
authorities our Website is ranked comparatively low on the SOCITM Rankings at 
“Standard”.  In addition the Council is currently exposed to considerable risk in 
that with only one member of staff responsible for the Website, if that key 
individual was to leave/be absent then the service would be severely challenged.  
In addition to the risk, the current level of dedicated resource to the Website 
means that the scope for development is severely constrained, with staff largely 
engaged in maintaining the current level of service. 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

i) That given the increasing importance of the Website with respect to 
communication, information and electronic interactions, consideration is 
given to increasing the level of dedicated resource to the maintenance and 
development of the Council’s Website. 

 
ii) That a bid is submitted to fund an additional two Website Officers as part 

of the Budget Process 2009/10. 
 

 
 

B.     Provision of Reception Services at the Civic Offices 
 

A key finding of the previous Customer Services Consultancy was that their was 
likely to be a degree of confusion amongst visitors to the Civic Officers, given 
that there are five reception desks at diverse locations throughout the building. 
 
As a Panel we took the opportunity to visit all reception areas, where staff from 
each Directorate explained the functions provided.  In addition this gave an 
insight into some of the concerns around our current ability to provide a good 
customer experience. 
 
Starting at the main reception desk in the foyer, we then went on to the Housing 
Needs and Repairs separate areas, before crossing to Benefits and Cashiers, 
finally going to the third floor to visit Planning Reception. 
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We concluded that there were a number of significant issues created by the five 
reception points.  Clearly the need for customers, who on one visit to the Civic 
Offices, may be required to go to more than one location was irritating, confusing 
and inefficient, particularly if they had to join the “end of the queue” at each 
reception area. 
 
It was apparent that there is a general lack of privacy for customers, who may 
have to discuss matters of a highly personal nature with respect to their financial 
circumstances in areas, where they could be overheard.  The lack of appropriate 
interview rooms, particularly in the area of Benefits was a particular concern, as 
was the design limitations of the Cashier and Benefit reception, with respect to 
wheelchair users. 
 
For customers who may have to bring young children, there is currently 
inadequate provision in waiting areas and a danger presented by the need to 
cross the main vehicular access, in the underpass. 
 
The reception areas, particularly the main reception are currently required                       
to receive a large number of deliveries with no proper goods received area.  This 
is resulting in materials having to be stacked in the public areas, with potential  
Health and Safety issues. 
 
The number and type of display/notice boards distributed across the five service 
points, seems to lead to customers being bombarded with uncoordinated 
messages and presents a lost opportunity with respect to the Council being able 
to present its key messages. 
 
As currently designed and operated we had concerns about the general security 
and wellbeing of staff and despite the provision of panic alarms, the inability to 
ensure that there was a safe working environment.  It was felt that the current 
design of particularly the Housing and Benefits receptions, may lead to 
customers being antagonistic. 
 
We concluded that the provision of a single reception area for the Civic Offices 
was a priority in achieving significant improvements to Customer Services for the  
Council.  The Panel felt that this should be pursued. 
 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS: 
 

i) That a re-organisation should take place at the Civic Offices to enable 
customers to access the majority of Council Services at a single 
reception/customer services area of the ground floor. 

 
ii) That detailed feasibility work is undertaken to establish the costs of the 

new single customer services/reception area, for which provision should 
be made from the existing allocation of funds within the capital 
programme. 
 
 

 
 C.    Telephone Enquiries 
 

As a Panel we were advised that although the use of alternative methods of 
contacting the Council, such as email has increased and the authority now offers 
a range of interactive services through its website, the Council still receives in 
excess of one 1.5 million phone calls per annum. 
 
Having reviewed a breakdown of the annual telephone statistics for the year 
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2007-08 (Attached at Appendix 2), it was observed that the Council’s current 
performance of calls being answered within the Citizens Charter Standards fell 
short of the 95% target.  This was particularly true of the Council’s main 
switchboard, which achieved a 67% rate within the10 second requirement. 
 
On further analysis, which involved the Panel visiting the switchroom it was 
apparent that there are a number of factors leading to the current performance 
level.   In effect the switchboard operators, (the Council has 2.5 full-time staff 
compared to Harlow’s 12 staff) have to act as a mini-contact centre, in cramped 
conditions with ageing telematry systems.  Many callers are not clear around 
what department they wish to speak to, and often are raising enquiries about 
services not provided by the District Council.  This takes time to establish and 
transfer the call to the appropriate officer, often whilst other calls are queuing.   
 
In addition the telephonists problems are compounded by the use of voicemail, 
with the operators having to hang on until the voicemail clicks in, thus extending 
the time before the next call can be answered.  Another inefficient practice noted 
was the propensity for staff to use the switchboard as a Directory Enquiry 
service, rather than utilising internal/external directories. 
 
We were concerned that the headline figure for abandoned calls is currently 
running at 41% although this includes calls diverted from one number to another.  
Therefore the actual figure is likely to be lower. 
 
As a panel we had a demonstration from the Office Manager in Environment and 
Street Scene of the call management system that they utilise to handle Waste 
and Street Scene enquiries.  The system allows calls to be handled more 
efficiently, with the team currently answering around 97% of all calls with an 
average waiting time of 18 seconds.  Although the system captures enquiry 
information on an ongoing basis, it still falls well short of the Customer 
Relationship Management System we saw utilised so effectively in Contact 
Harlow. 
 
The Panel concluded that the current telephone enquiry service provided by the 
Council is inefficient and does not reflect well on the authority. 
 
RECOMMENDATION: 
 

i) That the Council develops and deploys a Customer Relationship 
Management System to provide accurate and timely information to 
enquires. 

 
ii) That any such Customer Relationship Management System be capable of 

providing accurate management and monitoring information, not only to 
meet the requirements of N14, but also to drive customer satisfaction 
levels higher. 
 
 

 
D.    Public Information – The Forester 

 
The Council’s Public Relations and Marketing Officers informed the Panel that 
the Council’s main public information publication was the Forester Magazine, 
distributed to all households 4 times a year.  To date distribution had been 
handled by the Royal Mail, but due to an inconsistent level of service, was due to 
transfer to another agency. 
 
We were advised that the Forester was being reviewed by way of a general 
consultation exercise and through focus groups.  This was to check whether 
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changes were needed in terms of content and presentation.  It was 
acknowledged that the Forester is increasingly being used for consultation 
purposes as demonstrated by the recent ‘Green Waste’ exercise. 
 
We felt that generally the Forester was well received in its current format but 
should move with the times.  We asked that consideration should be given to 
how to make it a read of choice, given the amount of free post people already 
receive.  We thought it was also important to ensure that it appealed to a wide 
age range of readers. 
 
RECOMMENDATION: 
 

i) That the results of the Forester consultation are considered by Overview 
and Scrutiny Committee prior to any fundamental design changes or 
content. 
 

 
   

E. National Performance Indicator N14 – Avoidable Contact 
 

As part of our terms of reference, we looked into the implications of a new 
Statutory Performance Indicator, in relation to customer contact N14, which is 
one of the 198 new indicators, against which Local Government will be 
assessed. 
 
N14 aims to reduce “avoidable contact” between the community and local 
authorities.  Examples of “avoidable contact” are usually of little value to either 
the public or the Council, but can often represent a significant proportion of 
contact volumes.  The indicator therefore seeks to provide more cost effective 
service delivery. 
 
Members were made aware that data collection for N14 will be very resource 
intensive particularly for these authorities such as ourselves who do not have a 
Customer Relationship Management System (CRM).  We have been required to 
manually collect information on all aspects of enquiry across a four week period, 
across a number of Directorates.  In this way details of the various types of 
avoidable contact will be recorded and an overall corporate level of avoidable 
contact will be reported, as 2008/09 outturn in April/May 2009. 
 
As a Panel we were keen to ensure that the data is simply not collected to satisfy 
the requirements of the statutory indicator, but rather is utilised to identify areas 
for improvement.  We were concerned about the amount of time and effect on 
services by having to collect the data manually particularly in the absence of a 
CRM system. 
 
RECOMMENDATION: 
 

i) That in line with our recommendations in respect to Telephone enquiries, 
that a Customer Relationship Management System is developed capable of 
efficiently collecting data to improve services and meet the requirements of 
N14 – Avoidable Contact. 
 

 
 

F. One Stop Shops/Contact Centres 
 

The Panel visited “Contact Harlow”, Harlow District Council’s One Stop 
Shop/Contact Centre which is located within the new Civic Centre in Harlow.  
(Notes from the visit are attached at Appendix 3). 
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Harlow Council’s Customer Services Manager gave an initial presentation to us, 
explaining how a number of neighbourhood information offices had been brought 
together to provide a one-stop information point.  This had involved a range of 
officers from diverse service areas, housing, finance, community etc, being 
brought together and becoming “generalists” capable of answering 80% of initial 
enquiries, without the need to pass to other more specialist back office staff. 
 
In addition to bringing the team of customer operatives together to provide 
general information, on the tour of the Contact Centre facilities we observed how 
staff were rotated between the general reception area which included the 
administration of a number of interview rooms and advice booths,  the cashiers 
office and the telephone contact centre, working on the Customer Relationship 
Management System. 

 
We heard how this added variety to the staff’s work and assisted morale and 
motivation.  We were advised that not only were 80% of enquiries resolved at the 
initial point of contact but that abandoned calls were down to 4%.  It was also 
impressive that 10% of all enquiries were revisited to seek feedback from the 
customer, as to how they felt that their enquiry had been handled. 
 
We also had an opportunity to speak with Senior Harlow Councillors who felt that 
the whole contact centre set up, had not only greatly assisted the public, but also 
that Members found access to information and response to enquiries far better. 
 
On evaluating our visit, the consensus was that we were very impressed by 
Contact Harlow and it was a model we would like to aspire to.  We particularly 
liked the generic interchangeable staff model, the CRM system and the facilities 
to engage with the public by use of interview rooms, enquiry booths etc.  We 
thought the single contact number for all enquiries was worthy of seeking to 
achieve. 
 
We did however acknowledge that Harlow is a new town with a compact 
population and only one town centre.  In any move to a One Stop Shop/Contact 
Centre for Epping Forest we should still appreciate the requirement for 
‘outstations’ to be retained for those less mobile. 
 
 
RECOMMENDATION: 
 

i) That the Council pursue the establishment of a Corporate Customer 
Services, front office model such as “Contact Harlow” where the maximum 
number of enquiries and transactions are completed at the first point of 
contact. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

8. Conclusion 
 
Our Panel has revisited the Customer Services agenda for the Council, testing the 
conclusions reached by the previous review and identifying a number of 
recommendations.   
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Whilst in some respects our recommendations are less ambitious than the original 
CTP aspirations, if delivered in a pragmatic practical way, within existing resources 
and the capital funding currently allocated these should lead to significant 
improvements to the level of customer service that we as a Council provide to our 
local residents, visitors and businesses. 
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