
OVERVIEW AND SCRUTINY COMMITTEE

Meeting: Wednesday, 11th March, 2020
at 2.00 pm. (Committee Room No. 4)

Present: Councillors Councillors McLeavy (Chairman), Cassidy (Vice Chairman), 
Gawne, Husband, W. McClure, McEwan, Morgan, Pidduck, Robson and C. 
Thomson.

Officers
Present:

John Penfold (Corporate Support Manager), Brooke Parsons (Corporate 
Support Assistant) and Sandra Kemsley (Democratic Services Officer) and 
Katie Pepper (Democratic and Electoral Services Assistant). 

40 Apologies for Absence 

An apology for absence had been received from Councillor Burley.

41 Minutes 

The Minutes of the meeting held on 30th January, 2020 were taken as read and 
confirmed.

42 Amending the Work Programme 

The Corporate Support Manager reported that a work group had met regarding the 
Council Plan.  At that meeting it had been agreed that the work be put on hold until 
each department had Services Plans in place which aligned with the new Council Plan 
2020-2024.

It had been proposed that the first report from this work group would be reported to the 
Overview and Scrutiny Committee in early May.  Members were therefore invited to 
consider agreeing the Council Plan review be added as an item into Year 2 of the 
Work Programme.

It was moved by Councillor Cassidy and seconded by Councillor McClure that the 
Council Plan review be added into Year 2 of the Work Programme.

RESOLVED:- To agree to amend the current Work Programme to include the Council 
Plan review in Year 2.

43 Quarter 1-3 Performance Indicators 

The Corporate Support Manager provided Members with an update regarding the 
service performance indicator outputs for Quarters 1-3. He advised that the 
Performance Indicator data had been considered by the Executive Committee on 4th 
March, 2020.

Where there had been significant variation in the outputs compared to Quarters 1-3 
the reasons for the variation has been provided as follows:-

1. The number of food safety standard inspections were below target. Public 
Protection were undertaking a review of the E risk premises to prioritise these 
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until the end of Quarter 4. The team also aimed to inspect any remaining unrated 
premises before the year-end.

2. The total attendance for Q3 was above target due to this year’s Pantomime 
receiving attendance levels which had been higher than anticipated. The Forum 
would continue to host great events in both theatre and room hire.

3. The ‘Operational/Contractor’ performance indicators were marginally below the 
target set but had improved significantly since Quarter 1. This had been 
attributable to improvements in data reporting and a targeted approach by the 
Streetcare Team and the Waste Contractor.

4. Life Leisure had seen a net rise of 64 members in Quarter 3. Although there had 
been a significant number of leavers, this had been due to a company no longer 
paying for memberships for their employees.

RESOLVED:- To note the report.

44 Use of Customer Services Data 

The Corporate Support Manager provided Members with an update regarding the use 
of Customer Services data for Quarter 3.

It had been noted that it was not currently possible for the data to be broken down into 
Wards, although a new system was being looked into and this request would form part 
of the specification.

The table below reflects the total number of service failures recorded from Quarters 1, 
2 and 3:-

Quarter 1 Quarter 2 Quarter 3
Service % Taken to 

service failure
% Taken to 
service failure

% Taken to 
service failure

Dog Fouling 21% 29% 8%
Fly Tipping 1% 0% 1%
Missed Container 12% 11% 14%
New Container 3% 1% 2%
Special Collection 13% 1% 1%
Allotment 0% 0% 0%
Drug Related Litter 0% 0% 0%
Abandoned Vehicles 0% 0% 1%
Animal Carcass 0% 0% 0%
Vandalism 0% 0% 0%
Total Service Failures 208 240 280

RESOLVED:- To agree to continue receiving Customer Services Data performance 
reports on a quarterly basis.

45 Revenues and Benefits Working Group 

The Corporate Support Manager submitted a report providing Members with an 
update regarding the scrutiny review into Revenues and Benefits.



Wednesday, 11th March, 2020 

He reported that the Committee at their meeting on 11th September, 2019 had agreed 
to include the Revenues and Benefits element of the Borough Council in the Work 
Programme for 2019-20; and to establish a working group to look at this area of 
service.

The main reason for inclusion in the work programme had been to review and assess 
the changeover from the service being outsourced to being brought in-house.

The working group had consisted of Councillors Robson (Chair), Husband, McLeavy 
and W. McClure and supporting Officers; the Corporate Support Manager and 
Corporate Support Assistant.

At the initial meeting the working group had decided upon the following aim: ‘To 
understand the benefits and cost of bringing the Revenues and Benefits service in-
house and any impact this may have had on the service received by those accessing 
it’.

The working group had met on two occasions; 4th November, 2019 and 20th January, 
2020.  The group had been provided with the relevant background papers and had 
received a detailed report from the Director of Resources; the Senior Officer 
responsible for the Revenues and Benefits service. 

The original rationale for bringing the service in-house had been recorded in the 
Minutes of Audit Committee, 12th December, 2013 and Executive Committee, 29th 

November, 2017. 

The Audit Committee report noted the areas of workforce planning and cost compared 
to other authorities as issues, stating that “…sickness levels were higher than the 
Local Government average…” and noted the “Cost of Housing and Council Tax 
Benefits administration and Revenues service … exceeded that of most English 
District Council’s … any reductions in the cost of administering the service would 
assist the Authority in delivering the savings required to address its projected deficit.”

The same minutes also noted that there were “… errors identified affecting both Rent 
rebate and Rent Allowance whereby claimants in receipt of Housing Benefit had either 
been underpaid or overpaid.” And further that “… a particular problem identified this 
year concerned the classification of some individually significant overpayments.” A 
quarterly review of high value overpayments had been recommended at this time.

The Executive Committee on 29th November, 2017 had received a 15-page report 
regarding the ‘Revenues and Benefits and Customer Services’ exploring the options 
for the service/s remaining outsourced or being brought in-house.  Page 31-32 of that 
report indicated the comparison between costs for collection and administration of 
housing benefit, council tax, council tax support and non-domestic rates at Barrow 
Borough Council when compared with; Cumbrian average cost, single tier and district 
average and statistical nearest neighbour average. At that time Barrow Borough 
Council costs had been the highest against all other comparisons on all measures, 
sometimes significantly, as in 3 or 4 times higher.
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Cost Savings

The report the working group received from the senior Officer stated that “It was 
hoped that £750k could be saved from an insourcing model, quality would be 
improved and services to the public continue both through the service transfer and 
then beyond …”

The working group noted that the main driver had been the end of the contract and a 
key consideration had been value for money.

The working group felt that it was important to maintain as broad a view as possible of 
changes to service, even when they were driven by the primary need to reduce costs 
and make savings.  The group acknowledged that many changes had been driven by 
a significant reduction in funding but would hope that due consideration be given to 
how to maintain a good quality of service despite the change. 

The group accepted that this was a difficult situation for Officers and Members to be 
in. However, that was one of the reasons they believed any future change process 
needed to be as open, transparent and inclusive as possible.

The working group noted that despite the extensive problems faced by Officers in 
facilitating the transfer of this service in-house that the anticipated savings were on 
track. 

The group commended all Officers and staff working on this service for their hard work 
and commitment in what appeared to be very challenging circumstances.

Performance

The working group asked for clarification on issues of performance and had been 
confident about the way performance is being measured:

a) Performance data is collected, measured and analysed. Officers were able to 
provide the working group with up to date and accessible performance 
information;

b) Performance data is comparable with previous performance data; and

c) Performance data is comparable with national performance data

The working group considered these to be essential in seeking to assess the benefit of 
changes to service and considered they should be seen as an integral part of the 
process for any future changes to services.

Elected Members’ Views

As part of the working group all Elected Members had been invited to share any case 
studies or experiences they had of resident interactions since the transition to an in-
house service. No responses had been received to this request.

Members of the working group had some experience of, and reflections on, the 
customer experience of aspects of the Revenues and Benefits service. 



Wednesday, 11th March, 2020 
Some members of the working group had shared examples of negative experiences of 
customers. As part of the development of the service it had been suggested the 
following areas be considered:- 

a) Review the information given to the public;

b) Improve the accessibility of information about the service to members of the 
public, and Elected Members, by way of the Council’s website and social media 
channels;

c) Ensure any future changes are effectively communicated to members of the 
public and Elected Members; and

d) Review the letters and notifications sent to customers, particularly vulnerable 
customers or those experiencing difficulties.

In relation to the last point d), it had been considered by working group members that 
a ‘softening’ of the tone of some of the letters might be helpful, particularly for 
vulnerable customers. Also, that the options and timescales around payment were 
prominent and close to the request for payment, along with information about where to 
get help if needed.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the working group acknowledged the challenges that officers had 
experienced in facilitating the transfer of the Revenues and Benefits service from 
outsourced to in-house and placed on record their thanks for the hard work and 
commitment Officers had shown throughout this process.

The group acknowledged that there were a number of issues which still required 
significant work before the transfer was fully completed.

The information provided to the working group from the Officers with responsibility for 
this area of work had been detailed and thorough and progress and performance had 
been clear and measurable throughout the process.

The original driver had been the end of the contract and a key consideration had been 
value for money.

It had been difficult to assess the final impact of the change on customers as a 
number of change process issues remained outstanding. The group had been 
confident that these would be measurable and comparable once the change process 
was complete.

The group had suggested a light touch review of this service every six months from 
now for a period of eighteen months, i.e. three reviews, by way of a written update to 
the Overview and Scrutiny Committee from the responsible Officer(s).

The group would like to see the various forms of customer interaction, letters, social 
media and website reviewed to ensure all information was easily accessible to 
customers and Members as appropriate.
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The group would like the review to consider how the tone of some of the 
communications around late or missed payments etc. could be ‘softened’ which would 
be of particularly importance to vulnerable customers.

The working group had no significant concerns about this service.

The Chairman thanked the working group for their report.

It was moved by Councillor Pidduck and seconded by Councillor Robson that the 
Chairman, on behalf of the Scrutiny Committee, send a letter thanking the Director 
and Resources for the detailed report on the insourcing of the Revenues and Benefits 
Service.

RESOLVED:- 

1. To agree that any future service changes had a clear rationale which was visible 
to, and shared with, Elected Members. That such processes were as open, 
transparent and inclusive as possible so that anyone looking back could see a 
clear decision-making process;

2. That due consideration be given to ensuring that the lead-in time for any future 
changes to service were as long as possible;

3. That resourcing of such changes be considered and further consideration be 
given to flexibility within the council staffing structure to meet periods of high 
demand through such changes;

4. That performance data was an essential and significant part of understanding 
changes to service and that performance should always be a) measured; b) 
comparable with previous data; and c) comparable with national data where 
applicable;

5. That the Revenues and Benefits service reviews the existing communications 
with customers i.e. letters and considers how to ‘soften the tone’ of demands for 
payment when dealing with vulnerable customers in particular.

6. That the service ensures that it makes maximum use of the Council’s website 
and social media channels to highlight, where, when and how to get help and 
assistance; and

7. That the Overview and Scrutiny Committee receives a written report on progress 
on a six-monthly basis, for the next eighteen months, i.e. three reports, whilst 
there are outstanding issues of transfer of service remaining to be resolved; 

8. That the Chairman would write to the Director of Resources thanking her for the 
detailed report regarding the insourcing of the Revenues and Benefits Service;

9. To agree to submit the report of the Revenues and Benefits Working Group to 
the Executive Committee.

The meeting closed at 2.33 pm.


