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PUBLIC ACCOUNTS COMMITTEE 

Title Annual Complaints Report 

Key decision No Item no 4 

Wards All wards 

Contributors Executive Director for Customer Services  

Class Part 1 6 February 2014 

 
1 Executive Summary 

 
1.1 The report provides performance information on complaints dealt with by the Council 

and its partners at stages 1 and 2 of the Corporate Complaints procedure as well as 
complaints and enquiries to the Mayor and Councillors and complaints and enquiries 
from Members of Parliament (MP’s) that are logged in the Council’s complaints 
management system iCasework, during 2012/13. It is recognised that not all enquiries 
are logged within iCasework but dealt with directly by officers.  Accordingly, there were 
a total of 4,335 complaints and enquiries received in 2012/13. This represents a 1% 
decrease when compared to 2011/12. However, there was a significant increase in the 
number of MP enquiries received.  

 
1.2 The report does not include complaints or enquiries about the provision of adult and 

children’s social care, both of which are reported individually and publicised according 
to statutory guidance. 

 
1.3 The Independent Adjudicator’s (IA) report is attached at Appendix 1.  The IA dealt with 

60 complaints between 1 April 2012 and 31 March 2013 of which she partially or fully 
upheld 23 (38%). The IA responded to 98% within the 30-day response standard, an 
increase in performance of 4% against the 2011/12 performance. The IA identified a 
number of issues from the complaints and makes recommendations for improvement. 

 
1.4 The Local Government Ombudsman (LGO) report is attached at Appendix 2. In 

2012/13, the LGO made decisions in a total of 73 cases, a  decrease of 9 cases on the 
previous year.  Lewisham received no public reports.  

 
2 Purpose of Report 
 
2.1 To update the Public Accounts Committee on the Council’s complaints performance for 

2012/13 at all stages including the Independent Adjudicator’s report and the Local 
Government Ombudsman Annual Review.   

 
3. Recommendations 
 

The Committee is recommended to: 
 

3.1 Note the contents of the report. 
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4 Introduction 
 
4.1 This report summarises how the Council and its partners performed when dealing with 

complaints and how it is using the feedback from complaints to improve services. The 
report does not cover statutory complaints received for adult and children’s social care 
that are subject to a separate report. 

 
4.2 This also includes a summary of the Independent Adjudicator’s report and a summary 

of the Local Government Ombudsman’s Annual Review with the full reports attached 
as appendices.   

 
5. Stage 1 and Stage 2 complaints, MP, Mayor and Councillor enquiries  
 
5.1 The standard response times and responsibilities for responding to complaints at each 

stage are:  
 

Stage 1 – 10 days by the Service Manager 
 
Stage 2 – 20 days by the Head of Service or Executive Director 
 
Stage 3 – 30 days by the Independent Adjudicator 
 
MP/Mayor/Councillor – 10 days by the Head of Service or Executive Director 

 
5.2 The tables below show the number of complaints and enquiries dealt with by the 

Council in the last financial year. The tables are broken down by directorate and shows 
the percentage dealt with in the standard response time. The statistics are for cases 
logged onto iCasework between 1 April 2012 and 31 March 2013 compared with 
performance over the same period in 1 April 2011 and 31 March 2012. 

 
Table 1 – total volume of complaints and enquires by directorate 

 

 Total Complaints and Enquiries 

Directorate 2011/12 2012/13 Variance 

Children and Young 
People 

223 223 nil 

Community Services 254 269 -28 

Customer Services 2004 1980 -24 

Lewisham Homes 1238 1226 -12 

* Regeneration 689 371 -318 

* Resources 22 10 -12 

** Resources &   
Regeneration 

- 256 256 

Total 4430 4335 - 95 

 

 

*  Regeneration and Resources were merged from 30.11.12. The figures above represent 
the period 1.4.12 to 30.11.12 
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**  Resources & Regeneration – Both directorates merged on 1.12.12 and the figures 
above reflect the changes in the restructure.  

 
Table 2 – stage 1 and stage 2 complaints by directorate 

 

 Stage 1 Stage 2 

Directorate 2011/12 * % 2012/13 * % Variance 2011/12 * % 2012/13 * % Variance 

CYP 49 80 41 78 - 8 7 71 4 75 - 3 

Community 
Services 

89 65 99 82 + 10 2 50 2 50 0 

Customer 
Services 

767 85 691 87 - 76  116 80 68 88 - 48 

Lewisham 
Homes 

556 88 622 74 + 66 117 93 110 93 - 7 

Regeneration 136 80 68 81 - 68  39 82 33 94 - 6 

Resources &   
Regeneration 

- - 46 87 + 46 - - 10 80 + 10 

Resources 9 56 7 57 - 2 3 33 0 0 - 3 

Total 1606 84 1574 81 - 32 284 85 227 91 - 57 

 
* percentage figures are the cases responded to within the specified  target  
 

Table  3  - MP, Mayor and Members enquiries by directorate 
 

 
 

MP Mayor Members 

Directorate 2011/12 2012/13 Variance 2011/12 2012/13 Variance 2011/12 2012/13 Variance 

CYP 117 (78) 144(82) + 27 22 (55) 15(80) - 7 28 (82) 19 (89) - 9 

Community 
Services 

60 (46) 72 (44) + 12 26 (58)  25 (88) - 1 59 (58) 71 (76) + 12 

Customer 
Services 

550 (85) 
642 
(86) 

+ 92 
198 
(80) 

192 
(90) 

- 6 
373 
(87) 

387 
(89) 

+ 14 

Lewisham 
Homes 

322 (91) 
316 
(90) 

- 6 61 (90) 42(86) - 19 
182 
(90) 

136 
(87) 

- 46 

Regeneration 169 (82) 
110 
(70) 

- 59 
139 
(83) 

64(78) - 75 
206 
(84) 

96 (91) - 110 

Resources &   
Regeneration 

- 53 (89) + 53 - 35 (89) + 35 - 
112 
(94) 

+ 112 

Resources 1 (100) 3 (33) + 2 3 (0) 0 (0) - 3 6 (100) 0 - 6 

Total 
1219 
(83) 

1340 
(83)  

+ 121 
449 
(79) 

373 
(87) 

- 76 
854 
(84) 

821 
(88) 

- 33 

 
*figures in brackets denotes the percentage of cases dealt with within the specified targets  
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5.3 The total number of complaints and enquiries received in 2012/13 was 4,335.  This 

was a small decrease (1%) on the previous year when a total of 4,430 were received. 
Overall the number of Stage 1 and Stage 2 complaints and Mayor and Member 
enquires all decreased. However, there was an increase of 10% in MP enquiries.  

 
The chart below shows the trend in performance by stage over the last five years. 
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5.4    The distribution of complaints received by Ward is shown below.  This shows that the 

highest number of complaints received per 1,000 population were received from 
residents in the Telegraph Hill ward, whilst the lowest number of complaints were 
received by residents in the Downham ward.  

 

Ward 

Complaints and enquiries per 

1,000 population 

TELEGRAPH HILL WARD 17.55 

EVELYN WARD 17.53 

NEW CROSS WARD 17.45 

BROCKLEY WARD 17.14 

BLACKHEATH WARD 16.45 

RUSHEY GREEN WARD 14.82 

LEE GREEN WARD 14.07 

SYDENHAM WARD 13.07 

PERRY VALE WARD 12.42 

BELLINGHAM WARD 10.90 

FOREST HILL WARD 10.70 

LEWISHAM CENTRAL WARD 10.32 

LADYWELL WARD 10.13 

CATFORD SOUTH WARD 8.08 

GROVE PARK WARD 7.51 

WHITEFOOT WARD 7.23 

CROFTON PARK WARD 7.03 

DOWNHAM WARD 5.70 

BOROUGH AVERAGE 12.23 
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 Trends 
 
5.5 On analysing the reasons for complaints, the top three issues are as follows: 
 

o Lewisham Homes – Repairs and Maintenance 
o Council Tax 
o Lewisham Homes – Decent Homes (major works) 

 
5.5.1 Services with the top three issues provided comments on their complaints and 

highlighted any learning points that arose from those complaints.   
 

Lewisham Homes – Repairs and Maintenance  
 
The volume of repairs complaints has continued to reduce from 305 responded to in 
2011/12 to 231 in the current year. This is partly the impact of introducing ‘real time’ 
satisfaction surveys which allows the service to address issues straight after the repair. 
The Independent Adjudicator has commented on a particular reduction in complaints 
about dampness and condensation, following specific initiatives to improve the way 
these issues are dealt with. 
 
Even allowing for a small increase in numbers of informal complaints, there was still an 
overall reduction. The most common services about which we received complaints 
were Inspections, Plumbing, Roof repairs and renewals, Joinery/fencing and Electrical.  

Council Tax  

The number of complaints received by the Council Tax section decreased by almost 
25% on the previous year and were at their lowest level since 2005/06. Although there 
was a small 2 % increase on the percentage classified as justified, this was due to the 
lower numbers of overall complaints received. The actual numbers of justified 
complaints have continued to reduce year on year. 
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All complaints are reviewed monthly by the management team.  Where complaints are 
deemed justified the case is reviewed in detail to ascertain what changes to  
existing procedures/processes are required, or additional staff training needed.  The 
agreed action is logged, the responsible officer identified and timeline for completing 
the action recorded. 

 

Lewisham Homes – Decent Homes (major works)   
 

Performance for responding to complaints on time has worsened, mainly due to the 
poor performance of one of the contractors for the Major Works Improvement 

Programme – only 28% of these complaints were responded to on time. This issue has 
been addressed and the contractor hit the target with 93% on time in February and 
March. It is common for the volume of complaints to increase during an improvement 

programme – and 27% of complaints received during the year relate to this 
programme. Steps were taken to deal with the contractors concerned at CEO level, 
and there were signs of improvement in September. Solutions implemented by the 
contractors have included increasing the ratio of liaison staff to properties and better 
quality control and communications on site. The volume of Decent Homes complaints 
contributed to our weaker overall performance of 76% (meeting target times). 
Excluding complaints about Decent Homes, performance was 92%. 
 

5.5.2    Services receiving 10 or more complaints or enquiries 
 

A breakdown of services receiving 10 or more complaints or enquiries is shown below.  

 
 

Appendix 3 provides a breakdown of the top three complaint reasons, by ward.   
 

5.6 Complaints and enquiries by ward 
 
The top three wards to receive the highest level of complaints and enquires was:  
 

o Telegragh Hill 
o Evelyn; 
o New Cross  
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5.6.1 The ward to receive the highest level of complaints and enquiries was Telegraph Hill. 

Housing management was the top reason why customers complained in Telegraph 
Hill, followed by Council Tax, then Housing Benefit. 

 
5.6.2 The second highest ward to receive complaints and enquiries was Evelyn. Housing 

management was the top reason why customers complained in Evelyn ward, followed 
by Council Tax, then Planning. 

 
5.6.3 The third highest ward to receive complaints and enquiries was New Cross.  Housing 

management was the top reason why customers complained in New Cross ward, 
followed by Council Tax, then Housing Benefit. 

 
5.6.4 Downham received the lowest level of complaints and enquiries.  
 
5.6.5 Appendix 4 provides a breakdown of all complaints and enquiries for each ward.  

 
5.7 Complaints and service improvement 

5.7.1    Each directorate has responsibility for managing complaints and enquiries. This 
process  is overseen by the Corporate Complaints team. Directorate representatives 
meet regularly to discuss and resolve common issues and exchange ideas for best 
practice.   

5.7.2 Throughout the year directorates have worked to improve the quality of the complaints 
handling. Actions include: 

o Review of the administration of complaints within the team to seek to work 
proactively and ahead of due date for response 

o Lewisham Homes, Corporate Leadership Team (CLT) set up a Performance 
Group to look at performance in more detail and address underperformance.  

o Caseworkers worked at Wearside to provide cover for a month. As well as 
supporting the services,  they were able to gain a better understanding of the 
service.  

5.7.3 Each directorate has used complaints received to identify areas of improvement  and 
undertook changes to improve the way the service is delivered. Examples of these 
improvements are outlined below: 

In Children’s and Young People’s directorate, delays in carrying out assessments, 
delays in setting up appeals and delays in preparing or amending statements have 
been strong themes throughout the reporting period. Staff have been reminded of the 
importance of ensuring these aspects of work are carried out thoroughly and in a timely 
manner. 

Street Lighting PFI Contract – as part of this new contract, all of Lewisham’s old street 
lighting columns are being replaced.  It was anticipated that complaints would arise as 
a result, so the Casework Team worked with Management from the Highways 
department and Skanska to devise a quick and simple procedure to identify who would 
be responsible for dealing with the complaints and enquiries.  This helped in the 
administration of the complaint and to minimise complaints escalating. 

The Casework Team received an increased number of complaints about overhanging 
hedges on private property as well as on public footways.  The enquiries involved 
Planning and the Environmental Team and sometimes Highways.  We developed a 
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fact sheet about tree problems and solutions to the different types of complaints 

received. 

Caseworkers have visited service areas to gain a better understanding of their working 
practices which provided valuable context when dealing with responses. 

  
The Customer Relations team, within Community Services, has further embedded the 
use of iCasework into the Library & Information Service and Community Education 
Lewisham and provided on-going support and guidance to officers in investigating and 
responding to stage 1 complaints in a comprehensive and timely manner.   
 

5.10 More detailed information on the actions undertaken by directorates to improve the 
quality of complaints handling and the lessons learnt are set out in Appendix 4. 

 
5.11 Last year a complaints action plan that included recommendations by the IA, was 

developed. The action plan was monitored and was regularly reviewed at the 
Corporate Complaints Improvement Group (CCIG).  Further details pertaining to the 
action plan can be found in Appendix  6.   

 
5.12  Further recommendations have been made and a new action plan has been developed 

for 2013/2014 to ensure that the recommendations will be implemented. Further details 
pertaining to the action plan can be found in Appendix 7.   

 
6 Independent Adjudicator 
 
6.1 The Independent Adjudicator (IA) deals with stage 3 complaints on behalf of the 

Council. This section summarises the IA’s report and the action being taken in 
response to the issues raised.  The report covers the period 1 April 2012 to 31 March 
2013. 

 
6.2 The IA received 64 complaints during the year, 23 fewer complaints than in 2011/12. 

This breaks down to 44 (69%) against the Council/Regenter (down three from last 
year) and 20 (31%) against Lewisham Homes (down by half).   
 

6.3 The IA has highlighted the fact that Planning complaints has increased from 1 
complaint in 2011/2012 to 10 complaints in 2012/2013. The IA recognises that the 
complaints were caused by problems already identified by the Council in this area 
(particularly enforcement) and on which it has acted. As such the IA expects to see 
fewer complaints about planning in the future. 

 
6.4 As well as the major reduction of complaints in Lewisham Homes, the IA is pleased to 

see that complaints about council tax, environmental health, and concessionary 
awards have all reduced from the previous year.  

 
6.5 The IA responded to 98% of cases within the 30-day standard, which is above the 90% 

target and an improvement on the previous year’s performance of 94%. 
 
6.6 Cases by directorate/partner 
 

The table below sets out the number of Stage 3 complaints against each directorate 
and each partner (withdrawn cases in brackets).  There was a significant decrease 
57% decrease of cases in Customer Services and Lewisham Homes cases halved.  
However, there was a considerable increase of 68% in Regeneration cases.   
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Total number of stage three complaints against each directorate and each partner 

Customer 
Services* 

Regen* Children 
and 
Young 
People 

Community 
Services 

Resources* Regenter Lewisham 
Homes 

TOTAL 

20 19 0 1 0 4 20 (1) 64 

 
*During 2012/13 the Council’s directorates changed: parking moved from Regeneration (Regen) to Public 
Services (within the Customer Services directorate); Highways and Planning initially fell under the Regen 
directorate, but then the Regen and Resources Directorates were amalgamated. Cases have been 
categorised according to the directorate that they fell under in April 2012. 

 
6.7  Compensation 
 

Compensation was awarded in 12 cases ranging from £100 to £600. The total amount 
of compensation paid was £4,259.75, of which £2,129.75 was for Lewisham Homes.  
 
This was the same total volume of cases in 2011/12, with the overall  amount of £3,614 
compensation being paid.   
 

 Up to and 
including 

£100 £100-£500 More than £500 TOTAL 

2012/13 2 £175 8 £2,484.75 2 £1,600 12 £4,259.75 

2011/12 2 £200 9   £2,814 1   £600 12  £3,614 

 
 

6.8 Key issues highlighted by the Independent Adjudicator 
 
6.8.1 Record keeping and communication 
 

o The IA emphasises the importance of officers making notes of at key stages when 
interacting with customers. The record will assist should someone complain about 
lack of communication or if there is a dispute about what happened or what was 
said. 

 
6.8.2  Complaint administration 
 

o In one case, the complainant complained about officer conduct rather than their 
professionalism. The IA is appointed to investigate complaints that there has been 
an administrative failing or service failure of some sort.  Where a member of the 
public makes a complaint against a member of staff about their conduct, however, 
it is the IA’s view, as well as the view of Human Resources, that this should be 
dealt with under the authority’s disciplinary procedure. 

 
o Similarly, the IA has also dealt  with complaints that could have been dealt with as 

a service issue, for example, they are unhappy with a planning decision or 
complaining about staff conduct.  

 
6.8.3 Overall complaints handling 
 

The IA praised the fact that only 1.5% of all complaints and enquires escalated to 
stage three. However, the IA strongly encourages officers to see complaints as an 
integral part of their daily duties; and use the opportunity to put things right when things 
have gone wrong.  
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The IA recognises that even though significant changes within the Council and 
Regenter and to resources have continued this year; and there have been 
unprecedented changes to the law that have affected services and operations. 
Notwithstanding, the numbers of stage three complaints has not increased as might 
have been expected and the IA welcome this.  
 
The IA also welcomes the helpful approach taken by the Council and Regenter in 
dealing with complaints at stage three: it suggests that they understand the importance 
of good complaint handling not just because it helps them learn lessons and prevent 
future complaints, but also because it is an essential part of good customer service.  

 
The IA’s report for the Council is attached at Appendix 1. The IA has prepared a 
separate annual report for Lewisham Homes which deals specifically with any issues 
relating to them.  The IA will attend their management team to present the report and 
the Council will monitor any actions arising from it.  
 

7 Local Government Ombudsman Annual Letter 2012/13     
 
7.1 An annual review letter is produced by the LGO each year. This gives a summary of 

statistics relating to complaints made against local authorities over the year. 
 
7.2 The Council views this as a useful exercise, which gives it the opportunity to reflect on 

the types of complaints made and consider where improvements might be made.  
 
7.3 The LGO will be publishing final decisions on all complaints on their website, as they 

consider this as an important step in increasing transparency and accountability.  
 
7.4 A copy of the LGO’s annual letter is attached at Appendix 2. 
 
8 Achievements  for 2012/13 
 
8.1 Following the formalisation of the Mayor’s enquiries process, responses have been  

sent in a more timely fashion and the performance has increased by 8% from the 
previous year.  

 
8.2 The Corporate Complaints Manager worked closely with the Council Tax team to 

ensure that their complaints are managed effectively. The Corporate Complaints 
Manager  carried out complaints workshops with Council Tax staff in September 2012, 
and as a result, significant changes in the way that their complaints are handled, have 
been made. Following the workshop, stage 3 complaints about Council Tax has nearly 
halved.   

 
8.3 The Corporate Complaints Manager has consulted with members of Corporate 

Complaints Improvement Group (CCIG) to develop a list of FAQ’s for complaints 
handling. The FAQ’s will be available to all staff to refer to, as required.  

 
9 Future improvements for 2013/2014 
 
9.1 The corporate complaints team will continue to deliver complaints handling training 

across the Council to ensure that staff are familiar with the Council’s comments, 
complaints and compliments policy, including how to deal with persistent and 
unreasonable complainants.   

 
9.2 The Council’s website will be utilised more as a vehicle to inform and advise residents 

in order to manage customer expectations  
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10 Legal Implications 
 
10.1 There are no specific legal implications directly arising from this report aside from 

noting that it is recommended good practice from the Local Government’s 
Ombudsman’s Office to make full and specific reference to handling complaints within 
a management agreement entered into under section 27 of the Housing Act 1985.  

 
10.2 Given the subject and nature of this report, it is relevant here to noted that the Equality 

Act 2010 (the Act) introduced a new public sector equality duty (the equality duty or the 
duty).  It covers the following nine protected characteristics: age, disability, gender 
reassignment, marriage and civil partnership, pregnancy and maternity,race,religion or 
belief, sex and sexual orientation. 

 
10.3 In summary, the Council must, in the exercise of its functions, have due  regard to the 

need to: 
 

• eliminate unlawful discrimination, harassment and victimisation and other 
conduct prohibited by the Act. 

• advance equality of opportunity between people who share a protected 
characteristic and those who do not. 

• foster good relations between people who share a protected characteristic 
and those who do not. 

 
10.4 The duty continues to be a “have regard duty”, and the weight to be attached to it  is a 

matter for the Mayor, bearing in mind the issues of relevance and  proportionality. It is 
not an absolute requirement to eliminate unlawful discrimination, advance equality of 
opportunity or foster good relations. 

 
10.5    The Equality and Human Rights Commission has recently  issued Technical Guidance 

on the Public Sector Equality Duty and statutory guidance entitled  “Equality Act 2010 
Services, Public Functions & Associations Statutory Code  of Practice”.  The Council 
must have regard to the statutory code in so far as it relates to the duty and attention is 
drawn to Chapter 11 which deals particularly with the equality duty. The Technical 
Guidance also covers what public authorities should do to meet the  duty. This includes 
steps that are legally required, as well as recommended actions. The guidance does 
not have statutory force but nonetheless regard should be had to it, as failure to do so 
without compelling reason would be of evidential value. The statutory code and the 
technical guidance can be found at:  http://www.equalityhumanrights.com/legal-and-
policy/equality-act/equality-act-codes-of-practice-and-technical-guidance/ 

 
10.6  The Equality and Human Rights Commission (EHRC) has previously issued five 

guides for public authorities in England giving advice on the equality duty:  
 

 1. The essential guide to the public sector equality duty 
 2. Meeting the equality duty in policy and decision-making  

    3. Engagement and the equality duty 
    4. Equality objectives and the equality duty 

        5. Equality information and the equality duty 
 

   10.7 The essential guide provides an overview of the equality duty requirements including  
the general equality duty, the specific duties and who they apply to. It covers what 
public authorities should do to meet the duty including steps that are legally required, 
as well as recommended actions. The other four documents provide more detailed 
guidance on key areas and advice on good practice. Further information and 
resources are available at: http://www.equalityhumanrights.com/advice-and-
guidance/public-sector-equality-duty/guidance-on-the-equality-duty/ 
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11 Financial Implications 
 
11.1 There are no financial implications arising from this report. 
 
12 Crime and Disorder Implications 
 
12.1 There are no crime and disorder implications arising from this report. 
 
13 Equalities Implications 
 
13.1 The iCasework system enables the Council to collect equalities monitoring information 

which is used to ensure the complaints process remains accessible and that no 
particular parts of the community suffer inequity in service delivery. 

 
13.2 The Equality Act 2010 (the Act) brings together all previous equality legislation in 

England, Scotland and Wales. The Act includes a new public sector equality duty (the 
equality duty or the duty), replacing the separate duties relating to race, disability and 
gender equality. The duty came into force on 6 April 2011. The new duty covers the 
following nine protected characteristics: age, disability, gender reassignment, marriage 
and civil partnership, pregnancy and maternity, race, religion or belief, sex and sexual 
orientation. 

 
13.3 In summary, the Council must, in the exercise of its functions, have due regard to the 

need to: 
 

•  eliminate unlawful discrimination, harassment and victimisation and other 
conduct prohibited by the Act. 

•  advance equality of opportunity between people who share a protected 
characteristic and those who do not. 

•  foster good relations between people who share a protected characteristic and 
those who do not. 

 
13.4 As was the case for the original separate duties, the new duty continues to be a “have 

regard duty”, and the weight to be attached to it is a matter for the Mayor, bearing in 
mind the issues of relevance and proportionality. It is not an absolute requirement to 
eliminate unlawful discrimination, advance equality of opportunity or foster good 
relations.  

 
13.5 The Equality and Human Rights Commission issued guides in January 2011 providing 

an overview of the new equality duty, including the general equality duty, the specific 
duties and who they apply to.  The guides cover what public authorities should do to 
meet the duty. This includes steps that are legally required, as well as recommended 
actions. The guides were based on the then draft specific duties so are no longer fully 
up-to-date, although regard may still be had to them until the revised guides are 
produced. The guides do not have legal standing unlike the statutory Code of Practice 
on the public sector equality duty, However, that Code is not due to be published until 
April 2012.  The guides can be found at: http://www.equalityhumanrights.com/advice-
and-guidance/public-sector-duties/new-public-sector-equality-duty-guidance/. 

 
13.6 The corporate complaints team will continue to work with voluntary community groups  

to ensure no one is disadvantaged from using the complaints process.   
 
14 Environmental Implications 
 
14.1 There are no environmental implications arising from this report. 
 
15 Conclusions 
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15.1 The Council has been continually improving its complaints process in response to 

feedback and best practice.  However, there is still a lot more to do to ensure 
customers receive excellent services.  The actions contained in the action plan will 
ensure continuous improvement is achieved. 

 
16 Background Documents and Report Author 
 
16.1 There are no background documents to this report. 
 
16.2 If you would like more information on this report please contact Jennifer Greaux, 

Corporate Complaints Manager on 0208 314 6340. 
 



 14

Appendix 1 
 
 

Seventh Annual Report of the  
Independent Adjudicator  

for the  London Borough of Lewisham 
1 April 2012 – 31 March 2013 

 
Dear Mayor Bullock  
 
I am writing with my annual review of the complaints I have received this year against the 
Council and Regenter at stage three of the Council’s complaints process.* I highlight lessons 
learned about the authorities’ performance and complaint-handling arrangements, so that 
these might then be fed back into service improvement. 
 
I hope that the letter will be a useful addition to other information the Council/Regenter holds 
on how people experience or perceive their services. 
 
There are two attachments which form an integral part of this letter: statistical data covering 
the period 1 April 2012 to 31 March 2013.  
 
Complaints received 
 
Volume 
 
1. I have received 64 complaints during the year, 23 fewer complaints than in 2011/12. This 

breaks down to 44 (69%) against the Council/Regenter (down three from last year) and 20 
(31%) against Lewisham Homes (down by half).   

 
2. The number of complaints against the Council/Regenter has stayed almost the same in 

recent years (43 in 2010/11, 47 in 2011/12, and 44 this year) but I am not unduly 
concerned: in fact, I am pleased that the expected surge in complaints given these 
challenging times has not materialised.  

 
3. The number of complaints against Lewisham Homes has halved as I say, and this is 

remarkable. Although I cannot be sure of the exact reasons for such a decrease, I am 
aware that the authority tries, wherever possible, to remedy a complaint early on thus 
avoiding the need for my involvement. I welcome this; I hope that it is something that 
Lewisham Homes continues; and I commend it to the Council/Regenter.  

  
4.  Overall, the number of stage three complaints is very low, comprising only 1.5% of the 

4335 complaints and enquiries received against the Council and its partners in 2012/13. 
 
Character 
 
5. The number of complaints about planning has increased significantly this year: from one 

complaint in 2011/12 to 10, but I think that this was caused by problems already identified 
by the Council in this area (particularly enforcement) and on which it has acted. 
Consequently, I expect to see fewer complaints about planning in the future. There was 
also an increase in complaints about parking (from two to five) but each complaint was 
different; in some the complainant was simply unhappy that they had received a ticket; 
there is no evidence of any systemic breakdown in the service; and I am conscious that 
the numbers are tiny given how many parking contravention notices (PCNs) the Council 
must issue.  

 



 15

6. There were increases too in the number of complaints about re-housing, going up from two 
to four, private sector leasing (PSL) and the rent incentive scheme (RIS) going up from two 
to three, and tenancy matters going up from none to two. Again, though, the numbers are 
tiny and cause me no concern.  

 
7. In addition, this year I determined three complaints about highways, one complaint about 

anti-social behaviour (the same as last year); and a single complaint about business rates, 
trading standards, street lighting and miscellaneous issues. I see no significance in the 
numbers here.  

 
8. I am pleased to report that complaints about council tax, environmental health, and 

concessionary awards fell from 13 to seven, from four to one and from three to one 
respectively. I welcome this. I also welcome the reduction in complaints about trees down 
from four to none, repairs down from two to one, housing benefit the same, and 
leaseholders down by two to zero.  

 
Decisions on complaints 
 
Complaints that were settled by remedy 
 
9. Seven of the 15 complaints upheld or partly upheld against the Council/Regenter were 

settled by compensation – either suggested by me or by officers - and payments totalling 
£2130 were made. This is slightly more than last year (£1794), but it reflects two 
complaints where I concluded that a high remedy was justified (£600 and £480), and the 
actual percentage of cases attracting compensation was down from 67% to 47%. My 
approach to compensation has always been that it should be proportionate, it should 
reflect the injustice a complainant has suffered, and it should recognise that it is taxpayers’ 
money.  

 
10. In one case, there were serious failings in the way that the Council handled a planning 

application affecting the complainants’ amenity and causing them significant stress and 
frustration, and I proposed the payment of £600 compensation. In a second case (against 
Regenter) there were delays and omissions in dealing with anti-social behaviour including 
drug taking, and I concluded that £480 compensation was warranted. In a third case £250 
was, in my view, a reasonable sum to recognise a lack of joint working to tackle noise 
nuisance and the detrimental impact had on the complainant and her family.  

 
11. Non-compensation remedies comprised, for example, apologies; inspecting and carrying 

out repairs, with updates until all work was done; writing off council tax arrears, and taking 
into account a complainant’s suggestions for improving publicly available information on 
council tax; pursuing robustly a case against neighbour nuisance; visiting the complainant 
at home to discuss reporting drug use; appointing an officer not previously involved with 
the complaint to act as liaison; and exploring options for tackling a site where work started 
under a planning permission remained unfinished and was causing the complainant a 
serious injustice.  I welcome these practical and imaginative ways of addressing 
complaints.  

 
12. I find that the Council/Regenter readily provide appropriate redress to complainants once it 

can be shown that things have gone wrong. I also find that officers are often prepared to 
take action even though there have been no failings, as in a case where money was found 
to replace and protect trees destroyed or damaged by drivers avoiding speeding 
restrictions, and a case where a fence was removed to facilitate the complainant using his 
garage. In addition, in a number of complaints that have come to me this year, officers 
have already proposed compensation that is responsive to the circumstances of the 
complaint and reflects Ombudsman guidance. I welcome this good customer care. 
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Service improvements 
 
13. In some of the complaints, not only did the Council/Regenter provide a remedy, they also 

reviewed their procedures at my request to determine if there were lessons to be learned 
and improvements to be made to prevent the same problems occurring in the future. So:  

 
 Council tax  

• Council tax bills are being re-worded to avoid any confusion about when payments 
should be made  

• Officers have been reminded to take notes at any interview with payees attending 
court, using a newly introduced template, and expressly to make clear that a 
liability order will be obtained pending any tax adjustment 

• Officers will write to individuals seen, and interviewed at court, where there is an 
outstanding query  

• The wording on bailiffs’ letters is being improved 

• The wording on business rates bills is being improved to ensure that they explain 
exactly what the amounts shown are for, and to improve the information given 

• Officers have been reminded of the requirements for authorisation when speaking 
to someone representing a taxpayer 

• Housing benefit and council tax are looking at improving cross team working and 
information sharing. 

 
 Planning 

• Planning enforcement is much improved in terms of better resources, structures, 
focus, and strict priorities  

• Officers are drawing up a new set of standard planning conditions, and they will let 
me know how they monitor the implementation of such conditions as well as any 
assurances they give to Members who express concern about an application 

• Planning enforcement has implemented a number of improvements in complaint 
handling, including proper recording and identifying complaints as opposed to 
service issues 

• Officers are looking at what comprises a good letter to avoid any confusion when 
writing to a planning applicant about queries on their application.  

 
Housing Options Centre 

• Officers are considering when they might mention to homelessness applicants the 
Council’s removals and storage facilities, perhaps including a reminder about this in 
any checklist of things they ask a homeless client 

• HOC is considering drawing up a protocol, and training staff, for when someone is 
recording on their mobile phone a meeting with officers 

• HOC is looking at how it deals with incidents that may occur there 

• HOC is revising the wording of its policy on management offers. The policy also 
now takes into account any period when a housing application is suspended. 

 
Anti-social behaviour (ASB) 

• Regenter is now advising tenants to call the Council’s Environmental Health or 
Lewisham Homes’ ASB team where they have concerns that a neighbour is using 
drugs and they can smell them: the officers can act as witnesses and report their 
findings to the authority  

• Regenter has now published guidelines devised by the Council on the use of 
washing machines in the evenings and early mornings. 

 
 Miscellaneous 

• The Council and Regenter are looking again at how they manage unreasonable 
complainant behaviour, including where someone makes numerous telephone calls 
and sends a lot of emails 
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• The fraud team will now take notes of any meeting with a customer no matter how 
informal the meeting might be 

• Regenter has reviewed its repairs standards so that tenants can understand 
exactly what to expect  

• There is now improved recording of someone’s contact details to ensure that their 
calls are returned from the relevant service area 

• The Council’s website now has better wording about controlled parking zones 
(CPZs) and parking permits 

• The parking service will continue to offer payment of a PCN by credit card as an 
option, and it has updated the Council’s website to advise those appealing a PCN 
to set aside money for paying the notice in case their appeal is not successful. 

 
14. I welcome the steps the Council/Regenter have taken here, and also their willingness to 

review and improve policies and procedures.  
 
Other findings 
 
15. Sixty complaints against the Council, Regenter and Lewisham Homes were decided during 

the year. Of these I upheld five in full (8%) and partly upheld 18 (30%): the remaining 37 
(62%) were not pursued further because no evidence of maladministration was seen. 

 
16. I upheld/partly upheld just over a third of complaints (35%) determined against the 

Council/Regenter – 15 out of 43 – compared to last year when the figure was a fifth (20%). 
This is disappointing especially when complaint numbers have gone down. However, I 
believe that the increase may be caused by an adverse finding in four planning complaints 
(as opposed to only one last year), and two out of four homelessness complaints (two 
more than in 2011/12). Also, it seems to me that complaints at stage three are now more 
complex (as they should be) so perhaps it is inevitable that I find something has gone 
wrong. Notwithstanding, the Council/Regenter might monitor the upheld rate, though I 
would expect the numbers to improve given the significant changes to planning 
enforcement this year, and action taken in HOC as a result of my investigations.  

 
17. Although the uphold rate has increased considerably, just three (or 20%) of the 15 cases 

were fully upheld – cases where the maladministration and injustice were, in my view, 
especially significant. In the remaining 12 cases (or 80%) I identified only some errors 
(ranging from the not so harmful such as failing to keep the complainant updated about 
work in his road through to the serious such as including an unenforceable condition in a 
planning permission) with the rest of the complaint having no merit. It seems to me, 
however, that I should bring to the Council’s and Regenter’s attention all mistakes so that 
they can spot complaint trends; they can identify and remedy any breakdowns in service 
thus preventing more complaints; and they can learn lessons.  

 
18. Complaints upheld at stage three have increased this year as I say, but it is still the case 

that I do not uphold the majority of those that are coming through (65%). Of those that do 
come through, some are complex (as I say) and require further investigation by me, but 
many have no merit and the complainant is simply unhappy with the decisions at stages 
one and two of the process and wants a definitive reply from the IA.  

 
19. Finally, this year as in other years, I have chosen not to investigate a number of complaints 

either because an alternative way exists of achieving a remedy and it is not unreasonable 
to expect the complainant to pursue that alternative (such as a planning appeal); or the 
injustice suffered by the complainant is not such as to justify the use of my limited 
resources (for example, their amenity is not affected by any planning decision because 
they live at some distance from the development site). For the first time, however, I have 
started recording these complaints so that next year the Council and Regenter will have a 
complete picture of complaints received and determined.  
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Liaison with the Independent Adjudicator and complaint handling  
 
20. I made enquiries on most of the complaints I received this year, with the exception of those 

mentioned above in paragraph 19 or where it was clear that the Council/Regenter could 
add little to what had already been said to the complainant in the stage one and two 
replies. The target for responding to my enquiries was five days and this was generally 
met. This is pleasing. It suggests that officers noted my concerns last year about improving 
response times. It also suggests that they are giving complaints a high priority despite the 
demands made of them in these challenging times.  

 
21. When replies are received, they usually provide a detailed response to the complaint. This 

is helpful and assists me in coming to robust conclusions on a complaint, keeping the need 
for further enquiries to a minimum.  

 
22. In one case, however, the response to the complaint was so poor that I had no choice but 

to make an adverse finding: in several other cases, the replies were deficient and/or late. 
This is disappointing and it means that I have to spend time chasing those replies or 
seeking further information (still sometimes not provided though promised), and it may 
mean that my deadline for writing to the complainant with my final view is delayed (adding 
to their grievance with the authority). Corporate Complaints will be monitoring response 
times and how often I need to seek more information, and they will present their findings to 
senior managers. In the meantime, I urge full and timely replies to my enquiries. 

 
23. Although most complaints raised no particular issues, some themes did emerge:  

 
Recording keeping and communication 

• Record keeping (specifically, the absence of records) has been a theme in a number of 
complaints. I urge officers to make a contemporaneous note of any key action, any 
telephone call, any discussion, any interviews, any meeting, and any event, for 
example, when a tenant refuses access for a scheduled repair. The record should help 
if someone complains about lack of communication or if there is a dispute about what 
happened or what was said. 

• In repairs and anti-social behaviour complaints (but in other kinds of complaints too) 
there was poor communication; promised updates were not given; officers let matters 
drag on for a long time; they failed to take action and make decisions; they failed to 
monitor a case; and there was a lack of cross team working. I am looking for, and I 
urge, much needed improvements in these areas next year to avoid many of the 
complaints I see.  

 
Good customer service  

• In some complaints, officers have telephoned a complainant to discuss their concerns 
without any prompting from me, and they have sometimes met them. Officers are 
encouraged to spot opportunities like this for resolving a complaint even if there has 
been no particular failing. This is especially relevant, in my view, in repairs complaints. 
It might also stop escalation to the next stage of the process.   

• I see a number of complaints where it might be helpful to refer the complainant to an 
advice organisation such as the National Debtline. I recommend this where 
appropriate.  

• In one complaint, the complainant threatened suicide. The Council might note The 
Samaritans’ advice to telephone the Police Safe and Well Check Team in such 
circumstances.  
 

Complaint administration 

• In one case, the officer who was the subject of the complaint replied to the stage one, 
so that the complainant complained at stage three about a lack of objectivity in the 
response. In another case, the Head of Service replied to the stage one presenting 
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difficulty when the complainant escalated their complaint to stage two. I direct officers’ 
attention to the Corporate Complaints Procedure which gives guidance on who should 
investigate and respond to a complaint.  

• Sometimes, at stage three, a complainant simply raises service issues rather than a 
complaint that should be investigated under the complaints process. So, for example, 
they are unhappy with a planning decision or how much council tax they are being 
asked to pay. If officers have any difficulty deciding how to treat a case – as a service 
issue or a complaint – I urge them to contact Corporate Complaints or I am happy to 
discuss it with them.  

• In one case, the complainant complained about officer conduct rather than their 
professionalism. I am appointed to investigate complaints that there has been an 
administrative failing or service failure of some sort causing detriment or harm to the 
complainant, so an officer’s professionalism would fall to me. Where a member of the 
public makes a complaint against a member of staff about their conduct, however, it is 
my view, and the view of Human Resources (with whom I liaised), that this should be 
dealt with under the authority’s disciplinary procedure. 

• Officers have asked for my advice on dealing with vexatious complainants referring, for 
example, to someone who makes numerous calls or repeatedly raises the same 
issues. I urge them to contact the Council’s Corporate Complaints Team and also 
consult the agreed procedure. 

• Officers have asked about the "request for information" template that I now supply 
when making my enquiries on a complaint. The template is designed to help service 
areas understand exactly what information I require to address a complaint; it provides 
response consistency, and I can easily attach it to my final decision letter. I urge 
officers to complete the template, or use it as guidance, when submitting their 
comments to me. 
 

Follow ups, reviews and remedies 

• I have reported already willingness by the Council/Regenter to remedy complaints and 
implement my findings. My one concern – and I raised this last year -  is that officers 
sometimes fail to let me know what happens when I propose a review of procedures or 
suggest monitoring or I ask for updates. My assistant continues to chase officers, but 
this should not be necessary. I urge officers to provide me (and the complainant where 
requested) with follow ups as a matter of course.  
 
I value feedback especially on any improvements implemented as a result of my 
findings. I can then report in my annual letter that the improvements have been made, 
and customers and officers can see that there is real benefit in making complaints. The 
improvements will also inform how I deal with similar complaints: I will quickly be able 
to explain to the complainant that things might have gone wrong in the past, but 
changes have now been made to avoid problems in the future.  
 

• In all cases where I propose a remedy, including providing updates to the complainant, 
I expect it to be implemented by the timescale I suggest or as soon as possible: delay 
will simply confirm the negativity that the complainant already feels about the 
Council/authority and it could result in another complaint, or an approach to the 
Ombudsman, or a further remedy. So, for example, in one case where the Council 
delayed by six months sending a cheque for £400 compensation to a particularly 
vulnerable complainant and where I had found a significant failing, I asked for payment 
of the money as a matter of urgency, an apology for the delay, and the addition of 
interest calculated at the Bank of England base rates. To avoid such penalties, I urge 
timely implementation of my proposals. 

• In one case where I asked for an apology, the service area seemed unsure about 
which of its officers should write it and who should send it out: the service area or 
Corporate Complaints. My view is that an apology should come from a senior officer 
within the service area and the service area should despatch it, with a copy being sent 
to Corporate Complaints which monitors the implementation of my findings. I refer 
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officers to the advice on writing apologies in the Council’s Guide to Effective 
Complaints Handing and on the Scottish Ombudsman’s website. 

• Some complaints keep coming back to me. I recognise that, in some cases, this is 
inevitable either because there are difficulties that cannot quickly (or ever) be resolved 
(such as some anti-social behaviour) and so continue to cause problems for the 
complainant; or the complainant will not accept the decision on their complaint. 
However, in some instances, it is clear that the authority is simply repeating the 
mistakes I have identified already, or it is not implementing the procedures it has 
reviewed and improved as a result of my intervention. This is disappointing, and it is 
something I have taken up with the relevant senior officers.   

 
Miscellaneous 

• In some cases where a repair breaks down time and time again and it has to be 
redone, I believe that it is good housing administration for an authority to consider 
eventually whether it is more cost effective and a better use of taxpayers’ money to 
replace a roof, for example, rather than continue patching it. But the decision is for the 
authority to take and not me, of course, and it will always a judgement call especially in 
this era of very tight of resources and high demand. 
 

My performance 
 
24. Over the year, I have:  
 

• Responded to 98% of complaints within the 30 days target (an improvement from last 
year’s 94%) 

• Had no decisions overturned on complaints referred to the Local Government 
Ombudsman; and only one compensatory remedy reviewed and increased 

• Met with a record number of complainants and visited their homes where this would aid 
my investigation 

• Facilitated a meeting between Council officers and tenants to try to resolve a 
longstanding complaint but which fell outside my jurisdiction 

• Produced a quarterly digest of cases for Members and officers so that they can see the 
kinds of cases I uphold, remedies I suggest and lessons learned from complaints 

• Written a monthly newsletter for senior officers highlighting any concerns and 
suggested improvements in service 

• Produced a training pack for officers on complaint handling 

• Worked with the Corporate Complaints Manager in preparation for housing complaints 
being referred to the Housing Ombudsman and produced key documents  
 

 Conclusions and general observations 
 
25. Significant changes within the Council and Regenter and to resources have continued this 

year; and there have been unprecedented changes to the law that have affected services 
and operations. Notwithstanding, the numbers of stage three complaints has not increased 
as might have been expected and I welcome this. I also welcome the helpful approach 
taken by the Council and Regenter in dealing with complaints at stage three: it suggests 
that they understand the importance of good complaint handling not just because it helps 
them learn lessons and prevent future complaints, but also because it is an essential part 
of good customer service. I hope that this continues in the face of even greater changes 
that the Council and Regenter will face in the coming year.  

 
Summary of recommendations 
 

• The Council/Regenter to monitor the upheld rate on complaints, and also the number 
of stage three planning and homelessness complaints coming through to determine if 
improvements in these areas are working 
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• The Council/Regenter to take steps in repairs and anti-social behaviour complaints (but 
in other kinds of complaints too) to improve communication; to provide updates; to take 
timely action and decisions thus avoiding a case dragging on; to monitor a case; and to 
facilitate cross team working 

• Officers to make a contemporaneous note of any key action, any telephone call, any 
discussion, any interviews, any meeting, and any event, for example, when a tenant 
refuses access for a scheduled repair 

• The Council/Regenter to spot opportunities for, and to consider, remedying a complaint 
early on even if there has been no particular failing 

• The Council/Regenter to provide timely and full replies to my enquiries completing, or 
using as a guide, the response template I supply 

• Officers to contact Corporate Complaints or me if they have any difficulty deciding how 
to treat a case – as a service issue or a complaint  

• Officers to consult the Corporate Complaints Procedure which gives guidance on who 
should investigate and respond to a complaint 

• The Council/Regenter to implement the remedies I propose as quickly as possible  

• Officers to look again at the advice on writing apologies in the Council’s Guide to 
Effective Complaints Handing and on the Scottish Ombudsman’s website 

• Officers to provide me (and the complainant where requested) with follow ups as a 
matter of course 

• Officers to contact Corporate Complaints and also consult the agreed procedure for 
dealing with vexatious complainants and unreasonable complainant behaviour 

• Officers to refer complainants to an advice organisation such as The National Debtline 
where appropriate, or to telephone the Police Safe and Well Check Team where 
someone is vulnerable and considering self harm. 

 
For the future 

 
26. I have talked in the past about managing complainant expectations and I think that this will 

be even more of an imperative for me in 2013/14. I have also talked about changes and 
there are some major changes coming up (in benefits for example). So, I am proposing: 

 

• To manage effectively right from the start complainant expectations about what the IA 
can and cannot achieve for them:  doing this with a telephone call to all stage three 
complainants from my assistant, with the facility to call me at any stage, and with an 
early decision letter if I cannot help 

• To provide guidance to officers on injustice so that they can deal more effectively with 
complaints, target resources at those most significantly affected, and reject early on 
those not significantly affected  

• To provide training to officers on complaint handling and especially addressing 
complaints early on, avoiding the need for resource intense investigations and 
providing quick, effective, and imaginative remedies 

• To record all cases determined without investigation to provide a complete picture of 
the numbers received and decided 

• To produce with the Corporate Complaints Manager a series of factsheets addressing 
Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs) on the various kinds of complaints so that 
complainants know what issues can and cannot be investigated and what they can 
expect 
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Finally, I welcome this opportunity to give you my reflections about the complaints I have dealt 
with over the past year. I hope that you find the information and assessment provided useful 
when seeking improvements to the Council’s and Regenter’s services. 
 
Yours sincerely  
 
 
 
Linzi Banks 
Independent Adjudicator  
 
Enc: statistical data  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
*This review covers stage three complaints against the London Borough of Lewisham and Regenter. I have written 
a separate review on stage three complaints against Lewisham Homes, though the figures for all authorities are 
included and attached, and some crossover issues are mentioned.   

 
Total cases received/open and determined: 1/4/12 – 31/3/13 
TOTAL CASES 
RECEIVED 1/4/12 
– 31/3/13 

NO. OF 
CASES 
CARRIED 
OVER FROM 
2011/12 

NO. OF 
CASES 
DETERMINED 

NO. OF 
CASES 
WITHDRAWN 

NO. OF 
CASES 
OPEN AS OF 
31/3/13 

64 4 60 1 7 
 

 
Number of cases determined 
TOTAL 
CASES 
DETERMINED 

UPHELD 
IN FULL  

UPHELD 
IN PART 

NOT 
UPHELD 

60 5 (8%) 
 

18 (30%) 37 (62%) 
 

 
 
Time taken to resolve: target 85% of cases to be resolved within 30 days 
30 days and below 31 - 50 days More than 50 days 

59 (98%) 1 (2%)  0 
 
 

Number of cases received: a comparison 

The Council and Regenter Lewisham Homes Total cases received 

44 (69%) 20* (31%) 64 

*This includes a case that was later withdrawn 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Independent Adjudicator (IA) deals with complaints at stage three of the Council’s 
complaints process and provides a free, independent and impartial service. The IA 
considers complaints about the administrative actions of the Council and its partners, for 
example, Lewisham Homes and Regenter. She cannot question what actions these 
organisations have taken simply because someone does not agree with it. But, if she 
finds something has gone wrong, such as poor service, service failure, delay or bad 
advice and that a person has suffered as a result, the IA aims to get it put right by 
recommending a suitable remedy. 
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Cases received by Council directorate/partner 
Total number of stage three complaints against each directorate and each partner 

Customer 
Services* 

Regen* Children 
and 
Young 
People 

Community 
Services 

Resources* Regenter Lewisham 
Homes 

TOTAL 

20 19 0 1 0 4 20** 64 

 
*During 2012/13 the Council’s directorates changed: parking moved from Regeneration (Regen) to Public Services 
(within the Customer Services directorate); Highways and Planning initially fell under the Regen directorate, but 
then the Regen and Resources Directorates were amalgamated. Cases have been categorised according to the 
directorate that they fell under in April 2012. 

 
**This includes a case that was later withdrawn 
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Cases determined by subject 
 Number of complaints determined by subject: number upheld in full or in part in brackets 
 All Council/Partners* Council  

and Regenter 
Lewisham Homes 

Housing: Repairs 11 (6) 1 (1) 10 (5) 

Housing: Major Works 1  1 

Housing: Tenancy 4 (2) 2 (1) 2 (1) 

Housing: Re-housing 4 (2) 4 (2)  

Anti-social behaviour 4 (3) 1 (1) 3 (2) 

Housing: Leaseholder 1  1 

Housing Benefit 1 (1) 1 (1)  

PSL/RIS 3 (1) 3 (1)  

Environmental Health 1 (1) 1 (1)  

Planning 10 (4) 10 (4)  

Highways 3 (1) 3 (1)  

Street Lighting  1 1  

Council Tax 7 (1) 7 (1)  

Business Rates 1 (1) 1 (1)  

Parking 5 5  

Concessionary 
Awards 

1 1   

Trading Standards 1 1  

Miscellaneous 1 1  

Sub-total   43 (15) 17 (8) 

Total for all Council 60 (23)    
*Some complaints raised more than one issue but were categorised according to the main issue 

 
 
Compensation – awarded in 12 cases*  

Up to and 
including £100 

£101 - £500 £501 and 
above 

TOTAL – 
COUNCIL/RB3 

TOTAL INC 
LH* 

2 (£175) 8 (£2484.75) 2 (1600) £2130 £4259.75 
(£2129.75*) 

*All authorities 
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Appendix 2 

 
LGO letter 
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Top 3 reasons for complaints by Ward       Appendix 3 
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Ward

LH Repairs & 

Maintenance

LH Decent 

Homes - 

Major Works

Housing 

Management 

(inc LH)

Council Tax
Brockley 

PFI

Cultural 

Services

Housing 

Benefits
Planning Refuse

Street 

Cleansing
Tree Work

Children's 

Services
CallPoint

BELLINGHAM WARD 1 2 3

BLACKHEATH WARD 1 2 3

BROCKLEY WARD 2 3 1

CATFORD SOUTH WARD 1 2 3

CROFTON PARK WARD 1 2 3 3

DOWNHAM WARD 1 1 1 1

EVELYN WARD 1 2 3

FOREST HILL WARD 2 1 3

GROVE PARK WARD 1 2

LADYWELL WARD 2 1 3 3

LEE GREEN WARD 1 1 1

LEWISHAM CENTRAL WARD 2 3 1

NEW CROSS WARD 1 2 3

PERRY VALE WARD 2 1 2

RUSHEY GREEN WARD 2 1 3

SYDENHAM WARD 2 1 3

TELEGRAPH HILL WARD 1 2 3

WHITEFOOT WARD 1 2  
 
 
* Based on the post code of the complainant 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



   
   

  

 28

           Appendix 4 

 

 



   
   

  

 29

 

 

 



   
   

  

 30

 

 

 



   
   

  

 31

 
 



   
   

  

 32

 

 
 
 



   
   

  

 33

  
  Appendix 5 

 

Directorate Achievements 2012- 2013 
 

1. Things that have been put in place to improve the quality of complaints 
handling 

 
CYP  
 

o The team has been restructured through 2012/13 to enable streamlined complaints 
handling. 

 
o Reporting tools have been improved and have been in place since Q1 of 2013/14.  The 

complaints team always seek to improve the scope of reporting on trends. 
 

o Quality assurance exercises are carried out every 6 months to monitor the quality of 
responses at Stage 1 (corporately and in statutory complaints)  

 
o Awareness of the process, the implications and the necessity to provide a good service 

is communicated to teams across the directorates.   
 

 
Community Services 
 

o The Customer Relations team has further embedded the use of iCasework into the 
Library & Information service and Community Education Lewisham and provided on-
going support and guidance to officers in investigating and responding to stage 1 
complaints in a comprehensive and timely manner.   
 

Customer Services 
 

o Quarterly meetings with Lewisham Homes to discuss matters of mutual importance 
 
o Review of the administration of complaints within the team to seek to work proactively 

and ahead of due date 
 

o Training for staff in new areas of knowledge following merge of Customer Services and 
Regeneration casework teams 

 
Lewisham Homes 
 

o We reviewed our Complaints Policy and Procedure in 2012/13. This took into account 
the changes to Ombudsman arrangements, but also allowed us to emphasise more 
clearly the importance of early contact with complainants rather than focusing on 
sending a written reply in time. We also introduced six month time limits, in line with 
those of the Housing Ombudsman, for escalating complaints. 

 
o In late 2012, the Corporate Leadership Team (CLT) set up a Performance Group to 

look at performance in more detail. One of the first areas it examined was Complaints 
which, at the time, were performing badly. Since then; 

• The Policy Manager has agreed with service heads a new way to provide 
‘lessons learnt’ for their service, and how it compares to overall performance. 
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• In 2013 all reasons for complaints being answered late have been recorded in 
detail. This ensures Heads of Service assess whether there is room for 
improvement and what such improvement might be. 

• We are now meeting our targets on responding to complaints on time. In the 5 
months to May, we sent out 95% of responses to complaints on time. Decent 
Homes is no longer dragging back the figures. 
 

o In the last six to nine months we have been analysing satisfaction trends in greater 
detail. 

 
o A Policy Officer now attends the quarterly Public Sector Complaints Network meetings 

to ensure we keep up-to-date with developments. 

 
Resources & Regeneration 
 

o Street Lighting PFI Contract – Subject to this contract all of Lewisham’s old street 
lighting columns are being replaced.  It was anticipated that complaints would arise as 
a result so the Casework Team worked with Management from the Highways 
department and Skanska to devise a quick and simple procedure to identify who would 
be responsible for dealing with the complaints and enquiries.   This helped in the 
administration of the complaint and to minimise complaints escalating through delays.  

 
o Working at Wearside – Regen Caseworkers worked at Wearside to provide cover for a 

month. As well as supporting the services the work provided a better understanding of 
how complaints were handled at stage one and helped the caseworkers gain a better 
working knowledge of highways, parking and traffic issues which enabled better 
responses to stage 2, Councillor and Mayoral enquiries. 

 
o Parking Price Increase – The cost of permits increased in May 2011.  The Casework 

Team worked with the parking manager to develop a Q & A sheet before the increase 
came into effect to enable the team to answer questions quickly and effectively. 

 
o Tree/Hedge information – The Casework Team were receiving an increased number of 

complaints about overhanging hedges on private property as well as on public 
footways.  The enquiries involved Planning and the Environmental Team and 
sometimes Highways.  We developed a fact sheet about tree problems and solutions to 
the different types of complaints received 

 

2. Lessons learnt from upheld complaints 
 
CYP  
 

o The Complaints team works towards ensuring that lessons learnt from upheld and 
partially upheld complaints are highlighted and feedback to improve service delivery. 
The complaints team monitor implementation of agreed actions and recommendations. 

 
o Staff are reminded of the importance of communicating effectively, and promptly, with 

service users.  Where communication issues have been identified within a complaint, 
the appropriate managers have been made aware. 

 
o As a result of complaints, Team Mangers have been reminded of the importance of 

conducting assessments on time, and this has been cascaded to all staff. 
 

o Delays in carrying out assessments, delays in setting up appeals and delays in 
preparing or amending statements have been strong themes throughout the reporting 
period. 
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o Staff are reminded of the importance of ensuring these aspects of work are carried out 

thoroughly and in a timely manner. 
 

o Communication issues have been raised by complainants throughout the reporting 
period.  Teams subject to these complaints have been identified and approached by 
the Complaints Manager to improve this area of service.  

 
Community Services 
 

o An agreement was reached with relevant parties to redirect invoices to a resident's 
legal representatives following a complaint that continued reminders sent to the 
resident were causing distress. An explanation was sent to the resident as to why the 
Council was required to continue sending invoices, even for an account in dispute, and 
an agreement was reached and process implemented allowing the Council to redirect 
future invoices.  

 
o Following a complaint made to the Library & Information service about the Council's 

returns process for borrowed items, the service implemented a new system that 
'double checks' returns are accurately reflected on the Libraries computer management 
system. This in itself highlighted an issue with the management system that the service 
were able to quickly address with the system's administrator.  
 

o The Library service is currently reviewing the best way of updating its network of PCs 
and other IT equipment in response to customer complaints and concerns about its 
capability in terms of web-browsing and other on-line functionality.  
 

Customer Services 
 

o Improved liaison between internal teams and external provider  – In order to avoid any 
delay or disadvantage to tenants who require repairs and maintenance to their properties 

 
Lewisham Homes 
 

o The most common issues across all services relate to poor communication – either 
with the resident or between teams. That is one reason why, in our revised policy and 
procedure, we emphasised the need for the service to make early contact with the 
complainant when we receive a complaint. 

 
This is further highlighted in the sample of case studies below:  

 
1. Mr W had an appointment to fix the extractor fan in his bathroom. Unfortunately 

this appointment was missed because the operative was running late but did 
not tell Mr W. As a result of this complaint, operatives have been asked to 
contact the office always if they are running late, so we are able to contact the 
resident and inform them. 

 
2. Ms G had the same ongoing leak into her bathroom for many months.  She was 

really upset about the lack of help and poor service she believed she received 
from the repair section. We thought that we fixed the problem but unfortunately 
we hadn’t. From this complaint we learnt the importance of checking with the 
residents affected by leaks in blocks to confirm that the problem has been 
resolved and to improve communication.  We introduced new procedures to 
ensure this happened. 
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3. Miss Y was visited by an ASB officer to look into the possibly of having cameras 
installed in her building as she felt unsafe.  Unfortunately the visit was never 
followed up and her phone calls were not returned. We revised procedures to 
make sure all cases are managed more closely, so this does not happen again 
and that we follow up all visits.  

 
Resources & Regeneration 
 

o Timely liaison with services that are introducing change in order to anticipate and 
prepare for potential public feedback so that we can provide considered and helpful  
responses. 

  

3.   Future objectives in your area for the improvement of complaints  
management: 

 
CYP  
 

o In 2013/14, the Complaints team will be meeting with staff at team meetings to ensure 
managers and staff are aware that all complaints and representations need to be 
forwarded to the Complaints Manager as a matter of urgency.   

 
o The Complaints team keep a log of instances where complaints and representations 

have not been forwarded in a timely manner, and this list will be  sent to Service 
Managers/Heads of Service to be followed up.. 

 
o The under representation of ethnic groups using the complaints process is a major 

piece of work.  It is hoped that this will assist the Complaints team in remedying gaps in 
representation, and broaden the scope of the complaints process by engaging with the 
under represented community groups. 

 
o The publicity of the Complaints process, and of the team itself, is high on the agenda 

for 2013/14.  A new, updated complaints leaflet is imminent, and ongoing language 
specific publicity pushes are to be prioritised moving through 2013/14. 

 
o The Complaints team will carry out a customer satisfaction exercise to gauge feedback 

on those service users who used the statutory complaints process.  This feedback will 
be analysed and potentially used to shape the service going forward. 

 
o The Complaints team will continue to work with service users to reach satisfactory 

conclusions through agreed methods.  We are dedicated to ensuring the complainant 
is aware of rights to escalate complaints through the procedure, and will support all 
requests to do so, should alternative resolution methods not be agreed. 

 
Community Services 
 

o Proactively secure a co-ordinated and comprehensive store of information about 
dissatisfaction across the entire Directorate; and  
 

o Design and implement a system of recording learning from complaints that allows the 
Customer Relations team to support the Directorate in making service improvements.   

  
Customer Services 
 

o Promote the roles of the corporate complaints and casework team across the 
organisation 
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o Encourage the service areas to take full responsibility for responding to their enquiries 
and complaints 

 
Lewisham Homes 
 

o We will carry out data quality audits of performance indicators for complaints. We will 
look at whether they are actual performance indicators or just useful context data. 
Where they are actual performance indicators we will specify whether they focus on 
service provider performance (contractor or team) or the service consumer experience 
or both.  

 
o We want to focus on improving the satisfaction of complainants, not just how quickly 

we reply.  
 
o We are paying more attention to trends over time, not just most recent numbers or 

reasons for complaints.  
 
o We will review the (new) way in which we identify and report learning to service 

managers, now that it has been in operation for 6 months. Most service areas receive 
such small numbers that trends are hard to identify. This could involve a move to more 
detailed case studies of those dissatisfied complainants identified in our monthly Kwest 
phone surveys. 

 
o We also need to look more closely at our compliments to see if we can identify and 

disseminate positive practice from these cases. 
 
Resources & Regeneration 
 

o Promote the roles of the corporate complaints and casework team across the 
organisation 

 
o Encourage the service areas to take full responsibility for responding to their enquiries 

and complaints 
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Updated Corporate Complaints Action Plan  -  2012/2013           Appendix 6 
          
Action 
point 

Recommendation Origin  Lead 
Person 

Action taken Target 
date 

Status of 
action  

1 The Council to monitor council tax complaints to 
see if they continue increasing and to 
understand why this might be so 
 

IA annual 
report 

Jennifer 
Greaux 

The Corporate Complaints Manager has been 
working closely with the Council Tax team to 
ensure that their complaints are managed 
effectively. The Corporate Complaints Manager  
carried out complaints workshops with Council 
Tax staff in September 2012, and as a result, 
has led to significant changes in the way that 
their complaints are handled. Following the 
workshop, stage 3 complaints about Council 
Tax has nearly halved.   

March 
2013 

completed 

2 The Council to monitor the time taken to reply to 
my enquires 
 

IA annual 
report 

Jennifer 
Greaux 

Officers are given a specific timescale to 
provide information to the IA. There were a few 
occasions when the target was not met and the 
IA’s assistant had to chase the service areas for 
information. In most cases, the information is 
sent to the IA in a timely fashion and the IA is 
happy to extend the time, if requested.  

March 
2013 

completed 

3 The Council/Regenter to ensure that officers 
reply in good time and see complaints as equal 
to any other work: providing an opportunity to 
address anything that might be going wrong; to 
improve practices and procedures; to learn 
lessons; and to stop further complaints 
 

IA annual 
report 

Jennifer 
Greaux 

The IA was experiencing difficulties in receiving 
information back on complaints in a timely 
fashion from specific service areas.  The 
Corporate Complaint team has been working 
closely with service areas to ensure that the IA 
receives the information requested in a timely 
fashion. As a result, the IA has seen a 
significant improvement over the last year. 

March 
2013 

completed 

4 Officers to provide the IA (and the complainant 
where requested) with follow ups as a matter of 
course 
 

IA annual 
report 

All  As part of the IA’s recommendations, she may 
ask for follow on actions. There has been a few 
occasions when some of the follow on actions 
are not completed, leading to further frustration 
from the complainants. The IA’s assistant will 
continue to monitor and chase the relevant 
service areas to ensure that the complainant 
and the IA are kept updated with the progress of  
follow on actions.  For long term 
recommendations, there is a stringent 
monitoring system in place to ensure that the 

March 
2013 

completed 
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Action 
point 

Recommendation Origin  Lead 
Person 

Action taken Target 
date 

Status of 
action  

follow on actions are not overlooked.   

5 The Council in all cases to assess as early as 
possible whether it might resolve a complaint 
even where there is no evidence of 
maladministration 
 

IA annual 
report 

All  Service areas are encouraged to investigate 
and review complaints, on a case by case basis. 
For each complaint, the individual’s 
circumstances need to be carefully considered 
and when necessary, discretion applied in order 
to find a local resolution.  

March 
2013 

completed 

6 Officers to use the complaint response template 
I have provided to draft their comments 
 

IA annual 
report 

All To ensure that officers provide the IA with the 
comprehensive information that she needs to 
carry out her investigation, a request for 
information template was devised. As a result, 
information provided to the IA has been more 
thorough and gaps can be identified earlier. 
Officers have also used this template in 
anticipation of a stage 3 complaint. This has led 
to a more consistent way of gathering 
information.  

March 
2013 

completed 

7 The Council to ensure cross authority liaison in 
cases where a number of service areas and 
partners are involved 
 

IA annual 
report 

All The corporate complaints manager will identify 
and facilitate meetings between relevant service 
managers in order to encourage joint up 
working approach to resolving complaints in a 
timely fashion.   

March 
2013 

completed 

8 Where legal action is involved, I recommend 
that the formal complaints process is followed 
but does not touch on the action 
 

IA annual 
report 

All Staff are reminded of this in the staff complaint 
handling guide.   

March 
2013 

completed 

9 Remedies are changed only at a different stage 
of the complaints process if it is clear that the 
injustice has not been properly addressed; or if 
further failings are identified; or the complainant 
has been put to a lot of time and trouble taking 
their complaint higher. 
 
 

IA annual 
report 

All Staff have been briefed and this will form part of 
a new complaints procedure.  

March 
2013 

completed 

10 Maintain Corporate Complaints information on 
the web ensuring it is up to date 
 

Strategy & 
Performance 
Star Service 
Self -
Assessment  

Jennifer 
Greaux 

The website is consistently updated to ensure 
that the information is up to date and relevant. 
This has included adding information about the 
changes to the way social housing complaints 
will be dealt with from 1 April 2013.  

March 
2013 

completed 
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Action 
point 

Recommendation Origin  Lead 
Person 

Action taken Target 
date 

Status of 
action  

11 Design and implement an e-learning complaints 
module 

Strategy & 
Performance 
Star Service 
Self  

Jennifer 
Greaux 

An e-learning module has been developed 
which will be used a learning and development 
tool for staff.  

March 
2013 

completed 

13 Develop bespoke complaints training courses 
linked to specific service areas 

Strategy & 
Performance 
Star Service 
Self  

Jennifer 
Greaux 

The Corporate Complaints Manager has been 
working with the Public Services staff to explore 
a different approach to handle their complaints. 
Council Tax staff attended workshops and as a 
result, some of their letters were reviewed and 
simplified. This has led to a reduction in 
complaints and the volume escalating to the 
next stage.  In particular, the volume of council 
tax complaints that escalated to stage 2 had 
decreased by 60% compared to the previous 
year.  Stage 2 complaints for housing benefits 
decreased by  75% compared to six months 
prior to the changes.  

March 
2013 

completed 

14 Involve staff in the development of complaints 
FAQs for the intranet 

Strategy & 
Performance 
Star Service 
Self  

Jennifer 
Greaux 

The Corporate Complaints Manager has 
consulted with CCIG in order to develop a list of 
FAQ’s. The FAQ’s will be made available to all 
staff.  

March 
2013 

completed 
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Corporate Complaints Action Plan  -  2013/2014            Appendix 7 
 
Action 
point 

Recommendation Origin  Lead 
Person 

Action taken Target 
date 

Status of 
action  

1 Ensure that the transition of social housing 
complaints from the Local Government 
Ombudsman to the Housing Ombudsman runs 
smoothly 
 

Housing 
Select 
Committee 

Jennifer 
Greaux 

Monitor the new social housing complaints 
process and assist the designated person to 
ensure that the transition of social housing 
complaints from the Local Government 
Ombudsman to the Housing Ombudsman 
runs smoothly. 

March14 open 

2 Ensure that staff have a full understanding of 
handling complaints and enquiries 

Strategy and 
Performance 
service plan 

Jennifer 
Greaux 

A comprehensive complaints and enquiries 
procedure will be devised, which will provide 
clear guidance and timescales. 

March14 open 

3 Ensure that complaint responses remain at a 
high standard 

Strategy and 
Performance 
service plan 

Jennifer 
Greaux 

To ensure that responses remain of a high 
quality, the corporate complaints team will 
reinstate the quality checking of responses. A 
sample of stage 1 and stage 2 complaints will 
be quality checked using a quality checking 
framework and finding fed back to the service 
areas. 

December 13 open 

4 To promote the roles of the corporate 
complaints and casework team across the 
organisation 

 
Encourage the service areas to take full 
responsibility for responding to their enquiries 
and complaints 

Strategy and 
Performance 
service plan 

Jennifer 
Greaux/CCIG 

 A promotional event will take place to promote 
and  support the role and responsibilities of the 
caseworkers and the corporate complaints 
team. Information will also be provided to 
ensure that all service areas are aware of their 
responsibilities when dealing with complaints.  

 
 

December 13 open 

5 The Council/Regenter to monitor the upheld rate 
on complaints, and also the number of stage 
three planning and homelessness complaints 
coming through to determine if improvements in 
these areas are working 

IA annual 
letter 

Corporate 
Complaints 
Team  

The corporate complaints team will analyse 
these complaints and work with service areas, 
as deemed appropriate.  

March 14 open 

6 The Council/Regenter to take steps in repairs 
and anti-social behaviour complaints (but in 
other kinds of complaints too) to improve 
communication; to provide updates; to take 
timely action and decisions thus avoiding a case 
dragging on; to monitor a case; and to facilitate 
cross team working 
 

IA annual 
letter 

Corporate 
Complaints 
Team 

The corporate complaints team will liaise with 
relevant service areas to ensure that the IA 
recommendations are adhered to.  

March 14 open 
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Action 
point 

Recommendation Origin  Lead 
Person 

Action taken Target 
date 

Status of 
action  

7 Officers to make a contemporaneous note of 
any key action, any telephone call, any 
discussion, any interviews, any meeting, and 
any event, for example, when a tenant refuses 
access for a scheduled repair 
 

IA annual 
letter 

All   All service areas to be reminded of the 
importance of making contemporaneous 
notes.  

March 14 open 

8 The Council/Regenter to provide timely and full 
replies to my enquiries completing, or using as a 
guide, the response template I supply 
 

IA annual 
letter 

Corporate 
Complaints 
Team 

The corporate complaints team will continue 
to monitor whether services are completing 
the request for information template and 
provided by the IA.  

March 14 open 

9 Officers to contact Corporate Complaints or me 
if they have any difficulty deciding how to treat a 
case – as a service issue or a complaint  
 

IA annual 
letter 

Corporate 
Complaints 
Team 

 March 14 open 

10 Officers to consult the Corporate Complaints 
Procedure which gives guidance on who should 
investigate and respond to a complaint 
 

IA annual 
letter 

Corporate 
Complaints 
Team 

Corporate complaints team to ensure that 
staff are made aware of the correct process to 
follow.  

March 14 open 

11 The Council/Regenter to implement the 
remedies I propose as quickly as possible  
 

IA annual 
letter 

Corporate 
Complaints 
Team 

The corporate complaints team will continue 
to monitor any remedies made by the IA to 
ensure that they are carried out in a timely 
fashion.  

March 14 open 

12 Officers to look again at the advice on writing 
apologies in the Council’s Guide to Effective 
Complaints Handing and on the Scottish 
Ombudsman’s website 

IA annual 
letter 

Corporate 
Complaints 
Team 

Corporate complaints team to ensure that 
staff are made aware of the correct process to 
follow.  

March 14 open 

13 Officers to contact Corporate Complaints and 
also consult the agreed procedure for dealing 
with vexatious complainants and unreasonable 
complainant behaviour 
 

IA annual 
letter 

Jennifer 
Greaux 

Corporate complaints team to ensure that 
staff are made aware of the correct process to 
follow.  

March 14 open 

14 Officers to refer complainants to an advice 
organisation such as The National Debtline 
where appropriate, or to telephone the Police 
Safe and Well Check Team where someone is 
vulnerable and considering self harm. 
 

IA annual 
letter 

Jennifer 
Greaux 

To assist officers in these circumstances, a 
procedure will be devised to provide guidance 
and advice for staff.  

October 13 open 

 


