
Full Council Meeting – 26 February 2020 

Report of Councillor Ross Henley – Corporate Resources 

Finance 

The Executive presented its proposed revenue and capital budgets for 2020/21 
to Full Council on 19th February. 

It was extremely pleasing and positive to present a balanced budget position, in 
the face of ongoing financial challenges and uncertainty for this council and 
indeed the local government sector as a whole. We will continue to focus on 
keeping costs down through modern and efficient ways of working, and have 
embarked on an ambitious programme of investment to generate addition 
income that is essential to ensure our vital services remain affordable in the 
medium and long term. 

I am reassured that the Council remains in a healthy financial position. Our S151 
Officer has advised that our budget plans are robust and our reserves remain in 
line with targets. We have also been prudent in holding appropriate 
contingencies to mitigate financial risk such as potential volatility in business 
rates and rental income.  

Work will soon begin on early preparation for the 2021/22 budget.  

The finance team will also be working with our new director team to reorganise 
the Council’s budgets and accounting system to align with each director’s area of 
accountability and responsibility. There is a strong focus and commitment to 
improving financial reporting and bringing in a more detailed budget structure 
that enables more granular reporting. Equally we plan to develop our public 
reporting to make financial performance information more succinct and 
accessible – feedback from Members as this comes forward will be very 
welcome.  

The service is now focussing on its preparation for Somerset West and Taunton’s 
first financial year end and producing the annual set of accounts. Our budget 
monitoring indicates we remain broadly on track to operate within budget in the 
current financial year. We expect our external auditor to progress their interim 
year end testing in March. The S151 Officer is currently working with Grant 
Thornton to confirm when the final accounts audit work will be completed. 
Updates will be reported to the Audit Governance and Standards Committee in 
the usual way. 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Customer Services  

Customer Services performance for the last quarter was as follows:   

 

                        Calls           Abandoned     Average Wait Time              

November 16,192  8%   1 minute 9 seconds 

December 10,740  4%   46 seconds 

January 13,957* 7%   1 minute 13 seconds 

 

We have initiated an automated telephone Customer Service survey to assess 
customer satisfaction and have been analysing the results.  While it is encouraging 
to get positive praise from our customers we can learn a lot from those customers 
who are not satisfied.  We have had 434 messages recorded with our customer’s 
view and our intention is to learn as much as we can from the feedback we get 
and use it to target areas of customer dissatisfaction.  

41% of customers rated their experience as ‘Excellent’ 

57% of customers felt their call had been answered quickly 

68% of our customers felt the Champion who spoke to the was knowledgeable 
and helpful 

From the 3rd February we will be reducing the Complaints resolution target from 
20 days to 10.  We will also be providing weekly reports to enable managers to 
help their teams respond at their earliest opportunity.   

 

Benefits 

The Benefits function assesses and pays claims for Housing Benefit, our local 
Council Tax Reduction Scheme and Discretionary Housing Payments.  The prompt 
assessment & payment of benefit is key to supporting vulnerable customers, 
minimising debt problems & maximising income for the authority.   

 
New claims and changes of circumstances continue to be processed quickly and 
within the statutory timeframes.  Overpayment recovery remains on target 

We have undertaken a Lean Process Review of the Benefits processes which has 
identified process changes which will enable us to improve service delivery and 
process claims more cost effectively.  This includes the reintroduction of ‘there & 



then’ processing, the semi-automation of changes notified by the DWP & staff 
training. 

 

Revenues 

The Revenues function is responsible for the billing & collection of £99m Council 
Tax and £60m Business Rates which includes assessing entitlement to discounts, 
exemptions and reliefs.  Prompt and accurate billing is critical to minimising debt 
and maximising income.  Collection rates remain high and on target for both 
Council Tax & Business Rates 

Preparations are well advanced for the new-year billing process for both Council 
Tax and Business Rates, which is scheduled to take place following the setting of 
the Council Tax on 19 February 2020.   

The only significant legislative change this year is the government’s recent 
announcement of the extension of business rate relief for pubs, retail and local 
newspapers.  Our software providers have advised that they should be able to 
implement the necessary software changes in time to allow us to calculate the 
correct charges for annual billing so we should not have to re-bill at a later date 

We are intending to promote paperless billing through the annual billing exercise 
and will be adding text to the envelopes directing customers to our website to 
set-up paperless billing 

We are in the process of signing contracts with new enforcement agents 
following a successful procurement exercise which assessed performance and 
support provision for vulnerable customers.  We have appointed two new 
contractors, Dukes and Jacobs and will shortly start referring cases to them 

 

Income 

The Income function is responsible for bringing in revenue to the council – 
including Council Tax, Business Rates, rents and miscellaneous income (approx. 
£100m).   We have hit the collection target for miscellaneous income for this year 
and are now introducing paperless direct debits for all fund types 

The current key focus for the team is the Rents year-end process and the issue 
of new rent notifications.  This year will see the first rent increase in five years, 
due to the previous 1% rent reduction being applied. 

Our performance in paying supplier invoices within our payment terms has now 
significantly improved and is now at 94%, just short of our target of 95%.  We are 
also implementing optical character recognition (OCR) software to enable us to 
automatically read information from invoices and index them.  This will help to 
speed up our payment processes further. 

 



 

 

HR Policies 

The HR and People team are developing a neurodiversity policy with a focus on 
supporting customers and employees and to help provide guidance on 
recruitment.  This policy will raise awareness and support for people with a range 
of conditions including autism, ADHD, dyslexia etc. 

A new Neo-natal policy is also in development so that the Council is able to 
better support parents who have premature babies.  The policy will comply with 
and potentially exceed requirements of legislation currently being consulted on.  
Thankfully this affects a small number of staff in the Council but is an important 
policy for those affected.  

Pension Policy 

As the councils rep on the Somerset pension committee I have been in 
discussions with officers regarding the various investments made by the pension 
scheme. I have informed the committee that I will be formally raising my 
concerns at a number of the specific investments the scheme makes. I want the 
pension scheme to have ethical investments policy and plan to bring a motion to 
this council to this effect. I may not be successful straight away but I am 
determined to ask questions and start a debate on this issue.  

 

 

 

 

 


