
EXCERPT OF MINUTE OF MEETING OF POLICY AND RESOURCES COMMITTEE HELD ON 
25 MARCH 2003 

AGENDA ITEI: NO. j..r.r...'.s....l 13 

SERVICE DELIVERY AND PERFORMANCE SCRUTINY PANEL - REVIEW REPORTS (TRADING 
STANDARDS AND LIBRARIES AND INFORMATION) 

14. There was submitted a report (docketed) dated 6 March 2003 by the Chief Executive (1) presenting 
the conclusions of the Service Delivery and Performance Scrutiny Panel of their reviews of (a) Trading 
Standards, as detailed in Appendix 1 to the report, and (b) Libraries and Information Service, as 
detailed in Appendix 2 to the report; (2) seeking approval of the draft review reports and action plans, 
for both services, and (3) proposing that the review reports and action plans be referred to the 
appropriate Service Committees to monitor the progress towards the completion of the recommended 
actions. 

Decided: 

(1) that the conclusions of the Service Delivery and Performance Scrutiny Panel's reviews of 
Trading Standards and the Libraries and Information Service be noted, and 

(2) that the review reports and draft action plans be referred to the Planning and Environment 
Committee and the Community Services Committee, as appropriate, for consideration. 
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NORTH LANARKSHIRE COUNCIL 

To: POLICY & RESOURCES COMMITTEE 

AGENDA ITEM NO ,-m 

Subject: SERVICE DELIVERY AND 
PERFORMANCE SCRUTINY 
PANEL - REVIEW REPORTS 

REPORT 

Date: 6 March, 2003 Ref: GWlAZGlKR 

From: CHIEF EXECUTIVE 
(TRADING STANDARDS AND 
LIBRARIES & INFORMATION) 

I Purpose of Report 

1.1 

1.2 

2 

2.1 

2.2 

3 

3.1 

4 

This report presents the conclusions of the Service Delivery and Performance Scrutiny 
Panel's Reviews of Trading Standards (Appendix1 ) and the Libraries and Information 
Service (Appendix 2). 

The Panel is seeking the approval of the Policy and Resources Committee for its Draft 
Review Reports and Action Plans for both services. 

The Report & Proposals 

The Draft Action Plans conclude the reviews by setting out the means by which the 
Panel's improvement proposals could be implemented in the form of action 
recommendations with targets for completion. 

If approved by this Committee, the Review Report and Draft Action Plan will be remitted to 
the respective appropriate Service Committees. The Committees will subsequently 
receive regular updates on progress towards the completion of the recommended actions. 

Recommendations 

It is recommended that the Committee :- 

a) Notes the conclusions reached by the Service Delivery and 
Performance Scrutiny Panel's Review of Trading Standards and the Libraries and 
Information Service 
Approves the content of the Review Reports 
Agrees their submission to the next meetings of the Planning and 
Environment Committee and the Community Services Committee 
with the requirement that the Committees receive regular updates on Action Plan 

b) 
c) 

p rog re ss 

Chief Executive 
Local Government Access to information Act 
For further information on this report please contact Alex Gardiner, Corporate Policy and Performance Manager on 
Extension 2231 
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APPENDIX 1 
North Lanarkshire Council - Service Delivery and Performance Scrutiny Panel 

Report on Review of the Trading Standards Service - February 2003 

1 Introduction and Remit 

1.1 On 23 October 2002, the Scrutiny Panel considered a report by the Chief Executive on the Quarterly 
Performance Review for quarter one, (April to June) for the financial year 2002/2003. 

1.2 During consideration of the report, the Panel noted that a number of the Performance Indicators which 
related to aspects of the Trading Standards service had not achieved their targets over a number of 
quantifiable and measurable periods. 

1.3 The Performance Indicator statistics over recent Quarters are depicted in the charts below: 

TSI: Consumer Complaints 
' 100% 1 

1.4 Following discussion, the Scrutiny Panel determined to:- 

@ investigate and identify the reasons for the decline in the performance of the various Indicators 
which related to aspects of the Trading Standards Service, and 

identify actions to improve the Council's performance in this respect and make recommendations 
accordingly. 

I:\DATA\COMM2\WORDUOHN\SCRUTINWTRADING STANDATDS\FINALREPORT.DOC 



2 

The Scrutiny Panel concluded that the analysis of past performance indicated that the Performance 
Indicator levels for aspects of the Trading Standards service were below acceptable standards. 

2. The National Context 

2.1 

2.2 

2.3 

2.4 

2.5 

2.6 

Figures provided by Audit Scotland allow comparisons to be made between the performance of North 
Lanarkshire Council and other Scottish Local Authorities for the financial years 1998/99 to 2000/01. 

With regard to General Consumer Enquiries, where the percentage of enquiries received and 
completed on the same day as their receipt were measured, the Council compares very favourably 
with other Scottish Councils. These enquiries are usually requests for information from a customer 
about an aspect of consumer law or an unfair trading practice. The Council recorded 99.7% of 
enquiries completed in the same day during 1998/99 and 99.9% for both 1999/00 and 2000/01. These 
figures are in excess of the Scottish average of 98.5%, 97.4% and 97.7% over these periods. 

With regard to Consumer Complaints, however, the Council's performance has not achieved this 
high standard. Consumer Complaints are requests to the Council to investigate the activities of a 
trader or traders. Both enquiries and complaints relate to goods or services which the consumer 
suspects or believes have been poor, unfair or based on illegal trading practice by a trader. The 
indicator does not provide information on the quality of any advice or investigation, or on its 
usefulness to the customer or business. 

In addition, the number and complexity of enquiries and complaints affects the indicator. 
Notwithstanding, the Council's performance, at 49.4% of complaints completed within 14 days during 
2000/01 was one of the poorest in Scotland (compared to a Scottish average of 78%). In 1998/99 and 
1999/00 the Council's figures were 56.9% and 50.6% respectively. 

Business Advice Requests are given in response to enquiries by individual businesses. These include 
approaches made in person and enquiries received by letter and telephone, but excludes advice given 
as part of a routine inspection of trading premises. Again, the indicator does not provide information 
on the quality of any advice or the nature and depth of any investigation. Furthermore, the indicator 
can be affected by the number and complexity of Business Advice Requests received. In 2000/01 
North Lanarkshire's performance for this indicator was measured at 89.3%, compared to a Scottish 
average of 98.1%. In the two preceding years the performance for North Lanarkshire was 97.7% and 
97.9%. 

In October 2002 Audit Scotland completed a nation-wide study into the operation of the trading 
standards service in Scotland. This study was accompanied by a Performance Audit of North 
Lanarkshire Council's Trading Standards Service, again undertaken by Audit Scotland. Further details 
of this Audit and its findings are contained in Section 8 of this report. 

The Council's performance, compared to other Scottish Authorities, for Consumer Complaints and Business 
Advice Requests reflects that performance was one of the worst in Scotland for these measurable periods. 
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3 Consideration by the Review Group on Trading Standards 

3.1 At its meeting on 26 November 2002 the Review Group received a presentation from the Head of 
Protective Services, in explanation of the performance of the Department of Planning and 
Environment in relation to Performance Indicators for trading standards enquiries, complaints and 
business advice, and inspection of trading premises. 

3.1 The Group also considered a report by the Director of Planning and Environment providing Members 
with information on the performance levels achieved by the trading standards service in relation to the 
various performance indicators and provided details of future actions to improve performance. 

3.2 The report advised that the Trading Standards service promotes the economic and environmental well 
being of the local community by ensuring that consumers are protected from unfair treatment by 
traders, and that honest businesses are protected from unfair competition from rogue traders 
deliberately flouting the law. 

3.3 The report advised also that the above is achieved through a range of integrated statutory activities, 
including inspecting traders’ premises, investigating alleged offences, providing services to 
businesses, and animal health and welfare services. Additional services provided to consumers and 
businesses include advice, information, education, and debt counselling, from various locations 
throughout North Lanarkshire, including advice centres in Motherwell, Bellshill, Coatbridge and 
Cumbernauld. 

3.4 During the course of his presentation, the Head of Protective Services indicated that there was 
currently a dearth of training of Trading Standards Officers throughout Scotland, but indicated that the 
Council currently had four individuals being trained with a view to them becoming hl ly  qualified 
Trading Standards Officers, and that this was supported by 50% of training costs being funded by the 
Department of Trade and Industry. 

3.5 In addition, the Head of Protective Services indicated that the number of students on approved degree 
courses has been falling in recent years and in response to this a number of other Authorities have 
trained suitable existing staff through the Accreditation of Prior Experience and Learning route 
(APEL). 

3.6 The Review Group were advised that the Council now has four Fair Trading Officers, two from each 
of the enforcement and advice disciplines, at various stages of the APEL procedures. Because of the 
intensive nature of the training their normal workload has to be passed to other officers or temporary 
staff employed if possible where resources permit. This clearly has a short term impact on the 
Service’s ability to meet performance indicators for both premises inspections and completion of 
consumer complaints. 

4 Consumer Complaints 

4.1 The Head of Protective Services indicated that a number of factors had contributed to the fall off of 
performance for this Performance Indicator, many relating to the current IT System used for this 
purpose (the MVM ProActive recording system). For much of Quarter 1 completed complaints were 
not entered into the database of complaints received and dealt with, and this lead to a backlog of 
inputting. In a number of instances complaints were received and dealt with within the target 
timescales by the investigating officers but were either recorded late or were reopened by other staff to 
scan in updated information, the effect of which was to record the later date as opposed to the one 
when the complaint had originally been dealt with. The IT system then calculated the Performance 
Indicator using the second closure date instead of the original date completed. 
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4.2 Another contributory factor for the failure to achieve a higher performance figure is that many of the 
components that contribute to regulating the time taken to resolve complaints are outwith the control 
of the service. These include awaiting responses from traders to requests for information before 
responding to consumers, or some other cause such as delay in receiving results from independent 
examination or testing of goods, or in some cases court proceedings. A number of complaints are 
referred to other organisations to be dealt with and are not closed until after the outcome is known 
which can often be outside of the Department's targets. 

4.3 In response to a question raised regarding the operational management arrangements for the inputting 
of data for the performance indicator, the Head of Protective Services advised that a backlog had 
accumulated over a period of time and that this was currently being addressed by revised operational 
procedures and by the purchase of new software, although the latter would take until the new financial 
year to address. 

4.4 The Head of Protective Services confirmed to the Review Group the nature of the action that had been 
taken to address the backlog of inputting, and that protocols on closing complaints and enquiries were 
being reviewed and any necessary changes implemented. 

5 Business Advice Requests 

5.1 The Group were advised that Business Advice requests are fewer in number compared to Consumer 
Enquiries and Requests and, also, that a proportion of these relate to Animal Health issues that fall to 
be dealt with by the single Animal Health Officer. A number of factors, some similar to those outlined 
in respect of complaints, were cited as leading to delays in inputting information in Quarter 1. 

5.2 Again, the Head of Protective Services advised that steps had been taken to address these inputting 
delays and indicated that recent monthly reports show an improved performance figure in excess of 
83%, and advised that this should continue to improve throughout the remainder of the year. 

6 Future ActionsR'roposals for Improvement 

6.1 The Head of Protective Services advised that the current recording system for complaints was far 
from satisfactory and that there is a lack of confidence felt by both operational staff and managers in 
the reliability and accuracy of information produced. The Department were evaluating alternative 
systems with a view to purchasing a replacement system for 2003/04. One of the primary benefits of 
the new system will enable managers to more easily monitor performance through production of 
meaningful management reports etc. Further details on these proposals are contained within Section 7 
of this report. 

6.2 Additional funding has made available from the Scottish Executive for the expansion of the money 
advice services and this has resulted in the appointment of eight new debt advice staff. They are to be 
located in Bellshill, Motherwell, Coatbridge and Cumbernauld, although this is dependent on the 
outcome of an audit of the Trading Standards Service property portfolio. Alternative accommodation 
is also being considered for Bellshill Money Advice Centre and the Advice Centre at 124 Main Street 
Coatbridge. Extra money is also being provided to the Citizens Advice Bureaux to enable them to 
employ additional debt advice staff. 

6.3 The addition of Advice Centre managers for debt advice work will also enable the existing managers 
to carry out better performance monitoring of consumer complaint caseloads. This will be particularly 
important with both additional and more complex work arising from the implementation of the Stop 
Now Orders legislation and the Enterprise Act. 
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6.3 

6.4 

6.5 

7 

7.1 

7.2 

7.3 

These additional monies allocated by the Scottish Executive for debt counselling are to be utilised in a 
number of ways to supplement and develop services provided by the Department, and, in addition, a 
sum will be allocated to Citizens Advice Bureaux subject to the conclusion of satisfactory Service 
Level Agreements in this regard to improve the service. 

The Review Group was advised of concern by the Accounts Commission and the Department of 
Trade & Industry (DTI) over the limited view of service activity provided by the current Statutory 
Performance Indicators (SPI's). In their review of the performance of trading standards services in 
Scotland, the Accounts Commission report suggests that services are prioritising limited resources to 
meet SPI targets to the detriment of other more appropriate and effective forms of enforcement work. 
Conversely the consumer complaints SPI can be misleading as these enable Councils that provide only 
limited assistance to consumers to be seen to be performing well. This is because Authorities that 
provide only first line advice can legitimately close complaints at that stage, unlike the service in 
North Lanarkshire which includes mediation with traders on behalf of consumers and where necessary 
assistance with small claims actions. 

It was noted that the DTI is developing new outcome based performance measures for trading 
standards authorities, which are due to be in place for 2003/04, and that the Accounts Commission 
will review its SPIs in light of this work. 

Proposed improvements to the IT System 

Protocols on closing complaints on the ProActive IT system have been revised to eliminate problems 
whereby subsequent entries onto the system, e.g. for scanning documents, following closure had 
generated a later closure date. The original closing date is now entered so that this is used in the 
calculation of the performance indicator. Similarly those complaints that are passed to other agencies 
or authorities to investigate are closed at date of referral. 

The current IT system has been in use since 1996 and has been developed piecemeal without any 
meaningful system management. This has resulted in a system that is cumbersome, not user-friendly 
and in need of radical review because of its perceived unreliability and inaccuracy. 

An IT review group set up by the Protective Services Management Team identified two alternative 
systems that were far superior to ProActive and both were available for a lower cost. Tenders have 
been invited from the respective suppliers and it is anticipated that an alternative system will be 
operational early in the new financial year. 

8 North Lanarkshire Council Performance Audit 

8.1 The draft report of the Audit Scotland performance audit of North Lanarkshire Council Trading 
Standards service has been received. The report found that the service performs above the Scottish 
average in implementing minimum service standards in relation to five of the seven standards which it 
was measured against and a number of good practices were highlighted. The deficiencies have been 
addressed since the Audit took place so that the Council now operates above the national average in 
all areas. 

8.2 However, the report states that the service was unable to demonstrate a sound performance 
management framework or that it was committed to continuous improvement. It concluded that Best 
Value principles had not been adopted and integrated into everyday activities and the service had not 
been subject to a Best Value review. 

8.3 As a result of the review an Improvement Plan, to meet the requirements of the Audit Scotland 
recommendations has been prepared and agreed with Audit Scotland. 
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9 Current Position 

9.1 The figure for Consumer Complaints completed within 30 days has improved marginally from 60% in 
Quarter 1 to 63% in Quarter 2. 

TSI: Consumer Complaints 
I 100% , 

9.2 Business Advice Requests completed within 30 days have shown a considerable increase to 100% in 
Quarter 2. 

10 Conclusions 

10.1 The Scrutiny Panel consider that the analysis of performance for the period to Quarter 1 of 2002/03 
indicated that the Performance Indicator levels for aspects of the Trading Standards service were 
below acceptable standards. 

10.2 The Review Group, in considering the Council's performance, compared to other Scottish Authorities, 
for Consumer Complaints and Business Advice Requests, which indicate that the Council's 
performance was one of the worst in Scotland for these measurable periods, consider that action 
should be taken to improve performance for these Indicators in order to meet the targets specified by 
Audit Scotland. 
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10.3 

10.4 

10.5 

10.6 

10.7 

10.8 

11 

11.1 

Although expressing concern over the Performance Indicator statistics, the Review Group noted that 
the "league tables" produced by Audit Scotland took no cognisance of the number or complexity of 
enquiries, the level of service provided, or the quality of response provided. 

The Review Group welcome the establishment of an IT review group by the Protective Services 
Management Team to pursue the acquisition of an alternative IT recording system which will provide 
a higher specification at a lower cost. The review group should, also, ensure adequate training for all 
members of staff on the new IT system. 

In order to ensure that inputting of data to the IT system is undertaken timeously, the Review Group 
recommends that revised operational procedures be formalised to prevent any future backlog of 
inputting. 

The Review Group further concludes that a review of the management arrangements for the recording 
of complaints and enquiries should be undertaken. 

The Review Group note that the Audit Scotland report indicates that Best Value principles have not 
yet been integrated into the Trading Standards service and that the Service had not yet been subject to 
a Best Value Review. Consideration should be given to undertaking a Best Value Review on the 
Trading Standards Service. 

The Review Group consider that each of the targets specified in the Improvement Plan, to meet the 
requirements of the Audit Scotland recommendations, should be actively pursued. 

Action Plan 

An Action Plan has been drawn up to identify the key actions the Authority could pursue to continue 
to improve its perfonnance in relation to the Trading Standards service, and it is attached as an 
Appendix to this report. 

12 Recommendation 

12.1 That the Scrutiny Panel consider the aforementioned and recommend accordingly to the Policy and 
Resources Committee. 

Should any Member require further information on the foregoing, please contact Tom Gaffney at Ext 2342. 
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Service Delivery and Performance Scrutiny Panel 

To be reported Quarterly To Planning and Environment (Protective Services) Sub-Committee 

P 1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

__ __ 

Action to be taken to improve performance for these 
Indicators in order to meet the targets specified by Audit 
Scotland. 

The acquisition an alternative IT recording system, 
which may provide a higher specification at a lower 
cost, be progressed. 

Once an alternative IT system has been procured, the IT 
Review Group established by the Protective Services 
Management Team to ensure adequate training for all 
members of staff. 

In order to ensure that inputting of data to the IT system 
is undertaken timeously, revised operational procedures 
to be formalised to prevent any hture backlog of 
inputting. 

A review of the management arrangements for the 
recording of complaints and enquiries should be 
undertaken. 

A Best Value Review on the Trading Standards Service 
to be undertaken. 

Each of the targets specified in the Improvement Plan, to 
meet the requirements of the Audit Scotland 
recommendations, to be actively pursued. 
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