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Purpose
1.1

2

3

At its meeting on the 19 February, 1998 the Committee requested additional explanatory
and background information for a number of statutory performance indicators. The purpose
of this report is to provide the required information for the second tranche of indicators, as
set out in the timetable given in a report to the last meeting of this Committee on 2 April,
1998.
Background
2.1

Following consideration of performance information at the meeting on 19 February 1998,
the Committee agreed that additional information should be obtained for a number of
indicators in order to:
i. examine the Council's performancerelative to other Scottish councils in more detail;
ii. examine trends within this Council's own performance; and
iii. provide clarification on some points of information.

2.2

In compliance with the original timetable this report provides the required explanatory and
background information for the following indicators:
Finance No.2 (F2): Council Tax collection rate
Housing No.5 (H5): Former tenant arrears outstanding
Leisure & Recreation No. 1 (LRl): Attendances at leisure and traditional pools.
Libraries No.2 (L2): Library staff costs per item issued
Libraries No.5 (L5): Library borrowers as a percentage of the population

2.3

A further report to the next meeting of the Committee will examine:
Education No.3 (ED3): Primary School pupil-to-place ratios
Education NOS(EDS): Special Educational Needs assessments
Social Work No.8 (SW8): Social Work: Inspection residential establishments .
Trading StandardsNo.2 (TS2): Trading Standards: Inspection of tradingpremises

Council Tax collection rate
3.1

This performance indicator measured the percentage of council tax, net of council tax
benefit, due in 1996/97 which was collected by 3 1 March 1997.

3.2

At the end of February, in advance of the publication all other statutory performance
indicators, the Accounts Commission published a report entitled Council Tax Collection.
The report examines the collection of council tax by Scottish councils as measured by this
indicator. The results show that North Lanarkshire Council collected 83% of the 1996197
council tax during that year.
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3.3

The report acknowledges that it is expected that collection levels will vary among councils
since payment of council tax is influenced by social and other factors outwith councils’
control. It divides the authorities into 3 “family groups” which, according to the Accounts
Commission, have similar characteristics. North Lanarkshire Council’s collection rate was
on the average of its family group. Moreover, there has been an improvement in collection
rate for the year ending 31 March 1998 (see 53.5 below) and although the Council may still
remain low in the Scotland-wide rankings, its performance is approaching the target of
87.6% proposed by the Accounts Commission for its family group.

3.4

The report also accepts that most of the arrears will be collected in fbture years as a result of
recovery action taken by authorities. Indeed, overall success in collection is partly
determined by the ability to recover debt in later years when action is taken to pursue
stubborn payers.

3.5

The collection rate achieved for the 1997/98 council tax as at 31 March 1998 has been
compared with that achieved for the 1996/97 council tax as at 31 March 1997. The
collection rate for the 1996/97council tax at 3 1 March 1998 has also been calculated:
Council Tax due in 1997/98:
Amount collected at 31/3/98: 86%
Council Tax due in 1996197:
Amount collected at 31/3/97: 83%
Amount collected at 31/3/98: 91 %
(NB. Figures at 31/3/98 not yet audited)

3.6

The above figures demonstrate that focusing on the rate of collection in the year for which
the Council Tax is due does not give a complete picture of the performance of councils.

3.7

Comparison with Other Authorities:
3.7.1

The figures produced by the Accounts Commission have been analysed by the
Finance Department to identify whether practices adopted in other authorities could
be used to improve collection rates. One authority was identified as suitable for
comparison because it had similar social factors to North Lanarkshire but achieved a
higher collection rate in 1996/97. A visit was arranged to compare our practices
with that authority. (Because of the confidential nature of the information which the
authority was prepared to share with the Council the authority is referred to as
Authority A.)

3.7.2

The conclusion reached following the meeting was that the Council compares
favourably with Authority A. As noted above ($3.9, this Council’s collection rate
has improved in 1997/98 and it is now similar to that of Authority A.

3.7.3

In carrying out this comparison with Authority A, the following points were noted:
0

Authority A has a significantly higher percentage of council tax payers who pay
by direct debit (35% compared with 17% in North Lanarkshire). Direct debit is
generally more attractive to regular payers and should yield a marginal
improvement in collection rates as the number paying by direct debit increases.
An increase in the use of direct debit would also lead to a reduction in the cost of
collection and an initiative has been started to promote its use in 1998/99.
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0

0

3.8

Authority A employs more staff in council tax collection. (North Lanarkshire
Council employs 52 staff covering 130,000 subjects; Authority A has 71,400
subjects and currently employs 69 staff plus 12 temporary staff). Clearly
collectionrates should be higher where proportionately more staff are engaged
on recovery action. However, there is no clear evidence from this comparison
that this approach is necessarily cost-effective.
North Lanarkshire Council has decentralised council tax staff into area offices
whereas authority A operates on a centralised basis. The decentralised mode of
operation provides a better service to the public but it is generally considered to
be more expensive due to a loss of economies of scale.

Future Action
3.8.1

It should be noted that the Council is implementing a new computer system for the
collection of council tax in 1998/99. It is possible that this may temporarily have a
detrimental effect on collection rates as follow-up routines may be affected during
the period of settling in of the new system. Neverthelessthe Finance Department
will:
follow-up initiatives developed by Authority A which will be evaluated for
implementationby this Council. Several initiatives are being actively considered
at present and these will be reported to the Finance Committee in due course.
0

0

4

promote of the use of direct debits.
continue to be monitor collection rates, comparingNLC with other authorities in
Scotland and, if possible, with comparable authorities in England and Wales.

Former tenant arrears
4.1

The committee requested background information on former tenants’ arrears, in particular,
how the indicator is calculated and when and on what basis arrears are written off.

4.2

Former tenants’ arrears are those sums lawfully due and unpaid by former tenants (including
arrears for lockups and garages). The annual figure is derived by taking the former tenants’
arrears brought forward into the reporting year, less amounts paid during the reporting year,
plus all unpaid arrears at the year end by tenants whose tenancy ceased during the year. The
amount of arrears written off for the reporting year, as requested by part (b) of the indicator,
is included in this sum. The quarterly figure is calculated in a similar manner.

4.3

Arrears can arise in a number of ways, including:
0

0
0
0

the eviction of the tenant
the death of the tenant
the absconcion of the tenant
termination of the tenancy without clearing the rent account

4.4

Area offices carry out agreed procedures to recover all rent due from both current and
former tenants. Former tenant arrears may sometimes be pursued through the courts (small
debt action).

4.5

Former tenant write-offs are not carried out until late in the financial year and only when
recovery has proved impossible. Therefore, the amount of rent outstanding will tend to
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increase during the year until the point at which some is written-off as irrecoverable. All
arrears over 2 years old are written off if there is no prospect of recovery.
4.6
5

6

7

New systems to be introduced over the next three months should result in an improved
performance in terms of this indicator during 1998/99.

Library staff costs per item issued
5.1

Attention was drawn to this indicator because of the high staffing costs reported by the
Council for 1996/97 in comparison with other Scottish councils (5* highest out of 32
councils).

5.2

It is the view of the Leisure Services Department that problems with the definition of this
indicator mean that it is not necessarily comparing like with like across all councils, The
Accounts Commission defines staff costs as ‘all library service management staffcosts, and
the costs of all stafl in libraries dealing with book lending and reference activities,
information enquiries, musical and visual media lending, and exhibition and display
organising’. This does not give councils particularly rigid guidance on the allocation of
costs.

5.3

Staff costs such as training, personnel and voluntary redundancy costs may or may not be
included in the calculation of the indicator and may be assigned centrally or to individual
cost centres. North Lanarkshire Council includes all costs directly attributable to the
Libraries Service whereas, it is apparent that some other authorities do not. Nevertheless,
there is, on the face of it, a need for a further review in this area to analyse the apparently
high cost of this service and it is recommended that this aspect be included the VFM review
of the Library Service programmed for 1998/99 which will be carried out by the Chief
Executive’s Department in conjunction with the Leisure Services Department.

Library borrowers as a percentage of the population
6.1

This indicator was also highlighted because of the Council’s poor ranking in 1996/97 in
comparison with other councils.

6.2

The method used to calculate this indicator varies considerably from authority to authority
according to their issue system. A borrower is defined as a library member who has taken
an item on loan during the year. An exact figure for the indicator is practically impossible to
generate from a non-computerised system and some computerised systems, including this
Council’s, do not permit the required specific analysis of borrower records in this way. In
most cases, therefore, councils have provided a best estimate. Indeed, only 15 out of 32
Councils reported this indicator to the Accounts Commission.

6.3

It is interesting to note that, in general, councils (including North Lanarkshire) reporting the
lowest numbers of borrowers as a percentage of resident population, report the highest
number of issues per borrower (see Appendix 1). This suggests that both of these figures
depend very much on the method used by councils to estimate the number of current
borrowers. It is suggested, therefore, that conclusions drawn from inter-authority
comparisons using this indicator should be treated with caution. Nevertheless, the Council’s
results are, on the face of it, poor compared to those of the other authorities reporting this
indicator and it is recommended that this issue be included in the programmed VFM study.

Attendances at leisure and traditional pools
7.1

This indicator was proposed for further examination because of an apparent drop in
performance identified in Quarter 3.
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7.2

In 1997/98 Quarter 3 attendances were 13% down at traditional pools compared to the
previous year. At leisure pools, although attendances were only around 2% down, the
cumulative total for the year up to the end of the quarter shows a drop of over 8%.

7.3

However, in Quarter 4 (January to March 1998) the position improved considerably with
overall attendances at traditional swimming pools up by 7.5% on the same period last year.
This improvement is also reflected in the “average attendance per hour” figure (the
Accounts Commission indicator) which, at 26.2, was slightly up on the previous year’s
figure of 25.6 for the same period.

7.4

Attendances at leisure pools continued to be well down with the attendance figure of 95,711
for Quarter 4 being 10% lower than last year’s. As a result, the statutory indicator has
dropped from 30.5 attendances per hour during the fourth quarter of 1996/97 to 26.8 for the
same period in 1997/98.

7.5

Figures for the full year (see Appendix 2) show that, excluding the Time Capsule,
attendances at traditional pools increased by 4.4% and at leisure pools by 1.3%.
Unfortunately, attendances at the Time Capsule dropped by 21.3% for its traditional pool
and 12.4% for its leisure pool with the result that, whilst attendances at traditional pools
were still slightly up on 1996/97, leisure pool attendances were down by over 41,000.

7.6

The average hourly attendance figures (the statutory indicator) were affected as follows:

Traditional Pools
Leisure Pools

Time Capsule

1996197
Other Pools

Total

Time Capsule

1997198
Other Pools

Total

19.7
62.6

30.7
15.8

28.5
34.1

15.2
55.1

27.3
15.5

25.1
30.7

7.7

Despite an overall increase in attendances at traditional pools from 689,673 to 695,269 (see
Appendix 2), the statutory indicator dropped from 28.5 to 25.5 attendances per hour in
1997/98. However, this is entirely due to a significant increase in opening hours from
24,211 to 27,707.5 (see Appendix 3) due, in turn, to fewer maintenance closures and the fact
that the Sir Matt Busby Sports Complex did not re-open until mid-way through 1996/97.

7.8

The disappointing attendance figures returned by the Time Capsule can possibly be
attributed to the opening of a major new facility within the Greater Glasgow area - the
Waterfront Leisure Complex in Greenock.

7.9

Swimming pool programmes and marketing strategies are constantly under review and the
following steps are currently being taken which, it is hoped, will increase both total and
average attendance figures:
0
A review of the swimming lesson programme allowing increased pool time to
accommodate more classes.
0
The recent introduction of season tickets which appear to have been well received;
0
A review of the use of pools by swimming clubs.
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8

Recommendations

8.1

$0

The committee is asked to note the content of the report and the actions proposed by service
departments.

Chief Executive

\

Local Government Access to Information Act: for further information about this report, please contact
Graham A. Reid, Information and research Manager, on extension 2266.
IN[i:\pol\i&r\O2pm\15cterep\l998-9\pr980521b.doc]

6

18/05/98

Appendix 1

Finance 2

Council Tax
Percentage of Income Due from Council lax Collected During the Year
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Appendix 2
Libraries 5
Use of Libraries
Borrowersfrom public libraries:
(a) as a percentage of the resident population
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Libraries 5
Use of Libraries
Borrowers from public libraries:
(b) average number of issues per borrower
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NB. This chart is compiled from actual figures reported by councils to the Accounts Commission.
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Pools Attendances

Appendix 3

Traditional Pools

Leisure Pools
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Pools Opening Hrs.

Appendix 4

Traditional Pools

Leisure Pools

Annual Total

I

5,607.5

I

8,709.5

I

74,37 7.0

I

I

5,583.5

I

I

8,973.51

74,557.0
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