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1.0 SUMMARY

1.1. One of the key findings by Audit Scotland following the 2001/02 National Performance Audit of Trading Standards was that those authorities employing less than eight Trading Standards staff “perform worse overall than larger services and that there is a risk that they do not have the capacity to further develop their services.”  The report concluded that there was a strong case for affected Councils to establish joined-up Trading Standards Services.

1.2. Falkirk, Stirling and Clackmannanshire were all identified as “small authorities” for the purpose of that audit and the resulting performance reports by External Audit for all three Services concluded that joint-working required to be considered as a means of delivering best value and continuous improvement.

1.3. Following due consideration by the management of each Council both Clackmannanshire and Stirling Councils agreed to pursue an informal joint-working arrangement and to review progress after a period of 12 months.  This report summarises the finds of that review which was recently completed by the joint Team Leaders.

2.0 RECOMMENDATIONS

It is recommended that the Committee:-

2.1. notes the performance improvements and other benefits arising from the joint working exercise to date and

2.2. agrees to continue the arrangement with a view to addressing any outstanding issues in the context of any broader joint working arrangement which may be agreed between the authorities.

3.0 SERVICE PERFORMANCE

3.1. Audit Scotland require that all Trading Standards Services report annually on two key areas of work, namely:-

(A) Consumer complaints and Business Advice Requests

(B) Trading Standards Inspections

3.2
The former is a measure of the number of consumer complaints and business advice requests received by the Service and the proportion completed within 14 days. The latter is a measure of the number of ‘High’ and ‘Medium’ risk business premises that are required to be inspected in the year and the proportion that are inspected within the specified time period (12 months for ‘High’ and 24 months for ‘Medium’).

3.3
In terms of consumer complaint/advice performance for Clackmannanshire, the following figures relate to the last 30 months:-


Period

No. Received
% Dealt with in 14 days


2004/05

525


70.1%


2005/06

423


67.1%


2006/07

718


80.5%


(Note: 2006/07 figure is for period 1/4/06 – 30/9/06 and is for the joint Service.  2005/06 figure is for the period 1/4/05 – 31/3/06 during which the first 6 months involved only Clackmannanshire’s Team while the second 6 months is for the joint Service.  2004/05 relates solely to the performance of the Clackmannanshire Team). 

3.4
Since July 2004 performance has been affected in part by the referral of some complaints to ‘Consumer Direct’, the national contact centre for such complaints based in the Western Isles.  Insofar as the national centre provides first line advice and refers back the more complex cases to the originating authority, then the impact has been to generally worsen Council performance in comparison with the pre-national service arrangement.  This is partly reflected in our 2005/06 performance which was also a consequence of a severe staff shortage (33%) in the 6 months prior to the joint working arrangement.

3.5
In terms of business advice requests, the following figures relate to the same timescale:-


Period

No. Received
% Dealt with in 14 days

2004/05

8


100%


2005/06

24


95.8%


2006/07

79


94.5%

(Note: Figures relate to same periods as at 3.3 above).

3.6
Despite the significant increase in requests between 2004/05 and 2005/06 (200%), performance has remained at very high levels. It is also worth noting that the joint service involves officers attending specialist groups dealing with functions such as metrology, safety, fair trading and quality and requests for business advice are now directed to shared specialists rather than the previous approach of involving generalist staff.

3.7
In relation to Trading Standards inspections, the following figures relate to the 30 month timescale:-


Period

Risk Level

No. Visited

% Within Time


2004/05
High



2


66.7%




Medium


72


55.8%


2005/06
High



3


100%




Medium


50


46.7%


2006/07
High



6


100%




Medium


209


94.1%


(Note: Figures relate to same periods as at 3.3 above).

3.8
Again, a significant performance improvement in dealing with high risk inspections is apparent following joint working. It is worth noting that the Clackmannanshire performance in 2004/05 was a direct result of the difficulties experienced in recruiting a dedicated enforcement officer.  This also impacted on our performance in dealing with medium risk inspections in the first 6 months of 2005/06 prior to the joint working arrangement.  Improvement in 2006/07 is also due to the fact that low risk inspections are no longer audited and are consequently given less priority.

4.0 CONTINUOUS IMPROVEMENT

4.1. Other areas in which service improvement has been achieved may be summarised as follows:-

(A) Reporting

    
The introduction of joint working has reduced the resources devoted to separate reporting. A single Service Plan was produced and permission was achieved from the Department of Trade and Industry, the Foods Standards Agency and Audit Scotland to enable single performance reports on the joint service.

(B) Projects & Public Awareness

A consequence of improved staffing levels and resources generally has seen greater prioritisation given to projects and public awareness. The trend in Trading Standards nationally is to raise consumer and trader awareness of trends in the market place and this is achieved by carrying out surveys and projects on topical issues. Due to joint working there is now a pool of more specialist staff to conduct this task and each project need only be formulated and resourced once.

Particular initiatives have involved the monitoring of under age sales, toy safety, fair measures in licensed premises and weights of pre-packed solid fuel. Public displays/events have been held jointly on seven occasions throughout the year to highlight issues, including counterfeit goods, electric goods fire risk, safety advice for senior citizens, child safety and doorstep crime. Press releases and media contact have increased significantly in Clackmannanshire since the pooling of resources with Stirling.

In July 2006, a customer survey was completed by the joint team to establish the level of satisfaction with the service, including ease of access to its services.  Analysis of the returns suggested the service was viewed favourably by both consumers and traders and 77% of Clackmannanshire respondents suggested that initial contact with the joint service was ‘very easy’ with the remainder confirming it was fairly easy.

4.2
Finally, in relation to counterfeit goods investigations, the joint team working with Central Scotland Police seized the largest number of counterfeit Game Boy cartridges in a single raid in the UK in October 2005. In this connection the benefit of joint working was that officers were able to carry out covert visits to Alloa and Kildean markets using staff who were not known to the traders. In the last quarter it is estimated that some £300,000 of counterfeit goods have been seized by the enlarged team. This has culminated in the British Phonographic Industry advising the Patents Office, who are investigating best practice in enforcement on behalf of the Office of the Depute Prime Minister, of the multi-agency approach being adopted in the Clackmannanshire and Stirling areas.

5.0 CONCLUSIONS

5.1
Joint working between Clackmannanshire and Stirling Trading Standards Teams has been in place for 13 months. This report has attempted to summarise some of the main benefits of this arrangement to date.


These include:-

(A) Improved performance in relation to consumer complaints/advice and business advice.

(B) Increased capacity to conduct more visits, investigations, projects and media contact.

(C) Reduced duplication in terms of audit, service planning and reporting generally.

(D) Improved capacity of larger team to cope with demands and absence.

(E) Greater efficiency in the shared cost of materials/services and organising events, projects and surveys.

5.2
That said, there is always scope for further improvement and particular priorities will include:-

(A) Rationalisation of IT systems insofar as the teams operate separate software which can undermine the efficiency and effectiveness of operations and reporting.

(B) Agreement on a more consistent approach towards Consumer Direct, the national contact centre for first line customer advice.

(C) Strengthening of partnership working with Central Scotland Police, the Fire Service and relevant community bodies, particularly in Clackmannanshire.

5.3
Otherwise, the exercise has been sufficiently beneficial to both Councils that it is considered that the arrangement should continue and that any outstanding issues in relation to shared management, staffing and finance should be addressed in the context of any more formal joint working arrangement which may be agreed by the authorities, following the May election.

6.0 FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS

6.1
None as a direct consequence of this report.

7.0
STAFF IMPLICATIONS

7.1
None as a direct consequence of this report.

8.0
SUSTAINABILITY IMPLICATIONS

8.1 It is considered that the current arrangement is both operationally more sustainable insofar as there is greater capacity to provide the extent and range of services that smaller authorities are otherwise challenged to meet.

8.2 Likewise, the elimination of duplication and hence waste in the operation of individual teams is self-evident.  However, the provision of greater officer specialism in areas such as inspection, enforcement and aspects of crime and public safety is of significant importance in promoting enhanced social welfare in the wider community.
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