COUNCIL TAX SUMMONS SUPPORT: SERVICE SPECIFICATION

Summary	
Lambeth Council is seeking to appoint an organisation to co-ordinate and manage our Council Tax Summons Support Service.  The expectation is that the provider will provide debt advice to people receiving summonses for their council tax, before the summons is issued and help the resident engage in a managed repayment plan. There will be an expectation on a provider to attempt creative engagement methods to achieve outcomes. 
1.0  Introduction 
This document sets out a service specification for provision of the Council Tax Summons Support Service. It describes key features of the service and the outcomes required, along with key indicators against which service performance will be measured. 

The council tax summons support service will run between 1 September 2015 and 31 March 2017. The Council may choose to change aspects of this specification during the lifetime of the contract. However, this will be carried out after discussion with the provider about proposed changes and how they will be implemented. The views of the provider and service users will be taken into account in any review of the service. 

2.0  Lambeth’s vision and strategic aims 

2.1 Fair to everyone, ambitious for all
The council’s Community Plan 2013-16 includes key outcomes around helping residents to be more financially secure and to live healthier for longer. Having sufficient income to meet basic living costs and being free of the stresses and effects of indebtedness are important to the achievement of these outcomes. Our Income and Debt Recovery Strategy 15-17 will ensure that the council is doing all that it can in relation to managing income collection and recovering debt, to support residents to improve their financial security and reduce indebtedness and the associated problems.
The Council Tax Summons Support Service will help us achieve the following outcomes in the Community Plan:
· People achieve financial security
2.2 Lambeth context
Local research undertaken with a sample of 100 multiple debtors in Lambeth (randomly chosen from the 542 people who owe the council more than £2,000 across both rent and council tax) revealed some interesting information: 

· Over 90% wanted advice or practical support to help sort out their debt issues but only 40% were actually taking up advice 
· Around 75% had experienced formal debt collection activity from the council and felt that the outcome would have been better if an offer of support has accompanied the enforcement activity 
· Around 40% said their debt accrued because of moving in and out of work or losing hours at work 
· Around 20% declared that they had a mental health need though the real figure is likely to be higher due to under-reporting 

In recent years, many Lambeth residents and businesses have faced difficult times. For example, we know that: 

· The Government’s programme of welfare reform is negatively affecting thousands of Lambeth residents with many facing significant shortfalls in their weekly income associated with cuts to benefits. 
· Income losses are compounded by the rising cost of living. 
· Debt, especially short term high cost debt, is increasing with affordable credit to tide residents and businesses over during difficult times still being hard to secure. 
· Food bank use is increasing. 
· Approximately 38,000 residents will be required to move onto Universal Credit. 

2.3 Financial resilience in the borough

The Council’s Financial Resilience Strategy was launched in July 2014 in response to the government’s programme of welfare reforms, and is focused on reducing the impact of these reforms on Lambeth’s vulnerable residents.

Lambeth recently published its Income and Debt Recovery Strategy 15-17 which sets out the strategic aims and key principles that the council and its partners will use in setting and collecting all charges, as well as the standards that will be applied when we are dealing with our customers to collect income and debt. It links explicitly with the council’s Financial Resilience Strategy; using debtor feedback, co-production and scoping activity undertaken in the development of that strategy to ensure that our approach is balanced. This takes into account both the importance of prevention and the need to customise our approach to enforcement to determine whether the debtor is vulnerable and able to pay.

Debt is being driven nationally and locally by cuts to welfare benefits, insecure employment, low wages, job losses and access to high cost credit. The Centre for Economic and Social Inclusion (August 2013) has estimated that, in London, households on benefits have lost almost £2,000 per year in income. The Money Advice Service (November 2013) estimate that the UK has 8.8m over-indebted households, 1.8m of which are on benefits, and that around half are using credit to pay for basic living costs. Step Change, a national debt advice charity, has stated that Lambeth is amongst the top three boroughs for payday loan outlets/usage in London.

3.0  Objectives of the Council Tax Summons Support Service

Benefits to residents
· Those who are in danger of receiving summonses will not have to meet the £122 cost of receiving the summons if they attend an advice session and make a credible repayment plan. 
· Levels of problematic debt are reducing (linked to council’s financial resilience strategy) – early interventions will mean people aren’t going to high interest lenders.
· More people get the benefits and credits that they are entitled to (linked to council’s financial resilience strategy) – advice agencies and council staff will be checking that people have the correct benefits, Capita staff will be checking council tax bills are correct
· Increased referrals to appropriate employment and training support, particularly for households impacted by welfare reform i.e. size criteria, benefit cap
· A holistic approach to debt management that considers wellbeing at it heart - with referrals to health services etc

Benefits to Council

· Decrease in council tax arrears, increased collection rate in future
· Early interventions will mean that some of the most financially vulnerable residents will not require other services
· Opportunity to make one contact count – with referrals to other services that can improve wellbeing of our residents.
4.0  Outcomes

The outcomes expected from the Council Tax Summons Support service are as follows:  

· To utilise innovative and successful engagement methods to ensure high take up of the service. 
· To provide debt advice to people receiving summonses for their council tax, before the summons is issued.  
· The advice service will encourage people to set up direct debit payments or a payment plan to ensure that the resident will not fall behind on payments in the future. Most customers are on a 10 month payment plan, it is possible for the council to offer customers a 12 month payment plan, for those who this would be more suitable this will also be promoted.
· Most importantly for our residents, the advice surgery will go beyond helping people with their council tax payments but will also help people with other problematic debt/ benefit and welfare advice.
· Through good monitoring, develop a strong understanding of demographics, needs and development of users and a clear debtor profile.

6.0  How the service will be delivered

The provider will provide drop in sessions at appropriate and accessible location/s in the borough offering holistic debt advice and support to residents who have council tax arrears. The provider will be expected to engage with council tax, housing benefit officers, rent officers and other parties as required offering a full and comprehensive support service. Clear communication lines will be developed to support this (email/phone contact).
Sessions will need to run between summons dates and the reminder cycle; and these dates will be shared with the provider in advance to plan for session dates. Summons dates can be subject to change by the courts.
The provider will need to develop and update a flyer advertising their drop in sessions. This flyer will be sent by capita at various stages of the reminder cycle. The reminder cycle is: 




	· Ctax Reminder Cycle
	Action Needed by provider

	· Bill
	none

	· Text
	none

	· Soft reminder ( with drop in leaflet)
	The first flyer will be sent with soft reminder notice, advertising drop in sessions to allow residents time to consider attending. Provider must design and update flyer to be sent to Capita before soft reminder is sent. The provider will then work with debtors at drop in sessions to encourage uptake of repayment plans, budgeting, and broader wellbeing support.

	· Text 
	none

	· Final notice (drop in leaflet)
· 
	A more urgent flyer will be sent with the final notice, advertising drop in session. The provider will then work with debtors at drop in sessions to encourage uptake of repayment plans, budgeting, and broader wellbeing support. 


	· Summons
	Clients who take up debt advice and take up a repayment plan that is agreed by Capita will have summons cancelled.



If provider can show income and expenditure form and arrears from current year, Capita will agree a repayment plan. This information will need to be sent in a spread sheet to Capita at regular intervals to avoid summons action.
We expect the provider to maximise choice and flexibility for our residents, and develop unique engagement models, by ensuring that drop in sessions are available at additional locations and alternative times if required; for example considering the need for child care. Equally devising new methods of engagement if the drop in sessions prove unpopular. 




4.0  Contract value

Up to £95,000 for the 1 Sept 15 to 31 March 17, to be paid in two instalments up to a maximum of £35,000 in 15/16 and £60,000 in 16/17..

7.0  Service requirements 

The provider will be expected to use experienced debt advisors and project co-ordinators who will have a range of responsibilities in relation to the service. The provider will be responsible for managing their on-going training and development needs, dealing with performance and conduct issues etc. 

· They will develop and update an engaging flyer to advertise their drop in sessions and update this flyer with dates for each cycle, giving this to Capita in time to be sent with reminders. 
· They will be responsible for: organising venues, setting up and managing staff rotas etc.
· They will need to develop a broad and robust monitoring process that includes user demographics, needs, solutions so that we can develop a strong profile of our debtors.
· They will need to develop innovative methods to engage those who haven’t attended sessions, considering for example language, disability, using telephone calling etc.
· They will need to develop a holistic referral pathway for residents to consider wider implications o debt such as employment, health, child care.
· They will also be required to feedback to Lambeth about any issues identified with uptake of offer and make suggestions for improvement identified.  
· They will also be expected to look and apply for funding streams and grants to support the development of the service (after checking suitability with the commissioner).
· The provider will be expected to provide suitable cover during periods of sickness, annual leave etc. 

The provider and debt advisors will need to have experience of working with vulnerable adults (DBS checked) and be willing to undertake regular evening/weekend work as required ensuring engagement. This area is subject to negotiation and on-going monitoring. Most importantly they will need to have a passion for helping our residents resolve their debt issues. 

The provider will be expected to promote the service widely within Lambeth to those receiving Council Tax notices to ensure high take up where possible. 

The provider will be expected to work pro-actively with a wide range of local agencies to ensure that a broad and holistic debt advice service can be offered. This will involve building knowledge of community resources and ensuring that effective links and joint working arrangements are in place. The provider will also be expected to work closely with Lambeth council to ensure that suitable locations are available for delivering support to debtors. 

8.0 Communication and information requirements

8.1 General 

The provider will be expected to maintain regular contact with the Lambeth commissioner; to report any issues relating to: safeguarding of vulnerable adults and/or serious health and safety concerns. 

8.2 Service review progress

The provider will be expected to attend regular monitoring meetings with the Lambeth commissioner to discuss progress towards service objectives and targets and any on-going issues. This will include providing written information where requested. 

We envisage that monitoring meetings will take place bi-monthly and include council tax officers and staff from Capita.

8.3 Performance indicators 

These will include but not limited to the following:

Quantitative indicators

· Number of residents who have been sent a notice attending drop-in sessions (including full monitoring of demographics of user, needs and support given).

· Number of residents who have engaged with a repayment plan for their council tax arrears (had summons process stopped). 

· Number of residents who have maintained repayment plans, reduced broader debt, over a longer term – follow up monitoring after 3,6, 12 months.

· Number of residents who have accessed broader support services.

· Number of residents who feel more confident managing their finances.  


Qualitative indicators

· Broader information on debtor journeys and the wider impacts of engaging with debt advice. As well as an understanding of why residents have got into debt.


9.0 Other requirements for service provider

[bookmark: _GoBack]The provider must be able to demonstrate experience of running services for similar client groups and be able to begin delivery of the service, on 1 September 2015. 

9.1 Confidentiality
Confidentiality is a key feature of service provision. The service will ensure confidentiality by making sure that discreet interviewing facilities are available, access to personal case records is carefully managed and strong data protection and data sharing protocols are in place.
9.2 Case management and supervision
Casework must only be undertaken by appropriately qualified staff.
The service will have a designated Casework Supervisor. This person is to be responsible for casework management, casework quality and casework staff supervision.
The Casework Supervisor must be appropriately qualified.
It is the responsibility of the Casework Supervisor to ensure that they, and the staff they supervise, deal only with cases which fall within their range of competence and refer on as appropriate.  
The service will ensure that procedures are documented and operate effectively to supervise the conduct and quality of advice casework, taking into account the knowledge and experience of the person being supervised and the limits of the organisation itself.
The service will have written procedures for a periodic review (at least quarterly) of a suitable number of cases at all stages from initial advice and notes through to referral or representation. Records must be kept of such reviews throughout the contracted period and made available to commissioners on request.
The service will have an administrative system that is capable of supporting the delivery and management of casework. 

The service will have written procedures to ensure that:

· It is able to identify and trace all documents, correspondence and other items relating to a matter
· It is able to identify any potential conflict of interest
· It is able to maintain a back-up record of key dates in matters
· It records proper authorisation and monitoring of undertakings given
· Files are reviewed if inactive for more than 6 weeks. At this point a decision should be taken to either close the case or clearly note further actions still to be taken. 
· All relevant matters can be identified when acting for a client in a number of matters
· The status of a matter and action taken can be easily checked by someone other than the caseworker
· Documents are organised in a secure and orderly way
· Key information is easy to find 
· Clients are aware of and are allowed access to their own case files
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