NORTHALLERTON TOWN COUNCIL
COMPLAINTS PROCEDURE
1. INTRODUCTION
The Council aims to give a high quality service to the public and its customers, but sometimes things go wrong.

We place great emphasis on the prompt and efficient handling of complaints and will take action quickly to put them right.  We need to know if you have experienced a problem with one of our services, facilities or staff, so that mistakes can be put right and services improved.

We will always try to be as helpful as possible, even if we cannot find the ideal solution.  Our aim is always to give a quality service.

2. HOW CAN I COMPLAIN?

A complaint can be made verbally, in writing, in person or by asking a friend or relative to act on your behalf.
3.   WHAT WILL HAPPEN TO MY COMPLAINT?
Verbal Complaints
If a complainant wishes to make a formal complaint about the council, staff, facilities or services, the complainant should be referred to one of the senior officers on duty, who will make a record of the complaint.  If the complaint relates to one of the senior officers, this should be referred to the most senior officer on duty and in their absence to the deputy chairman.  The person receiving the complaint will investigate the issues involved and assure themselves that the answers to those issues are adequate and meet the complainant's needs.  A verbal response should be provided within 48 hours (2 working days).

Written Complaints
All written complaints received will be logged and acknowledged within 48 hours (two working days).  The acknowledgement should express regret at the matters causing concern and should explain the process.  All written complaints should be marked ‘Private and Confidential’ and for the Attention of the CEO/Clerk, Town Council, Town Hall, High Street, Northallerton, North Yorkshire.  DL7 8QR.  In the event that the complaint is about the CEO/Clerk the letter should be addressed as above, but for the attention of the Deputy Mayor.
All staff likely to be in contact with complainants should therefore know how to receive a complaint, i.e. how to understand a complainant's objectives, and should have empathetic and effective listening skills, recording information skills, and complaint procedure knowledge  
In the event that:

(a)
The complainant is not satisfied with the explanation supplied; 

(b)
The complainant asks for a written response;

(c)
The complaint is outside the member of staff's sphere of responsibility; 

(d) 
The issues are, in the member of staff's judgement, too complex 
to be capable of immediate resolution or for them to deal with;
The matter should be discussed with the CEO/Clerk or Deputy Mayor (as indicated above) without delay with a statement of the complaint, the action taken so far, and an explanation of the reason why the matter remains unresolved.  In the event that any member of staff or a member of the Council has a complaint lodged against them, they cannot take part in any discussion thereon.  In the event that the complaint relates to the CEO/Clerk, this will be investigated by Deputy Chairman in consultation with the Financial and General Purposes Committee and sub committee delegated powers to determine the matter.

4.
INVESTIGATION OF COMPLAINTS 

a
The target time for responding to complainants is 20 working days.  However, if the complaint is a particularly serious or complex one, the investigation may take longer, but the investigating person will keep the complainant informed.  The investigation should be as detailed as the issues involved dictate and the complainant requires.  Care must be taken to observe impartiality. 
b.
The final reply to the complainant will be approved and signed by the CEO/Clerk or Mayor in the event of the complaint being about the CEO/Clerk. 
c.
In the interests of timeliness, wherever possible, all communications should be delivered electronically (via email) 

d.
The response will include an information leaflet explaining how to take the matter further if the complainant remains dissatisfied with either the outcome of the investigation or the way in which it was handled

e. 
The purpose of the complaints procedure is not to apportion blame amongst staff.  A case for considering disciplinary action can be suggested at any point during the complaint procedure, but the decision as to whether disciplinary action is justified must be subject to a separate process of investigation.  Papers accumulated during the complaint process may be used as part of that investigation.

f)
The complainant should be informed once a disciplinary inquiry commences, particularly if it is likely that the complainant will be required to give evidence to the inquiry.

g)
If a complaint indicates a prima facie need for an investigation under the disciplinary procedure or an investigation of a criminal offence, the person receiving the complaint should pass it to the CEO/Clerk to decide whether and when to initiate such action.

h) The documentation collected as part of the process of investigating a complaint is confidential.  The documentation is not legally privileged and may have to be disclosed to other parties should the complainant take further action.  Copies of all statements taken and reports made in the course of investigation are to be kept safe until the investigation and matter is fully concluded.
5.
WHAT IF I AM STILL NOT SATISIFIED AND WOULD LIKE A SECOND OR THIRD OPINION?
If you are still not satisfied with the situation you have the right to appeal to the Council.  You will be invited to present your case in person (accompanied by a supporter or adviser if required) or in writing if you would prefer.  You will then be asked to withdraw whilst the sub-committee review all the papers and interviews the person(s) involved in the case.  This is the final stage in the Councils Complaints Procedure.

It is usual practice that discussions of complaints at meetings of the Council take place in private.  The press and public will, therefore, be excluded in accordance with the Local Government Act 1972, ss 100a, 100b, 100k & Schedule 12a.  All reports, letters and minutes relating to complaints are treated in the strictest confidence.

6.
SUPPORT FOR STAFF
Some complaints are shown by investigation to be unfounded.  It is recognised that the complaints process can be very stressful to staff, particularly when the staff member feels that the complainant is vexatious.  Senior managers will provide support to staff at each stage of the process to ensure that it is fair to the staff, as well as those using the service. 

7.
TIME LIMITS
Regulations advise that the Councils are not obliged to investigate complaints which are submitted more than six months after the events giving rise to the complaint or six months of the date on which the matter which is the subject of the complaint came to the complainant’s notice.  Nevertheless the Council has a policy of investigating all complaints and endeavouring to provide satisfactory answers to all matters causing concern.  Complainants, however, need to be told that the passage of time may impede the investigation and reduce the chances of arriving at an acceptable outcome.

