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Dear Sir or Madam

Consultation on Proposed Standards for Voluntary Accreditation Scheme

Thank you for the opportunity to respond to the above consultation.

The Scottish Public Services Ombudsman (SPSO) is the independent body charged with providing final decisions on complaints from members of the public about devolved public service providers in Scotland.  This includes central and local government, the National Health Service, housing associations and universities and colleges.  We look at complaints about the quality of administration and service provided by these bodies.

In addition to resolving individual grievances, the SPSO has recently been given a new role in the design and oversight of public sector complaints handling processes.  As part of this role, we are currently consulting on a Statement of Complaints Handling Principles and on Guidance on a Model Complaints Handling Procedure.  To deliver our new responsibilities, we are setting up a Complaints Standards Authority, which will be in operation in 2011.

The SPSO’s jurisdiction over housing in Scotland only includes public service providers and does not extend to the private sector.  However, although we have no role with regard to the relationship between Property Managers and Land Maintenance Companies and consumers in the private sector, we have occasionally received enquiries and complaints from members of the public about these organisations.  
Our response to this consultation springs from our experience of receiving such complaints and our general interest in promoting good complaints handling.  We also note that public service providers are amongst the bodies you expect to join the accreditation scheme.  We hope you will find this response helpful in drawing up the scheme.
The enquiries and complaints we have received in this area tend to be from private owners of former Council or Housing Association stock, whose property management service is provided – on a private, commercial basis – by a Council or Housing Association.  When we have received such complaints we have informed complainants that we do not have jurisdiction to consider their concerns and advised that a remedy might be available in court if the complaint relates to a contractual breach.

Generally, the SPSO considers that – wherever appropriate and possible – disputes should be resolved informally and flexibly, using alternative dispute resolution, rather than more formal and expensive court processes.  We, therefore, welcome your proposal to create an independent third party redress mechanism for dealing with complaints about Property Managers and Land Maintenance Companies.  This should provide members of the public with an informal and independent means of obtaining redress and help address a gap in the redress currently available to consumers.  
We note that details with regard to the independent third party redress mechanism are still under consideration.  In setting up any new mechanism, you may find it useful to refer to guidance on good complaints handling produced by the British and Irish Ombudsman Association (BIOA) for ombudsmen and review bodies.  The guidance is available at:

http://www.bioa.org.uk/docs/BIOAGoodComplaintHandling.pdf.

With regard to the creation  of internal complaints procedures, you may also find it helpful to refer to our draft guidance on a Model Complaints Handling Procedure for Scottish public services.  This guidance was developed with the key aim of simplifying and streamlining public sector complaints procedures.  The full consultation document, which includes draft guidance on many aspects of complaints handling, is available at:
http://www.spso.org.uk/files/webfm/Publications/Newsletters%20and%20Guides/2010_06_16_SPSO_Consultation.pdf
With regard to whether the guidance you are proposing should include anything further, our experience suggests that a key emphasis of a complaints procedure – and any associated guidance – should be on resolving complaints as speedily and as close to the point of service delivery as possible.  We would suggest, therefore, that a focus on early resolution should form a central part of any guidance that you produce.
We also believe that complaints are a very useful tool for service improvement.  While we note that your proposals include a suggestion to record the outcomes of complaints, it may be helpful to say more about the way in which complaints can and should be used to drive forward service improvements.  Again, our consultation document on our Model Complaints Handling Procedure contains some draft guidance in this respect that you may find helpful.
Finally, you will note that the timescales we are currently proposing for the internal resolution of complaints are 3 working days for those complaints that can be resolved at the frontline and 20 working days for those complaints that require detailed investigation and response.  Again, these may provide a useful point of reference for you in developing standards for Property Managers and Land Maintenance Companies.

I hope that you find this response helpful.  Please do not hesitate to contact me if you would like any further information. 

Yours sincerely
Emma Gray
Head of Policy and External Communications

