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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY: 

This report provides members with a brief overview of Customer Services.  It specifically 
considers the operation of the services over the last financial year ending March 2020 and 
identifies emerging trends of operation comparing this with the operation over the previous 
5 years.   
 
The report looks in some detail at the numbers of customers contacting and accessing 
services offered by the council either by phone by coming into the two reception areas or 
making inquiries using the Council’s website. 
 
Due to the current Covid 19 crisis all Customer Services staff are working from home with 
the receptions only dealing with Homeless inquiries; no other face to face services are 
being provided and the report makes some reference to this. 
 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS: 

Members note the report 

 

1. BACKGROUND: 

 1.1    Arun District Council delivers a wide range of services, from waste and recycling 
collection impacting all resident, to much more specialist services which may affect a 
smaller number of residents, of equal importance, and may be to the more vulnerable 
members of the community.  Services are provided to residents, businesses and visitors 
who make different demands, but all will require a responsive service that delivers 
consistently and aim to ‘get it right first time’. 
 
1.2   Arun Direct (AD) was set up in 2006 to respond to the telephone inquiries made to 
the Council becoming a focal point for the customer.  This began with the 2 services 
growing today to 10 services within AD and incorporating face to face enquiries both at 
Littlehampton and Bognor receptions; the service comes under the banner of Customer 
Services within the Neighbourhood Group. 
 



 

1.3   The following ‘client’ services are dealt with by Customer Services who will aim to 
deal with the customer inquiry at the first point of contact.  The services are listed below: 
 

 Cleansing 

 Environmental Health 

 Revenues 

 Benefits 

 Planning 

 Building Control 

 Elections 

 Car Parks 

 Housing 

 General inquiries & Switchboard 
 
1.4  Switchboard calls is a ‘sign posting’ service which directs external calls to the 
organisation.  More in-depth enquiries are passed to the general enquiries line managed 
by AD.   

1.3  
1.5    A recent addition is Housing rent enquiries with the team taking payments, agreeing 
low level arrear agreements and setting up Direct debits and releasing vital resource in the 
Rent ‘back office’ team.  

 
2  Customer Access Strategy 

3  
2.1   Work is currently taking place on the Customer Access Strategy, due to be taken to 
the working group later this year.  This will take into consideration how customers now 
contact us as a result of the current Covid-19 crisis, what services still require a Face to 
Face presence and how we can make it easier for our customers to contact us without the 
need to visit us at either Civic Centre or Bognor Town Hall. 
 
2.2   This work is taking place alongside the Digital Strategy work which is a key part of 
improving access to our services to the public and has been brought into sharper focus as 
a result of the crisis. 
 

3. 3. Review of Service provision 
 
3.1   Arun Direct dealt with 169,463 calls during 2019/2020 and of that number 83.8% 
were dealt with at first point of contact.  That means the telephony team dealt with the 
customer’s enquiry without the need to transfer to the back-office team.   
 
3.2   Monthly reports are produced for each of the client areas identifying call volumes and 
visits to receptions, together with the reason for the call or visit.  The Customer Services 
Service Development Manager regularly meets with the client services to propose new 
ways of working to make processes more streamlined.  This also ensures Customer 
Services are aware of upcoming changes for example local elections and how Customer 
Services can support our back office services during their busiest times. 
 
 
 



 

3.2   Annual billing – March each year Revenues team send out 80,000 Council Tax bills 
and this has a significant increase on call volumes during the month, with volumes 
reaching 1000 calls a day at times.  
 
3.3   Any type of election will always see an increase in call volumes, with customers 
requiring assistance on how to vote and requesting postal and proxy votes. 
 
3.4   Appendix 1 identifies the call numbers as a total over the last 5 years.  Overall there 
is a decrease in call numbers 2014/2015 and 2017/2018. There is also a decrease in total 
calls for the year 2019/2020. This is most likely due to the implementation of Citizen 
Access enabling customers to self-serve their Council Tax and Benefit related enquiries 
through our website.  In addition, in March 2020 the impact of Covid-19 reduced call 
volumes for some service areas. 
 
4. Reception Areas 
 
4.1   Customer Services provide support for our customers who come in, both at the Civic 
Centre and Bognor Town Hall.  Customers would visit the Civic Centre reception for all 
general enquiries and appointments, a separate Housing Desk was operated to support 
Housing related customers.  
 
4.2   As a result of the Covid-19 pandemic the receptions at both the Civic Centre and 
Bognor Regis Town Hall were closed in March 2020 and have only been open to 
Homeless customers which has been operated by the Housing team from both receptions 
for reduced hours.  All other customers are directed to the telephone or use the website 
for their needs.   
 
4.3  Prior to the current crisis Customer Services face to face operation has seen a 
decrease in customers.  Some of this is due to the Housing Team offering a Housing 
Triage services and they now deal with Homeless customers whilst the Customer Services 
team dealt with the more routine enquires, such as rent and bidding enquiries. 
However prior to the pandemic there was a significant number of customers that used the 
face to face service, with 21,708 customers visiting the Civic Centre and 15,912 visiting 
Bognor Town Hall in 2019/2020. 
 
4.4  The 2019/2020 figures show a decrease when compared to previous years, a 
contributing factor to this is the Covid-19 pandemic requiring us to limit, and eventually 
close, the receptions as explained above (Item 4.2). This is detailed in Appendix 2 
 
4.5   A Meet & Greet service was introduced at the Civic Centre in February 2020.  The 
service is designed to assist customers immediately, ensuring they take the right ticket for 
the service they require and assist customer with locating information via our website 
rather than waiting for an officer to see them.  Initial figures have identified this to 
successfully reduce the number of people needing Face to Face contact at the same time 
as providing them with improved service.  Appendix 3 provides further detail identifying the 
services that customer accessed, including that 472 customers used the Meet & Greet 
Service between February 2020 and March 2020.   
 
 
 



 

4.6   As a result of the closure of the receptions a complete review of future access to 
services is taking place.  All services that have used reception up to the current crisis are 
reviewing how they provide these services.  This has included directing customers to the 
telephone or to the website.  As part of the Customer Strategy further feedback to 
customers is aimed to be introduced to assess the Council’s performance in providing 
these services and the access to them.  
 
5. Website  
 
5.1   Access by the public to the website continues to be the method by which most 
customers access the Council services (Appendix 4).  This has continued to grow each 
year, except for 2019-20, however the reduction from the previous year is due to the 
introduction of the GDPR (General Data Protection Regulation) meaning customers are 
given the option to opt out of analytics ‘cookies’, where opting out occurs a record of visit 
cannot be recorded.   
 
5.2   The Digital Strategy aims to continue to make access for the public easier and enable 
more customers to be able to serve themselves at a time that suits them.  This trend is 
therefore set to continue. 
 
5.3   Appendix 5 provides further detail of which services have been accessed via the 
website.  In 2019/2020 there has been a significant increase of usage for Council Tax and 
Benefits.  This is due to the introduction of Citizen Access for Council Tax and Benefit 
customers.  It allows customers to look at their Council Tax bills inform us of changes for 
both their Council Tax and Benefit accounts. 
  
5.4   Planning continues to show the highest number of visits to the webpages, followed by 
Cleansing and Elections. 
 
5.5   Elections also saw a significant increase in usage from 43,187 in 2018/2019 to 
74,642 in 2019/2020. This was due to local Elections in May 2019 and the General 
Election in December 2019. 
 
5.6   Car Parks continue to see an increase of usage with customer preferring the ease of 
use to pay parking charges online. 
 

6.Summary 

6.1   Of the three main methods that customers use to gain access to Council services the 
website has by far the most contact, and this has been an increasing trend (Item 5.1 and 
Appendix 4).  Customers wanting to access Council services by telephone or by coming 
into reception have remained static and are clearly important for those customers.   

 

6.2   As identified the Covid-19 pandemic has had a significant impact on those customers 
wanting to come to the Council receptions in the final month of the reporting year, and a 
review of services in receptions is taking place (Item 4.6).  Prior to the Covid-19 there had 
been a slight decrease in Face to Face customers, however as a result of the current 
crisis, this is expected to the largest area of change in future. 



 

 

6.3   Call volumes continue to be steady with 169,463 customers contacting AD in 
2019/20, a similar number to 2015/16.  This is anticipated to reduce, for example, because 
more customers will use the website to inform changes for Council Tax and Benefit 
enquiries. 

6.4   The website continues to grow with more customers seeking information or 
accessing services via the website; in line with the Digital Strategy this trend is likely to 
increase as the website improves and more services are offered.   

6.5   This report identifies that the public have clearly make extensive use of contacting 
the organisation by coming into the office or by using the telephone.  Scrutiny of the 
statistics is ongoing as part of the continual work done with the client teams in improving 
services and access to them.  Work to give customers opportunity to provide feedback on 
the quality of service provided is an objective of the new strategy.  

6.6   Customer Services, together with the Digital Strategy work are exploring initiatives to 
make access for customer easier.  An example is the introduction of web chat together 
with how social media plays a part in reaching our customers.  This is likely to become a 
priority due to the restrictions Covid-19 has placed on how customers are able to contact 
the Council. 
 
 

2.  PROPOSAL(S): 

Members are requested to note the report 

3.  OPTIONS: 

NA 

4.  CONSULTATION: 

No consultation for this report 

Has consultation been undertaken with: YES NO 

Relevant Town/Parish Council  X 

Relevant District Ward Councillors  X 

Other groups/persons (please specify)  X 

5.  ARE THERE ANY IMPLICATIONS IN RELATION TO 
THE FOLLOWING COUNCIL POLICIES: 
(Explain in more detail at 6 below) 

YES NO 

Financial  X 

Legal  X 

Human Rights/Equality Impact Assessment  X 

Community Safety including Section 17 of Crime & 
Disorder Act 

 X 

Sustainability  X 

Asset Management/Property/Land  X 



 

Technology  X 

Other (please explain)  X 

6.  IMPLICATIONS: 

NA 

 

7.  REASON FOR THE DECISION: 

Members are requested to note the report 

 

8.  BACKGROUND PAPERS: 

None 

 


