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Complaints policy April 2022



1. Introduction

We hope that members of the public will be happy with the services delivered
by Hart District Council. However, we recognise that, for any number of
reasons, we may fall short at times.

The way we handle complaints, resolve issues, and use the feedback to
improve our services is a key component of our corporate values. Our values
promise that we will be helpful and respond to requests from our customers.
We will be approachable and take ownership of an issue or complaint when it
arises. Delivering on these elements of our service is crucial to support Hart's
priority of improving customer satisfaction.

Anyone who is affected by our services can make a complaint. This includes:

Residents

People who work or visit the district
Local businesses

Community groups

We are happy to work with a representative or local councillor who has been
asked to support or take forward a complaint on behalf of someone. We will
need confirmation of the appointment verbally or in writing from the
complainant or other legal representative.

Most of the time we get it right and we will promote compliments and
feedback via our online form on the website feedback on our services. We will
use this feedback to highlight compliments about individuals or teams.
Customers can also use this form if they have views on how we deliver our
service or suggestions on the way we can improve the way we do things.

2. Purpose of this policy

The purpose of this policy is to provide a clear and transparent process for
customers if they wish to make a complaint or share feedback about Hart. It
also provides guidance for staff, so they are aware of their responsibilities in
respect of complaints from members of the public, partners and the
organisations and businesses that operate within Hart district.

This policy applies to:
e All staff working for Hart District Council, including those working from
home.
e Consultants, third party suppliers, agency staff and contractors
working for Hart while engaged on council business.

There is a separate policy for complaints about elected members



https://www.hart.gov.uk/our-vision-values
https://www.hart.gov.uk/hart-district-council-customer-feedback-form
https://www.hart.gov.uk/help-advice-1

3. Whatis a complaint?
We define a complaint as any expression of dissatisfaction about the way in
which we have provided a service.

A complaint could be in relation to:

A delay in taking action without good reason

A failure to provide a service

Mistakes in the way a decision has been taken

Not following the law or Hart’'s own policies

Broken promises

Bias or unfair discrimination

Rude, unhelpful, or inappropriate behaviour by staff
Poor communication from staff

Information is provided on the complaints page on Hart’s website to provide
customers with information on how to make a complaint about specific
services.

4. What we don’t consider a complaint

Some complaints and issues fall outside the scope of Hart’s complaints policy
as there alternative ways to resolve them. The determining factor is whether
the customer has been negatively affected by a decision or action that could
otherwise have been rectified through an appeal to a government minister,
tribunal, or court. Such cases typically involve matters like planning
applications, parking appeals, Housing Benefit appeals, and similar issues.

If the concern relates to planning matters, the Planning Inspectorate can be of
assistance. It acts on behalf of the government minister and handles appeals
on various issues including:

e delays in decision-making

o refusal of planning permission

¢ conditions placed on planning permission and planning enforcement
notices.

If the customer believes that Hart has acted unreasonably, they can claim
appeal costs from the Planning Inspectorate that they believe could have
been avoided.

Other matters are also beyond Hart’s control and cannot be considered.
These include:

Matters of law or central government policy which should be referred to
your local MP

Freedom of Information requests for reviews or complaints about the
decision, the information provided or how a request was handled.
These are dealt with under the Freedom of Information policy



https://www.hart.gov.uk/feedback
https://www.hart.gov.uk/elected-representatives
https://www.hart.gov.uk/freedom-information

Council policies. If customers are unhappy with a policy, they should
be encouraged to contact the relevant Councillor who leads on that
topic known as a Portfolio Holders. Alternatively, you can ask your
local Councillor to raise this issue on your behalf

Services provided by other layers of local government, for example
town or parishes or Hampshire County Council. These organisations
will have their own complaints handling processes.

5. Informal stage/ issue resolution

Before reaching the formal stage, we will try to resolve issues quickly and
efficiently without having to raise as a formal complaint. It will be managed by
an Officer who will work with the customer to try and resolve the issue within
10 working days.

If the issue cannot be resolved to the customer satisfaction or in a timely
manner, they will be invited to follow the formal route and submit a Stage 1
complaint. Examples of an issue include:

staff not getting back to you within the times set out in our customer
care standards

a missed bin collection, having left out at the right time and reported it
as missed

information you find unclear, incorrect, or unable to be easily
understood.

A customer can go straight to Stage 1 to report a complaint if they choose.
They do not have to complete the informal stage.

For complaints about Hart and Frogmore Leisure Centres, the process is
slightly different. Complainants should contact the manager at the centre and
raise the issue with them initially. They will consider any Stage 1 complaints
you may have.

6. Different stages of the complaints process

Complaints should be made to Hart as soon as they are aware of a problem.
It should be within six months of when a customer feels that something has
gone wrong. If it is longer Hart may not be able to investigate effectively.
While we still hold records, staff may no longer be able to recall the exact
content of conversations. As such we may not be able to investigate
complaints over six months. We will advise you if this is the case with your
complaint when you raise it.

If it is longer Hart will ask customers to explain and justify why they could not
complain sooner.


https://www.hart.gov.uk/the-council/news/new-chairman-and-cabinet-portfolios-hart-district-council
https://hart.moderngov.co.uk/mgMemberIndex.aspx?bcr=1
https://hart.moderngov.co.uk/mgMemberIndex.aspx?bcr=1
https://www.hart.gov.uk/customer-care-standards-0
https://www.hart.gov.uk/customer-care-standards-0
https://www.basingstoke.gov.uk/missedcollection-hart
https://www.basingstoke.gov.uk/missedcollection-hart

6.1. Stage 1 complaints

Following submission, an assessment will be made about the type of
complaint and passed to the relevant service area. An Officer or Manager will
be allocated to the complaint and will be the point of contact throughout this
stage. They will be responsible for recording, investigating, and responding to
the complaint.

We will ask the customer to provide as much information as is reasonable in
support of their complaint. They will also be asked what they would like Hart
to do as a result of their complaint to see if this can be met. The Officer will
work with the customer to try and resolve at this stage. We will attempt to
investigate and resolve the complaint within 10 working days. If the complaint
cannot be resolved in this timescale due to staff sickness or leave, an Officer
will need to contact the customer to agree an extension of time.

If a customer is unhappy with the formal response to their complaint at stage
1, they can ask for the complaint to be escalated to stage 2. The customer
should explain what element of the Stage 1 response they disagree with and
how the complaint can be resolved.

6.2. Stage two complaints

All stage two complaints will be investigated by the respective Executive
Director. They will be responsible for the recording, investigating, and
providing a detailed response. Once their investigation has been completed,
the response will be reviewed and signed off by the Chief Executive.

The maximum amount of time expected for responding to a stage two
complaint in full is 20 working days, with a customer receiving an
acknowledgement within the first three days of this timeframe. If a complaint
is complicated and likely to take longer to resolve, the Executive Director will
keep the customer updated on its progress and inform the Chief Executive of
this situation.

The response will inform the customer that if they remain dissatisfied with how
the complaint has been handled, they can complain to the Local Government
and Social Care Ombudsman.

6.3. What are the possible outcomes of a complaint at Stage 1 or 2?
There are three potential outcomes when a complaint is investigated.

¢ Upheld. We find that the complaint is reasonable, there has been a
failing on our part and Hart will rectify the problem

e Not upheld. We do not agree with the complaint

e Partially upheld. We agree that there are some parts of the complaint
where we need to improve our service and rectify any failings.

All complaint responses will confirm what outcome has been reached with
clear reasons for our findings. At each stage of the process, the customer will



be given details of their next point of contact if they remain dissatisfied with
the outcome of their complaint.

6.4. Communication to customers at informal stage, Stage 1 and 2

It is important the Officer or Manager investigating the issue or complaint
takes ownership of communicating with the customer throughout the entire
process.

e Start of the issue or complaint. Each issue or complaint should be
acknowledged within three days with the target date for completion
confirmed. This will depend on the stage the customer has reached.
When a Stage 1 or 2 complaint is recorded on the system, a unique
identifier will be generated. This will be provided to the customer and
should be used throughout the complaint

e During the complaint. If there are delays to the investigation, the Officer
or Manager should contact the customer to confirm when the complaint
will be resolved

e End of the complaint. Each complaint should receive a written
response of the decision within the published timescales depending on
the Stage with a clear outcome and any next steps open to the
customer.

Communication to the customer should be in writing, email, or telephone. Any
updates to and from the customer should be included on the complaints
system.

6.5. Local Government and Social Care Ombudsman complaints

If, after a stage two investigation, the customer is still not satisfied, they have
the right to refer their complaint to the Local Government and Social Care
Ombudsman. This is an independent service which investigates complaints
against Councils. For more details, go to Local Government Ombudsman.

When Hart is informed of a complaint to the Ombudsman these cases will be
coordinated by the Chief Executive to ensure they have responded to the
Local Government Ombudsman enquiry and appropriate action is taken to
resolve them.

A summary of the different stages is included as appendix 1. It includes the
timescales that will be used to manage the complaint through the different
stages.

7. How can complaints be made?
Stage 1 complaints can be received via:

Hart’'s complaint form is on the website. A hard copy can be made
available



http://www.lgo.org.uk/
https://www.hart.gov.uk/complaints-form

By email. At stage 1, this should be sent to the relevant Officer if
known or complaints@hart.gov.uk

By post to: Hart District Council, Civic Offices, Harlington Way,
Fleet GU51 4AE

Made in person at the Hart District Council office

By telephone.

When a Stage 1 complaint is received, this will be recorded on the complaints
system by the receiving Officer or Manager to ensure that all complaints are
managed consistently.

At Stage 2, complaints should be sent to complaints@hart.gov.uk, via the
online form or by post to Complaints Coordinator, Chief Executive Office Hart
District Council, Civic Offices, Harlington Way, Fleet GU51 4AE. This will
allow the complaint to be recorded on the complaints system and forwarded
to the relevant Executive Director.

8. Privacy and customer information

We will need to process customer’s personal information such as contact
details in dealing with complaints. We are committed to looking after the
information we hold on customers. There is more information in the privacy
notice published on our website.

9. Anonymous complaints

When an anonymous complaint is made, it will not be possible for a response
to be provided back to that customer. If a member of the public wishes

to raise a complaint anonymously, they should be encouraged to include as
much detail as possible to enable Hart to investigate the issues raised in the
complaint.

Customers with concerns about confidentiality may raise issues through their
elected Councillors. We reserve the right to not investigate anonymous
complaints.

10. Dealing with unreasonable customer behaviour
Customers have the right to be persistent and make any number of
complaints. However, Officers will need to consider when persistence
becomes unreasonable, and the customer may be judged as unreasonably
persistent or vexatious. We have a Unreasonable customer behaviour
procedure which is available for staff and customers.



mailto:complaints@hart.gov.uk
mailto:complaints@hart.gov.uk
https://www.hart.gov.uk/privacy
https://www.hart.gov.uk/privacy
http://www.hart.gov.uk/sites/default/files/2024-01/Policy-on-unreasonable-customer-behaviour.pdf
http://www.hart.gov.uk/sites/default/files/2024-01/Policy-on-unreasonable-customer-behaviour.pdf

11. Learning from complaints

All complaints will be investigated thoroughly, objectively and without bias. If
Hart is found to be at fault, we will issue an apology and steps will be put into
place to put things right.

Hart’'s complaints system will be used to ensure that lessons from complaints
are captured, shared, and embedded into operational practice and processes.
Management Team will monitor complaints, analyse trends, and review the
lessons learned on a quarterly basis.

We will use the complaints system to identify trends across service areas and
types of complaint to assess if operational practice or policies need to be
amended. This insight will be reviewed on a regular basis by the Senior
Leadership team.

12. Reporting and monitoring

A formal report including analysis on complaints and compliments will be
reported on quarterly basis to Overview & Scrutiny Committee as part of the
existing performance report.

13. Responsibility of the procedure

The overall responsibility for complaints monitoring and management rests
with the Monitoring Officer/ Chief Executive. They will delegate specific
responsibility to Executive Director to manage and monitor complaints within
departments.

It is the responsibility of Executive Director to ensure that complaints are
correctly managed throughout their lifecycle in their service areas. This
includes complaints being recorded on Hart’'s complaints platform at Stage 1
and 2.

All staff will be provided with access to training and guidance on this policy.

14. Version control

Date Author Comments

1.0 | 20 December 2021 | S. Bennett Draft version created

1.1 | 31 January 2022 P. Hughes Comments & revisions on draft

1.2 | 7 January Clir Dorn Comments & revisions on draft

1.3 | 10 January M. Saunders | Suggestion for review period in S.11

1.4 | 18 January S. Bennett Separate section for informal stage. Now
S5

1.5 | 19 January P. Hughes Reordering of stage 1

1.6 | 26 January S. Bennett Clir T&F group amendments

1.7 | 3 March S. Bennett Cabinet approved policy

1.8 | 27 January S. Bennett Inclusion of S6.4 communication

1.9 | 15 March S. Bennett Included details of Leisure Centres

2.0 | 1 April 2022 S. Bennett Links included & published on website




2.1 | 14 November S. Bennett 1. Revise Head of Service to Exec
Director

2. Removed ref to Joint Chief Executive
3. Insert additional line to 6.1 to request
customer set out reason for escalation

2.2 | 8 February 2023 S. Bennett Edit link to unreasonable behaviour policy

Final | 19 December 2023 | S. Bennett CEO edit in Section 4 what we don’t
consider a complaint
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