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Agenda Item No 6 

 

Resources Board  

 

12 November 2018 

 

Report of the 

Director of Corporate Services 

Online Services Update 

 

1 Summary 

 
1.1 This an annual report which gives an update on those services we deliver 

online, via the Internet and on the use of the Council’s Website and Social 
Media accounts.   

 
 
 
 
 
 

2 Report 
 
2.1 This report provides the annual update on the development and use of online 

services such as those provided via the Council’s website and directly through 
“self-service” over the Internet.  Progress made since the 2017/18 update 
report is included within this report. 

 

3 Background 
 
3.1 As stated last year online and social is no longer an optional extra or a ‘nice 

to have’ but an expectation.  Our customers and citizens expect to be able to 
easily find, access and use Council services online.   

 
3.2 There is an assumption that we will use ‘social’ as an information and service 

channel.  There is also an expectation that the Council will support and 
collaborate with others in ways that will be of help or interest to people or 
organisations that ‘like’ or ‘follow’ the Council.  Customers now take it for 
granted that they can use social media to ask questions, comment and 
complain and that they’ll get a speedy response; and, if relevant, it will follow 
through to a service being delivered.   

 
3.3 It is recognised that the internet is not, and may never be, the best way to 

deliver some very complex or personalised services.  There are people who 
have never used, have no intention of using, or are unable to use the internet. 
We need to be wary of excluding people, particularly those most 
disadvantaged in society, from services due to their lack of access to or skills 
to use the Internet.  We need to encourage, help and if feasible incentivise 
people to learn about, use and benefit from online services.   

 

Recommendation to the Board 

 

That the report is noted. 
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3.4 However, there’s now a large and growing percentage of the population with 
resources and skills to use online services and younger age groups live in an 
‘always on’, mobile, connected and social world; in August 2018

1
:- 

 
 

 90% of households in Great Britain had internet access (57% in 2006). 

 86% of adults used the internet every day. 

 Households of one adult over 65 had the lowest proportion of internet 
access 59% but had the biggest increase; up 23% since 2012.   

 77% of adults used the internet “on the go” via a mobile phone or 
smartphone (a 3% increase on 2016). 

 Over 97% of adults under 34 use of the internet “on the go”. 

 78% of adults have bought goods or services online, with the largest rise 
being in the 65 and over age group.   

 
3.5 The most up-to-date data we have on local peoples internet use comes from 

the 2017 ‘Residents Survey’ in which 77% of people said they used the 
internet. This is lower than national figure, but higher than we may have 
expected given known problems with the availability of broadband and the 
age profile of residents.  However, access has improved and with continued 
investment in broadband, new technologies and the changing demographic of 
the borough it will continue to increase.   

 
3.6 The internet continues to develop and new applications and uses are 

emerging and maturing such as automation and artificial intelligence.  Many 
people, regardless of age, take part in activities that are considered part of 
the “sharing economy’ for example booking accommodation or transport 
using Airbnb, SpareRoom or Uber etc.  The impact of and opportunity to 
apply this sort of thinking to public services will be explored in the ICT 
Strategy and Customer Access Strategy, both of which are being updated.  

 
3.7 Another area of development that will impact on future online services is 5G 

connectivity.  It will eventually give reliable access at speeds up to 1GB, 
although it isn’t being implemented yet and handsets capable of 5G are 
unlikely to become common until 2021; it will enable many of the ‘internet of 
things’ ideas to become an affordable reality. 

 
3.8 We must continue to plan online services and channels around our changing 

customer base and increasingly for those using services ‘on the go’ using 
mobile devices and phones.  Our aim is for online and the website to be the 
channel of choice and the first point for council information and services.  

 

4 Update 2017/18 
 

4.1 Update on the Council’s Website and Online Service Forms. 
 
4.1.1 The Council’s website is designed to work on different sized screens including 

mobile devices.  People using the site can rate and comment on pages by 
clicking on a ‘thumbs up’ or ‘thumbs down’ icon.  The feedback is mainly 

                                                
1
 ONS – Internet Access – Households and Individuals: 2018, release date: 7 August 2018. 
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positive and any negative comments are used to improve the website.  
Socitm2 who carry out annual website assessments rated the Council’s 
website as 3 Star (out of 4).  The website was also consistently ranked in the 
top 10, of 408 websites, in an assessment that measures accessibility, 
functionality and performance. 
 

4.1.2 This year the priority for website development has been to redevelop our 
online forms in the CRM system because our forms package was going out of 
support.  The redevelopment also means that the same form is used by 
Contact Centre staff and those customers and citizens using online forms.  
 

4.1.3 In addition to form development and updating the website, to keep it current 
and relevant, each year we review at least 3 areas of the website to develop 
and improve the content and structure.  This year the focus has been on 
preparing for Universal Credit and for the Homelessness Reduction Act and 
moving Housing Maintenance contact services into the Contact Centre.   

 

4.1.4 The average number of visitors per month to the Council’s website continues 
to increase.  The average number of webpages visited has gone up from 
86,036 per month in 2010 to 695,450 in 2017/18.  This is a crude measure as 
it includes some double counting; but it shows a growing trend.   
 

4.1.5 In general website use reduces the demand for information and services 
provided in paper format, via the phone or in person.  The following graph 
shows the increasing trend for people to visit the website and a decrease in 
calls to the Contact Centre.  This year there has been a slight increase calls 
as Housing Repairs calls moved into the Contract Centre in January 2018. 
 

 
 

4.1.6 The change in channel (e.g. telephone, website, post) helps deliver savings 
or free up resource to do other work.  The change in customer behaviour 
away from telephone contact has already enabled significant reductions to the 

                                                
2
 Socitm : Society of IT Managers. Produce “Better Connected” an annual website review. 
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staffing level in our Contact Centre/One Stop Shop and the incorporation of 
Housing Repairs calls in January 2018 delivered further efficiencies.     
 

4.1.7 The Council has taken decisions to close channels when they are not well 
used and are disproportionately costly to maintain.  The need for and cost of 
maintaining channels will be reviewed regularly, along with the impact of any 
proposed change or closure of a channel.    
 

4.1.8 The Customer Relationship Management (CRM) system is used by the 
Contract Centre (CC) to log request for service via the phone, in the One-
Stop-Shop or on social media.  Our challenge is to encourage people to move 
to the website, where possible, for services being fulfilled through the Contact 
Centre or in the One Stop Shop.  Table 1 shows the service forms completed 
by service area in the Contact Centre, the number of self-service (online) 
forms completed and the most frequently accessed website pages.  
 

Table 1

Services Completed in the 

CRM via Telephone & OSS

CRM 

Forms 
Online Forms completed

Online 

Forms 

17/18

Website (Pages Visited)
Pages 

17/18

Housing Services 10966 Housing Enquiry 1176
Atherstone LC - info, 

timetables etc.
24218

Council tax, NNDR and 

Recovery 
10153

Replacement and New Bins 

Total
982 Recycling 21217

Benefits 6782 Customer Referral 988 Coleshill Leisure Centre 17306

Housing Repairs 3404 Contact Us 808 Housing (incl application) 16454

Replacement, Repairs and 

New Bins
3006 Missed Bin 456

ALC - fitness class times and 

booking
16424

Warwickshire County 

Council Services
2185 Sports Fixtures 288 Leisure online booking 16424

Rubbish and Recycling Info 

and Advice
2168

Problem Reporting (litter, fly 

tipping etc)
286 Planning (incl Appl. Search) 15591

Environmental Health Incl. 

Pest Control & Dogs
2017 Agency Referal 197 Payments and parking fines 14146

Missed Domestic and Trade 

Bins
1503 Single Person Discount 125 Council Tax 14003

Bulky Collections 1421 Council Tax Registration 367 Contact Us 12629  
 

4.1.9 This information demonstrates people’s willingness to use the website for 
finding out information about our services for example visits to the recycling 
page has increased by 43% in 2017/18 and this builds on a 187% increase in 
2016/17.  Time or situation relevant information is also popular as proven by 
appearance of the ‘Severe weather’ page in the top 15 after the recent bad 
winter.    
 

4.1.10 The move of online forms into the CRM saves staff time as don’t have to 
rekey information from the web forms.  The new forms are helping to 
streamline processes, deliver quicker turnaround times and they give a more 
complete view of the services used.  Customers can register, create a 
“customer account” and then see and track the services they have used.   
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4.1.11 Web Chat has proven popular however we have had to find and implement a 
new solution as our previous provider ceased trading.  Web chat is now 
available again and its use will be monitored.   
 

4.2 Update on the Council’s use of Social Media 
 
4.2.1 The use of Twitter and Facebook is well established with staff in Information 

Services proactively posting and sharing information and Contact Centre staff 
responding to service questions to the corporate accounts.  Use of and 
engagement with these accounts is still growing and they provide an instant 
way for customer to raise questions and also air and share their views.  In 
general these channels give the customer a consistent and speedy response 
and provide the Council with a more complete view of the enquiries it gets.   
 

4.2.2 Table 2 shows the number of people signed up to corporate and service 
social media accounts.  Some services have their own Facebook pages and 
Twitter accounts which enables them to engage with their specific audiences.  
During 2018 we set up a Corporate Linkedin Account which now has 72 
followers and is used for job adverts and business related information. 

 

Table 2 (as at Oct 2018) 

Service/Team 
Facebook 

2017 
Facebook 

2018 

Facebook 
- Increase 
17 - 18 

Twitter 
2017 

Twitter 
2018 

Twitter - 
Increase 
17 - 18 

Corporate Account 1338 1896 42% 5566 6026 8% 

Coleshill Leisure Centre 1737 1859 7% 509 525 3% 

Arley Leisure Centre 700 838 20% 152 160 5% 

Atherstone Leisure 
Complex 2080 2461 18% 371 387 4% 

Polesworth Sports Centre 1268 1388 9% 71 93 31% 

Community Development 543 800 47% 
 

  0% 
 
4.2.3 We are mindful that other social media applications are used by different 

demographics and interest groups and we are committed to keep the social 
media solutions we use under review and relevant.   

 
4.2.4 Social media is particularly important during events, at times of service 

disruption, in fast changing situations and where information is of interest to 
particular groups or communities.  Two recent posts help demonstrate this; a 
Facebook post about HS2 reached nearly 6,000 people and a Tweet about 
the development of veterans hubs reached over 33,000 people and was 
shared and retweeted.  

  
4.2.5 Our challenge now is to develop the use of social media more strategically 

and engagingly in support of Council priorities.    
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4.2.6 In 2017 we arranged more training for staff that actively use or plan to use 
social media for work.  This was funded by the LGA as part of their 
Communications Health Check support package.  We also implemented a 
social media management solution to plan, schedule, monitor and help 
improve the quality of posts.   
 

5 Online Services Update 
 
5.1 We now have a number of online systems which are used to enable 

customers to self-serve.  These are integral to the service and their 
development and improvement is built into Service Plans.  Examples are:-  

 

5.1.1 Online Planning:- 

 66% of the 7451 applications submitted in 2017/18 were through the 
Planning Portal (online), a significant increase on the 16/17 figure of 59%.  

 Planning pages are often the most used on the website.  Details of listed 
buildings and planning decision notices are available online.   

 Consultees and the public are able to view applications over the Internet 
and make comments electronically. 

5.1.2 Online Leisure Booking:- 

 All Leisure Centres are able to take online bookings and payments for 
classes and facilities.  Graph 1 shows that online booking has taken off 
across the Centres with an increase of 170% at Atherstone Leisure 
Complex.  Leisure staff continue to promote online booking to members.   

 People can complete joining information online and manage their 
membership and bookings using a Member Portal.  The number of people 
signed up to use the “Join at Home” module is shown in graph 2. 
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 In 2016 we introduce payment by Direct Debit to help spread the cost 

membership and programmes of activity, such as swimming lessons and 
gymnastics courses, for customers.  In 2017/18 55% of these payments 
were made by Direct Debit, this has increased from 46% in 2016/17.   

 

5.1.3 Online Council Tax and Business Rates:- 

 People can sign up to e-billing for Council Tax and/or Business Rates and 
receive bills and adjustment notices via email.  1074 people are now 
signed up to receive e-bills, this is a 10% increase in twelve months. 

 We now have 5100 people signed up for online Accounts, which is over 
19% of bill payers and is an increase of 17% on last year’s figure.    

 All Benefits claims now have to be made only and there is no longer the 
option to submit a paper form.  Contact Centre and Benefits staff are 
trained to help people complete the online process.     

Graph 1 

Graph 2 
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5.2 Online Payments  
 
5.2.1 The payments management system, implemented in 2012, has enabled us to 

improve and increase our online payments and this will continue to be a 
priority.  The plan to implement Contactless Payment has been delayed as 
staff have had to focus on the move to the Civica system as part of the NBBC 
Revenues and Benefits shared service. 

 
5.2.2 Table 3 shows the changes by payment type, over the last 10 years, and 

reflects changes in people’s payment habits and the proactive work we have 
done to enable this transition. Over the period all the figures are going in the 
direction we want, delivering saving and enabling staff to be more efficient, for 
example web payments are increasing and payment by cheque decreasing. 

 
5.2.3 There has been a slight increase in cash payments in the last two years. The 

planned implementation of contactless payment should help reduce this.  
 
Table 3 Number of transactions 

Method of 
payment 2007/08 2008/09 

Oct 
2012 - 
Sept 
2013 2013/14 2014/15 2015/16 2016/17 2017/18 

Increase-
Decrease 
from 
16/17 to 
17/18 

Increase-
Decrease 
in 10 yrs: 
07/08 to 
17/18 

Web Payments 1,800 2,200 5,350 7,775 9,622 14,194 18,709 20,985 12% 1066% 

Card Payments 
by Phone 10,500 11,300 18,400 22,202 23,583 43,045 43,475 44,857 3% 327% 

Cash - Face to 
Face. Excl 
Leisure. 900 1,200 600 660 569 508 642 707 10% -21% 

BACS 263,000 280,900 247,216 261,135 275,859 285,104 302,207 328,846 9% 25% 

Cheque     6,100 6,652 6,041 5,176 4,728 4,264 -10%   

3rd Party (Post 
Office, Baliff)     48,600 54,723 50,570 42,954 37,059 33,552 -9%   

Bank (Direct 
Payments)     14,650 17,660 20,734 26,358 27,695 28,792 4%   

 
5.2.4 The Council has reduced the costs of collection by introducing cheaper 

methods of payment, for example over 75% of Council Tax and Business 
Ratepayers choose to pay by Direct Debit.  On-going promotion of, and 
incentivising payment by, this very cost effective method has enabled staff 
savings to be made in the areas of cash and cheque reconciliation.   

  

5.2.5 Online payment can be used to pay for any “sundry debt”.  Recent 
development has added the ability to pay online for a bulky waste collection 
and for additional green bins.  A further example of the work done to 
encourage people to move from costly payment methods is the significant 
move from payment by cheque for Planning Applications to card payment 
online or over the telephone.  The trends over the last 4 years are shown in 
Graph 3.     
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6 Increasing the use of Online Services 

 
6.1 Online services deliver efficiencies for the Council by moving contact and 

service provision to less costly channels.  Over time these efficiencies 
become sufficiently significant to enable the Council to achieve cash savings, 
savings in salary cost by reducing staffing levels or minimise additional costs 
if demand for services increases or a new service is introduced.   

 
6.2 There is extensive research on how to encourage people to move to different 

ways of using services.  This movement is known as “channel migration”. 
However, getting citizens and customers to make the change is not always a 
simple or quick process, as they need to:- 

 

 Be skilled - to use the internet and online services. 

 Have access - to use the internet when and where it’s convenient.  

 Understand why - convinced that there is a benefit to them.   

 Secure – believe our online service are trustworthy, secure and reliable. 

 Aware - that our services are available online.   
 
6.3 Over the years the Council has delivered a number of projects (e.g. B.O.B 

bus, Learn Direct) and provided services (e,g. Community Hubs, Information 
Points) to help address these issues and remove barriers to being online.  
They have helped residents engage with the Council and partners services, 
as easily as possible.  To date this approach, which is part of our wider 
customer access and community partnership priorities, has helped residents 
to get online, save money and access jobs.  The Customer Access Strategy 
which is being updated will build on this work. 

Graph 3 
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6.4 The CRM platform, introduced in 2014, has enabled us to provide a better 

and more consistent service across the various channels.  A self-service form 
completed on the website appears as part of the customer’s history to 
Contact Centre staff and can go direct to front line staff to deliver the service.  
It is helping us deliver a more informed and targeted customer experience as 
residents transact with us.  Work this year will provide further online forms 
and we are investigating redeveloping Licensing forms which we understand 
may be withdrawn from the government’s Gov.uk website.   

 
6.5 The Council has always taken information and cyber security management 

seriously and invested in hardware firewalls, software virus and malware 
protection, technical training and awareness training in order to protect the 
council’s physical and information assets.  The council also works to comply 
with government and banking security regimes and is one of the few councils 
to achieve Cyber Essentials Plus certification and retain its Public Services 
Network (PSN) connection compliance.  However, the global threat from 
cyber-attack is recognised as an increasing risk which the council needs to be 
aware of and respond to.  The LGA has recently commissioned a Cyber 
security stocktake which all councils have had to complete and all councils 
are expected to develop plans to respond to their assessment with the aim of 
improving cyber defence individually and across Local Government.     

 
6.6 The Council has worked with the LGA to develop communications capacity to 

meet existing and new challenges.  We need to ensure our use of social 
media supports Council priorities, service plan projects or promotions and 
information published on the website.  Work to improve and align social 
media activity will continue.    

 
6.7 New data protection regulations (General Data Protection Regulation) came 

in to full effect in May 2018.  A cross divisional working group, reporting to the 
Corporate Director Environment in his capacity as the Council’s Data 
Protection Officer, oversaw its implementation.  Reviews of how the council 
gathers, stores and uses customers’ personal information were completed 
and compliant processes put in place.  Awareness sessions were provided 
and staff had to complete two different online learning packages.  Actions to 
address the specific impacts of the regulations on online services including 
the development of a revised privacy notice and the addition of compliance 
statements on forms, to help customers to understand what we will do with 
their personal information, have been completed.  We also worked with our 
suppliers, including software suppliers, to get assurances on their 
management of personal data on behalf of the council.  The Council’s Data 
Protection Officer and Policy Support continues to oversee and monitor 
compliance 

 
6.8 Online services are increasingly seen as just part of, and integral to, service 

development and provision, we have therefore moved away from separate, 
detailed online plans, such as those developed in the early 2000’s in 
response to the national e-government programme.  We now require details 
of the projects and initiatives to promote and develop online services to be 
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part of Division’s Service Plans, ensuring a link to Council and service 
priorities.  The Council’s Customer Access Strategy and the ICT Strategy 
provide the direction for this work and state more corporate actions and 
priorities.   

 

7 Report Implications 
 

7.1 Finance and Value for Money Implications 
 
7.1.1 There are no financial implications arising directly from this report.  However, 

it is anticipated that increasing the use of online services will deliver savings 
and efficiencies that will contribute to corporate financial savings targets.   

 
7.1.2 In order to achieve savings and efficiencies invest to save business cases 

may need to be developed.   
 

7.2 Risk Management Implications 
 
7.2.1 Whilst there are operational and financial benefits to moving towards our 

online ambitions, there are reputational and operational risks related to 
managing and securing our information in an online environment.  These risks 
are predominantly managed by Information Services, but all data users have 
responsibility for ensuring data transfer, its capture and use is secure and 
managed appropriately and complies with regulation and legislation.   

 
7.2.2 Many of the security related threats and risks are global or national.  We aim 

to reduce and control them by the Council demonstrating on-going 
compliance with Public Sector Network (PSN) connectivity compliance, 
Payment Card Industry Data Security Standard (PCIDSS) compliance and 
aided by achieving Cyber Essentials certification. Awareness of the impact of 
cyber-attacks on organisations has reinforced the need to focus on cyber-
attack prevention and recovery for business and reputational reasons.   

 
7.2.3 One of the barriers to using online service is people being concerned about 

online security and not trusting organisations to keep their information safe 
and secure.  Implementation of the GDPR helps reduce risk and hopefully 
improve people’s perception of how trustworthy an organisation is; ideally this 
translates into an increased willingness to use online services.   

 
7.2.4 There are local issues and reputational risks involved in how we manage the 

increasing use of online service and social media and the different customer 
expectations and styles needed to respond appropriately.  The Council has a 
Social Media policy, guidelines on its use and has trained and supported staff 
to use these channels to ensure reputational risks are managed.  Additional 
social media training, targeted at investigations, is taking place in November.  

 

7.3 Environment and Sustainability Implications 
 
7.3.1 Providing information and services online enables people to access them at 

their own convenience without having to travel to a Council building or incur 
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additional costs such as call charges. The work on developing community 
hubs is an example of technology helping local communities to access 
services and information which is contributing towards one of the priorities of 
the North Warwickshire Sustainable Community Strategy 2009 – 2026.   

 

7.4 Equalities Implications 

 
7.4.1 The responsive nature of the website has made it easier for all people to use 

it on a range of devices.  The website contains specific functionality to make it 
easily readable for people with visual impairments and can be read out to 
people using reader software readily available on the Internet.  

 
7.4.2 This report recognises the need to help people who don’t have access to or 

the ability to use the internet or access services and recognises that we need 
to work to ensure people aren’t excluded from services, discriminated against 
or isolated by decisions we make on service channels and delivery.    

 

7.5 Safer Communities 
 
7.5.1 The Council’s website and associated systems supports the work on reducing 

crime and disorder by providing information on Safer Communities activities 
and contacts. For example we actively promote cyber security information and 
information about Policing services is provided and people are able to report 
incidents of anti-social behaviour and hate crime to the Council via the 
Contact Centre and website.     

 

7.6 Links to Council’s Priorities 
 
7.6.1 The on-going development of online services supports commitments made in 

the Council’s Customer Access Strategy.  The provision of services via the 
web compliments and supports other access channels and the majority of the 
Council’s priorities.   

 
The Contact Officer for this report is Linda Bird (719327). 
 

Background Papers 

 
Local Government Act 1972 Section 100D, as substituted by the Local Government 

Act, 2000 Section 97 

Background Paper 

No 

Author Nature of Background 

Paper 

Date 
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