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1.0 SUMMARY OF THE REPORT 
 
1.1 Section 115 of Part 6 of the Local Government & Elections (Wales) Act (2021) (the 

Act) prescribed additional functions of the Governance and Audit Committee in 
relation to corporate complaints.  The Act requires the Governance and Audit 
Committee to review and assess the authority’s ability to handle complaints 
effectively and to make reports and recommendations in relation to the authority’s 
ability to handle complaints effectively.  

 
2.2 In order to determine whether the Council handles complaints effectively the Report 

details the Council’s complaints policy and procedure and annexes Reports at 
Appendix 1 detailing the corporate complaints handled by the Council in 2020-21 
and at Appendix 2 detailing the social services complaints handles by the Council for 
the same period. 

 

2.0 RECOMMENDATIONS that 
 
2.1 The contents of the report and Appendices 1 and 2 (Annual Complaints & 

Compliments Reports) be noted. 
 
2.2 An annual update in relation to Corporate Complaints and Compliments be provided 

to the Governance & Audit Committee. 
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2.3 The Governance and Audit Committee refer this report and the comments of the 
Committee to Cabinet for their consideration. 

 
 
 
 

3.0 INTRODUCTION  
 

3.1 The Local Government & Elections (Wales) Act (2021) (the Act) requires the 
Governance and Audit Committee to review and assess the authority’s ability to 
handle complaints effectively and to make reports and recommendations in relation 
to the authority’s ability to handle complaints effectively.  This report details how 
complaints are handled in Merthyr Tydfil County Borough Council. 
 

3.2 There is a dedicated Complaints Department in the council whose sole role is to 
manage complaints.  That department is comprised of one full time complaints officer 
and a part-time complaints support officer.  The complaints officer carries out the 
main duties within the department namely: - 
 

 setting up procedures;  

 keeping a written record of complaints made, the procedure followed and the 
outcome;  

 promoting and supporting the local resolution of as many complaints as possible;  
 
For social services complaints,  

 receiving and managing the formal investigation of complaints that cannot be 
resolved locally;  

 maintaining a pool of Independent Investigators and Independent Persons who are 
appropriately skilled and have had appropriate training for the role;  

 selecting Independent Investigators and Independent Persons for individual 
complaints and representations;  
 

 referring the complainant to any advocacy service available locally; 

 monitoring the progress of the investigation and ensuring timescales are met;  

 keeping the complainant and key people informed at all stages, offering advice 
where required, particularly on the response of the local authority;  

 evaluating the numbers, types, outcomes and trends of complaints; 

 preparing reports for Cabinet, the Governance & Audit Committee, Standards and 
the Ombudsman  
 

3.3 The department is managed by the Council’s Senior Solicitor and the Monitoring 
Officer. Further support is provided by the legal department in the Council’s dealings 
with the Public Service Ombudsman for Wales (the Ombudsman).  
 

3.4 The Council website has a section dedicated to complaints and provides a member 
of the public with all the information needed to enable them to make a complaint, 
comment or compliment. A link titled “Make a Complaint” is found on the header 
section of the first page of the Council’s website. Clicking on this link takes you 
directly to an electronic complaint form which can be completed and submitted 



without leaving that link. In addition, if the term “complaint” is typed into the search 
bar of the website you are taken straight to the complaints section of the website. It 
provides all necessary forms to include copies of the corporate complaints policy 
annexed as Appendix 3, the social services complaints policy annexed as Appendix 
4 and the education complaints policy annexed as Appendix 5.  Staff at the Contact 
Centre are also provided with complaint forms in addition to all Care Homes and Day 
Centres. 
 

3.5 In addition to the above the Complaints Department have provided training to 
Managers on the Local Authority’s complaints processes. Added to this, the 
Ombudsman has provided training to the Council. This training was not only 
attended by complaints/legal officers but also by numerous Managers. Training by 
the Ombudsman has however been disrupted by the Covid Pandemic. 
 
 

4.0 COMPLAINT TYPES 
 
4.1 The Council deals with 3 types of complaints namely social services complaints, 

corporate complaints and to a lesser extent education complaints. 
 
4.2      Social Services Complaints 

 

Process 
 

4.3 Stage One: Local Resolution – The emphasis at this stage of the process is to 
resolve the complaint by means of discussion and problem solving.  The complainant 
will be offered a discussion about the issues they have raised, and this can either be 
done by telephone or face to face in an attempt to resolve the issues.  This must be 
done within 10 working days of the receipt of the complaint.  Following this 
discussion and any further investigation that is necessary, a written response will be 
provided within 5 working days. 
 

4.4 Stage Two: Formal Consideration – If the complainant remains dissatisfied after 
completion of stage one, they may request that the complaint proceeds to stage two 
of the process.  This involves a formal independent investigation of the complaint 
with a report being produced by the investigating officer appointed to the case.  The 
timescale for dealing with this stage is 25 working days. 
 

4.5 A complaint will not escalate to stage two formal investigation until both the Council 
and the complainant agree on what is to be investigated.  
 

4.6 Thereafter, if the complainant remains dissatisfied with the outcome of the stage two 
investigation, they may progress their complaint to the Ombudsman. 
 

4.7 Since 2014 Social Services complaints have been governed by the Social Services 
Complaints Procedure (Wales) Regulations 2014 and the Representations 
Procedure (Wales) Regulations 2014.  In line with these regulations an annual report 
concerning the operation of social services complaints has been prepared and 
submitted to Cabinet since 2014.  Attached as “Appendix 2” is a copy of the annual 
report for 2020-21.  The report sets out the complaint department’s performance in 



relation to how it has dealt with the complaints, representations and compliments it 
has received.  It also details the number of complaints that were received and dealt 
with at all the available stages of the policy across both children’s and adults 
services.  
 

4.8 Every Annual Report submitted to Cabinet includes a section upon “lessons 
learned”.  The has allowed the department to focus on things that have gone wrong 
as well as things that have worked well allowing the officers and the department to 
act upon any findings and improve upon the way they/it handles and manages 
complaints on an on-going basis. 
 

4.9 Education Complaints 
 

4.10 The Council has no formal role in the hearing of complaints about schools except on 
rare occasions.  However, our website provides information by way of an Education 
Complaints Procedure which would assist any person wishing to raise a concern.  A 
complaint concerning a school would be handled by the school’s governing body 
who in accordance with s29 of the Education Act 2002 must have in place 
procedures for dealing with complaints from parents/carers, pupils, members of staff, 
governors, members of the community and others. 
 
Process 
 

4.11 The Welsh Government recommends that school governing bodies establish a three 
stage approach to resolving complaints as follows: 
 

4.12 Stage 1 – Informal Stage 
Concern raised with member of staff, head of year or other senior staff member. 
 

4.13 Stage 2 – Formal Stage 
Complaint made to the headteacher, preferably in writing. The headteacher will 
investigate and respond in writing. 
 

4.14 Stage 3 – Formal Complaint to Governing Body 
A formal complaint for consideration by the school’s governing body should only be 
made when Stages 1 and 2 have been tried.  
 

4.15 Corporate Complaints 
 

4.16 On 30th September 2020, the Public Services Ombudsman (PSOW) for Wales and 
its Complaints Standards Authority (CSA) formally launched a new Model Concerns 
& Complaints Policy for corporate complaints. 
 

4.17 Local authorities in Wales were required to adopt the new policy or amend its 
existing policy to ensure compliance with the new model policy.  Cabinet adopted the 
Policy which is annexed as Appendix 3 on the 19th May 2021.  
 

4.18 Under s.36 of The Public Services Ombudsman (Wales) Act 2019 the Public 



Services Ombudsman is required to publish a statement of principles concerning 
complaints handling procedures of listed authorities and it is this statement of 
principles that form the basis of the Council’s new policy. 

 
4.18   The corporate complaints policy is intended to provide customers with an overview of 

what effective complaints handling looks like in Merthyr Tydfil i.e. 
 

1) Complainant Focused 
2) Simple 
3) Fair & Objective 
4) Timely & Effective 
5) Accountable 
6) Committed to Continuous Improvement 

 
4.19 It also provides clarification of the two-stage complaint process and sets out a 

structure for the senior management team to review complaint data on six monthly 
basis and for Council, Cabinet and the Scrutiny Committee to review the data on an 
annual basis. In addition, the Standards Committee also receive reports on 
complaints to check for trends. 

 
Process 
 

4.20 Complaints are acknowledged within the statutory timescale of five working days. If a 
complaint covers more than one body, we will work with them to decide who should 
take the lead in dealing with the concerns.  Thereafter there are two stages to the 
Council’s complaints procedure: 

 
4.21 A Stage 1 complaint (informal resolution) is the quickest and often the most effective 

way of dealing with a complaint. Unless a complaint is of a very serious nature we 
expect all complaints to be dealt with initially at Stage 1. 

 
4.22 A Stage 2 complaint enables a complaint to be escalated if the complainant remains 

dissatisfied with the outcome at Stage 1. Stage 2 complaints will be dealt with by a 
senior officer within the Council and may be independent to the service to which the 
complaint relates.  The Council may escalate serious matters straight to Stage 2 
should it feel this is necessary based on the nature and seriousness of the issues 
raised. 

 
4.23 If the complainant remains dissatisfied with the outcome of the stage two 

investigation, they may progress their complaint to the Ombudsman. 
 

5.0 HOW COMPLAINTS ARE RECORDED AND REPORTED 
 
5.1 All complaints both corporate, social services and education (if any) are recorded on 

an excel spreadsheet and fed into the Complaint Department’s Dashboards. The 
Contact Centre have their own reporting document, and this feeds directly to the 
Council Department subject to the complaint, query or request eg. Waste Services, 
Highways Department.  Training is provided to Managers on the importance of 
directing complaints through the correct procedures. 

 



5.2 Each quarter the complaints officer provides data to the Ombudsman which they 
collate and present in an All-Wales report.   

 

 
6.0 ANALYSIS OF COMPLAINT DATA 
 
6.1 Social Services Complaints 
 
6.2 Details of the type of complaints received via the social services complaints system 

are set out in comprehensive form in the Annual Reports.  This year’s report is 
annexed as Appendix 2.  The reports do however show that in the last three years 
the reported complaints have remained relatively consistent namely 78 in 17/18, 98 
in 18/19, 108 in 19/20 and 99 in 20/21.  Last year only one complaint progressed to 
Stage 2 which demonstrates that Stage 1 resolutions work for all complainants – 
save for 1. The table below shows for the last 4 years the number of complaints that 
have progressed to stage 2.  

 

Year 
Service Area Stage 1 Stage 2 Total 

2017/18 Adult Services 33 1 34 

2017/18 Children's Services 42 2 44 

2018/19 Adult Services 44 1 45 

2018/19 Children's Services 52 1 53 

2019/20 Adult Services 35 2 37 

2019/20 Children's Services 68 3 71 

2020/21 Adult Services 31 0 31 

2020/21 Children's Services 67 1 68 

  Total 372 11 383 

 
 
6.3 The above complaint numbers do not reflect the number of concerns that are 

deemed to be case management issues as opposed to a complaint.  Case 
management issues are simply referred to the appropriate service manager.  The 
complaints regulations and guidance set an expectation that complainants where 
appropriate will be offered a face-to-face meeting as a means to resolving their 
complaint.  Such meetings are extremely helpful in successfully resolving 
complaints. Although Welsh Government Covid legislation has for the last two years 
prevented the Department from meeting members of the public face-to-face, 
alternative methods have been introduced namely TEAMS meetings and Telephone 
Conference meetings.  These have proved to be a positive alternative to face-to-face 
meetings. It is likely that even when Covid restrictions are completely removed the 
offer of virtual meetings will remain. In addition, in the past year the Complaints 
Department has focused on supporting service areas by answering concerns and 
complaints at the first point of contact with parents/guardians and this has 
successfully reduced the number of complaints that have progressed to stage one of 
the complaints process. 

 



6.4 There continues to be a low ratio in complaints escalating from stage 1 to stage 2, 
this is due in large part to the complaints department being pro-active in the 
management of the complaints process through setting up meetings with the line 
managers and complainants within the stage one process.  

 
6.5 Corporate Complaints  
 
6.6 Appendix 1 is the Corporate Complaints Annual Report for 20/21.  Unlike the Social 

Services Complaints Annual Report, this is the first time such a report has been 
prepared so there is no historic report information to compare the same against. 
Although data from 19/20 is contained in the report.  Details of the type of corporate 
complaints received are set out in comprehensive form in the Annual Report. 

 
6.7 The representation and complaints procedure for corporate complaints is widely 

publicised both generally and specifically to people that use our services. The 
procedures are on the main page of the Local Authority’s website, forms and 
procedures are also in public areas of Council buildings e.g. Care Homes and Day 
Centres.  The complaints policy and procedures aim are to provide the public with an 
opportunity to: 

 
• Voice their concerns when they are dissatisfied in order that the issue can be 

rectified to their satisfaction, wherever possible; 
• Make compliments; 
• Suggest improvements; and 
• Challenge decisions. 

 
6.8 One measure for assessing the authority’s ability to handle complaints effectively is 

to consider complaints made by the public that relate to the complaints system and 
the Complaints Department. Two complaints were received regarding complaint 
handling although neither were upheld. It is however important to note that some 
complainants will make unreasonable requests within the complaint process, or they 
may disagree with a decision e.g. timetabling, taken during the aforementioned 
process. Issues such as these sometimes result in a complaint against the 
Complaints Department if the request is refused or a decision taken in the process is 
disputed. These have not been recorded in the statistics as the issues were 
managed as an operational matter by the Complaints Department managers.  
Although it is important to note Merthyr Tydfil adopt a positive attitude towards any 
complaints and view them as valuable form of feedback which assist in the 
development and improvement of services.   

 
6.9 It will be noted from the report that there has been an increase in corporate 

complaints from 334 in 19/20 to 402 in 20/21 (68 in total) although 10 of these were 
covid related which wouldn’t have been present in 19/20.  The biggest increase in 
complaints were in relation to recycling/refuse.  Of the 402 complaints received only 
15 progressed to stage two which suggests the complaints system works with the 
vast majority resolved at stage one which means a quick resolution for the complaint 
and reduced time spent on the complaint from a department point of view. It is noted 
that although there were 139 complaints regarding recycling/refuse only 2 
progressed to stage two which suggests that the complaints were quickly and 
satisfactorily addressed. The only council service areas that had more than one 



stage two complaint were planning and staff.  This however reflects the complexity of 
the complaints when compared to complaints raised about say recycling. Again, as 
with social services complaints the numbers do not reflect the number of concerns 
received within the complaints department that are identified as case management 
and not a complaint.  These are not recorded but passed to the appropriate line 
manager to action. 

 
6.10  The report contains details of the outcome of complaints and although this is an 

important indicator for the Council and individual departments it is not a reflection 
upon whether the council’s complaint handling is effective. The information is 
however available in the report for members to view. What is important to note is that 
figures demonstrate information is readily available to residents to allow them to 
complain. Page 9 of the report shows complaint numbers are increasing – 237 in 
17/18, 256 in 18/19, 334 in 19/20 and 402 in the last year. One reason for this 
increase could be that the public are aware of the existence of the Council’s 
complaints system and that information is made available for them to easily submit 
complaints. It is suggested that the public have become increasingly computer 
literate which without doubt makes the submission of complaints easier.  

 

7.0 POLICIES AND PROCEDURES 
 
7.1 Annexed as Appendix 3 is the Council’s Corporate Complaints Policy. As mentioned 

previously this has been drafted in line with the Ombudsman model and reflects 
concisely how the Council will handle a corporate complaint, it sets out the 
complaints process and states what will happen at the conclusion of the complaints 
investigation. It also provides links to the complaints form, provides detail of the 
complaints department and contact details for other bodies such as the 
Ombudsman, the Older People’s Commissioner for Wales and the Children’s 
Commissioner for Wales. 

 
7.2 Annexed as Appendix 4 is the Council’s Social Services Complaints Policy.  This is a 

more concise document but drafted in accordance with Welsh Government 
Guidelines 2014. This again provides useful contact details for other bodies who may 
be in a position to assist a potential complainant. This complaints policy is however 
augmented by statutory guidance issued by Welsh Government titled “A guide to 
handling complaints and representations by local authority social services “. This 
document prescribes the process and procedure for complaint handling in great 
detail. The Complaints Department adhere to this guidance when dealing with all 
social services complaints.  This guidance can be accessed via the following link –  

 
https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2019-05/a-guide-to-handling-
complaints-and-representations-by-local-authority-social-services.pdf 

 
7.3 Finally, annexed as Appendix 5 is the Schools Complaints Procedure. This provides 

complainants with information with regard to school complaints by proving brief 
details of the process and contact details for Governor Support. 
 

8.0 FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS 
 
8.1 There are no financial implications associated with this report. 

https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2019-05/a-guide-to-handling-complaints-and-representations-by-local-authority-social-services.pdf
https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2019-05/a-guide-to-handling-complaints-and-representations-by-local-authority-social-services.pdf
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Does the report contain any issue that may impact the Council’s 
Constitution?  
 

 

 
Consultation has been undertaken with the Corporate Management Team in respect 

of each proposal(s) and recommendation(s) set out in this report. 
  


