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COMPLAINTS POLICY AND PROCEDURE

COMPLAINTS POLICY

Aims and Principles.
· Lambeth & Southwark Housing Association (LSHA) encourages  tenants and users of its services to come forward with complaints and comments so their needs can be met and the quality of our services can be assured. 

· We will record comments and complaints, and use them to improve the range and quality of our services. 

· We will ensure that tenants have access to clear information on how to make complaints and comment and we will provide tenants with the support they need in order to make their views known.  LSHA will ensure that no tenants are disadvantaged or treated less favourably as a result of making a complaint. 
• 
Within the timescales shown below, we will deal quickly with tenants’ complaints, investigate fully and effectively the grounds for complaint, and keep tenants informed about the progress we are making.   
Responsibility and Conduct 

· All staff have a duty to ensure that complaints are dealt with efficiently and in accordance with this policy and procedure. The Operations Manager and Chief Executive have overall responsibility for ensuring that the Association follows its complaints procedure, and that staff are trained in its application.
· LSHA accepts that tenants can feel that they have been treated unfairly. We expect tenants to pursue their complaints in a reasonable and fair manner, and to be courteous at all times. If the Chief Executive concludes that   a tenant is pursuing their complaint in an unreasonable manner, he or she reserves the right to treat it as vexatious (see below).
Reporting and Monitoring 
· Complaints are reported to the Board on a quarterly basis.
· The register of complaints is updated when a complaint is made and will show who is dealing with it, target response times, action taken and outcomes.
Confidentiality
· LSHA will observe confidentiality in its complaints procedure and divulge details of complainants only with their authority.
Equality and Diversity
· LSHA, staff, partners, stakeholders and contractors are committed to providing services which are relevant and appropriate to the needs of residents. We aim to treat everyone we work with and for fairly and without discrimination. 

COMPLAINTS PROCEDURE
Initial action to resolve a problem

If a tenant has a problem with their housing or LSHA services, they should contact a member of staff. Staff will try to resolve the problem to the tenant’s satisfaction within our timescales and by following our policies and procedures. 

If a tenant remains dissatisfied with LSHA’s response to their problem, they can make a formal complaint. 
LSHA defines a complaint as;
“an expression of dissatisfaction with LSHA’s action, lack of action, or standards of service, where an initial response has not proven satisfactory”.  

A formal complaint might be about the repairs service or standard, a decision LSHA has made, or the way a tenant feels they have been treated.

Examples include:

· Failure to provide a service or to achieve the standards of service LSHA has promised

· LSHA’s failure to fulfil its legal or contractual obligations

· Unfair treatment by staff

· Unacceptable delay or failure to respond to an enquiry or request

· Dissatisfaction with a decision or the way that it was made

· Dissatisfaction with the attitude of staff, contractors or agents

· LSHA not operating policies fairly

Stage 1

A tenant can make a complaint by letter, email or by telephone, or by person at LSHA’s office. A tenant can complete a complaints form (see Appendix I attached), or ask staff to fill in the form for them where disability or language barriers prevent the tenant completing it.  LSHA will register a complaint and send an acknowledgement within three working days of receiving a complaint.
The Operations Manager will investigate the complaint and within 15 working days of its being registered will either send a full response setting out LSHA’s decision and proposed action, or, where he or she needs time to investigate the complaint further, write to say by when they will receive a full response.  The tenant will be given 15 working days to reply to LSHA’s response to their complaint. If the tenant does not respond within this time period it will be assumed that they do not wish to take the complaint further and the complaint will be closed. 

Stage 2
If the tenant feels the response to their Stage 1 complaint was not satisfactory they can refer the matter to the Chief Executive. They will receive an acknowledgement of their stage 2 complaint within three working days.
A Stage 2 (or 3) complaint cannot consider additional matters not directly relevant to the initial complaint.
Within 15 working days of receiving a stage 2 complaint, the Chief Executive will either send a full response, or, where he or she needs time to investigate the complaint further, write to say by when they will receive a full response.
Stage 3
If once the tenant has received the Chief Executive’s response they are still dissatisfied, they can appeal to the LSHA Board within 15 working days from the date of the Chief Executive’s response.  

The Chief Executive will designate one or more Board members to consider the complainant’s appeal and they will be invited to a meeting to present their appeal in person.  They may bring someone to help or support them.
The tenant will be given a written response to their appeal within 15 working days of the complaint panel hearing.The tenant will be given 15 working days to reply to the panel’s response to their complaint. If they do not respond within this time period it will be assumed that they do not wish to take the complaint further  and the complaint will be closed. 
Stage 4
If the complaint remains unresolved, then the tenant has the opportunity to refer their complaint within 15 working days to be reviewed independently by a ‘designated person’, Designated persons were introduced by the Government under the Localism Act 2011 to improve the opportunities for complaints about housing to be resolved locally, on the basis that local people know best how to decide on local issues.  A designated person can be an MP, a local Councillor, or a recognised tenant panel. It is the tenant’s choice to choose one of these three as the designated person’. Their job is either to seek to resolve the complaint directly or, with the tenant’s consent, to refer it on to the Housing Ombudsman.   If the designated person has sought to resolve the complaint directly, the tenant will have 15 working days to respond in writing to the designated person’s decision. If they do not respond within this period, it will be assumed that they do not wish to take the complaint further and the complaint will be closed. 
If the tenant prefers, they can miss out Stage 4 and go straight to the Housing Ombudsman – but only after a minimum of 8 weeks from receiving the Stage 3 decision letter.
Stage 5
There are therefore three slightly different routes by which a complaint can reach the Ombudsman: 

· if the designated person refers it 
· if the designated person has not referred it and the tenant is unhappy with the designated person’s decision and wants to take the complaint further (at least 8 weeks but less than a year after receiving the designated person’s decision letter)
· if the tenant has chosen not to use the Stage 4 procedure at all, and goes to the Housing Ombudsman directly (at least 8 weeks after the Stage 3 decision letter).    
 The Housing Ombudsman Service can be contacted at:
Housing Ombudsman Service
Exchange Tower
Harbour Exchange Square
London E14 9GE
Telephone : 0300 111 3000

Lines are open Monday to Friday from 9:15 to 17:15 (except public holidays)
Fax : 020 7831 1942
Email : info@housing-ombudsman.org.uk
www.housing-ombudsman.org.uk
The Housing Ombudsman Service will not accept any complaints until tenants have completed the final stage of LSHA’s internal procedure and only within 12 months of receiving the designated person’s’ findings.
Tenants may, if they prefer, obtain advice and information about possible legal remedies  from a local Citizen’s Advice Bureau, a law centre, or a solicitor.

Vexatious Complaints 
Most complaints are made and dealt with politely and constructively by everyone concerned. Occasionally, however, a complaint may be vexatious. Vexatious complaints are those made without sufficient grounds so as to cause annoyance or disruption, and complaints which are conducted by the tenant in a way which amounts ot harassment or unfair treatment of staff . .
Types of complaint and customer behaviour that this procedure covers can include the following (the list is not exhaustive, nor does one feature on its own necessarily mean that imply that the complaint will be considered as being in this category): 

• Refusing to specify the grounds of a complaint despite offers of assistance. 

• Insufficient grounds or no grounds for their complaint and following the complaint through only to annoy (or for reasons that they do not admit or make obvious). 

• Refusing to co-operate with the complaints process while still wanting the complaint to be resolved. 

• Refusing to accept that issues are not within the remit of the LSHA’s Complaints Policy despite having been provided with information to this effect. 

• Insisting on the complaint being dealt with in ways which are incompatible with the procedure or with good practice (for example, insisting that there should be no written record of the complaint). 

• Making what would appear to be a groundless complaint about the staff dealing with their complaint and seeking to have them replaced. 

• Making an unreasonable number of contacts with LSHA, by any means, in relation to a specific complaint or complaints. 

• Changing the basis of the complaint as the investigation proceeds and/or denying statements made at an earlier stage. 

• Introducing trivial or irrelevant new information while the complaint is being investigated and expecting this to be taken into account and commented on. 

• Electronically recording meetings and conversations without the prior knowledge and consent of the other person involved. 

• Multiple lines of enquiry made regarding the same issue, for instance, pursuing a complaint or complaints not only with LSHA, but at the same time with a Member of Parliament, councillors, the police, solicitors, or the Housing Ombudsman. 

• Submitting repeat complaints, after the complaints procedure has been completed, essentially about the same issues,  which the customer then insists on being treated as new complaints and put through the full complaints procedure again. 

• Refusing to accept the outcome of the complaint procedure after its conclusion, repeatedly arguing the point, complaining about the outcome, and/or denying that an adequate response has been given. 

• Harassing or verbally abusing or otherwise seeking to intimidate staff dealing with their complaint, in relation to their complaint, by using offensive, racist or otherwise unacceptable  language. 

• Making persistent and unreasonable demands on staff and/or the complaints procedure after the unreasonableness has been explained (an example of this could be a customer who insists on immediate responses to numerous, frequent and/or complex letters, faxes, telephone calls or emails). 

Imposing restrictions 
.

If a complaint has been classified as vexatious, the Chief Executive will consider measures to restrict contact between the complainant and LSHA staff.  Any restrictions will be tailored to the individual circumstances of the complaint and complainant and may include: 

• Banning the complainant from making contact by telephone except through a third party such as a solicitor/councillor/friend acting on their behalf. 

• Banning the complainant from visiting the office except by appointment. 

• Requiring contact to take place with one named member of staff only. 

• Restricting telephone calls to specified days / times / duration. 

• Requiring any personal contact to take place in the presence of an appropriate witness. 

• Letting the complainant know that LSHA will not reply to or acknowledge any further contact from them on the specific topic of that complaint.

When the Chief Executive has decided  to apply this procedure to a complainant, s/he will contact the complainant in writing (and/or as appropriate) to explain: 

• Why LSHA has taken the decision. 

• What action it is taking. 

• The duration of that action. 

• What review process may take place. 

• The right of the complainant to contact the Housing Ombudsman.
Where the behaviour is so extreme as to threaten the immediate safety and/or welfare of staff or the complainant, LSHA will consider other options, for example reporting the matter to the police or taking legal action. In such cases, LSHA may not give the complainant prior warning of that action.

Appendix I
FORMAL SUGGESTION OR COMPLAINTS FORM

	Tenant’s name:
	

	Address:
	

	Telephone number:
	

	Email Address


	

	The problem I am complaining about happened on:
	

	My suggestion/complaint is: (please complete with as much detail as possible- you can attach additional sheet(s))


	What resolution are you looking for?

 

	Date:
	

	Signed:
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