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@® Introduction

Why have an independent complaint handlind facility ?

If you have a complaint about a local authority, you will prefer to have
it looked at properly and impartially. For this purpose independent
investigation and review of a complaint 1s essential.

Many councils in the U.K. have built review or appeal stages into their
complaint handling procedures which allow complaints to be considered

independently of the department or service complained of.
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For example, Leicester City Council has appointed a complaints Manager to
undertake independent investigations at the appeal stage of internal procedure.

Furthermore, the officers who are appointed to undertake this independant
role may also act as a link with the Local Government Ombudsman. In any
council “ 1t 1s impossible to consider the functions of the Commission for
Local Administration separately from the working of complaint systems of
local authorities” (“Report of The Financial Management and Policy Review
of The Commission for Local Administration in England”, Department of
Environment, 1995).

Unfortunately in Japan most local authorities have not formed review and
appeal stage facilities. Only a few local authorities (e.g. Kawasaki city,
Konosu city and so forth) have set up an Executive Ombudsman. So
at the outset this paper will examine the reason why independent complaint
handling is advancing very slowly in Japan.

Secondly complaint handling could become one of the most important
mechanisms by which a council can learn about its services. In councils that
have set up a complaints monitoring system, complaints are analysed to
establish whether changes i1n practice or policy may be required. So the
benefits for management include “better and more effective information,
better decision making, increased service performance, increased efficienuy”
(“Citizen & Local Democracy”, LGMB, 1992).

It 1s also one of the Local Government Ombudsman’s purpose 1s “to offer
guidance intended to promote fair and effective administration in local
government” ( “Business Plan”, Commission for lLocal Administration in
England, 1995). In this respect the Local Government Ombudsman has been
involved 1n local council policy making.

But in Japan, however, the majority of local authorities have not organised
any.systematic monitoring of complaints. What thercfore can Japanese local
authorities learn from the experience of local councils in the U.K.? That 1s

the second theme of this paper.
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It is of fundamental importance that we remember that a complaint
handling system in a democratic context can not be judged by the efficiency

system 1itself, but by it’s practical effects.

@ The reasons why independent complaint handling is advancing very

slowly in Japan

Several decades ago in Japan there was a debate over whether dedicated
complaints units were the right approach to the problems. These units have
responsibility to handle complaints directly as soon as possible.

For example the prompt response unit (SUGUYARU Unit) of Matsudo
City was founded separately from the public relations unit that I will be
referring to later. One topic discussed was that of the scope of local authority
response. Units were criticised for creating greater dependency among citizens
vis a vis the local authority, by indiscriminately responding to trifling
complaints which, it was argued, could be resolved through the complainant’s
own initiative. At that time there was a preoccupation with the public as
citizen rather than the public as consumer. Consequently after that the citizen
autonomy and the citizen participation in the process of policy making have
become important issues in the promotion of local self-government. lL.ess
attention has been paid to complaint handling systems, although complaint
handling could be regarded as a complement to participation.

In the U.K. at around the same time the Skeffington Report on “People
and Planning” was published in 1969, and since then citizen participation,
especially in the planning process, has developed. With regard to complaint
handling system, although the lL.ocal Government Ombudsman was estab-
lished in 1974, formal complaint handling systems in local authorities did not
develop until the 1990’s. The Citizen’s Charter required all local councils to
have a Complaints Procedure in place by April 1993. The guidance to coun-

cils by the Local Government Ombudsman stated that “there should be as
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few stages as possible” (“Devising a Complaints System:Guidance on Good
Practice 17, The Commission for Local Administration in England, 1992).
According to one council complaint investigator “there is a distinct advan-
tage 1n having some independence from departments, as this enables me to
ask questions and provide answers in lay-terms, and also come to a balanced
view as to the best solution to a problem” .

In Japan many local authorities have public relations units which have
responsibility for public relations, public information, public hearings, com-
plaints and so forth. Accordingly the principle 6f these units is to promote
two way communications between citizens and local authorities. In terms
of complaint handling, these units liaise with departments in order to reach
a satisfactory solution. But in practice their role is only ‘an errand’, becouse
they have no authority to investigate complaints. And in the majority of
local authorities review stages have not been set up except where statutory
appeals procedures exist.

With regard to the reason why independent complaints handling 1is
advancing slowly there are two points that should be taken into consideration;
* The majority of local authorities have traditionally used the néighbour-

hood associations (CHONAIKAI), that actually consist of groupings of

families (not individuals), as a means of social cohesion or political
integration. Therefore it 1s not an exaggeration to say that the majority
of local authorities have made light of individual complaints on the one
hand, while they listen attentively to comments made by neighbourhood
associations.

* One of the traditional basic values is social harmony. Therefore citizens
dislike dispute in their own community.

Whilst these factors may appear democratic, they have not necessarily led
to a democratic society. For example if in some cases citizens are dissatisfied
with comments or complaints about local authority’s service or policy as a

ncighbourhood association to which they belong, they may be forced to keep
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silent for the sake of social harmony.

This kind of social solidarity, I would argue, has alienated the idea of
personel complaints. These conditions (similar to clientalism) are changing
gradually in a democratic direction, but are still a major factor.

In addition independent voluntary organizations providing advocacy for
vulnerable citizens have not grown in Japan, unlike in the U.K.(e.g.Citizen’s
Advice Bureaux).

So among the important problems facing local authorities in Japan are the
questions of how to develop an independent complaint handling system to
promote active citizenship, and how to develop feedback mechanisms to

improve the quality of decision making of local authorities.

® What can Japanese Local Authorities learn from experiences of Local
Councils in the U.K.?

In Japan several local authorities have in recent years been trying to set
up an independent complaint handling unit to investigate complaints properly
and 1mpartially. Furthermore a few local authorities have established
executive ombudsman. Corruption cases of local public officers generally
provided the cue for these changes. Therefore the unofficial purpose of
establishing these facilities was to monitor the work of local officers and to
recover public confidence in local authorities, although the official function
of these facilities 1s complaints handling as review and appeal stages.

In the U.K. many local councils have emphasised customer care and
improving quality of services, they expect complaint handling systems to
play a large part in this management of services and believe that analysing
complaints is a useful form of quality control leading to better services.

The cues for developing complaint handling system in local government
are different in the U.K. and in Japan. Consequently in Japan feedback

systems that aim to improve quality of services have made progress very
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slowly. There are some worthy points of attention to the feedback systems
of local councils in the U.K.

For example, Leicester City Council’s complaints procedure incorporates
requirements for both reporting on complaints and reviewing them with a view
to making service improvements. Regular reports are taken to the service
committees of all departments with corporate reporting undertaken on a quar-
terly basis to the Policy and Resources Committee. Chief officers and work
groups undertake periodic reviews of complaints against service in order that
lessons can be learned and improvements made. Although there are differences
in terms of local government systems between the strong mayor system in
Japan and the committee system inthe U.K., systematic feedback mechanisms

such as this could give local authorities in Japan much useful information.
@ Dilemma

Because complaints are a form of negative feedback, it is a very difficult
1ssue how they are analysed and evaluated. On the one hand some stages of
complaint handling procedures increasingly promote impartialit};. On the
other hand, if different stages involve making value judgements, conflicts are
inevitable. Actually “in some cases councils feel that the Ombudsman may,
on occasion, exceed their remit to investigate maladministration and trespass
into the area of policy” (Remedies: Non-compliance, Commission for Local
Administration in England, 1996). Similar conflicts between stages in same
council may arise. Of course these cases are exceptional. I would argue that
1t might be better for us to consider them as a normal phenomenon of
democratic society than as a dilemma. The important problem is whether
in such a case local government can provide the opportunity for wider debate
in public, although in Leicester City “in the event of no agreement being
reached between the Council Complaints Manager and the Department the

matter will be referred to the Chair of the appropriate sponsoring committee
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for a decision to be given” (“Complaints Guidelines”, Leicester City Council).
This course of action is undertaken in order that an individual complainant
receives a clear response in respect of issue’s giving rise to complaint, and
the Council can present an agreed position which avoids confusion.

Complaint handling systems can not solve all problems, but they are useful
for a local authority in improving quality within existing local government
services. However, the order of priority and the setting of limits as to what
kind of seivices can be provided are not directly connected with complaint
handling system.

Therefore roles and limits of complaint handling system within the policy

making process will have to be made clear.

NOTES

* Comment on this paper by Mr.Peter Dunkly (Council Compléints Manager, Leicester
City Council)
Professor Akira Imagawa’s paper, offers an interesting commentary on the differing
attitudes to complaints and complaints handling which prevail in the U.K. and Japan.
Most importantly [ believe, the paper places complaints and the systems which are
employed to handle them within the context of a democratic society. He recognises
corﬁplaints as an important expression of individual concern, and sees them as part
of the shaping process which form and govern local authority actions. In this he
does a service to those of us involved in this area of work in reminding us of the
wider importance of the tasks we undertake.
Moreover the paper recognises that efficient systems of themselves serve little purpose,
and that 1t is their practical effects which are the true measure of their usefulness.
I feel that this is a point which cannot be re-stated to often.
I am glad that Professor Imagawa has found my own small contribution to his
work useful, and hope that the work he has done while in the U.K. will be found

to be of benefit and interest Lo local government in Japan.
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