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Part E:  Suggestions for council policy and practice improvement and systems 
improvement. 
 
1. What actions do you believe would help your council improve its complaint 

handling processes? 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
2. What actions do you believe would help your council improve its Section 270 

internal review practices? 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 

 
3. What actions do you believe would help improve complaint handling across 

the local government sector in South Australia? 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 

 
4. If you have anything else you would like to tell us about your complaints 

management system, please provide below. 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

THANK YOU FOR TAKING THE TIME TO RESPOND TO THIS SURVEY 
 
 

Please return to Kym Davey, Investigating Officer, Ombudsman SA, 5th floor, East 
Wing, 50 Grenfell Street, Adelaide SA 5000 - by cob Thursday 21 April 2011 
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APPENDIX B  
 
Suggestions for council policy and practice improvement and 
systems improvement. 
 
1. What actions do you believe would help your council improve its complaint 

handling processes? 
 
 
Council A 

 Better monitoring of complaints to ascertain if improvements can be made in 
regard to service provision, as a result of ongoing complaints 

 Include Complaint Handling information on Council’s Webpage for easy 
access by the community 

 Insert Complaint Handling information in Council’s Residents newsletter 
 Include Complaint Handling information on the Civic centre pin board in the 

front office including telephone and email address details for lodging of 
Complaints 

 Endeavour to have more staff attend Complaint Handling Training. 
 
Council B 

 An electronic system which is integrated in Council’s corporate system, 
making complaints measurable and reportable 

 
Council C 

 Further training in: 
- assertiveness behaviours 
- conflict resolution 
- system processes (e.g. Synergy Soft) 
- improved stats and reporting of same across all levels of employees 
- development of a customer service orientation as per ISO 9000 

 
Council D 

 Better definition of complaint, some basic training for administration/front 
counter staff and analysis of complaint activity and effectiveness. 

 
Council E 

 Council is currently reviewing its Customer Service Standards Policy with the 
intent of making it relevant to our business.  A Customer Enquiry form and 
associated Complaints Handling Procedure is being drafted which will be 
available on Council’s website and office locations.  An electronic system 
needs to be developed to provide appropriate tracking of complaints/enquiries 
by responsible staff and allowing assessment of trends in customer 
responses. 

 
 Council needs to identify key employees in the complaint handling process 

with the intent of ensuring appropriate training in best practice, legislative 
requirements and council policies and procedures. 

 
Council F 

 Officer training and a single organisation-wide customer relationship 
management system to record all types of contact in one location, capable of 
detailed analysis. 
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Council G 
 Implementation of systems to capture, manage and record 
 Development of organisation-wide policy and training 
 Improved public access to complaints policy and information on how/rights to 

complain. 
 
Council H 

 An additional staff resource dedicated to complaints management and having 
access to an appropriate software package would allow Council to keep 
complaint statistics and enhance its ability to monitor complaints and improve 
practices.  Regrettably, this would probably be considered a luxury investment 
given the many competing resource needs of the council. 

 
Council I 

 Further staff training 
 Scheduled review and analysis of complaints 
 Easier links on Council’s website. 

 
Council J 

 While we feel that our complaint handling procedures are effective, to ensure 
standardisation a formal Complaint handling policy will be presented to 
Council at next policy review. 

 
Council K 

 Complaint handling centralisation for all corporation 
 Better awareness of the policy internally 
 Better reporting of complaints 
 More process improvement follow through from identified issues. 

 
Council L 

 Council is currently finalising detailed guidelines, systems and training to 
support effective complaints handling. The new website and brochures in 
development will make providing feedback and lodging complaints even more 
accessible for customers.  We will clearly explain our approach and 
commitment to dealing with all matters in a prompt and efficient fashion 

 
 Technical systems are being enhanced to improve capture, tracking and 

reporting on the various types of contact and feedback, including complaints. 
Analysis of complaints will also provide Council with invaluable information to 
drive improvement. 

 
2. What actions do you believe would help your council improve its Section 270 

internal review practices? 
 
Council A 

 Prepare reports annually to Council on Section 270 reviews.  This has 
been done in the past as a statement within the annual report, however a 
separate report will be provided to council in future. 

 
Council B 

 Council needs to review its Policy and then undertake a public awareness 
campaign, advising the community that the process is available. 
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Council C 
 Perhaps address complaints at an earlier stage more proactively 
 Appoint an independent reviewing officer earlier into the process. 

 
Council D 

 The use of Section 270 applications is extremely limited and it is therefore 
difficult to ascertain improvement ideas.  I think one matter is to make 
complainants more aware that they have a right under the act if they wish 
to exercise it.  This comes down to making procedures and processes 
more known. 

 
Council E 

 Council feels that its current policy and requirements accommodates our 
Section 270 requirements.  However this will be reviewed against best 
practice later in the year as part of Council’s Good Governance Program. 

 
Council F 

 Officer training and, paradoxically, more requests to undertake reviews, 
lack of experience/practice means the process is laborious and inefficient, 
unnecessarily time consuming. 

 
Council G 

 Amendment of policy to clarify and strengthen roles and rights of parties 
 
Council H 

 Our formal processes under a Section 270 initiated review are well 
managed in our view.  This may be challenged if there was to occur a 
significant increase in such formal reviews. 

 
Council I 

 Scheduled review of procedure. 
 
Council J 

 N/A 
 
Council K 

 Better integration with complaints handling as an entire process 
 
Council L 

 Council recognises that the availability of these reviews has not been 
readily visible for customers nor discussed with them in every instance.  
Improved accessibility to this information on the website and in brochures, 
in conjunction with improved training of staff would significantly improve 
our practices. 

 
3. What actions do you believe would help improve complaint handling across 

the local government sector in South Australia? 
 
Council A 

 More regular training opportunities for staff on complaint handling which is 
held in regional centres, so staff can attend.  It does become very costly 
for country councils to have staff attending 3-4 hour sessions in the city.  
At times it is not feasible to have staff travel 7 hours to attend a 3 hour 
session. 
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Council B 
 Uniformity on what constitutes a complaint and consistency in response 

times, reporting and investigative processes. 
 
Council C 

 Developing a more customer oriented culture across all segments of the 
organisation not just with customer service staff. 

 
Council D 

 Strengthening of complaint processes, especially within the Local 
Government Act.  Presently we have processes for general complaint 
handling, formal complaint and decision review under Section 270, staff 
and member complaint processes under codes of conduct and complaint 
processes for members of the Development Assessment Panel.  There 
should be one integrated system that will make it easier for customers and 
Councils alike. 

 
Council E 

N/A 
 
Council F 

 More widely available information about types and volumes of complaint 
and complainant to allow “benchmarking”, perhaps via the LGA. 

 
Council G 

 Training and education 
 Model policy and procedure 
 Single point of contact of referral to Ombudsman (too many other options 

springing up). 
 
Council H 

 Each council and community have their own uniqueness.  One size does not 
fit all in terms of a procedure.  Having said that, the current legislation and 
best practice examples of complaint management provide the flexibility for 
councils to tailor a structure that suits their size and circumstances. 

 
Council I 

 Standardised procedures and/or guidelines 
 Capacity and processes to deal with unreasonable complaint behaviour. 

 
Council J 

 We feel that Local Government in general handles complaints to the best of 
their ability and resources. 

 
Council K 

 Consistent approach to complaint handling 
 Council information sharing on complaint handling for process improvement 

purposes. 
 
Council L 

 Adoption of a standardised base model for complaints handling policies, 
procedures and communication would assist with improving an understanding 
within our communities 
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 In addition to providing consistency and assurance for complainants, 
regardless of where they live at any point in time, it would assist external 
agencies / bodies knowing that councils have adopted similar approaches, 
making review and assisting in resolution more efficient. 

 
4. If you have anything else you would like to tell us about your complaints 

management system, please provide below. 
 
Council A 
 N/A 
 
Council B 

 Council is currently not recording (or capturing) any informal complaints, 
which is described as those that start off being a complaint but are 
resolved immediately, or are in fact a request for service in nature. 

 
Council C 

 Believe essentials are in place but undertaking this survey does indicate 
areas for improvement and enhancement.  This has led to the CEO giving 
the Manager Governance and Organisation Development a goal to 
undertake at the performance review. 

 
Council D 
 N/A 
 
Council E 

N/A 
 
Council F 

N/A 
 
Council G 

 Overall systems support and IT budget has been historically low.  We are 
building an improved system foundation to enable a complaint handling 
module.  The LGA could assist with overall advice and procurement. 

 
Council H 

 In a small to medium size council many staff have a role of “Jack of all 
trades”.  Additionally, most elected members are very well known in the 
community and are quite accessible.  Volunteers are a critical support to 
the council organisation.  The Council may also have numerous work sites 
(council administration, works depot, landfill, Visitor Information centre, 
library, community centre, caravan park, tourism operation, etc). 
Complaints can be channelled through these multiple sources and are not 
easily recorded and managed to a central point, particularly in the 
absence of a dedicated staff resource to oversee the complaint handling 
and recording systems.  

 
 The structure, capacity and constraints of individual councils’ records 

management resources and systems will also influence capacity for 
complaint tracking. 

 
 What constitutes a complaint lacks a concrete and consistent definition. 

 
Council I 

 N/A 
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Council J 
 N/A 
 
Council K 

 Our Complaints Handling process and policy are currently being reviewed 
with a move to centralisation, and a greater emphasis on complaints 
driving process improvement. 

 
Council L 

 The council recognises that prompt and efficient handling of complaints is 
vital.  We are well underway with a comprehensive review and updating of 
guidelines, documentation, supporting systems and training.  These are 
targeted to be implemented by July 2011. 
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APPENDIX C 
 
 

COMMONWEALTH OMBUDSMAN  -  BETTER PRACTICE GUIDE TO COMPLAINT HANDLING 
(extract) 

 
Introduction 
 
This Better Practice Guide to Complaint Handling describes five elements of effective complaint 
handling: 
 

 Culture. Agencies must value complaints as a means of strengthening their administration and 
improving their relations with the public. 

 
 Principles. An effective complaint handling system must be modelled on the principles of 

fairness, accessibility, responsiveness, efficiency and integration. 
 

 People. Complaint handling staff must be skilled and professional. 
 

 Process. The seven stages of complaint handling—acknowledgment, assessment, planning, 
investigation, response, review, and consideration of systemic issues— should be clearly 
outlined. 

 
 Analysis. Information about complaints should be examined as part of a continuous process of 

organisational review and improvement. 
 
A strong complaint handling system is built on all five elements. A good system managed by skilled staff 
will be less effective if an agency’s culture is antagonistic towards complainants. A defective system can 
hamper the work of a committed agency with skilled staff. Staff who lack the skill and commitment to 
handle complaints properly can undermine a system that is otherwise ideal. 
 
The five elements of effective complaint handling are briefly outlined in this introduction. They are 
discussed in detail in later sections. The guide concludes with a summary of the main points. 
 
ELEMENT 1—CULTURE 
 
An agency must value complaints and recognise that effective complaint handling will benefit its 
reputation and administration. Complaints can: 
 

 highlight weaknesses in an agency’s programs, policies and service delivery 
 

 stimulate an agency to improve its business. 
 
Good complaint handling will: 
 

 reassure clients that the agency is committed to resolving problems, improving relations and 
building loyalty 

 
 improve the agency’s accountability and transparency. 

 
ELEMENT 2—PRINCIPLES 
 
A complaint handling system must be modelled on principles of fairness, accessibility, responsiveness 
and efficiency. Complaint handling must also be integrated with the core business of the agency and, 
where appropriate, with that of other agencies. 
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ELEMENT 3—PEOPLE 
 
The staff who handle complaints must be skilled in their role and have a positive attitude when dealing 
with complainants. They should be chosen for that function and be fully trained in the work of the 
agency and in exemplary complaint handling practices. They should receive effective supervision and 
regular feedback about their work. 
 
ELEMENT 4—PROCESS 
 
The following seven stages in complaint handling should be described in internal 
procedures: 
 

 A complaint should be acknowledged promptly. 
 

 The complaint should be assessed and assigned priority. 
 

 If investigation is required, it should be planned. 
 

 The investigation should resolve factual issues and consider options for complaint resolution. 
 

 The response to the complainant should be clear and informative. 
 

 If the complainant is not satisfied with the response, internal review of the decision should be 
offered and information about external review options should be provided. 

 
 Any systemic issues that arise as a result of the complaint should be considered and acted on. 

 
ELEMENT 5—ANALYSIS 
 
Information about complaints can provide an insight into an agency’s programs and services that are 
not working as well as they might. It can be used to improve client service by: 
 

 highlighting service failings that need to be remedied 
 

 revealing problems and trends that can be acted on by management. 
 
All agencies should set both qualitative and quantitative measures for assessing their complaint 
handling. There should be regular reporting to the agency executive about the subject matter of 
complaints, how the complaints have been managed, and the steps taken to resolve systemic problems. 
 
THE AUDIENCE FOR THIS GUIDE 
 
This guide is for executives, managers and complaint handling staff in public sector agencies. Private 
sector organisations might also find it useful, particularly if they are contracted by government to provide 
services to the public. The guide is broadly consistent with Australian Standard AS ISO 10002-2006, 
‘Customer Satisfaction— guidelines for complaints handling in organizations’. 
 
Australian Government agencies that provide services directly to the public are required by the Client 
Service Charter Principles to develop a service charter that acknowledges a client’s right to complain 
and that contains information about the complaint process. The current revised principles were issued 
by the Special Minister of State in 2000. Since 2001 responsibility for service charters has rested with 
the Australian Public Service Commission. 
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TERMINOLOGY 
 
Agencies refer to members of the public to whom they provide services in various ways, such as 
‘customers’, ‘clients’ or ‘citizens’. This guide uses the term ‘clients’ or ‘complainants’ to encompass such 
terms. 
 
 
 
Extract from the Better Practice Guide to Complaint Handling - Commonwealth Ombudsman, Canberra, 
Australia.  2009.  ISBN 978 0 9805961 7 5. 
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APPENDIX D  
 
Useful complaint handling resources 

Administrative Review Council Internal Review of Agency Decision Making  
Report no.44 November 2000 

Commonwealth Ombudsman Better Practice Guide to Complaint Handling  April 
2009 

Commission for Local Administration in England (Local Government 
Ombudsman) Guidance on running a complaints system – Guidance on Good 
Practice  March 2009 

Commission for Local Administration in England (Local Government 
Ombudsman) Good Administrative Practice – Guidance on Good Practice 2  May 
2001 

Ergon Energy Queensland Pty Ltd Resolving customer complaints  2011 
(webpage) 

New South Wales Department of Local Government and NSW Ombudsman 
Complaints Management in Councils Practice Note No.9  July 2009 

New South Wales Ombudsman Guidelines for Public Sector Agencies and 
Councils  February 2011 (webpage) 

New South Wales Ombudsman Managing Unreasonable Complainant Conduct 
Practice Manual  June 2009 

New South Wales Ombudsman The Complaint Handler’s Toolkit (2nd Edition) 
June 2004  

Ombudsman Victoria Good Practice Guide – complaint handling for Victorian 
public sector agencies  November 2007 

Quebec Ombudsman A Legitimate, Credible Complaints Office – Complaints 
processing in governmental organisations  2001 

Queensland Ombudsman Complaints matter – a review of the complaints 
management systems of local councils in Queensland   September 2010 

Queensland Ombudsman Effective Complaints Management Self Audit Checklist 
2006 

Standards Australia Australian Standard AS ISO 1002-2006 Customer Standard – 
Guidelines for complaints handling in organisations  2006 

Tasmanian Audit Office Complaint Handling in Local Government Auditor-General 
Special Report No 76.  November 2008. 

Western Australian Ombudsman Effective handling of complaints (webpage) 

 








