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1 Issue for Consideration 
 
1.1 The purpose of this report is to enable Members of the Committee to comment at the 

meeting on the Constabulary's procedures for handling and investigating complaints 
in respect of files they have viewed.    

 

2 Recommendation 
 
2.1 To receive a report on the scrutiny of complaints files and to consider reviewing the 

current protocol for the scrutiny of complaint files. 
  

3 Background 
 
3.1 The Commissioner has requested that the Joint Audit and Ethics Committee 

undertake the scrutiny of complaints against police officers and police staff. 
 
3.2 As agreed at the last meeting of the Audit & Ethics Committee, the reviewers did not 

follow the standard protocol for case sampling. Instead, the reviewers looked 
specifically at two areas of complaint which are presenting particular challenges and 
opportunities for PSD: 

a) Service recovery initiative 
 
b) Complaints regarding fracking 
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a) Service Recovery  
3.3 The Force PSD is continuing to develop new policies and procedures to enable to it 

to deal more effectively with the challenges which it faces and in preparation for the 
new legislation relating to complaints which will be implemented in April 2018. 

 
3.4     Current regulations require complaints to be formally recorded within 10 days. The 

Force has initiated a Service recovery process which uses this 10 day window to 
undertake actions that may resolve the complainants' issues e.g. a minor query, 
misunderstanding, error or omission.  Cases identified as suitable for Service 
Recovery cases are usually retained in PSD and dealt with by 3 dedicated staff.  If 
the service is recovered within the 10 day period to the satisfaction of the 
complainant then no complaint is formally recorded. However, the details of the 
complaint remain on the system with an MI reference. 

 
3.5     Complaints which are of a serious nature are recorded as complaints and continue to 

be fully investigated.   
 
3.6     The new system has the potential to give significant resource saving for the Force 

and whilst meeting the needs of complainants. Historically, when recorded as 
complaints, even the most minor issues can take several months to come to a 
conclusion which is often disproportionately resource intensive to the Force and 
highly unsatisfactory to the complainant.  

 
3.7      This new approach has been in operation since August 2017. In that time the drop in 

the numbers of complaints has been affected quite dramatically, ranging from a 45% 
- 65% drop in the number of recorded complaints each month.  

 
3.8     The purpose of the review by this committee is to give an insight into the types of 

cases which are being held back for service recovery and particularly: 
 

 Are cases dealt with by service recovery ones which really ought to be formally 

recorded and treated as complaints? 

 Are they providing a resolution which is satisfactory to the complainant? 

 Are the failures and omissions which have led to the need to intervene with 

service recovery properly captured, and lessons learnt? 

 
3.9 A list of the numbers of ‘MI’ service recovery cases were provided. The sampling was 

done completely at random. 17 cases were opened and examined with the following 
observations: 

 
 There were no cases found which appeared to be inappropriate for service recovery 

 The typical time period from receipt to closing the case down was around 3 days and 

a significant number were received, contact made and resolved on the same day 
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 No cases were found where it was decided to abandon service recovery and 

upgrade the case to a formal complaint, either at the request of the complainant or 

on the judgement of PSD staff, although I was assured this would happen if 

appropriate. 

 The paperwork and record keeping of the chronology of the ‘complaint’ was 

massively reduced and simplified because of the time scales and the retention of 

ownership within PSD. 

 Contact with the complainant was generally very good, but there were some cases 

where the complainant after the initial communication failed to respond and the 

case was simply closed after every effort to engage had failed. 

 Although the main ‘complaint’ has been resolved, there is often some dissatisfaction 

from complainants that they have had to go to such lengths to obtain a reasonable 

service 

 It is not always clear in the current documentation whether officers/departments 

receive feedback even when it is stated that it will be passed on. 

 
3.9   The scheme is in its infancy and the main issue of resolving dissatisfaction appears to 
        be being achieved efficiently and effectively. It would be helpful for the future if the 
        process could provide information about trends, patterns, service areas or individual  
        performance. 
 
3.10.   This initial look at Service Recovery suggests that it is being applied correctly with no 

 evidence that it is being used to manipulate data or to reduce complaints. Formal 
 complaint numbers are used as a performance indicator but is no longer reliable 
 given the radical changes in process. However, the fact that Service Recovery 
 cases are recorded on the system means that there is still a good indicator of how 
 often members of the public feel dissatisfied with their experience of the Force. 
 

3.11    Between 45% and 65% of what would have previously been complaints are now 
           being dealt with in a matter of days rather than months, with what appears to be no 

fall in satisfaction from the complainants. PSD report that this has alleviated a great  
deal of pressure on their workload and they continue to look at ways to improve their  
efficiency, including supporting service improvement with feedback to officers.  

 
b) Complaints regarding fracking 
 
 3.12 There is a permanent demonstration taking place in West Lancashire in objection to 

the fracking operation there. Protesters include representatives of national 
environmental organisations as well a local people. The is a permanent Police 
presence on the site (including during most nights) which has been supplemented 
from time to time by support from neighbouring forces. 

 
3.13   Complaints are received form protestors relating to how the Force has handled 

issues at the site, and from local residents about how the Force eins managing the 
impact upon their liocal area. Most of the latter are “Direction and Control” matters, 
and are dealt with by central PSD.  

 



Joint Audit and Ethics Committee 
11 December 2017  Item 11 

 

3.14    All Non “Direction and Control complaint relating to fracking are dealt with by a 
dedicated team based at St Annes Police Station. The team consists of a team 
leader and 2 support assistants. The team has been in place since January 2017 
and will remain until at least March 2018.  

 
 
3.15    Most complaints are referred by email and are logged directly by the Fracking team, 

Where appropriate complaints are evaluated by Senior officers and staff in PSD in 
the same way as other complaints. The team is committed to the service recovery 
initiative referred to above, which they achieved in half the cases.  

 
3.16   The fracking team have attended office briefings and public order training sessions to 

assist in officer understanding of the type of complaints and issues being 
encountered. The team leader also attends the weekly Silver meeting to provide 
updates.  

 
3.17   Up to the end of October, the dedicated team had dealt with a total of 165 cases : 77 

complaints and 88 MI (service recovered)  cases. This equates to 220 per annum. 
Putting this in context, in recent years the Force has dealt with some 1,000 
complaints per annum. The number of complaints fluctuates greatly depending on 
the number of protestors on site, which can vary significantly.  On average there are 
2 allegations per complaint which is in line with the Force average.  Currently the 
team has 42 open cases (including those still in their appeal period) 

 
3.18   Most complaints relate to excessive force or incivility. One complaint has been 

upheld by the team and one on appeal. The IPCC dealt with an appeal which they 
dismissed.  

 
3.19   The complaints regarding fracking differ from a typical complaint received in Force in 

that there is usually a large amount of video evidence:  
 

 Protesters use social media to support their cause and there are dozens of You 
Tube videos posted every day. Many of them are heavily edited and some of 
those allege misconduct by the Force where a complaint is not actually made. 
This may be because the evidence as presented online is not accurate due to the 
editing process 

 

 The Protestors have “legal observers” on site who take notes and record events 
 

 The Force has “evidence gatherers” on site who video events, primarily to 
provide evidence for any Court proceedings, but this is also used in investigation 
of complaints 
 

 Officers also use body cam, although use can sometimes be seen as 
inflammatory by protestors. 

 
3.20    4 cases were selected at random and reviewed in detail. The allegations were 

excessive force (2) and incivility (2). The files showed a detailed and comprehensive 
investigation and analysis, and contained more documents and information than a 
typical complaint file.  Reports are embedded with links to relevant You Tube and 
Facebook videos. A typical case included:   
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 Video Footage from: You Tube; Facebook ; Bodycam; Evidence gatherers  

 Officer’s statements 

 Incident log 

 Radio transmissions 
 
3.21   Complaints relating to fracking present some unique challenges and the dedicated  

fracking team has enabled the development and application of specialist skills and  
knowledge. As a result, the existence of the team has resulted in some resource 
efficiencies and improved customer service.  The quality of the wok carried out by 
the team was observed to be of a high standard. 

 

4. Conclusion 
  
4.1     Overall the Members were satisfied that the complaint handling process was being  
         followed appropriately and in line with statutory and IPCC requirements.   
 
 

5. Future plans 
 
5.1      Members of the Committee have met with representative form the Force and the 

PCC with a view to developing a revised Protocol. It is anticipated that this will be 
brought to the Committee for consideration at the meeting in March 2018. 

  
  

6 Implications 
 

Financial: Resource requirements to enable development and 
implementation of the above can be found from existing 
budgets. 

Legal:   

Equality Impact 
Assessment: 

  

Risks and Impact:   

Link to Police and 
Crime Plan: 

  

 

7 List of attachments / appendices 
 
 

8 Background Papers 
 

 None 
 
Name:                   Karol Sanderson & Russell Weaver 
                             (Members of the Audit & Ethics Committee)  
   
Organisation:        Office of the Police and Crime Commissioner 
 
 01772 533462      
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