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We are Ombudsman Services:

Property. We sort out complaints

about chartered surveying firms,

surveyors, estate agents,
residential managing agents and other property
professionals from consumers using their
services.

We are independent and free to use. We were
originally set up to handle complaints about
members of the Royal Institution of

Chartered Surveyors (RICS).

We have been approved by the
Office of Fair Trading (OFT) as
an estate agent redress scheme.

- Major complaint types
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renamed Ombudsman Services:
- Property to accommodate the

~ the company in June 2009,

~ Ombudsman.

. From the Chair of
the Member Board

?{) It is a pleasure to be

able to promote this

service g\,
2
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A service for property professionals

“I was excited at the prospect of working
for Ombudsman Services: Property,”
says Gillian. “I have been dealing with
complaints in one way or another for
many years and enjoy working within
industries where service is important to
those who provide it and receive it. When |
started there was a tremendous amount
of work in the business without the
capacity to deal with it and | found |
needed to get up to speed very quickly.”

In April 2010 the Surveyors
Ombudsman Service was Whilst the Energy Ombudsman and

Otelo had to deal with a rapid increase
and decline in complaint numbers

during the year, the volume of work for
Ombudsman Services: Property remained
steady. The service faced other
challenges, such as the complexity of

its cases and close scrutiny of outcomes
from member firms and consumers.

increasing number of property
professionals that are now
members of its service.

Gillian Fleming, who joined

Gillian explains: “The number of
complaints we investigated during
2009-2010 was as expected.

has witnessed many positive
changes and talks about
developments in her first

10 months as Lead Property
Continued on page 2 pp-
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A service for property professionals

Continued from page 1

We had anticipated an increase in cases,
as consumers have been under more
financial pressure during the recession,
but this was balanced by the downturn in
the property market. Around 60% of our
cases are about surveys but the overall
number of surveys has declined because
less people have been moving home.

“We always need to ensure the resolution
we offer is the right one but during a
strained economic climate our outcomes
are looked at more closely. The stakes are
not only high for the consumer — because
their home is important to them — but our
decisions have important ramifications for
property professionals. It can be of great
consequence for them to pay out to a
complainant, especially as the maximum
award is £25,000.

“The complexities of property cases and
the way we report on these complaints is
also an issue. It is something we have
really started to focus on this year.

The property sector can appear full of
jargon and there is a lot of formal
guidance and legislation, so we’ve tried
to ensure that what we produce is easy
to read and digest.

“The challenge has been to ensure
that we have the depth and breadth of
experience within the business to deal
with complex cases fairly and that our
decisions handle issues in a way that
is easy for everyone to understand.”

To gain a more skilled and professional
perspective on complaints,
Ombudsman Services employed Gillian
— who has experience of professional
regulatory matters and complaints
involving housing, planning and building
control —and John Baguley, who has
been a chartered surveyor for 13 years.

John Baguley, an Assistant
Ombudsman at the service, says:
“Not only have | worked in the field as
a surveyor but | was employed by the
surveying arm of a large financial
institution to manage complaint
investigations. | am not currently
involved in making the decisions but

| do offer professional advice and have
been working with our investigation
officers to improve their understanding
of the property industry.”

Gillian adds: “Not only have we recruited
expert resource but we have provided
training to our investigation officers on

a range of issues. We have also been
working on the quality of what we do;
revising the letters and reports we send
out to members and consumers.

“Our 2008-2009 customer satisfaction
survey indicated that our processes
and decisions weren’t always easily
understood by consumers so we’'ve
been trying to simplify the way we

communicate by using plain English and
being more concise. This is something
we will continue to work on next year.”

Ombudsman Services: Property

has focused on a number of things to
help achieve positive results. The service
has continued to attend exhibitions

to strengthen people’s understanding of
what it does, it has expanded its portfolio
of members and undertook a significant
re-brand towards the end of the year.

Gillian comments: “John and | have
tried to get out and about as part of

our learning, to improve the visibility of
the service and to receive feedback from
consumers and members. It seems a lot
more people are aware of who we are
but don’t necessarily know what we do
and when we can get involved.

“We received over 3,000 calls during
2009-2010 but only investigated 246
complaints. This suggests that we’ve
been broadly successful in signposting
our service and offering effective advice
on the steps required before we can
become involved.

“We've been telling members and
consumers that our service is not
adversarial — we’re simply trying to
resolve complaints that might otherwise
go unresolved or end up in the courts.

Now we want to focus on letting them
know we offer dispute resolution for a
range of property services.”

At the end of 2008 Ombudsman Services:
Property began investigating complaints
about estate agents, following approval
from the Office of Fair Trading, and in
November 2009 it was approached by the
Association of Residential Managing
Agents (ARMA) to offer redress for up to
350 members and their customers.

“These were significant developments

for us. We now cover a wide range and
offer members and consumers a more
coherent service. Some estate agents act
as letting agents and many surveyors act
as managing agents, so it was a logical
step to expand our remit and include such
services within our terms of reference.

“Ultimately this led to us renaming the
service Ombudsman Services: Property
in April 2010. We wanted a new name to
reflect our ability to offer a more
comprehensive service and to reflect

the positive steps we have taken since
we launched.”

The stakes are not
only high for the
consumer - because
their home is
important to them

- but our decisions
have important
ramifications for
property professionals

Gillian Fleming,
Lead Property Ombudsman






