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Assessment report

	Organisation:
	Verco plc
Riverside Business Park
Bolton
Lancashire
BL1 1BR

	Type:
	Public limited company listed in the UK

	Activity:
	General insurance sales

	Principal contact:
	Rosemary Condliffe, Operations Director

	Sites:
	The company has six sites located in Bolton, Cambridge, Sheffield, Exeter, Leeds and Darlington. Cambridge is the head office and Bolton houses the largest number of employees.

	Employees:
	2,400 as at June 2008

	Date of assessment:
	September 2008

	Assessors:
	Mary Smith
Robert Brown

	Document status:
	Sample report for illustration only


This report is confidential and is not for public distribution. Copyright of the contents remains with GoodCorporation Ltd and all rights are reserved. Any distribution of this document or its contents must be authorised by the named contact above.

Important note:

This assessment report has been completed under contract to the subject organisation named on the front cover, and follows the GoodCorporation methodology described herein. In completing the work, the responsibility of GoodCorporation and its assessors or other agents is to the management of the organisation under the terms agreed with them. GoodCorporation does not accept or assume any responsibility for any other purpose or to any other person or organisation.

For more information about the GoodCorporation Standard or assessment process contact:

GoodCorporation Ltd 
Burlington House
184 New Kings Road 
London, SW6 4NF 
Tel:
020 7736 7379 from within the UK

+1 646 2333000 from within the US
or visit:
www.goodcorporation.com
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Introduction

This report summarises the results of the 2008 GoodCorporation assessment of Verco plc (“Verco”).

Verco is a UK general insurance business that is listed on the London Stock Exchange. The head office is based in Cambridge, and there are also offices in Bolton, Sheffield, Exeter, Leeds and Darlington. The company employs approximately 2,400 employees across the six sites, almost all of which are full-time. 
The GoodCorporation Standard

The GoodCorporation assessment process provides an independent and confidential evaluation of an organisation’s management practices and business relationships. The base criteria of the assessment are set out in the GoodCorporation Standard.

The GoodCorporation Standard covers five key areas of management:

· employees;

· customers;

· suppliers and subcontractors;

· the community and environment in which the organisation operates; and

· its shareholders or other providers of finance.

The output from the assessment is set out in this report which is intended to help management understand how their policies and everyday activities affect stakeholders, and provide data to benchmark corporate responsibility performance.


Assessment process and grading

This assessment took place in September 2008 with site visits taking place between 5 and 16 September. Further telephone interviews were subsequently conducted. Five of the six offices were visited in the 2008 assessment, with only the smallest site in Sheffield not included in the sample of locations. The assessor reviewed documents, interviewed functional managers, and interviewed samples of employees, customers, suppliers, community groups and shareholders to evaluate the company’s overall adherence to the GoodCorporation Standard.

All stakeholder interviews were conducted in confidence and this report does not attribute individual comments. Where problems were found or feedback was given this has necessarily been stated in general terms unless specific consent was granted to give details of individual cases.

Each evidence point was assessed, and graded according to the following scale:
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Observation potential improvements have been identified

there is a policy and system but it is not always
working
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there is no policy or system, or it has largely

Fail broken down





Overall outcome

In order to meet the GoodCorporation Standard, the company must have policies and supporting systems or management practices across all 62 areas covered. Each point must be graded above the “fail” level. Successfully certificated organisations qualify for GoodCorporation Membership and may display the “GoodCorporation Member” logo.

Verco was found to have such policies and practices in place for all points except four where it received “fail” assessments. These were SUP10, COM8, COM9 and COM10. The company has therefore not qualified for GoodCorporation Membership.
Summary of results

The following diagrams summarise the performance of Verco in this assessment. Each stakeholder summary shows the distribution of grades plus an overall, unweighted score for the stakeholder based on the grades converted to scores.

Employees
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Interviews were conducted with HR managers to understand existing HR practices. Interviews were then undertaken with 36 employees of Verco across the different sites. Overall staff at Verco enjoyed working for the company. They valued the efforts made by the company to provide a happy working environment.  The company’s health and safety policy was identified as a particular area of strength (commendation).

However, there were some areas where Verco’s policies were not always working, annual performance reviews, and fair and effective application of disciplinary, grievance and harassment procedures (all minor non-compliances).
There were a number of other areas where improvement points were noted. These included terms and conditions, remuneration policies, equal opportunities and employment training (all observations).

Customers
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Verco has various layers of customers but in most cases the immediate clients to which the company sells its products and services are not the end-users. For example private life insurance is sold to employers who provide the cover to employees as a benefit and even in these cases there are often brokers between Verco and the employer. While there are end-user customers, these only account for a small part of the business. Interviews were held with 20 customers and intermediaries. 

Client and intermediary feedback was positive. Overall customers found Verco to be professional and efficient. Of special note is their policy on protecting personal information of customers (commendation). 

Areas identified for improvement are the complaints handling procedure, policy on protection of intellectual property, the customer feedback policy, the anti-corruption policy and its corresponding procedures for monitoring behaviour. (all observations). 

Suppliers
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Verco has a wide variety of suppliers, some of whom have long-standing relationships with the company, with the majority being used as and when necessary. A total of 14 suppliers were interviewed.

Overall supplier relations were well maintained, and suppliers were satisfied with the relationships in place. Suppliers were happy that they operated under clear terms of business, and that any changes to terms were appropriately communicated and agreed. 
Areas where supplier policies appear to have broken down somewhat include obtaining and handling supplier feedback (minor non-compliance) and the encouragement of suppliers to abide by ethical principles (fail). 

Other areas for improvement noted were the system for handling and responding to complaints, prompt payment and clarity of the bribery policy (all observations). 

Community and environment
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Overall, the company and its management have a responsible attitude towards the community in which it operates. 
The most significant area of concern in the organisation is the management of environmental impacts. Although Verco is an office-based organisation, there has been very little work done on trying to understand and minimise the impacts arising from the company’s operations (fail). There have also been variances between the different offices with regard to support given to community projects and employee volunteering (minor non-compliance).  Staff awareness may also be improved in relation to the competition policy guidance document. (observation). 

Shareholders and Management commitment
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Overall, shareholders interviewed were satisfied with the verification, budgeting, asset protection and insider trading processes in the company, and with the timely provision of information on relevant material issues. Shareholders were particularly positive about the communication of corporate governance principles and practices (commendation).

Areas where scope for improvement was noted included the inclusion of CSR performance in the Annual Report and the assessment of non-financial risks (observations).

While it is clear that the senior management have taken responsibility for ensuring adherence to the GoodCorporation Standard seriously, the non-allocation of responsibility for environmental management suggests that there is room for improvement.
Glossary of terms

The following terms, abbreviations and acronyms are used in this report as per the definitions below.

CBP
competency based pay

DPA
Data Protection Act

FSA
Financial Services Authority

FSO
Financial Services Ombudsman

UniOne
the recognised trade union

UniTwo
an additional union to which some employees belong

white label
term given to products sold under the name of another company such as a bank

Meeting log

	Date/time
	Site (refers to where interview took place) and department/work area
	Interviewee

	5.09.08
	Bolton -  customer satisfaction
	Heather Joules

	5.09.08
	Bolton – facilities management
	Bob Smith

	6.09.08
	Bolton – UniOne Rep
	Genny Haigh

	6.09.08
	Bolton – HR
	Sue Lewis

	6.09.08
	Bolton – H&S officer
	Kim Tyneside 

	6.09.08
	Bolton – Chief Legal Advisor
	Peter Row

	6.09.08
	Bolton – customer team
	Ellen Fairweather

	6.09.08
	Bolton – employees
	Interviews with a sample of employees (6 indvidual and one group of 3)

	7.09.08
	Bolton – Product Development
	Anya Underthun

	7.09.08
	Bolton – Legal and Compliance
	Ron Marango

	7.09.08
	Bolton – Technical claims
	Nick Ryan

	7.09.08
	Bolton – customer team
	Gary Heald

	7-22.09.08
	Customers
	Interviews with a sample of customers (20)

	7.09.08
	Bolton – Underwriting Director
	Bob Wright

	7.09.08
	Bolton – Finance Director
	Anita Street

	7.09.08
	Bolton – Product Pricing
	Eleanor Munang

	8.09.08
	Cambridge – Company Secretary
	Philip Findlater

	8.09.08
	Cambridge – Legal and Compliance
	Abraham Thomas

	8.09.08
	Cambridge – SME sales
	Jackie Hill

	8.09.08
	Cambridge – employees
	Interviews with a sample of employees (6 indvidual and one group of 3)

	9.09.08
	Cambridge – Corporate sales
	Brian Robinson 

	9.09.08
	Cambridge – Business Services
	Christopher Caulfield

	9.09.08
	Cambridge – Accounts payable
	John Polous

	9.09.08
	Cambridge – HR 
	Sylvie Higginbottom

	9.09.08
	Cambridge – H&S Officer
	Joan Welling

	9.09.08
	Cambridge – UniOne Representative
	Linda Thatcher

	9.09.08
	Cambridge – Marketing and communications
	Jackie Bird

	9.09.08
	Cambridge – Sales Director
	Lydia Jones

	12.09.08
	Darlington – Business Services
	Joan Richards

	12.09.08
	Darlington – UniOne Representative
	Sally Johnson

	12.09.08
	Darlington
	Call centre listen-in

	12.09.08
	Darlington –  Timothy Durcan
	Outbound call centre

	12-22.09.08
	Suppliers
	Interviews with a sample of suppliers (14)

	12.09.08
	Darlington – Community activities
	Lucie Coley, Account Manager

	12.09.08
	Darlington – Inbound call centre
	Tracey Richter

	12.09.08
	Darlington – Legal and Compliance
	Harish Patel

	12.09.08
	Darlington – HR
	Bernard Call

	12.09.08
	Darlington – H&S officer
	Gillian Tate

	12.09.08
	Darlington – Darlington College of Education
	Andrea Jones

	12.09.08
	Darlington – employees
	Interviews with a sample of employees (5 indvidual)

	13.09.08
	Exeter – Proposition delivery
	Nipin Aginee 

	13.09.08
	Exeter – H&S officer
	R K Laxman

	13.09.08
	Exeter – HR 
	Salman Naipaul

	13.09.08
	Exeter – employees
	Interviews with a sample of employees (7 indvidual)

	14.09.08
	Leeds – H&S officer
	Charlotte Daniels

	14.09.08
	Leeds – Cash Plan products
	Rin Tan-Tranh 

	14.09.08
	Leeds – Legal Services
	Sam Fox 

	14.09.08
	Leeds – Customer Services and Duty Solicitors
	Pauline Robinson 

	14.09.08
	Leeds – HR
	Nick Pelham 

	14.09.08
	Leeds – employees
	Interviews with a sample of employees (6 indvidual)

	15.09.08
	Bolton – Training and Quality
	Nikita Hill 

	15.09.08
	Bolton – Managing Director
	Mariam Kindler

	15.09.08
	Bolton – Customer Services
	Mathew Craig 

	15.09.08
	Bolton – BITD North West
	Paul Davies

	15.09.08
	Bolton – Bolton and Educ College Foundation
	Lisa Ealing

	16.09.08
	Bolton – UniOne Representative
	Jillian Gilbert

	16.09.08
	Bolton – Community activities
	Laura Prescott 

	16.09.08
	Bolton – Operations Director
	Rosemary Condliffe

	12-22.09.08
	Shareholders
	Interviews with a sample of shareholders (15)


Evidence log

	Ref
	Description
	Dates
	Verifier initials

	1. 
	Advisor Application Skills Assessment
	
	MS

	2. 
	Coach Briefing Skills Assessment
	
	MS

	3. 
	Verco 2007 Employee Survey report
	Dec 2007
	MS/RB

	4. 
	Sample of completed Performance Review forms
	2007/08
	MS/RB

	5. 
	DSE Questionnaire
	
	MS

	6. 
	Health and safety induction checklist
	Jan 2008
	MS

	7. 
	Health and safety notes
	
	MS/RB

	8. 
	Fire, Emergency and evacuation procedures
	
	MS/RB

	9. 
	Working with VDUs
	Feb 2006
	RB

	10. 
	A guide for new and expectant mothers who work
	
	RB

	11. 
	New Verco Pension Arrangements
	1 July 2008
	MS/RB

	12. 
	Verco press coverage report
	Aug 2008
	RB

	13. 
	Stakeholder pension pamphlet
	
	RB

	14. 
	Personal development plans
	2007/08
	MS/RB

	15. 
	Key skills and knowledge/competencies
	Mar 2007
	MS/RB

	16. 
	Staff action checklist for receiving a telephone bomb threat
	
	RB

	17. 
	Acceptable use policy for Verco Systems and premises
	
	MS/RB

	18. 
	2008 pay review
	
	RB

	19. 
	Union update meeting minutes
	5 July 2008
	RB

	20. 
	Verco staff council meeting minutes
	3 Aug 2008
	RB

	21. 
	Disciplinary, appeals and grievance procedures
	
	RB

	22. 
	Staff forum minutes (Bolton)
	16 Aug 2008
	RB

	23. 
	Market data information
	May 2008
	MS

	24. 
	Equal opportunities statement
	
	RB

	25. 
	Training and accreditation
	
	RB

	26. 
	Web site review
	
	RB

	27. 
	“A managers guide to competency based pay, learning and development and performance appraisal” internal document
	Feb 2008
	RB

	28. 
	Staff handbook
	Feb 2008
	MS/RB

	29. 
	Complaint handling procedure
	
	MS

	30. 
	2008 KPI summary
	June 2008
	MS

	31. 
	Senior management meeting minutes 
	2008
	MS

	32. 
	Board meeting minutes
	2008
	MS

	33. 
	Financial auditors Management Letter
	2007
	MS

	34. 
	Example service level agreement
	Mar 2007
	MS

	35. 
	Complaints return history
	
	MS

	36. 
	“Managing and improving customer satisfaction” document
	
	MS

	37. 
	“The complete sickness and absence management solution” document
	
	RB

	38. 
	Data protection – introductory guide
	
	MS

	39. 
	Data protection policy
	Jun 2006
	MS

	40. 
	Competition legislation
	
	MS

	41. 
	Customer satisfaction survey documentation
	Apr 2008
	MS

	42. 
	Customer satisfaction strategy
	May 2008
	MS

	43. 
	Health insurance documents
	Jan 2008
	RB

	44. 
	Supplier payment history report (aged creditors)
	Aug 2008
	RB

	45. 
	Supplier meeting minutes
	5 July 2008
	RB

	46. 
	Supplier Intellectual property rights statement
	Feb 2007
	MS

	47. 
	Travel, accommodation and business expenses policy and procedure
	Feb 2007
	RB

	48. 
	Maintenance service agreement
	6 Oct 2007
	RB

	49. 
	Report and accounts
	2007/08
	MS

	50. 
	“Compliance with the Combined Code on corporate governance” internal memo
	11 Mar 2006
	MS

	51. 
	Statement of business principles
	Jan 2007
	MS/RB

	52. 
	Customer survey summary report
	30 Jun 2008
	MS


Employees

The company employs approximately 2,400 employees across six sites in the UK, almost all of which are full-time and permanent. The company also has a small number of temporary staff employed through an agency. For the purposes of this assessment 30 employees were interviewed. 
The organisation provides clear and fair terms of employment

	EMP1: There are clear employment terms and conditions for all staff
	Observation

	Summary of current practices:
	Stakeholder feedback and commentary:

	Each staff member is issued with a letter of appointment, in which basic terms and conditions such as working hours, termination and probation periods, salary and bonuses, annual leave and sick leave are specified. 
All new employees attend an induction, at which they are issued the staff handbook. The handbook contains all general terms and conditions as well as employment policies. Where existing policies are amended, or new policies introduced, these are posted to the HR web site on the company intranet.
	Most employees interviewed were aware of the basic terms and conditions, and knew where to go if they had any queries. All felt that the handbook was clearly set out and well explained.

Some new employees said that there were some HR policies that had missed their attention because they had not yet been added to the printed handbook; although the policies had been posted to the HR web site, it was not easy to see which were new policies and which already existed in the printed document. This meant that some people would not spend the time searching for the additional information. They felt that it would be more useful to be issued an updated handbook.
Given that the handbook was last updated in early 2007, and that there have been a number of new policies introduced since then, the company should review its process for updating and issuing policies. For example it may be useful to label policies better on the intranet so readers can see which are new and which are unchanged from the latest handbook. The company should also ensure that new employees  visit the intranet soon after commencing employment and that they have read and understood all the relevant HR information.

	EMP2: There is a clear disciplinary procedure
	Minor non-compliance

	Summary of current practices:
	Stakeholder feedback and commentary:

	There is a documented disciplinary procedure which follows the UK’s statutory procedures for disciplinary cases. The procedure is included in the staff handbook, and is also posted on the HR web site. 

Details of all disciplinary cases, including copies of warning letters and formal proceedings are kept on individual employee files. The procedure requires all documents to be signed by the employee, their line manager and the HR manager.

There have been four disciplinary cases in the last year, two of which resulted in termination of employment. 
	Most of the employees interviewed knew of the existence of a disciplinary procedure, but many were unaware of the exact contents of it. All, however, knew where to look if they needed to find it. Those that were aware of the contents of the prcedure felt that it was clearly explained and fair.

Some employees and union representatives interviewed however expressed concern about unfair use of the procedure. A number of employees commented on the dismissal of one employee, saying that it had not been handled fairly, and that the employee in question had been targeted because they had raised a grievance. They felt that the reasons given for  dismissal and the handling of the case itself were questionable. 
A review of the disciplinary cases showed that there were considerable gaps in the documentation held on file, with many documents missing and others unsigned. 
The disciplinary procedure requires certain evidence to be held on file however in the case mentioned above not all evidence was available. This made it very difficult to track and understand the actual process taken. Although other disciplinary actions had the relevant evidence on file it is uncertain whether this case is merely an instance of mis-filing or failure to follow the proper procedure

A review of a random selection of employee files also revealed that one employee had three final written warnings on file, all obtained within the last year. The procedure clearly states that when one written warning is still in force, issue of another should lead to termination. There does not appear to be any formal counselling in place to deal with this individual (about whom many complaints were received from employees interviewed).

From this evidence, it appears that while the disciplinary procedure exists and works in some instances, it does not appear to be consistent and cases may not be being recorded properly. This could expose the company to actions against which it may find it difficult to defend itself. The company should ensure that the management are updated on the application of the policy, with adequate training at all levels to ensure that the procedure is properly and fairly applied.

	EMP3: An effective employee grievance procedure is in operation
	Minor non-compliance

	Summary of current practices:
	Stakeholder feedback and commentary:

	There is a grievance procedure, which outlines the points of contact and steps to be followed should an employee wish to raise either a formal or informal grievance. The procedure is included in the staff handbook, and a copy is posted on the HR web site.

According to the HR manager, most issues are dealt with informally through discussion with line managers, but there have been a few formal complaints raised during the last year.
	All employees interviewed were aware of the existence of a grievance procedure. While most employees said that they would prefer to deal with issues informally, some said that they had used it to raise formal complaints.

Some of the employees that had raised formal grievances felt that they had been appropriately handled by the HR department. There were, however, some employees who felt that raising grievances formally was not wise because there had been instances in the past where confidential discussions with HR had become common office gossip, and other instances where employees raising grievances had suffered recrimination. For example, one employee who raised a grievance had their employment terminated less than nine months later; although the official reason did not relate to the grievance colleagues were convinced that there was a connection. Although most employees said that such cases were rare, they do serve to undermine confidence and do not support an effective procedure.

The HR manager should review the procedure with department heads and try to identify weak links. All accusations of unfair dismissal should also be examined, and evidence of the reasons for actual dismissal should always be fully documented on file.

	EMP4: The terms for leaving the organisation are explicit
	Merit

	Summary of current practices:
	Stakeholder feedback and commentary:

	The terms for leaving the organisation are set out in the letter of appointment. Terms for redundancy and retirement are outlined in the staff handbook, and those for dismissal are clearly stated in the disciplinary procedure. 
Pension contributions are made by the company and employee. There is detailed information in the employee handbook on entitlement and the impact of leaving. The company also makes contributions for death and disability insurance for all employees. The payout equates to three times the annual salary of the employee. 

If an employee leaves or is dismissed the death and disability fund falls away. If the employee dies, the money in the fund is paid to beneficiaries, who have been designated by the employee.
	All employees were either aware of the notice period they were required to give or felt that they could speak to HR directly if they needed more information.

	EMP5: Freedom of association and organisation of employees is respected
	Merit

	Summary of current practices:
	Stakeholder feedback and commentary:

	The recognised union at Verco is UniOne..There are some employees however who are members of UniTwo. There is an agreement between the two unions that UniOne will represent UniTwo members in all respect. All offices have union representatives, the most senior of which is based in Bolton. 

Union representation varies considerably between the offices. It is high in Darlington and Sheffield (around 75 to 80% of employees) and low in Cambridge and Leeds (around 6%), while in the largest office in Bolton it is around 33%.

Management values the constructive approach that the union takes and in particular the understanding it has of the business imperatives.
	Union representatives feel that the working relationship is very good. The union is not only recognised but management gives positive encouragement to employees to join because the union is used as the main avenue for consultation. 

The union is very satisfied that it is generally brought into discussions on issues at the appropriate time and that it there is  genuine dialogue. Access to both the HR management and the senior management is said to be good and informal and disagreements are generally dealt with in a satisfactory manner. 

Overall the process appears satisfactory regarding freedom of association.

	EMP6: An employee consultation process is in operation
	Observation

	Summary of current practices:
	Stakeholder feedback and commentary:

	Considerable effort is made to communicate and consult with employees. Communication is both in writing and person, as well as by survey. 

All employees have access to and are familiar with the Intranet, which contains regular news items on business and employee issues.. There is also a monthly magazine which covers similar material.
An unusual amount of effort is also made by senior management, and in particular the leadership team, to communicate face-to-face. This has been done in a variety of ways:

· Coffee/Teas with senior management  to give direct feedback on key developments in the company’s progress

· Quarterly meetings with the wider management team to enable messages to cascade further down
Employees also have their own departmental meetings, which happen at different frequencies but at least monthly and concentrate on department specific issues.

Consultation of a more structured nature takes place between management and UniOne, and as indicated in EMP5, this is recognised as being valuable and constructive by both sides.

An employee survey is carried out annually and covers a wide range of issues regarding employee satisfaction. It gives little qualitative view of feelings, which are obtained face to face, but it provides a sound quantitative basis for understanding employee issues. The results of the survey are fed back to the employees at the quarterly meetings.
	All employees and union representatives consulted regarded communication and consultation as very valuable. Indeed many paid tribute to the efforts made by senior management, especially those who had experience with other employers. They appreciated the various events, which allowed them to hear messages and more impoartnaly ask questions.  

Other feedback commonly received::

· Many hoped the leadership could be more visible, even though there was an understanding that their time was stretched. On the surface this seems at variance with the amount of effort made. It may be explained by the numbers of people who cannot attend some of the sessions. It also underlines the respect in which the leadership team is held.

· In some offices (in particular Darlington) it was claimed that they “aren’t told what goes on elsewhere”. This again conflicts with the amount of written communication given, but many admitted they don’t get time to read it. 

· Probably for the same reason there was little awareness of the results of the employee survey or even that they had been fed back

This feedback generally suggests that any weaknesses in the consultation process are not due to lack of management effort, but rather to time limitations for employees. While employees themselves did not appear to be concerned about this, there could be advantage to reviewing the consultation process, obtaining feedback from both the union representatives and a sample of employees, to ensure that communications are focussed on those issues of most importance to employees. This could help to ensure that all important communications are read by employees, and could save time for the already time-limited management by reducing the number of communications which are regarded as surplus to requirement.

	EMP7: Compliance with relevant employment laws and regulations is monitored
	Merit

	Summary of current practices:
	Stakeholder feedback and commentary:

	Developments with employment laws are systematically monitored and taken account of by the HR management at head office. There is an in-house legal adviser who uses a number of standard sources. External legal advice can be sought, but is rarely needed, for this purpose.
	None of the employees or union representatives interviewed expressed any concerns regarding compliance with employment legislation.


The organisation provides clean, healthy and safe working conditions

	EMP8: There is a health and safety policy with procedures for protecting and monitoring employees’ health and safety
	Commendation

	Summary of current practices:
	Stakeholder feedback and commentary:

	Health and safety is a very well managed function in the business and is carried out at a very high level. There is a Business Services Manager in Cambridge who coordinates a series of health and safety representatives at each office. There is a company Health and Safety Board which includes three directors, the senior UniOne representative and the Business Services Manager. The Board meets  annually to review procedures and performance though it would meet in the event of a serious matter if this ever occurred. The main on-going forums are the site health and safety committees, which include the health and safety officer, the most senior manager in the office and the UniOne representative.

There is an overall health and safety manual and a series of site-specific guidelines which all employees receive. Various other routines and guidance were available to ensure job safety. There are regularly display screen equipment (DSE) inspections, and questionnaires and booklets were available to all employees. Those involved in any lifting are given instructions in safe-handling. All employees are given a safety induction on arrival. After the induction all employees are taken through a questionnaire to test their understanding and awareness. 

All offices have trained first-aiders and fire wardens. The health and safety representatives ensure that coverage of such staff is adequate on the various shift rotas which occur. There are medical facilities in all offices though two do not have rest-rooms with couches owing to space constraints. By agreement women at these offices in need of rest for maternity reasons are accompanied home in a taxi by one of the first-aiders. A risk assessment is done in all maternity cases.
	All health and safety representatives showed a strong sense of responsibility and good knowledge of the hazards and procedures. Most notably, employees showed an unusually high awareness of safety priorities and procedures and were well aware of their responsibilities in relation to identifying and reporting hazardous situations promptly. This was in marked contrast to an attitude often found in office environments that safety hazards are trivial and safety can be taken for granted.

The accident records show very low incidence. There have been two reportable cases in the last 17 years, one a three-day absence and the other an allergic reaction.

All evidence points to a very high priority given to health and safety and an execution at best practice level. As well as the level of knowledge and awareness displayed by employees all attested to the priority attached by management. In particular it was stressed that any safety issue or hazard identified was addressed instantly and appropriately, and that no precaution had ever been rejected or delayed on grounds of cost. All interviewees declared themselves completely satisfied with the safety arrangements.

	EMP9: Training is undertaken to ensure that all employees are able to implement the organisation’s health and safety policy and practices
	Merit

	Summary of current practices:
	Stakeholder feedback and commentary:

	All new employees are required to attend an induction, at which health and safety is discussed. The training needs of individuals (e.g. those lifting weights) are identified during the annual appraisal, and a central list of all mandatory H&S annual updates is maintained by the H&S department. This list is checked by both the department itself and the H&S representatives at each office to ensure that all employees have attended the annual update. 

There are signs up around the offices informing employees of key H&S messages, e.g., the need to take breaks, how to sit at a computer, etc. All employees are made aware of any updated H&S policies (e.g., driving and mobile phone usage) at the annual update training. 
	All employees interviewed felt that they had received adequate health and safety training, and none felt that there were any deficiencies in the health and safety training regime. The review of documentation supported this view.


The organisation has a fair remuneration policy everywhere it operates

	EMP10: Employees know how and when their remuneration is determined
	Observation

	Summary of current practices:
	Stakeholder feedback and commentary:

	There are clear pay scales and links to performance. These pay scales are published on the HR web site, but the copy posted is out of date. Employees are informed of their pay scale and their salary in their letter of appointment, and in their performance results letters, issued following the appraisal process each year.

All employees are given an overall inflationary increase at the annual pay review, and additional increments are given to employees whose performance is considered to be above average. Employees with below average performance will only receive the inflationary increase.

For staff below full competence (see EMP15 below) there are set increases awarded for each step up in the Competency Based Pay (CBP) approach. As employees can request a review when they feel ready, salary can potentially rise quite quickly in a short space of time. 

There is also a profit bonus scheme which depends on company performance and gives a straight percentage to all staff, though this can be reduced by significant absence, such as maternity leave, sickness, unpaid leave, etc. This reduction is clearly outlined in the staff handbook.
	All employees interviewed felt that they had a good understanding of how remuneration and bonuses were determined, and when pay increases were awarded. 

They felt that the profit bonus system was clear, but had concerns about the performance bonus. Many employees felt that the problems with this related to the poor application of grades in the appraisal process, on which the performance-related pay element is based. This issue is discussed further in EMP15.

Employees also expressed concern about differences in pay between different pay scales. While employees going through the CBP process could earn good increases as they go through the steps, there is a plateau effect once full competence is achieved. Many employees felt that the differences in salary between grades were insufficient, thus reducing the incentive to work up to the next grade. The pay scales are, however, set according to a salary survey, thus suggesting that employees are dissatisfied with the market conditions rather than the company itself. This, in turn, suggests that employees are not clear about the setting of pay scales. 

Management should consider a conducting a salary presentation at one of the quarterly meetings, at which employees can be informed of the salaries applied to each pay scale, and the source of the information on which this is based. 

	EMP11: Local cost of living and pay norms are taken into consideration when determining remuneration
	Observation

	Summary of current practices:
	Stakeholder feedback and commentary:

	As mentioned in EMP10 above, an inflationary increase is given each year. This is based on the published salary inflation rate at the end of each year. 

Employees in the Cambridge and Leeds offices are given an outer London weighting, but no weighting is given to employees in other offices. This allocation of weighting is historic, and is based on a regional cost of living survey conducted in the early 1990’s. No amendments to this survey have been considered since, and there has been no further specific regional analysis of costs. The current salary survey used to set remuneration also makes no reference to regional differences in pay scales.
	There was generally a lot of comment about relative fairness of pay in different offices. In particular, Bolton staff felt that it was unfair that they were paid less than employees in Leeds, Cambridge staff felt that the weighting they received was inadequate due to the cost of housing in the area, and Exeter employees felt that they were quite well paid for the area. 

Management should obtain a regional salary survey, which would enable pay levels to be set at a regional basis. This would help to ensure that the pay of all employees across the country is based on local conditions from an up-to-date survey.


The organisation strives for equal opportunities for all present and potential employees. It does not discriminate on grounds of colour, ethnic origin, gender, age, religion, political or other opinion, disability or sexual orientation

	EMP12: An equal opportunities policy statement exists and is monitored. The policy states the intention to recruit, promote and reward employees on the basis of merit alone
	Observation

	Summary of current practices:
	Stakeholder feedback and commentary:

	There is an equal opportunities statement which pledges to recruit and treat everyone on merit alone without any form of discrimination. Overall Verco’s workforce is quite diverse. 

There is a reasonable balance of gender, with women in the ascendancy in a number of functions. Flexible and family friendly work-scheduling is possible and allowed. These policies are explicitly set out as options for employees. The representation of women at middle management is quite high, though it is noticeably absent at the most senior level, where there is an all-male leadership team. There is also a reasonable balance of age. Verco is said by employees to have an open attitude to the recruitment of new older employees with appropriate experience.

Ethnic diversity depends very much on the site in question. Some sites in ethnically diverse areas did appear to have an ethnically diverse workforce, though this was not always the case. In particular, two sites in areas with a strong black representation had few black employees. 

While this may merely be a factor of the desirability of this type of work to different ethnic groups, there is no monitoring of job applicants to ensure that this is the case. Prospective recruits are invited to self-declare their ethnic category but such information is not collated systematically in any way. Data on gender and age are available, but are not analysed in any way. 
	All employees declared that they believe that discriminatory practices were absent in the company. More pertinently, those in groups often associated with discrimination, namely women and black and Asian employees, were very comfortable that they were treated exactly the same as others. No woman thought there were restrictions to career development or any ‘glass ceiling’. Family-friendly policies were usually positively cited. Similarly Asian employees felt equally treated and several had recommended Verco as employers to family and friends. There was much less representation of black employees, but those interviewed were very content with the practices and attitudes. 

Despite this, good practice in equal opportunities does require an element of monitoring which is relatively easy to achieve. It is appropriate in Verco because it would be a check on non-discriminatory practice in recruitment, which is important given that some groups appear to be under-represented. 

	EMP13: Procedures are in place to respond to accusations of workplace discrimination
	Merit

	Summary of current practices:
	Stakeholder feedback and commentary:

	Accusations of discrimination would be handled through the grievance procedure outlined in EMP3. According to management, there have been no such accusations made in the company.
	All employees interviewed felt that should discrimination arise, the company would deal with it quickly, effectively and appropriately. All employees felt that the company took equal opportunities seriously, and would deal immediately with inappropriate behaviour in this regard.


The organisation encourages employees to develop skills and progress in their careers

	EMP14: Employees have appropriate training for their work
	Observation

	Summary of current practices:
	Stakeholder feedback and commentary:

	Training in Verco is decentralised although there are some moves to achieve consistency across offices. Responsibility for training is in the hands of the respective departments. There is a project underway to produce some overall training modules for common skills being used, such as soft skills, but the technical skills will remain the responsibility of the departments. Management do admit that this devolved responsibility can result in inconsistency in training identification and provision, and are planning to implement quarterly training discussions between all department heads and the HR department to attempt ensure that training is more uniformly handled in each department. 

Training budgets are distributed centrally and a fixed amount is set irrespective of specific training requirements and how many new staff departments are taken on.
	Employees generally felt comfortable that they had the training required for  their job. They had confidence in the value of on-the-job training and found it a very useful basis for learning in a supportive environment. However, many employees felt that they could benefit from more training, and some said that training needs were ignored by management, possibly due to budget or time restrictions. Some said that training needs identified in appraisals had not been delivered for a number of years, and this was seen as unacceptable. Some middle and senior management themselves stated that training budgets were often inadequate. 

A more structured and consistent approach to training would clearly be preferable. Such an approach need not be highly centralised and there are merits in departments attending to their specialist training. However, there could be a more consistent style, and some basic requirements should be mandatory, such as having personal development plans, core training such as some of the soft skills and induction. Training budgets should also be set on the basis of identified training need rather than a uniform allowance. 

	EMP15: Employees have a performance review, at least annually, which includes consideration of skills development and career prospects
	Minor non-compliance

	Summary of current practices:
	Stakeholder feedback and commentary:

	There is an annual performance process, during which standard appraisal forms are completed by the employee and his/her line manager. Informal reviews should be conducted every six months, but management admit that this rarely happens.

Formal training on how to do appraisals has not been given to managers, though there is a brief guidance manual on the HR web site. 

Employees on the CBP approach (outlined in EMP10) can request an appraisal meeting whenever they feel that they have achieved one of the required steps in their advancement programme. Interim forms are completed during these appraisals.

During the appraisal, the performance of the employee over the previous 12 months is discussed, and new objectives for the following 12 months are set and agreed. Any training needs should be identified and listed on the appraisal form. The form provides space for both the employee and the appraiser to comment on performance.

Employee performance is graded according to a five-point scale: significantly below average, below average, average, above average, significantly above average. Only the appraiser is required to award a grade.

If an employee does not agree with the evaluation given by the manager, there is an appeals process, which involves the intervention of the HR department. The HR representative will review the evidence on both sides, and award a final decision.
	While some employees found the appraisal system to be quite useful, many were critical of it, especially since it is used as a basis for performance-related pay elements. The key problems identified were:

· The practical criteria for judging and defining the steps required to move up to the next level were not clear. This view was expressed by employees who felt that they were ‘stuck’ on a particular level but also by several appraisers who admitted that they had difficulty in judging and communicating such steps.

· There was very little distinction between different performance levels, the vast majority of people being judged ‘average’.(3). 

· Appraisals were not always conducted as they should be, with some employees saying that they had never actually had one.

· Lack of interim performance reviews, even though a number of employees had requested them.

As a result of these perceived weaknesses many staff feel that there was little difference in respect and reward for those who ‘put their backs into their job’ and those who ‘coast’, which was a common theme of such discussions. (See also EMP10).

Interviews with people who acted as appraisers also suggested that the lack of appraisal training was minimising the usefulness of the process.

A review of the appraisals themselves revealed that the forms were often incomplete, that ‘average’ was indeed the most commonly awarded grade. 

The HR department should introduce a mandatory training event for all appraisers, and should introduce a quality control system, which would allow the HR department to track progress on appraisals, and review files to ensure that forms are appropriately completed. A list of requirements that need to be met in order for an employee to achieve ‘significantly above average’ and ‘above average’ performance should be devised and posted on the HR web site. 


The organisation does not tolerate any sexual, physical or mental harassment or bullying of its employees

	EMP16: There is a policy to treat all employees with respect and no forms of harassment are tolerated 
	Merit

	Summary of current practices:
	Stakeholder feedback and commentary:

	There are clear rules concerning the rights of employees to work without harassment or bullying. All employees who feel that such rules are being transgressed are encouraged to deal with the problem with the individual concerned but then to take the matter further, with the line manager, the HR department or the union, if no satisfaction is found. 
	All employees interviewed believed that Verco was not an environment where harassment was experienced or tolerated. Indeed almost all employees cited the working environment, and the atmosphere of friendliness and support, as a key reason that they liked their jobs. These views applied to relationships with managers of all levels and their peers. No interviewee could think of any cases of harassment of themselves or others, other than one case cited by those who had managed the problem.

	EMP17: Procedures are in place to respond to accusations of workplace harassment or bullying
	Minor non-compliance

	Summary of current practices:
	Stakeholder feedback and commentary:

	Any accusations that are obtained would be dealt with using the normal grievance procedures outlined in EMP3 above. In addition, the harassment policy states that the alleged victim can obtain assistance from one of a number of harassment advisers within the company. However, the list of advisers on the HR web site is currently out of date, with three of the six advisers listed have  left the company. Of the three remaining advisers, two are in the same department in one office and one is in a different office. Thus, not every office has a trained adviser.
	Though most employees felt that harassment was not tolerated in any way by the company, some employees were not confident about the existing approach of the company. 

There are gaps in both the grievance procedure itself, which is used as a basis for investigating harassment claims, and in the provision of advisers as stated in the harassment policy. The company should ensure that the recommendations made to tighten up the grievance procedure (see EMP3) are put in place, and that advisers are designated and trained in all offices.


The organisation does not employ underage staff

	EMP18: There is a process to ensure that child labour is not employed. In exceptional circumstances where an organisation employs child labour, it must undertake a responsible replacement of that child labour with adult labour
	Merit

	Summary of current practices:
	Stakeholder feedback and commentary:

	Due to the nature of the work, all employees are required to be over 18 years of age. 
	None of the employees interviewed had witnessed any underage employees at any of the offices.


Customers

Verco has various layers of customers but in most cases the immediate clients to which the company sells its products and services are not the end-users. For example private life insurance is sold to employers who provide the cover to employees as a benefit. Even in these cases, there are often brokers between Verco and the employer. There are, however, end-user customers that have chosen to purchase their policies from Verco directly. As there is little public advertising done, many of these direct end-users have knowledge about the company due to previously having been insured through Verco via work insurance. Interviews were held with a random selection of customers and intermediaries. In total 20 customer and intermediary interviews were undertaken.

The organisation is honest and fair in its relationships with its customer

	CUS1: Terms of business, which explain clearly the basis of the contract with customers, are respected
	Merit

	Summary of current practices:
	Stakeholder feedback and commentary:

	Verco provides two types of products – insurance policies and assistance and advisory products which include both regulated and unregulated products. While Verco will be directly regulated by the FSA from November 2006 it is indirectly regulated at the moment as the insurance products it sells are regulated through FSA supervision. Promotion and selling are an important part of insurance regulation. 

Clear and accurate terms are important in all types of products sold by Verco as the scope for misunderstanding on the part of customers is large if products are not properly described and specified. There are two levels of information, the detailed wording of the policy, and other product descriptions and promotional material in the form of brochures and presentations. (The latter category is covered in CUS3). In the case of insurance products, the importance of clarity relates particularly to policy exclusions, misunderstandings of which are the source of most rejected claims and of many customer complaints. 

With advisory and assistance products, care is needed to define the level and detail of assistance given.  These products are generally sold through third parties, such as banks or associations who brand them as their own (‘white-labelled’) products. Most of these organisations produce their own literature and help-cards describing the services. In all cases this wording has been reviewed and agreed by Verco to ensure that the descriptions are accurate.
	Direct customers and intermediaries, through which policies are sold, were very positive in relation to the clarity and fairness of terms of business. They felt that most misunderstandings resulted from clients misreading or forgetting the details of the cover, particularly with respect to pre-existing medical conditions.

An examination of a selection of product descriptions showed that they were explained in a clear and user-friendly way. Exclusions from insurance cover were fully and clearly explained. 

Interviews with those delivering advisory and assistance products revealed that there were no misgivings about the clarity and honesty of product descriptions and that they encountered few difficulties from clients not understanding the scope of service. Although these services are advisory their scope is normally quite clear because the services are all delivered by phone. 

	CUS2: Personal information received from customers is protected and used only in ways explicitly agreed
	Commendation

	Summary of current practices:
	Stakeholder feedback and commentary:

	The protection of personal information is a central requirement for all Verco’s business and products. The Data Protection Act (DPA) applies throughout and hence Verco is careful to include all relevant wording in policy documents, marketing material and phone calls. The Legal and Compliance department conducts a regular review to ensure that these requirements are met.

Employees are regularly updated about their responsibilities regarding data protection. Almost all waste paper is treated as confidential and is shredded upon disposal. Tight controls are in place over the details of customers included in customer satisfaction surveys, with access to lists of names and full survey results limited only to the customer satisfaction team. Full lists of participants are deleted once all information has been collated.
	All customers interviewed were very satisfied that the DPA requirements are respected in letter and spirit by Verco. Some of the bigger intermediaries undertake DPA auditing of Verco as they themselves are bound by the requirements and hence dependent on Verco’s vigilance. These have not revealed any notable gaps. 

Employees interviewed all seemed to have a good understanding of their role in the protection and appropriate use of customer information.

Although there are strict rules on data protection, Verco appears to go beyond the legal requirements in this area, and as such is thought to be demonstrating an example of best practice in this area.

	CUS3: The organisation ensures that all advertising and public statements are honest
	Merit

	Summary of current practices:
	Stakeholder feedback and commentary:

	Advertising of the conventional public kind is rarely undertaken by Verco as few of its products are sold by the company under its name. Advertising is therefore limited to raising brand awareness and promoting brand values and hence contains few contentious statements.

Brochures and other product literature above the level of formal policy documents are also a form of advertising, and these are subject to detailed review as outlined in CUS1. Sales processes are also carefully monitored. Telephone sales to consumers are scripted, monitored and recorded to guard against products being oversold.

Verco is in the process of developing more standardised sales presentations for the corporate market. The content of the product descriptions is reviewed and approved by the product managers.
	The processes for ensuring that sales-related literature abides by acceptable standards appear sound.  There are no recorded claims of inappropriate advertising, nor any cases reported to the Advertising Standards Authority.

Clients and intermediaries were all satisfied with Verco’s claims about its products. Many clients said that the main reason for their satisfaction and continuing business with Verco is products and services meeting expectations. 

	CUS4: There is a process for registering and resolving customer complaints and comments against a defined timescale
	Observation 

	Summary of current practices:
	Stakeholder feedback and commentary:

	Verco has detailed and formalised complaints processes for all its products. All follow well defined procedures with specified timings for acknowledgment and conclusions on the complaint. When a customer raises a complaint, he/she is informed about the details of the complaints system and also about further recourse if the final answer is not considered to be acceptable.

The systematic approach to the process is based on the requirements which Verco has to follow for regulatory purposes. Such requirements are stipulated and can be reviewed by the regulator. There are designated teams to deal with complaints of different types.

Where a simple answer is required by the customer, the customer-facing team will deal with the complaint directly. For more detailed complaints, the responsible product manager gets involved in the responses sent to the customer to ensure that appropriate wording is used.

Where complaints about regulated products are not dealt with to the satisfaction of the customer, the customer can refer the complaint to the Financial Ombudsman Service (FOS). During the last year, 15 complaints have been referred to the FOS. Of these four are still under review, two were found in the customers’ favour, one was withdrawn as the FOS could  not find a case, and the remainder were found in Verco’s favour.
	Clients and intermediaries interviewed were all satisfied with the complaints processes. The main remark made was that there were not many complaints. In some cases the intermediary may get involved in the complaint in a liaison role but the responsibility for the complaint always rests with Verco. However the intermediary is often aware of the case and would hear if the customer believed that it was not dealt with satisfactorily. No intermediaries interviewed had, however come across such a case. 

While the individual complaints processes appear to be well managed, it is noticeable that complaints teams operate quite separately. There is no sharing of knowledge and no cross-comparison of results to identify cross-product problems, good and bad practice, etc. None of the employee interviewed with complaints responsibilities had any knowledge of how complaints were handled outside his/her category. Verco should consider a central collation of all complaints so that knowledge can be effectively shared across the organisation. 

	CUS5: There is a policy not to use intellectual property, such as copyrights, trademarks, patents or software belonging to customers, without express permission
	Observation

	Summary of current practices:
	Stakeholder feedback and commentary:

	Intellectual property is particularly important regarding arrangements with white label clients that badge Verco products with their own. The contractual terms have to be carefully managed and drafted to ensure that the liabilities are clear and in line with the internal management processes of each party. The position can be complex as there are often three parties involved – the primary insurer, Verco, which manages the product and claims, and the client through which the product is sold. As a result all such contractual undertakings and policy wordings are reviewed and signed off by the Legal and Compliance team.

Verco has recently started using logos of other parties in presentations to corporate customers in order to enhance Verco’s credibility. There is currently no process to obtain permission from these customers to use their logos. 
	All clients and intermediaries interviewed were satisfied with the contractual arrangements regarding intellectual property, and none felt that their intellectual property had ever been misused by Verco.

Interviews were not, however, held with the customers whose logos had been used in presentations. There is a risk here that some customers may take offence to their logos being used without permission. Verco should therefore develop a process to obtain permission before any logos are used. This process should include the vetting of presentation materials to ensure that all companies from which permission is required are identified.

	CUS6: Customer feedback is taken into account in developing customer policies and practices
	Observation

	Summary of current practices:
	Stakeholder feedback and commentary:

	Feedback is obtained both from customers (individual end-users) and the clients, intermediaries and employers through which or to which the products are sold. 

Customer satisfaction surveys for end-users are carried out by product group, though Verco is planning to bring all surveys together to ensure one consistent approach. An external consultant has been engaged to identify the most appropriate satisfaction measures across all product groups. 

Survey results are collated by the customer satisfaction teams, and then fed back to the appropriate product teams, along with recommendations for improvement. The intention, following the external consultancy work, is to provide survey feedback to all product teams, and to initiate key learning meetings, during which lessons relevant to all products can be shared.

Feedback is often sought from the immediate clients, i.e., intermediaries, such as a broker, white label sales channels, such as a bank, or employers of staff covered by insurance plans. Such feedback is obtained either very informally or through periodic meetings, which take place with an account manager. These meetings are held to review progress, deal with specific requirements and problems and exchange overall feedback on how the service and relationship is working. 
	Clients interviewed were pleased with the scope they had to give feedback, whether on individual issues or periodically on the whole service. Even those intermediaries that were not big enough to have regular meetings believed they had plenty of opportunity to give their views. 

An initial audit conducted by the consultant shows that the use of customer satisfaction processes is patchy. While some products are systematically surveyed there are gaps, in particular:

· surveys are carried out with different methodologies using different indicators and categories

· some products are not surveyed at all

· there is no access to surveys undertaken by some clients of their customers

Although customers are satisfied that their views are taken on board, there is scope for improvement in this area. As well as continuing with the planned implementation of a new survey system, management should also ensure that a system for checking the implementation of recommendations is put into place. 


The organisation provides the standards of products and services that have been agreed

	CUS7: The specification of products and services is clear, including where appropriate total cost, delivery charges and timescales for delivery
	Merit

	Summary of current practices:
	Stakeholder feedback and commentary:

	The specification of Verco’s products is clearly outlined in the terms of business, which have been discussed in detail in CUS1 above.
	None of the customers interviewed expressed any concerns over the specification of products and services sold by Verco.

	CUS8: The organisation's obligations after a product or service is sold are clearly stated
	Merit

	Summary of current practices:
	Stakeholder feedback and commentary:

	The only obligations that Verco has following a sale is product delivery and dealing with complaints. The handling of complaints has been discussed in CUS4.
	None of the customers or intermediaries interviewed expressed any concerns about after sales obligations.

	CUS9: The organisation is open to dialogue to protect the interests of vulnerable consumer groups
	Merit

	Summary of current practices:
	Stakeholder feedback and commentary:

	Although the nature of the products sold by Verco is such that vulnerable consumers are at a minimum, there may be concerns where the first language of customers is not English due to the technical nature of some of the terms used in the insurance policy documents. Likewise, young customers taking out insurance for the first time may need additional explanation of the policy as they lack experience in this area. Verco do have access to a range of translators, and can provide policy documentation to non-English speaking customers in their own language should they require it. 
	None of the customers of regulatory bodies interviewed felt that there were any deficiencies in this area. Most felt that Verco was a responsible company, and that it would be against the company ethics to take advantage of vulnerable consumers.


The organisation takes all reasonable steps to ensure the safety and quality of the goods and services it provides

	CUS10: As appropriate, goods and services have accurate and clear information and labelling regarding their content, safe use, maintenance, storage and disposal
	Not applicable

	Summary of current practices:
	Stakeholder feedback and commentary:

	Clear information and labelling regarding content, use, storage and the like does not apply to Verco’s products.  Issues relating to the products’ specification and coverage are covered in CUS1.
	

	CUS11: Where applicable, the organisation co-operates fully and in a transparent manner with public authorities in the prevention or removal of serious threats to public health and safety deriving from consumption or use of the products or services
	Not applicable

	Summary of current practices:
	Stakeholder feedback and commentary:

	There are no public health and safety issues associated with Verco’s products. Other public interest issues are dealt with in other sections of this report.
	


The organisation does not offer or accept bribes or substantial favours

	CUS12: There is a policy not to offer, pay, solicit or accept bribes in any form to or from customers
	Observation

	Summary of current practices:
	Stakeholder feedback and commentary:

	There are no specific rules relating to the offer and receipt of gifts or entertainment from customers. There is also a practical safeguard on inappropriate influence by customers on sales staffing that the latter have no pricing authority. This clearly reduced the customer’s incentive to bribe.

Regarding the offer of inducements, Verco has a tight expenses regime. While a modest level of entertainment (e.g., lunch) is allowed and encouraged, the limits are not high. There is a defined process of expense review by both sales managers and the accounts department. All amounts outside the ‘normal’ (undefined) level would need to be agreed in advance. 

Entertainment at the corporate level is done but not on a scale which could be described as lavish.

There is a Statement of Business Principles which has general statements about avoiding conflicts of interest. However, there was a low awareness of this statement in general in the company and no one referred to it in discussions regarding ethical dealings with customers.
	All customers interviewed felt that Verco was an ethical company, and would not condone behaviour of this kind, either from inside or outside of the company. 

All sales managers and staff interviewed had a very strong sense of the need for propriety in this area. Most interviewees felt that bribery was not common in this industry, and that the scope for bribery was reduced by budgetary control within the company. Few of the employees were, however, aware of the reference to conflicts of interest in the Business Principles.

Although most feedback in this area is positive, there is still a sound case for devising more explicit guidance for employees for this issue. The company is reliant on the good ethics of individuals and the culture set by managers (both of which are extremely important) but some clear guidance on what is ‘normal’ and how to handle marginal (as well of course as blatant) offers would be helpful for all as there can always be doubts around the margin of acceptability. 

	CUS13: There is a process for monitoring and checking that the organisation does not offer, pay, solicit or accept bribes in any form to or from customers
	Merit

	Summary of current practices:
	Stakeholder feedback and commentary:

	The controls on the offer of entertainment are soundly based. Control on acceptance can never be watertight but separation of sales from pricing is a sensible safeguard. 
	Due to the structure of the retail market, it is difficult to envisage situations in which bribery would occur. Therefore the procedures seem adequate. None of the customers or suppliers interviewed expressed any concerns.


Suppliers and subcontractors

Verco has a wide variety of suppliers, but they are two main categories: those who deliver services required for Verco’s product offering (of which legal services for insurance products are the most common) and those which provide the miscellany of goods and services to run the offices and systems. In the latter category the key examples are systems providers and recruitment agencies, which are used for all temporary staff and many permanent positions. For the purposes of this assessment, interviews were held with 14 randomly selected suppliers.

The organisation is honest and fair in its relationships with its suppliers and subcontractors
	SUP1: Terms of business, which explain clearly the basis of the contract with suppliers, are respected
	Merit

	Summary of current practices:
	Stakeholder feedback and commentary:

	Most suppliers operate under formally agreed contracts. Contracts may be devised by Verco and amended by the supplier, or vice versa. Either way, both parties agree on the terms outlined in the contract before it is signed. 

Contracts are not drawn up for suppliers that are used on an ad hoc basis, which is typically the case with smaller suppliers. In these cases, the basic terms and conditions are set out on the back of purchase orders, which are raised for any purchase made by Verco.
	All of the suppliers interviewed were satisfied that the terms of business were clear, fair and respected by Verco. 

A random review of contracts showed that signed contracts were in place for all key suppliers. A review of a selection of purchase orders showed that the terms are clearly outlined. 

	SUP2: Personal information received from suppliers and subcontractors is protected and used only in ways explicitly agreed
	Merit

	Summary of current practices:
	Stakeholder feedback and commentary:

	Verco holds a significant amount of personal information about suppliers, particularly in relation to the products that it sells on behalf of primary insurers. The contracts held with these suppliers contain confidentiality clauses which protect the information of both Verco and the supplier.
	None of the suppliers interviewed expressed any concerns over misuse of their personal information. Most felt that Verco was a responsible company, and was unlikely to misuse their information. All were satisfied that the confidentiality clauses in the contracts awarded sufficient protection to both parties.

	SUP3: There is a process for registering and responding to supplier and subcontractor complaints and comments against a defined timescale
	Observation

	Summary of current practices:
	Stakeholder feedback and commentary:

	Complaints from suppliers are handled on an ad hoc basis, generally by the contract manager with whom the complaint it raised. Most issues raised are minor, but more serious issues are passed up the line management. There have been no formal, written complaints received from suppliers, though informal complaints may be raised. There is currently no method of tracking complaints and their follow-up.
	Most suppliers felt that their complaints were dealt with on a timely basis, though some did say that they had needed to raise the same issue a number of times.

The lack of a complaints tracking mechanism renders it impossible to identify common causes of complaints, and therefore to amend policies to remove the source of complaints.

Verco should ensure that all supplier complaints are logged in a central database, and that this information is periodically reviewed to try and identify commonalities in the complaints. Where these are identified, actions should be allocated to responsible individuals, and achievement of these actions should be tracked. 

	SUP4: Supplier and subcontractor feedback is taken into account in developing supplier and subcontractor policies and practices
	Minor non-compliance 

	Summary of current practices:
	Stakeholder feedback and commentary:

	Supplier feedback is handled in much the same way as complaints, namely in an ad hoc manner. However, quarterly meetings are held for key suppliers, at which feedback is given. None of these meetings are minuted. The responsibility for taking feedback on board and amending supplier practices accordingly thus lies with the individual account manager. There is little knowledge sharing in this area in the company other than that obtained through informal chats in the office.
	Many suppliers interviewed said that they had not been asked to provide feedback, but that the relationship was such that they felt able to provide it anyway. Some did, however, say that they had needed to give the same piece of feedback a number of times, particularly when there were staff changes at Verco. Many therefore felt that feedback could be put to more use.

Verco should ensure that the complaints log identified above is expanded to include all feedback, and should ensure that all supplier meetings are minuted. The complaints/feedback log should be periodically reviewed, and actions allocated as outlined in SUP3. 

	SUP5: Where business terms are changed, reasonable time is allowed before implementation
	Merit

	Summary of current practices:
	Stakeholder feedback and commentary:

	The need for changing requirements depends very much on the type of service. Some services required flexibility as change is inherent in the services provided by the company (e.g., facilities), while others require only annual review of the contract. Where terms of business are formally changed, both parties are required to sign the amended copy of the contract.
	Changes in terms do not seem to be causing problems for any suppliers as they are either accommodated through flexibility on both sides or they are specifically catered for in contracts. All suppliers interviewed confirmed this position and were happy with Verco’s practices in changing requirements.

	SUP6: There is a policy not to use intellectual property, such as copyrights, trademarks, patents or software belonging to suppliers or subcontractors, without express permission
	Merit

	Summary of current practices:
	Stakeholder feedback and commentary:

	All supplier contracts have clauses outlining the ownership and appropriate use on intellectual property. These clauses award protection both to Verco and to the supplier. 

Contracts with software suppliers generally allow the provider to audit Verco’s procedures for preventing pirating of their products, but no such audits have been conducted in the past.
	All key suppliers interviewed were satisfied that their intellectual property was respected by Verco, and none had any concerns about inappropriate use of their property. Smaller suppliers interviewed did not think that intellectual property was of relevance as Verco had no access to their property.


The organisation pays suppliers and subcontractors in accordance with agreed terms

	SUP7: There is an accurate list of invoices and payments, including overdue payments, which demonstrates that suppliers and subcontractors are routinely paid in accordance with agreed terms
	Observation

	Summary of current practices:
	Stakeholder feedback and commentary:

	All supplier payments are made from the Cambridge office. Two payment runs are made each month, one on the 15th and one on the 30th. 

Any disputed invoices are put on hold on the system, and will not be captured in the payment run until the discrepancy has been resolved. Resolution is the responsibility of the purchasing manager at each office. The accounts payable department runs a report on queried invoices at the end of each month, and all invoices on the report for more than one month are investigated. Once resolved, the hold is removed from the invoice, which allows it to be paid in the next payment run.
	Most supplier interviewed felt that they were routinely paid in accordance with agreed terms. However, a few felt that queried invoices were withheld for too long. 

A review of a random selection of disputes reports showed that on average, only 2% of all invoices were on hold during any month.

The accounts payable department should run a disputed invoice report prior to each payment run to ensure more speedy resolution of invoices put on hold at the beginning of a month.


The organisation does not offer or accept bribes or substantial favours

	SUP8: There is a policy not to offer, pay, solicit or accept bribes in any form to or from suppliers
	Observation

	Summary of current practices:
	Stakeholder feedback and commentary:

	The approach to guarding against malpractice in this regard is exactly the same as that for customers (see CUS12). In addition there are safeguards in the form of competitive, closed tendering for all key services, which ensures transparent comparison of different bids and also involves several people in the decision making process. 

The Statement of Business Principles does have general statements about avoiding conflicts of interest. 
	All suppliers interviewed felt that Verco was a responsible company that would not engage in activities of this kind. Most interviewees felt that the scope for bribery in this industry was limited.

Although employees were aware of the common sense approach to avoiding bribery and corruption, few were aware of the conflicts of interest statements outlined in the Business Principles.

As outlined in CUS12, Verco should devise some clear guidance on what is ‘normal’ and how to handle marginal (as well of course as blatant) offers would be helpful for all as there can always be doubts around the margin of acceptability. 

	SUP9: There is a process for monitoring and checking that the organisation does not offer, pay, solicit or accept bribes in any form to or from suppliers
	Merit

	Summary of current practices:
	Stakeholder feedback and commentary:

	There are tight controls over entertainment budgets, and all key supplier contracts are awarded on the basis of competitive, closed tendering. Decisions on key suppliers are made by a team of five individuals. Where ad hoc purchases are required, quotes have to be obtained from at least three suppliers.
	The processes in place to minimise bribery and corruption appear to be appropriate for the size and nature of the company. Suppliers and employees interviewed expressed no concerns in this regard.


The organisation encourages suppliers and subcontractors to adopt responsible business practices

	SUP10: A process is in place to inform suppliers and subcontractors about the organisation’s adherence to this Standard and encourage them to abide by its principles
	Fail

	Summary of current practices:
	Stakeholder feedback and commentary:

	Although Verco does have a Statement of Business Principles, these have not been communicated outside the organisation. 

Supplier meetings do not include discussions on ethics.
	None of the suppliers interviewed were aware of any ethical policies in the company. Most said that this was unusual for this type of industry, where most other organisation have communicated their ethical policies to all key suppliers. Suppliers were not, however, concerned about the ethics of the company, saying that Verco had always conducted business in a positive and responsible manner.

Given the prevalence of communications on ethics in this industry, Verco appears to be falling behind its peers in this regard. Verco should embark on a process of sending out copies of its Business Principles to all key supplier, including ethics discussions in quarterly supplier meetings, and including requests for evidence in this area from key suppliers during the tendering process.


Community and environment

Verco’s operations are all office-based, and all offices are located in business parks or predominantly business areas of towns. There are no residential dwellings close to any of the operations. As the operations are office-based, environmental and community impacts are likely to be less significant than for manufacturing operations. As a result, external stakeholder interviews for this section of the assessment were restricted to community organisations receiving support from Verco (5 interviews in total).

The organisation aims to make the communities in which it works better places to live and do business
	COM1: The organisation understands its impacts on the communities in which it operates and has a process to minimise any negative impacts
	Merit

	Summary of current practices:
	Stakeholder feedback and commentary:

	The management has a responsible attitude to the communities in which Verco operates. Some offices are located in business parks, but others are in town centres. One area where Verco’s operations may affect neighbouring businesses and shoppers in the town centre is waste. With this in mind, the company makes a concerted effort to keep all external rubbish bins tidy.

The primary positive impact of Verco is the provision of employment opportunities as most staff are recruited from the local area. A start is also being made on a more pro-active community involvement programme.
	There are few negative impacts resulting from the company’s operations, but those that do exist are recognised by management. Management of the company are also aware of the positive impacts, and continuously strive to increase these impacts.

	COM2: A process is in place to deal with enquiries and complaints from members of local communities in which the organisation operates
	Merit

	Summary of current practices:
	Stakeholder feedback and commentary:

	As Verco is a wholly office based activity there are few occasions when the organisation receives any enquiries or complaints regarding their presence in the community. 

Such enquiries would be dealt with by the senior management as they occur. 
	No examples of community complaints could be cited by any of the management or employees interviewed.

	COM3: Community projects and activities are supported in the localities in which the organisation operates
	Minor non-compliance

	Summary of current practices:
	Stakeholder feedback and commentary:

	Community activities are in an early stage of development in Verco. There are some small scale activities carried out in Bolton (facilitation to young offenders and assistance given to a local college) and Darlington (assistance given to a local college). No activities have been carried out in Cambridge, Leeds, Exeter or Sheffield.

Most offices undertake some charity collections from time to time, though this is usually instigated by the employees. Employees are allowed to send e-mails requesting sponsorship for events in which they are taking part to all staff in their office. Only one company-wide charity collection was held, and that was for the Indonesian earthquake relief fund in early 2008. The collection was facilitated by the HR department.
	The feedback received by the community organisations consulted was very positive regarding Verco’s contribution and attitude. All organisations interviewed valued the personal contribution by some senior individuals to help prime the projects locally. 

While a good start has been made, the level of community involvement is limited and quite patchy, with no involvement in four out of six offices. Employees in all offices had little knowledge of the community involvement programme. Those that did know about it felt that it was ad hoc and not well organised. 

Verco should continue to formalise the community programme, thinking strategically about the most appropriate type of community involvement to have. Benefit may be gained from linking the programme to the business and the views and needs of employees.

As discussed in SHA3, the budget for community activity is currently included in the marketing budget. Verco should also consider splitting these two items to ensure that the funds allocated for community involvement do not get eaten up by marketing activities.

	COM4: Employees are encouraged to help local community organisations
	Minor non-compliance

	Summary of current practices:
	Stakeholder feedback and commentary:

	Verco has recently been involved in some small scale team building exercises with the local community, but there is no formal volunteering programme in place. Few employees have been involved in these activities, but the activities have generally taken place in work time. The exercises were conducted as part of a trial to determine whether a full volunteering programme would be feasible. Management have decided to launch the programme so that all employees in all offices are given the opportunity to get involved. Discussions are still underway about the best way of splitting people into teams for the programme. 
	Employee volunteering under the company’s auspices has clearly been limited in scale, but the new programmes will spread this more widely. The benefit to the company can already be seen in terms of local standing as well as in the employee motivation generated. If the programme goes ahead as planned, the grade awarded to this point can be amended next year.

	COM5: There is a policy to compete fairly and there are procedures in place to prevent anti-competitive behaviour 
	Observation

	Summary of current practices:
	Stakeholder feedback and commentary:

	Verco does occupy a dominant market position, but it does not appear to show any tendency for entering into anti-competitive agreements with competitors or distributors. There is, however, always scope for sales or product staff to engage in inappropriate discussions with customers or possibly competitors which could fall foul of OFT rules. For this reason, a guide to competition regulations has recently been updated and distributed to staff in relevant functions. This guide gives practical do’s and don’ts which staff can readily apply to their job activities.
	Although the competition regulation guidance is a useful document, there was a low level of awareness of staff in relevant functions, with limited spontaneous citing of the issues in questions when asked about practices that should be avoided. This suggests that the new version of the guide could be more proactively communicated, perhaps through some more formal training.


The organisation aims to be sensitive to the local community’s cultural, social and economic needs

	COM6: The organisation is open to dialogue with relevant community groups where there are concerns about the products, services or operations of the organisation 
	Merit

	Summary of current practices:
	Stakeholder feedback and commentary:

	Concerns in this industry generally tend to be limited to mis-selling and inappropriate policy coverage. The industry is heavily regulated, and where problems are identified, there is significant involvement from the FSA and the FSO. According to management, there have been no concerns raised about Verco’s products or services, but there are some members of the management team who sit on industry advisory panels, where such concerns are addressed. Where issues are raised, the Verco representatives feed this back to the rest of the management team, and actions are identified to ensure that the problems are not prevalent within Verco.
	A review of management team meetings shows that discussions over issues of concern within the industry are held, and that actions are identified and tracked to ensure that Verco’s products/services do not suffer from the same problems.

Discussions with customers, intermediaries and employees revealed that Verco is proactive in trying to deal with areas of concern regarding products/services.

	COM7: The organisation has purchasing and recruitment policies that favour the communities in which it operates
	Merit

	Summary of current practices:
	Stakeholder feedback and commentary:

	The recruitment of employees relies heavily on the local market. Apart from more senior posts, which would be filled on a national basis, the vast majority of places are filled by local recruitment agencies or advertising in local newspapers. Most jobs are at the operational level and can be recruited locally and are not jobs for which people would expect to commute long distances.

Purchasing of goods and services tends to be done according to the best offer of quality and price. Many services are for all offices, and hence are bought on a national rather than local basis.
	Employees felt that the company was good at offering employment to local people. They felt that adverts for jobs were easy to find, and that the recruitment process was pleasurable compared to many other companies in the area.


The organisation endeavours to protect and preserve the environment where it operates

	COM8: The organisation assesses its environmental impacts in terms of use of resources (such as materials, energy and water) and production of waste and pollution
	Fail

	Summary of current practices:
	Stakeholder feedback and commentary:

	There is no environmental policy at Verco, and few practices are undertaken with environmental considerations in mind. Environmental impacts have not been assessed in any way at any of the offices.

Although Verco is a wholly office based activity, the buildings and services have few environmentally-oriented aspects. In Bolton, the environmental considerations that do exist in building management are those in the standard service of the facilities management company, rather than any requested by Verco. No environmental considerations were applied in the refurbishment of the building, although there was a strong ergonomic focus. The same picture applies to the other four offices visited. There is currently a process underway to bring the buildings all under one management approach using a single contractor, and again, environmental management has not entered into these discussions.

There is no recycling policy, though there are some ad hoc recycling activities in Bolton (toner cartridges, plastic cups). All other waste generated, including non-confidential paper, is put into the general waste for collection by the local authority. None of the other offices have any recycling initiatives. Confidential waste from all offices is shredded and recycled, but this is standard practice in confidential waste collection companies. 

There is also no focus on energy use. Lighting and air-conditioning services are on a timer but there are no instructions to employees regarding switching off lights or computers when out of use. Informally however security staff generally switch off lights when they do their rounds after staff have left. Clearly however they do not switch off computers and though they time out these still consume energy. Finally there is no travel to work or business travel policy.
	Discussions with employees and managers revealed that little consideration is given to environmental management. Many employees expressed dissatisfaction over this, saying that they felt bad for working for a company that did not care. Any actions that are undertaken (e.g. at Bolton) are fortuitous rather than consciously worked out. 

Environmental policies are commonly overlooked in office based environments as they are perceived as essentially clean. Nevertheless, offices make up the overwhelming bulk of workplaces in the UK, and therefore have considerable impacts when considered in aggregate.

It should be noted that the implementation of a sound environmental management system can have significant financial benefits for a company. For example, reducing electricity consumption can often result in cost savings of around 10-20% of the total energy bill. As more legislation is introduced to try and protect the environment, Verco runs the risk of lagging behind its competitors in this area, which in turn leads to increased risk of incurring significant fines for not reducing consumption of resources or waste.

Verco should develop an environment policy that is specific to its operations. Steps to make a rapid start on impact assessment and policy include:

· consulting best practice guidance and checklists by public and other bodies;

· consulting environmental policies and practice statements of other companies;

· identifying “champions” in each office who can form teams of employees to think about local issues;

· use resources from agencies such as Envirowise (www.envirowise.co.uk);

· refer to GoodCorporation’s guidance documentation.

The policy should not focus only on the buildings, but also on the activities of employees, e.g., travel to work.

	COM9: The organisation prioritises its environmental impacts and has a monitored programme for continuous reduction of impacts
	Fail

	Summary of current practices:
	Stakeholder feedback and commentary:

	As there has been no programme of assessing environmental impacts, by default there has also been no prioritisation of impacts or programme for reduction.
	Once an environmental policy has been written, and an assessment of environmental impacts has been completed, Verco should prioritise the impacts that have been identified, and set targets for continuous reduction of these impacts.

	COM10: Compliance with environmental regulations and industry specific codes of practice is monitored
	Fail

	Summary of current practices:
	Stakeholder feedback and commentary:

	There is no one person with defined responsibility for environment at Verco as reliance has always been placed on the legal consultant, whose remit includes environment. Management feel that any environmental regulations of relevance would be communicated to them by the legal consultant.
	According to the legal consultant, the contract only required him to represent the company in the event of a lawsuit, not to inform the company of changes in laws and regulations. As a result, the consultant has not been keeping the company up to date the changes in regulations or industry-specific codes. A review of the contract confirmed the consultant’s belief.

Verco should assign responsibility for regulatory compliance to an individual within the company, and send that person on appropriate training. The designated person should also subscribe to Croner’s, which sends out details of any changes to regulations on a quarterly basis. 


Shareholders and other suppliers of finance

Verco is listed on the London Stock Exchange and has a range of shareholders, both institutional and individual. The largest shareholder has a 24% stake. Interviews were conducted with 15 shareholders. The sample of shareholders interviewed comprised both major and smaller shareholders, but did not include individuals with small shareholdings
The organisation is financially accountable to its shareholders

	SHA1: There is a regular review that provides shareholders (or their equivalent) with a clear understanding of the organisation’s operations and finances
	Observation

	Summary of current practices:
	Stakeholder feedback and commentary:

	Verco is a UK listed company, and is therefore subject to standard market rules regarding accounting, auditing and corporate governance.

Quarterly reports and the Annual Report are sent out to all shareholders following their approval by the Board. All shareholders are also given a copy of the audited end-of-year financial statements before they are signed off by the Board. 

Verco offers to arrange six-monthly meetings for management and the Top 20 shareholders, and more regular meetings and conversations are held with the most significant shareholder.
	All shareholders interviewed were satisfied that they had been provided with regular and apparently honest information about the company’s operations and finances.

The SRI analysts of some larger institutional shareholders commented on the lack of disclosures on CSR activities. As there is no separate CSR report, the analysts felt that Verco was putting itself at a disadvantage by not putting this information in the public domain. Verco should consider improving its CSR disclosures in the Annual Report.

	SHA2: A verification or inspection of finances is carried out on behalf of a majority of shareholders (or equivalent) when and if they require it
	Merit

	Summary of current practices:
	Stakeholder feedback and commentary:

	An annual external audit is undertaken, and a copy of the auditor’s report is presented at the Board meeting. A copy of the audited accounts is sent to all shareholders before they are signed off.

The auditors provide a management letter outlining control and system weaknesses identified during the audit. Responsibility for ensuring that these weaknesses are addressed lies with the Finance Director. 
	Shareholders were satisfied with the verification process, and felt that the directors were good at taking advice offered by the auditors. The audit partner also felt that recommendations included in the management letter were addressed in a timely manner.


The organisation communicates to shareholders all matters that are material to an understanding of the future prospects of the organisation
	SHA3: The organisation’s plans and prospects are documented and available to all concerned
	Merit

	Summary of current practices:
	Stakeholder feedback and commentary:

	The management produces a five year plan which is reforecast as a whole twice a year. It is sent out to all shareholders after it has been agreed at the Board meetings. 

Annual budgets are set using the input from each key department. The budget is agreed by the Board and is sent to all shareholders. 

The annual budget and five-year plan are discussed at the six-monthly shareholder meetings, and shareholders who are not invited to these meetings are invited to comment on the plan and budget via e-mail to the Finance Director.
	Shareholders were satisfied that they had a good understanding of Verco’s plans and prospects. Most felt that the budgets and plans were historically accurate, with budgeted and actual figures often similar. A few did note that the five year plan included community activity, but it was not obvious from the budget where the funds for this activity were likely to come from. Follow-up discussions with the Finance Director revealed that community activity is currently included within the marketing budget. 


The organisation aims to protect shareholders’ funds, manage risks and ensure that funds are used as agreed

	SHA4: The senior management regularly assesses its processes to safeguard assets against loss and fraudulent use
	Merit

	Summary of current practices:
	Stakeholder feedback and commentary:

	There is a clearly defined set of controls to safeguard against loss and fraud. There is a detailed specification of limits for signing-off authority, underwriting and claims settlement. 

An important element for guarding against losses is the control of the insurance risk and the main instrument for this is the portfolio review process. This is a biannual review in each product area, which takes in all stakeholders, including the sales, marketing, finance, claims and operational functions. The review is very rounded, taking in performance, marketing, regulatory developments and factors affecting future developments. 
	Shareholders interviewed were aware of the biannual review process, and all felt that it was a good process. None identified any ways in which the process could be improved. The audit partner was also satisfied with the controls in place at the company to minimise the risk of loss and fraudulent use of assets.

	SHA5: The senior management regularly assesses the significant financial and non-financial risks and has appropriate controls in place to manage them
	Observation

	Summary of current practices:
	Stakeholder feedback and commentary:

	There is a formal risk assessment process, in which a database of risks is maintained. This is updated as soon as a new risk is identified, or if the category awarded to an existing risk changes. Each manager is responsible for submitting data to be included in the database. The Top 10 risks are reported to the Audit Committee on a six-monthly basis, and a full report of all risks is also provided to the Committee on an annual basis.

The risk management process continually evolves, and the Audit Committee now want a tracking system to show progress in mitigating risks. The plan is to assign tasks for risk mitigation to senior management individuals, but this has not yet occurred.

An Operations Committee has been set up to take over responsibility for risk management and maintenance of the risk database. The Operations Committee are also reviewing existing policies and procedures, and identifying where there are gaps. Responsibility for filling the gaps will be assigned to specific individuals.
	The shareholders interviewed were happy that risk management is adequate in terms of sound controls and the crucial area of regulatory compliance. They did share the view that outside these areas, risk assessment and management is not yet well developed. They welcomed the review which is being conducted to refine the process, but did not feel that the company had been significantly disadvantaged in the past by the narrow focus of its risk processes. Some SRI analysts again commented on the lack of disclosure about non-financial risks in the Annual Report, stating that this was putting the company behind its peers in this regard.

Verco should continue with its risk review process, and should ensure that all financial and non-financial risks are included in the process. The Annual Report disclosures should also be expanded to include discussion of the key non-financial risks. 

	SHA6: Relevant material issues are disclosed to shareholders equally and in a timely fashion
	Merit

	Summary of current practices:
	Stakeholder feedback and commentary:

	Any major announcements about significant issues that can materially affect the business are sent to all shareholders. There is an opt-in e-mail service, which all shareholders can join to receive regular e-mail updates and communications. This informs them about Verco’s finances and operations.
	Shareholders generally felt that they had always been informed of relevant material issues in a timely manner, and that they had never had to find out about these issues from other sources.

	SHA7: There are procedures to guard against insider trading
	Merit

	Summary of current practices:
	Stakeholder feedback and commentary:

	The staff handbook requires staff to comply with the company Code of Conduct on dealing in shares, and complying with relevant legislation. There is a designated person within the company to whom questions about share trading can be addressed.

There is a whistleblowing policy that has been approved by the Board, but a procedure and infrastructure have yet to be finalised. There are plans to roll out the policy and procedure in the next 2-3 months. 

Communications on insider trading are sent out to all staff, and notifications are sent to staff to inform them of periods during which they cannot trade. Whenever an employee or their spouse wanted to trade shares, they have to fill in a form requesting permission to trade. This must be signed by two directors.
	The audit partner felt that there were no issues regarding insider trading at the company.

Shareholders thought that the whistleblowing policy was adequate, and were in favour of the roll-out of the policy among all offices. 

All employees that owned shares said that they had been made aware of the issues surrounding insider trading.


The organisation communicates to shareholders (or their equivalent) all matters that are material to an understanding of the organisation’s governance
	SHA8: The principles and practices of corporate governance are clearly communicated to shareholders (or equivalent) and variances from any relevant code of corporate governance justified
	Commendation

	Summary of current practices:
	Stakeholder feedback and commentary:

	Verco has been working towards compliance with the new Combined Code requirements during the last year. As a result, a detailed corporate governance section has been included in the 2008 Annual Report. A table has been included showing areas where compliance with the Code was not obtained, and outlining measures that have been put in place to deal with these non-compliances. 
	Shareholders were highly satisfied with the clarity of the governance disclosures in the Annual Report. One said that the layout was very helpful to the reader. A number of shareholders complimented the company on the efforts made in the Corporate Governance section of the report, saying that the effort made far exceeded that of most other companies they had considered.

	SHA9: A process is in place to deal with queries and complaints regarding corporate governance from shareholders
	Merit 

	Summary of current practices:
	Stakeholder feedback and commentary:

	Although all Board members are accessible to external shareholders, Verco has also nominated a senior independent director to receive queries and complaints about governance, and has identified this person on the web site and in the Annual Report. 

There is a policy requiring a response to be given to all governance-related queries and complaints within two weeks of receiving the complaint. 

The company did, however, say that no queries or complaints had been received for a number of years.
	None of the shareholders interviewed had needed to raise a query or complaint, but all felt that if they did, they would get a suitable, timely and sensible response as this appeared to be the nature of the company. 

Shareholders felt that the company was open to suggestions, and that they have seen evidence that feedback has been taken on board.

With the introduction of the new Combined Code requirements, it is likely that there will be more governance-related queries arising. Verco should therefore consider setting up a log of queries received.


Management commitment

The organisation will do all in its power to conform to the letter and spirit of this Standard

	MAN1: The responsibility for adhering to this Standard, and the commitment of the organisation to it, rests with the senior management team
	Observation

	Summary of current practices:
	Stakeholder feedback and commentary:

	Ultimate responsibility rests with the CEO, but individual responsibilities have been delegated to other individuals within the senior management team. Some of these individuals have again delegated responsibility to individuals within their teams, but performance in these areas is still considered by the senior management team at the monthly management meetings. 
	All interviews with senior management suggested that they are aware of their responsibilities with respect to ensuring that the company abides by good ethical principles. 

It is, however, noted that environmental management appears to have been overlooked in the organisation. Responsibility has not been assigned, and therefore nothing has been done in this area. It is important that this area be dealt with as a matter of urgency.

	MAN2: Complaints and comments from stakeholders are taken seriously and dealt with
	Observation

	Summary of current practices:
	Stakeholder feedback and commentary:

	There are many ways for different stakeholder groups to comment and provide feedback about the decisions and actions of the company. These have been discussed in the sections above.
	There are a number of channels open to the various stakeholders to provide feedback or make complaints, and it was evident that management aim to resolve complaints as they arise. 

It may be that further efforts are required to communicate back to the various stakeholders for them to appreciate how feedback has been used.
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