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CHANGES TO ENVIRONMENTAL HEALTH OUT OF HOURS 
SERVICE

1. Summary

The report proposes changes to the out of hours’ service provided by 
Environmental Health that will better target resources whilst also making the service 
more accessible to residents.

2. RECOMMENDATION

      That Members endorse the recommendations set out in the report.

3. Background and Discussion

3.1 Prior to entering into a shared Environmental Health (EH) service with 
Sevenoaks District Council, Dartford Environmental Health provided an 
out of hours (OOH) service operating on Friday and Saturday evenings 
during the summer months to match the demand for the service.  On 
entering into the shared service with Sevenoaks District Council in 2012, 
the OOH Service adopted the Sevenoaks service’s hours and currently 
deals with complaints from residents within both Sevenoaks and 
Dartford districts throughout the year between 17:00 and 22:00 Monday 
to Thursday, 17:00 to 00:00 Friday, 08:00 to 00:00 Saturday and 08:00 
to 22:00 Sunday.

3.2 The OOH Service receives an average of 180 calls per annum relating 
to Dartford. Demand for the service varies significantly throughout the 
year and by day of the week with the majority of calls being received 
between May and October between 18.00 and midnight on Friday and 
Saturday and on Sunday 10.00-12.00. It follows that an average of less 
than one call per week falls outside Dartford’s previous operating hours. 
Many of the calls received are not urgent, do not require immediate 
action and can be managed the next working day during office hours in 
accordance with agreed performance indicators.

3.3 Over the past 18 months, several experienced officers have left the OOH 
Service. That, together with the recognition that the Service is receiving 
relatively few calls but operating within constraints, both legal and local, 
that are often not fully appreciated by customers, has prompted a service 
review. 

3.4 The review concluded, and Sevenoaks District Council’s Cabinet has 
agreed, that the OOH service should be targeted at times of peak 
demand, as per the previous Dartford service, but offered throughout the 
year.  This report recommends this revised service to Dartford Borough 
Council’s Cabinet. 



CABINET
24 MAY 2018

3.5 It is further recommended that the opportunity be seized to enhance and 
extend access to the service by deployment of new technology.  The 
response for serious or emergency public health complaints, whenever 
they occur, will be unaffected by the proposal set out within this report.

Current Service Model

3.6 The OOH service operates Monday to Thursday 17:00 to 22:00, Friday 
17:00 to 00:00, Saturday 08:00 to 00:00 and Sunday 08:00 to 22:00. The 
service is extended to cover public holidays with the exception of 
Christmas Day and Boxing Day when a “telephone response” service is 
provided.  

3.7 During operational hours, members of the public can contact a duty 
Environmental Protection Officer in respect of environmental complaints 
including noise, odour and smoke etc. 

Calls received after 22:00 or 00:00 and before office opening hours are 
recorded and passed to the Environmental Health Team the next 
working day.

3.8 The OOH duty officer is provided with details of residents who have 
called the OOH service and is expected to call them back within 1 hour. 
The duty officer will provide advice as required and where appropriate 
will undertake site inspections and take action to resolve a complainant’s 
concerns.  Calls received very rarely constitute a significant public health 
matter or an emergency situation which requires immediate attention. 

3.9 Where a call is received regarding a complaint already being 
investigated by the Environmental Health team, or is subject to 
enforcement action, or is deemed to present either a significant public 
health risk or nuisance the OOH duty officer is expected to visit the 
address to obtain evidence and take appropriate enforcement action. 

3.10 OOH duty officers are not paid for call outs and are expected to take time 
off in ‘lieu’ (TOIL) for any OOH visits made during their standard working 
week.  This time is taken during normal office hours and thereby depletes 
the resource available to undertake day to day statutory duties.

3.11 Only appropriately trained and experienced officers can cover the OOH 
service. For each week of the year, the OOH Service is covered by one 
officer from within the Environmental Health team. Officers volunteer for 
these duties and they are carried out in addition to the standard 37 hour 
working week. 

3.12 A decision to return to a Friday and Saturday evening service will lessen 
the demand for OOH officers to cover periods when demand is 
particularly low. This is supported by the analysis of calls below which 
shows that the current OOH service is not effective use of resource.
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3.13 As explained in this report, the service as currently structured finds it 
difficult to gather the evidence necessary to assess whether actionable 
nuisance exists. In any event, few officers live close enough to be able 
to provide a timely response to an OOH call and self-evidently can only 
provide the service to one complainant at a time.

3.14 Management has therefore looked for a way to target resource at the 
key hours for OOH calls whilst also providing a means of enhancing and 
increasing access to the service for residents.  

Current Costs of Service

3.15 Officers are paid a standby allowance to be on-call but are not paid a 
call out fee or overtime for any hours they work investigating or 
undertaking enforcement OOH.  They are instead expected to claim 
TOIL which includes any travel time to and from their home. 

3.16 Owing to the nature of the area covered by Dartford and Sevenoaks 
most officers live outside of the district and consequently travel time is a 
significant contributor to these costs.

3.17 The total cost to Dartford and Sevenoaks for providing the current OOH 
service is therefore estimated in real terms to be in excess of £22,000 
pa.

Service Volumes

3.18 As stated, in the years since April 2014 the OOH Service has received 
an average of 180 calls per annum relating to Dartford.  

3.19 The majority of calls (70%, circa 130 pa) are received between May and 
October each year between 18.00 Friday to midnight Saturday and on 
Sunday, 10.00-12.00.

3.20 Over 80% of the calls received by the OOH service are in respect of 
noise. The majority of which are in respect of amplified music/ behaviour 
noise from neighbouring domestic properties. A small number relate to 
noise from DIY or construction activities, especially on Sunday 
mornings. 

3.21 Other types of complaint received by the OOH service on Sundays can 
include; alarms, bonfires, and behaviour noise such as banging and 
crashing but these are minimal. Overall, the numbers are very small, with 
the OOH service receiving just 2-3 calls per month on Sundays for 
Dartford. 

3.22 Only 18% of calls in 2016/17 and 25% of calls in 2017/18 received by 
the OOH Service resulted in an Officer undertaking an OOH visit.

3.23 Officers would typically only undertake a visit in response to an OOH 
complaint where it is considered that they can either obtain evidence to 
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support legal action (either immediate or during working hours) or make 
an immediate and effective difference to the customer.  Types of call 
which commonly result in an OOH visit include:-

 Ongoing noise problems which are currently under 
investigation by EH

 Ongoing/ Sounding alarm (vehicle or property)
 Drainage problems resulting in a sewage overflow (not within 

the remit of the statutory undertaker)
 Complaints about licensed premises where it is alleged there 

is a significant noise problem.
 Noise from large construction sites (such as those operated 

by a major contractor) where noise is outside of District 
Council ‘recommended hours’

3.24 The OOH duty officers work alone. Kent Police do not have the resource 
to provide support to Local Authorities undertaking OOH visits. Officers 
must therefore consider the health and safety implications of lone 
working and must not put themselves at risk.  This can limit the 
effectiveness of the OOH service to resolve complaints, at the time, to 
the satisfaction of residents. For example, the service is unable to 
approach and stop or reduce the noise from ‘one off’ parties for this 
reason.

3.25 Although the OOH Service receives a large number of new/ 1st time/ one 
off event type complaints, this type of call is unlikely to result in action 
being taken OOH and is commonly dealt with through the provision of 
advice.  This type of call could reasonably be responded to within normal 
office hours (in accordance with the Service’s agreed Performance 
Indicators). 

Proposed new model of Service
3.26 Management have reviewed various options for the OOH Service and 

consider that the following makes best use of staff resources whilst most 
closely matching customer demand. 

3.27 As set out above, analysis of the calls received by the service indicates 
that most customers contact the service on Friday and Saturday nights 
between 18:00 and 00:00 and Sunday mornings (10:00 to 12:00) during 
May to October.

3.28 The majority of calls on Sundays result from noise from DIY/ 
Construction Sites or neighbour to neighbour noise- this type of 
complaint rarely constitutes an actionable nuisance on the first occasion 
and so can be reasonably dealt with on the next working day.

The OOH cover could therefore be targeted to 18:00 to 00:00 on Friday 
and Saturday nights, thus returning to hours very similar to the former 
Dartford service.



CABINET
24 MAY 2018

3.29 Statistics indicate that the Environmental Health team receive 
significantly more complaints about nuisance during the summer months 
when residents are sensitised (windows are more likely to be open) and 
noise is more likely to take place externally. The Service could be further 
restricted to the summer months but as service demand during these 
months tends to be driven by the weather it is difficult to predict the 
demand and plan the response i.e. April can be glorious and result in 
open windows and outdoor entertaining with consequent increase in 
demand but it can also be cold and provoke no additional demand. 

It is therefore proposed to offer the OOH Service throughout the year on 
a Friday and Saturday evening between 18.00 and 00.00.

3.30 During these times all calls in respect of environmental health (other than 
1st time complaints) will be passed to the OOH Duty Officer for review 
and investigation as per the current service.

At other times OOH calls will be reviewed and logged by the Dartford 
OOH call handling agent and passed to EH on the following working day.

3.31 A revised procedure note and operational manual will be provided to the 
call handling agent to ensure they provide accurate advice and 
assistance to a customer at the time of their call.  Customers will be 
signposted to further guidance available on the Council’s website and 
provided with practicable steps to begin collecting required evidence, 
such as diary sheets, but see 3.33 below. 

3.32 The proposed system would not impact the response to serious or 
emergency public health matters which would continue to be dealt with 
24/7/365 and would provide an enhanced response during periods of 
highest demand. 

3.33 As part of the review, management also considered whether technology 
could assist both customers and Officers and, in effect, extend the 
‘reach’ of the OOH service. Following evaluation and a short trial the 
Council has obtained the licence for an application (The NoiseApp) that 
runs on smart phones and will enable a resident complaining of possible 
noise nuisance to be ‘registered’ such that they are able to take their 
own recordings of the noise as it happens. The recordings are uploaded 
to the Council’s website and reviewed during normal hours by an Officer 
who can assess and determine the appropriate next steps, in many 
cases without the delay caused by needing to visit. 

3.34 The App will be particularly useful in cases where the nuisance occurs 
without pattern and for short duration, making it extremely difficult for an 
Officer to witness at first hand. Use of the App will provide a reliable and 
effective ‘triage’ for allocation of the Council’s noise nuisance recorders 
(see below). 



CABINET
24 MAY 2018

3.35 Officers are currently considering whether a small number of devices 
could be purchased and be available for loan to residents wishing to 
make use of the App but without access to a smartphone.

Out of Hours work not impacted by this review 
3.36 EH are able to use alternative monitoring techniques and methods to 

either support or replace investigations currently undertaken by the OOH 
Service.  These will ensure the service provided continues to be high 
quality.

3.37 EH currently has nine (9) noise nuisance recorders for use across both 
districts.  These can be deployed proactively into resident’s properties to 
capture intrusive noise.  An external microphone enclosure can be used 
to enable the equipment to be set up externally as required.

3.38 Officers will continue to undertake proactive visits out of hours as 
necessary during their own case investigations.  The team will also 
proactively monitor any event likely to have significant environmental 
health implications (major festival events etc.).

3.39 EH will continue to investigate use of new technologies that will empower 
customers to collect accurate noise data themselves outside of normal 
service hours (e.g. The NoiseApp).

Emergency Planning arrangements are not impacted by this review.
Benchmarking against other Local Authorities

3.40 For the purposes of the review, Environmental Health teams in Kent 
have been contacted requesting details of their OOH service.

3.41 The level of service provision varies throughout Kent.  Of the 11 
surveyed, 3 offer no OOH Service at all (Ashford, Canterbury & 
Tonbridge and Malling), and 7 offer a streamlined service (either reduced 
operational days or by significantly restricting matters that can be dealt 
with). One Local Authority did not respond.

No other Local Authority within Kent operates a service comparable to 
the current OOH Service. 

3.42 Payment for OOH varies considerably between Kent authorities and the 
remuneration currently offered to participants in the EH Partnership 
OOH is competitive.

3.43 Within Kent, 2 OOH Services are either fully or partially undertaken by 
compelling staff to participate through their contract (contract condition).  
All others are staffed using volunteers (i.e. participation is not 
compulsory).
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Other Options Considered and Rejected by Management 

Keep Service as currently operated

3.44 Whilst all officers can theoretically be required to participate in the 
service, through clauses in the employment contract, many Officers do 
not have sufficient experience/ expertise to be able to easily manage the 
majority of calls received by the OOH Service (noise).  Therefore it is 
considered that it would be necessary to provide training on ‘statutory 
noise nuisance’ and OOH systems for these officers in advance of their 
participation in the service.

3.45 Consideration would have to be given as to how OOH shifts would be 
allocated fairly amongst Officers who are currently part time or those who 
are primary carers. Many staff live significant distances from the 
authority boundaries and the impact of this on the service and costs 
would also need to be thought about.

3.46 It is likely that enforcing the contract of employment will adversely affect 
morale as the OOH service has been run on a voluntary basis 
historically.  Furthermore, the current service model is labour intensive 
and wellbeing and health and safety considerations need to be a priority 
consideration.

3.47 This option would continue to impact upon daytime delivery of the 
Environmental Health service (impact of TOIL) and ability to achieve 
Performance Indicators.

Provide a weekend only service

3.48 Analysis indicates that the OOH Service receives 74% of all calls on the 
Friday night, Saturday and Sunday.  

3.49 Such a service would enable all calls to be responded to within 24hrs as 
is currently the case but would reduce number of hours the OOH duty 
officers are required to be on standby to 35hrs (from 55hrs).

3.50 Enforcement of the officers’ contract clause may still need to be applied 
as in option 1 to adequately staff this option and all considerations with 
regard to part time staff/primary carers/distance from authority 
boundaries would still apply.

3.51 This option will continue to impact upon day time delivery of the service 
(impact of TOIL) but the impact will be lessened.

Weekend Summer Service

3.52 As per option above but during peak periods only [e.g. May-October]. 
Discounted for the reasons stated in 3.29 above.
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No longer provide an OOH Service
3.53 The Council could consider removing the OOH Service.  The Council 

does not have a legal obligation to provide such a service and most 
complaints could be adequately investigated using pro-active techniques 
during the working week.

3.54 This option would however affect the Council’s ability to respond 
effectively to some complaint types (notably alarms and noise from 
licensed premises).

3.55 This option would generate a saving for Sevenoaks and Dartford 
Councils and would remove any impact upon the daytime delivery of the 
Environmental Health service.

3.56 There appears to be an increasing trend for events and festivals to be 
held each summer. Known events would continue to be supported 
outside of the OOH service. 

4.   Relationship to the Corporate Plan

       This report relates to the Corporate Plan strategic aims to:-

Use the Council’s statutory functions to increase public safety in the Borough 
and,  

Reduce anti-social behaviour. 

5. Financial, legal, staffing and other admin implications & risk assessments

Financial Implications The proposal is expected to be funded within 
current budget. The current salary cost of 
operating the OOH service is £14,872 split 
between Dartford and Sevenoaks Councils. This 
will be marginally less for the proposed model with 
the small saving funding the new technology.

Legal Implications The Environmental Protection Act 1990 places a 
duty upon every local authority to take reasonably 
practicable steps to investigate a complaint.  The 
method for discharging this duty is not dictated by 
statute and the Council has no statutory duty to 
maintain an OOH service and is entitled to 
determine what constitutes reasonably practicable 
investigation as determined by s79 of the 
Environmental Protection Act 1990.
Legislation does not specify timescales within 
which the investigation of a complaint shall take 
place (the Council’s Performance Indicator for 



CABINET
24 MAY 2018

complaint response is 5 working days).

The NoiseApp has been reviewed to ensure 
compliance with the requirements of the GDPR.

Staffing Implications The proposed service model will reduce the 
number of hours worked by Officers and it is 
expected that it can continue to be provided by 
Officers on a voluntary basis. If this is not the case 
management will take advice from HR and/or 
consider other service models and a further report 
will be submitted to Members.

Administrative Implications As set out in the body of the report.

Risk Assessment There is a risk that if more Officers leave the 
service it may render the OOH service impractical 
to run. Members will be informed should this be 
the case.

6. Details of Exempt Information Category

Not applicable

7. Appendices

None
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