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1. Purpose and scope

Middlesbrough Environment City (MEC) is committed to delivering high quality, inclusive
and responsible services. We recognise that feedback, comments and complaints are a
valuable source of insight and accountability. They help us improve our services,
strengthen public trust and ensure that we act in line with our charitable purpose and
organisational values.

This policy sets out the principles, standards and governance arrangements for handling:

e Feedback and comments.

e Informal complaints.

¢ Formal complaints.

e Appeals.

o Data protection complaints.

It applies to complaints from any party, including; members of the public, beneficiaries,
community participants, donors, partners, contractors and volunteers.

It does not apply to employee grievances, which are managed under MEC’s Grievance
Policy.

This policy should be read alongside MEC’s Safeguarding, Whistleblowing, Grievance
and Data Protection policies and forms part of MEC’s wider governance and risk
management framework, ensuring appropriate escalation, oversight and regulatory
compliance where required.

MEC is committed to fostering a culture of openness, accountability and continuous
learning. We encourage constructive challenge and recognise that raising concerns is an
important part of maintaining trust, improving our work and strengthening our
organisation.



2. Values and principles

Complaints handling at MEC is guided by our organisational THRIVE values: tenacious,
holistic, responsible, inclusive, visionary and empowering. In practice, this means we will
ensure that complaints and feedback processes are:

e Lawful and compliant with relevant legislation.

e Accessible and easy to understand.

e Fair, impartial and proportionate.

e Respectful of all parties involved.

e Confidential, subject to legal and safeguarding requirements.
e Focused on learning and continuous improvement.

We recognise the right of individuals to challenge decisions, raise concerns and seek
redress. We will not treat anyone unfavourably for raising a genuine complaint.

No individual will be disadvantaged for raising a concern in good faith.

Reasonable adjustments will be made to ensure that the complaints process is
accessible and inclusive.

3. Governance and accountability

Trustee oversight

The Board of Trustees holds ultimate responsibility for ensuring that MEC has an effective
complaints framework in place.

Trustees will:
1. Ensure complaints are handled in line with charity law, regulatory guidance and
MEC values.
2. Monitor themes, trends and risks arising from complaints.
3. Ensure serious incidents are escalated and reported where required (e.g. Charity
Commission, ICO, HSE or Police).
4. Oversee appeals where required under this policy.

Complaints data and themes will be reported periodically to the Board or relevant
committee, proportionate to volume and risk.



Executive responsibility

The Executive Management Team (EMT) is responsible for:

Implementing this policy.

Ensuring complaints are logged and tracked.

Ensuring investigations are conducted fairly and proportionately.
Escalating serious, novel or high-risk complaints to Trustees.
Embedding learning from complaints into operational practice.
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6. What is a complaint?

A complaint is an expression of dissatisfaction about MEC’s services, decisions,
conduct, communications or activities, whether justified or not, thatrequires a response.
This includes concerns relating to:

e Service delivery.

e Staff or volunteer conduct.

e Fundraising activity.

e Events or community activity.

e Use of personal data.

e Decisions made by or with the support of digital or Al systems.
e The environmental impact of MEC’s activities.

General feedback, suggestions or compliments will also be recorded where appropriate
and used to inform improvement.

7. Accessibility and making a complaint

Complaints may be made in writing, by email, via social media, through our website, or
verbally. Verbal complaints will be recorded in writing by the receiving officer. We will
make reasonable adjustments to ensure accessibility, including:

e Accepting complaints in different formats where required.
e Adapting communication style to meet individual needs.

e Supporting individuals who may be in vulnerable circumstances.

Anonymous complaints will be recorded and considered where sufficient information is
provided, although the absence of contact details may limit our ability to investigate fully
or provide an outcome.



8. The complaints process

MEC operates a staged complaints process designed to be proportionate, fair and
transparent.

Stage 1 - Informal resolution

Where appropriate, concerns should be raised as soon as possible with the staff member
involved or another member of the MEC team. Many issues can be resolved quickly
through open and constructive conversation.

Stage 1 concerns will normally be managed by the relevant Project Manager or service
lead responsible for the area of work concerned.

Our priority at this stage is to listen, understand the concern and seek an immediate and
practical resolution wherever possible. Where the matter cannot be resolved straight
away:

¢ The concern will be recorded in the central complaints log.

e The complainant will receive a brief written acknowledgement within 3 working
days.

¢ The relevant Project Manager or delegated lead will make contact to discuss the
issue and seek to agree a way forward.

Where the complaint relates to the conduct of the Project Manager or service lead, or
where the matter is more serious in nature, it will be escalated to a senior manager and

may move directly to Stage 2.

Most concerns at this stage will be resolved through discussion. Where this is not
possible, it will progress to Stage 2 (Formal Complaint).

Stage 2 - Formal complaint

If the matter is not resolved at Stage 1, or if the concern is serious in nature, it will move
to a formal review.

A formal complaint should be submitted in writing by email to info@menvcity.org.uk or
by post to our registered office, marked private and confidential. Complaints received via
the general inbox will be logged and escalated to the appropriate senior lead.
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At this stage, the concern becomes a structured investigation rather than a facilitated
discussion. The complaint should clearly set out:

e What happened, including relevant dates and individuals involved.
e Whythe matteris considered unsatisfactory.
e The outcome sought.

Receipt will be acknowledged within 5 working days.

A senior manager or trustee not directly involved in the matter will review the complaint.
This may include examining relevant documentation, speaking with those involved and,
where necessary, seeking specialist advice.

A written response will normally be issued within 20 working days. The response will set
out:

e The scope of the review.

e Findings.

¢ Any action taken or proposed.

¢ Information about the right to appeal.

If additional time is required due to complexity, a holding response will be issued
explaining the revised timescale.

Stage 3- Appeal

If the complainant remains dissatisfied, they may submit an appeal within 14 days of the
Stage 2 response.

The appeal must clearly explain why the decision is considered incorrect or procedurally
flawed. It should relate only to the matters raised in the original complaint. New issues
will not normally be considered at this stage.

Appeals will be reviewed by the Chair of Trustees or a delegated trustee panel who have
had no prior involvement in the matter. The review will consider:

e Whether the complaint was handled fairly and in line with this policy.
e Whether the findings were reasonable based on the evidence available.
¢ Whether any further action is required.



The appeal may result in the original decision being upheld, varied or overturned.

A final written decision will normally be communicated within 20 working days. This
decision represents MEC’s final internal stage.

Where appropriate, complainants may have the right to refer matters to relevant external
regulators.

9. Data protection complaints

In line with the Data Protection Act and ICO guidance, MEC operates a dedicated process
for complaints relating to personal data. We will:

e Acknowledge receipt within 30 calendar days.
e Investigate without undue delay.
e Keep the complainant informed.
e Provide a clear written outcome.

If the complainant remains dissatisfied, they may escalate the matter to the Information
Commissioner’s Office (ICO).

10. Safeguarding and serious concerns

Where a complaint raises safeguarding concerns, an immediate risk to individuals, or
potential criminal matters, safeguarding procedures will take precedence over the
complaints process.

The matter will be referred without delay to MEC’s Designated Safeguarding Lead and
managed in accordance with the Safeguarding Policy. This may include contacting
emergency services, the local authority, statutory agencies or other relevant authorities.
Where safeguarding action is required, the complaints process may be paused while
appropriate protective steps are taken.

Serious incidents will be considered for reporting to the Charity Commission or other
regulators where required.

11. Compensation and insurance matters
Where a complaint indicates a potential claim for financial loss, personal injury or

property damage, the matter will be referred promptly to MEC’s insurers in accordance
with policy requirements.



No admission of liability will be made without appropriate advice from insurers or legal
advisers.

Such matters will be escalated to senior management and, where appropriate, to
Trustees in line with MEC’s governance and risk management framework.

12. Artificial intelligence and decision making

MEC recognises that individuals are entitled to challenge decisions made by or with the
assistance of Artificial Intelligence (Al) systems.

Where Altools are used in service delivery, communications or administrative processes:

e Human oversight and accountability will be maintained at all times.

e Decisions may be reviewed and, where appropriate, amended or overturned.

¢ Transparency will be provided regarding the basis on which decisions were made.

¢ Use of Al will comply with MEC’s Data Protection Framework and relevant legal
obligations.

Al systems are used to support, not replace, human decision making and organisational
accountability.

Complaints relating to Artificial Intelligence (Al) supported decisions will be handled
under this policy.

13. Unreasonable, persistent or vexatious complaints

MEC is committed to ensuring that all complaints are handled fairly and respectfully. We
recognise that individuals may feel strongly about issues and may require support in
articulating their concerns. However, in a small charity with limited capacity, there may
be occasions where the way a complaint is pursued places a disproportionate strain on
staff, volunteers or trustees. This may include behaviour that is persistent, excessive,
aggressive, abusive or vexatious.

This section relates to the conduct of the complainant, not the validity of the complaint
itself.



A complaint may be considered unreasonable or vexatious were, for example, the
individual:

o Repeatedly raises the same issue after the internal process has been exhausted.

 Refuses to engage with the outcomes of the complaints process.

e Submits excessive volumes of correspondence that are repetitive, unfocused or
irrelevant.

e Makes abusive, threatening or defamatory statements.

e Targets individual staff, volunteers or trustees in a personal manner.

e Seeks to reopen matters that have been properly concluded without new and
relevant evidence.

Where such circumstances arise, MEC may take proportionate action, which may
include:

¢ Requestingthatfurther correspondence be summarised within areasonable word
limit.

e Limiting communication to a single named point of contact.

¢ Restricting the frequency or method of communication.

¢ Declining to respond to repetitive matters that have already been addressed.

e Bringing the complaints process to a close where it has been fully exhausted.

Any decision to apply restrictions will:

e Bereasonable and proportionate.

e Be basedonevidence.

e Be approved by a senior manager or trustee.

e Be communicated clearly in writing, including the reasons for the decision.

Restrictions will not be applied solely because a complainant is persistent or critical.
They will only be used where behaviour is unreasonable and impacts the charity’s ability
to operate effectively or protect the wellbeing of those involved.

MEC reserves the right to take further action, including seeking external advice, where
behaviour becomes abusive, threatening or unlawful.



14. Learning and continuous improvement

MEC recognises complaints and feedback as an important source of organisational
insight and assurance. Irrespective of outcome, complaints will be reviewed to identify:

¢ Opportunities to improve service delivery.

e The need for policy, procedural or guidance changes.
e Training or supervision requirements.

¢ Emerging operational or reputational risks.

Where appropriate, themes and trends will be analysed periodically to identify systemic
issues rather than isolated incidents.

Significant complaints, recurring themes or identified risks will be escalated through
MEC’s governance framework and considered for inclusion within the organisational risk
register.

The EMTis responsible forensuring that learning is embedded and that corrective actions
are monitored. Trustees will receive proportionate oversight reporting to enable
assurance that concerns are being addressed effectively.

15. Record keeping and confidentiality

All complaints, including informal concerns where appropriate, will be recorded in a
central log. Records will include key dates, actions taken, decisions reached and any
learning identified.

Complaint records will be retained securely and managed in accordance with MEC’s
Data Protection Framework and records retention arrangements.

Information will be shared strictly on a need-to-know basis and subject to legal,
safeguarding and regulatory obligations. Absolute confidentiality cannot be guaranteed
where disclosure is required by law, safeguarding duties or regulatory reporting
requirements.

Access to complaint records will be restricted to authorised personnel. Trustees may
review complaint records where necessary to fulfil their governance and oversight
responsibilities.



16. Governance, ownership and review

This policy is owned by the EMT and approved by the Board of Trustees. It will be reviewed
annually and additionally following:

e Aserious complaintorincident.
e Regulatory change.
e Significant change in service delivery.

e Emerging risk identified through governance processes.

Complaints risks and trends will be monitored through MEC’s organisational risk register
where proportionate and appropriate.
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