‘Best Councils to do business with’ contest

Entry Form

	Local Authority Name: Staffordshire County Council

	Contact Name, Telephone and Email Contact details: 



	Entries and enquiries to: bestcouncils@bis.gsi.gov.uk Closing date: 22 February 2013 (17:00 hrs)


This competition will judge the actions and practices you have set in place to support small businesses in competing more successfully for your council’s procurement business.

We are keen to hear examples of what you are doing, why it represents good or excellent practice, and what positive outcomes have resulted from your actions. 

	In FY2011-12, what proportion of your procurement spend and contracts were to small businesses? 
	What do you estimate this will be in FY2012-13?

	59% in 2009 analysis. 
	70% 


	How do you recognise the value of small business suppliers in your procurement? 

Please tell us: 

· How you engage small businesses (including social enterprises and voluntary and community sector organisations) and their advisers, to understand what solutions they can offer your council. 

· How you communicate strong encouragement to small firms that you are “open to their business”, including any actions you have taken to help develop the procurement capacity and capability of your local small business supplier base.

· How you design procurement competitions to optimise SME participation eg by breaking down contracts into lots, or defining an optimal contract size for the market.

· How your procurement strategy reflects the benefits of procuring from small businesses and how this informs your economic development strategy.

	Response: (250 Words Max – expand box as necessary):

Our Procurement Strategy requires us to increase SME engagement and to ensure that SMEs and Third Sector providers are given the best information possible to enable them to bid for contracts. To facilitate this we have:

· Worked with the Federation of Small Businesses (FSB) to gain SMEs’ perspective
· Led the Procurement work stream of the South Staffordshire Economic Forum project

· Become a member of the Stoke on Trent & Staffordshire LEP Business Development Group

· Held workshops at various events e.g. at the “Taking Care of Business” workshop and presenting “Procurement De-Mystified” at a Business is Better event. (March 2012). 

We critically challenged our processes. We asked SMEs “how can we make it easier for you to do business with us?” and acted on feedback received. 
We used lotting to allow SMEs to bid for contracts and demonstrate that they offer better value for money than larger providers .e.g. for our Fresh Produce contract we introduced daily delivery windows and the 8 lots were won by SMEs. We replicated this in our Fresh Milk and Home to School Transport contracts.
A key objective of our Procurement Strategy is to ensure that the Council is regarded as a “customer of choice” by its providers, and to ensure that tender opportunities are highly visible and documentation is appropriate to value and risk. This is reviewed and endorsed by our Procurement Board and our Head of Economic Development sits on this, and inputs into the strategy.  



	How can small businesses find out about your Council’s procurement opportunities?

Please tell us:

· How you engage with small firms about emerging opportunities in advance of a formal procurement exercise.

· How and where you advertise contract opportunities.

· What steps you have taken to improve supply chain participation from small suppliers.

· How you work with prime contractors to ensure SMEs have access to supply chain opportunities.

	Response: (250 Words Max – expand box as necessary):

On the Council’s procurement website we have a webpage “Selling to the Council”.  This explains the processes involved in selling to us, together with a database of all our contracts, detailing what we buy, how we buy it, when we buy it and who to contact.  This was developed in consultation with SMEs, the voluntary sector, and our Chamber of Commerce. Providers can also register an interest in any tender in advance, and automatically receive notification of tenders when they “go live”.  
All our contract opportunities are advertised on our website and other related sites e.g. Improvement and Efficiency West Midlands. This has given us many new and potential providers, who are more aware of our procurement processes and opportunities. 

Providers can also see supply chain opportunities with our main contractors, for example a local tarmacadam provider may contact our Highways maintenance provider to investigate becoming a sub-contractor. We also encourage prime contractors to use local SMEs as sub-contractors as they are not subject to EU regulations. When we let large contracts we ask tenderers to state their mobilisation plans, should they be successful, for example the use of local sub-contractors. We offer main contractors access to our approved lists of pre-qualified providers, many of which are local SMEs. 

We also run “Meet the Buyer” events to improve and encourage participation from small suppliers. 
We are currently in discussion with our local Chamber of Commerce regarding the use of Twitter to alert providers to tender opportunities.



	How do you measure and account for your procurement with small businesses?

Please tell us:

· How you use data to challenge and improve procurement with small firms across your council’s spend. 

· Whether and how you make information on spend with small firms publicly available and easily accessible.

	Response: (250 Words Max – expand box as necessary):
In 2009 a Spikes Cavell expenditure analysis showed that we spent 59% of our annual expenditure (£318 million) on goods and services with SMEs and that of this figure, £42,750,000 was spent with local SMEs.

We concluded that this level of expenditure with SMEs could and should be increased. As the largest spender on goods and services in the County, we needed to show leadership and to use our purchasing power to support SMEs. This was a catalyst for us to undertake various initiatives to realise this. We will continue to measure the amount of business we do with SMEs, and constantly strive to increase this, in order to promote local economic prosperity.

Our sourcing and category strategies for every category of goods and services that we procure had to address the most appropriate method of procurement eg lotting etc. Each strategy also has to address how we best achieve the County Council’s top priority of local economic prosperity and how each contract can support this outcome. We also use intelligence from SMEs regarding how best to structure our tenders to encourage their participation and eventual success in winning them.

We are currently about to undertake a further spend analysis to ascertain what increase in this figure our many initiatives since 2009 have produced.

All expenditure on our contracts is shown on our contracts database on our website, irrespective of value. We also publish all expenditure above £500 and this information is publicly available.



	How do your procurement, bidding and contracting processes support small businesses? 

Please tell us:

· What actions you have taken to ensure quicker, simplified and less costly processes are in place for smaller procurements below EU thresholds, including any specific approaches for the lowest value contracts.

· How you promote innovation and access from new entrants to the market

· What policy you have on prompt payment for small business, including small contractors in supply chains.

· Whether and how you investigate poor procurement practice and hold procurement staff to account.

· How you offer constructive feedback to unsuccessful bidders to help them improve future bids.

	Response: (250 Words Max – expand box as necessary): 

We raised the level at which tenders need to be invited to £100K; below this, officers need only obtain 3 written quotations by e-mail. 

We reviewed and simplified our tender and contract documentation.  We have a statement at the beginning of each tender questionnaire which allows providers to quote their Accredit UK or Construction line reference number, thereby not having to repeat information already provided to these organisations.  
We reviewed the levels of insurance required from providers and ensured that the time and effort to complete tender documentation is commensurate with risk and value.
We introduced Purchasing Cards, and providers are paid within 4 days, which aids their cash flow.

We introduced pre-tender workshops, where potential bidders have the opportunity to ask questions and put forward their suggestions. We have realised that providers know their market better than we do.

We introduced e-tendering and held workshops to guide providers through the process.  
In 2009 we removed 106 miles worth of paper from the process; equivalent to the distance between Stafford to Leeds!  
We made the decision in 2009 to pay all our providers within 10 days of receipt of their invoice.  
We also actively debrief all tenderers, who have been unsuccessful, in order to explain where they may improve in future.  

All procurement is undertaken in accordance with our Procurement Strategy and Procurement Regulations. We have an annual Audit Plan and officers undertaking procurement are held to account via our Audit Committee.




	What have you learnt from your procurement approach with small businesses that could most benefit your Local Authority peers?

	Response: (100 Words Max – expand box as necessary): 
Lessons Learned:

Consult with SMEs - “do it with them, not to them!”
SMEs know their market place better than you.

Be innovative – act as a facilitator to engage SMEs in your supply chain.

Don’t use compliance with EU regulations as an excuse to exclude SMEs; use it as an opportunity to engage with them.

SMEs often offer better value for money as they do not have the overheads of larger providers.

Ensure that the time/cost to SMEs in submitting tenders is commensurate with risk and value e.g don’t ask for too high levels of insurance, minimum turnover levels etc.



	What’s your next big thing to help small businesses increase their chances of winning more of your contracts? 

	Response: (100 Words Max – expand box as necessary): 
The most common complaint made by SMEs is that they struggle to complete tender documents as they often do not know what we are looking for in their response. i.e. what does “good look like?” 

To help to address this we are in discussion with our Chamber of Commerce regarding our providing training seminars to SMEs in how to complete tender documents and what we are looking for in a tender. This should enable SMEs to be more successful when bidding for our business in future with a resultant boost to the local economy.



	Is there anything else you wish to add to support your application?                                      Eg you may wish to expand on a particular example of excellent practice that you have set in place and/or provide a short case study on where you have achieved better value for money by contracting with a small business.



	Response:  (500 Words Max – expand box as necessary):
Case Study:

Staffordshire County Council is a major purchaser of produce for its establishments including over 400 schools in 8 districts.  Previously, the contract for Fresh Fruit and Vegetables had been awarded as one large contract covering all 8 districts.  We used “lotting”, whereby, we nominated each of the 8 districts as a “lot” and allowed tenderers to bid for one lot or multiple lots. We stipulated a daily delivery time window as the produce needs to be delivered fresh daily and prepared in time for pupils’ lunches.  

We were approached by the National Farmers Union (NFU), on behalf of local growers who were not geared up to directly supply us but who wished to explore whether they could supply our providers with fresh fruit and vegetables. 
Once we had tendered the contract and awarded to local providers (legally) for all 8 lots we approached them and introduced them to a large local grower, who had previously approached us regarding supplying the Council with produce.  However, he was unable to deliver to the hundreds of establishments in the 8 districts and this had precluded him from bidding for the contract in its previous format.  We investigated the possibility of the grower providing them with locally grown produce. 
We convinced our providers to trial produce from the local grower. This initially involved the supply of potatoes, and resulted in an initial order of 400 tonnes of potatoes for the local grower. It transpired that the large local grower could also be supplied by other smaller local growers, in order to increase the range of produce he could supply. 

We have since taken this approach to the next level; we decided to become a “Dating Agency”. We arranged further “dates” between the local grower and our providers, in the form of further trials for other produce such as eggs and locally grown fruit and vegetables. 
We are currently investigating their providing our major food supplier with locally reared meat, and 20% of our schools are trialling this initiative. Not only will this give us complete traceability from field to fork, it will also result in our doing more business locally, at a lower cost due to a shortened supply chain. We achieved savings of over £200,000 as a result of these initiatives. More savings will be made as we extend our approach to other areas of spend.
During our journey we have achieved the following awards:
2009 Centre for Local Economic Strategies (CLES) Award for Forging Resilient Local Economies
2009 SOPO Award for Outstanding Achievement in Procurement: 
finalists for “A Customer of Choice and A Sustainable Local Economy”
2010 SOPO Award for Outstanding Achievement in Procurement: 
finalists for “Keeping it Local, Keeping It Legal”.

2010 Go Awards Sustainability Initiative of the Year (finalists).
2012 SOPO award for Outstanding Achievement in Procurement:
finalists for Saving A Generation – Procurement’s Role in Local Youth Employment 

2012 West Midlands Federation of Small Businesses Award for the “Best Small Business Friendly” Procurement Policy. 
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