‘Best Councils to do business with’ contest

Entry Form

	Local Authority Name: Hertfordshire 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?

	1% micro businesses

17% small businesses

22% medium businesses

40% total



(Spend)
	c. 42% total 



(Spend)
(Not represented in these figures are those SMEs which have benefited through our encouragement of sub-contracting arrangements by our major suppliers)
Currently 84% of our suppliers are categorised as SMEs.


	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):

Here in Hertfordshire, a key aim of our Procurement Strategy is to increase the amount of money we spend with SMEs, and there have been a number of practical steps we have taken to do this.

We have created a procurement portal, with 20 public sector partners.  Supply Hertfordshire  is a one-stop-shop for businesses wanting to find out about and apply for public sector contracts.  Around 200 local businesses attended our launch event.  We ran a number of workshops and training sessions with small businesses, and developed the portal in line with their feedback.  Supply Hertfordshire was advertised extensively through local newspapers and local business networks.  Now over 9900 businesses have signed up for our email alerts service of which 3112 (31.4%) are based within Hertfordshire.  We continue to promote the portal and opportunities through regular meetings with local businesses and an annual Herts Business Expo – the most recent was attended by 350 local businesses..   

We have produced a step-by-step Supplier Toolkit guide specifically for SMEs, which explains where to find opportunities and tips on the tender process, to help them improve their chances of winning a contract. 
Recently we launched the Hertfordshire Micro-Market Project which, in partnership with a social enterprise, supports the development of existing and new micro-businesses. This is particularly aimed at stimulating the local market for care and support services to support those with Direct Payment or Personal Budgets, and for self-funders. 




	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):

We regularly promote Supply Hertfordshire as the hub of information to all suppliers and providers.  Here users can:

· Search for contract opportunities from all partners

· Sign up for email alerts of suitable contract notices

· Take advantage of an electronic end-to-end process for tendering, and submit tenders electronically

· View tender documents online 

· Access information and guidance on supplying the public sector

We have also: 

· Organised industry days for transport/taxi firms

· Met regularly with representative groups such as Herts Care Providers’ Association (HCPA) to discuss requirements.

· Broken large contracts into smaller elements, for example, by geographical lots, with our Household Waste Recycling Centre contracts.

· Run open days at local community centres prior to some tender opportunities.

Additionally, for major contracts, we have encouraged, through the procurement process, bidders to commit to using a local workforce and helped to facilitate this by publicising bidder names to encourage sub-contractors to make contact.  Good examples of this are the Highways Service Term contract where we have secured a commitment from the winning bidder to use the local workforce where possible, and the current Croxley Rail Link procurement, which has publicised information about subcontracting arrangements to local business forums and agencies.  




	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):

Last year we set up a third-party analysis tool (Atamis) to set a robust benchmark for measuring the proportion of spend with different business sizes, locations and sectors.  Through Atamis we can see at a glance, for example, that 96% of our spend on horticultural services is with SMEs.  This analysis is informing our approach to the various sectors and markets we work with, and providing us with quantitative data against which to measure our success.  

In addition to this, we also collect qualitative data from suppliers and contractors and where we can, we act on this to improve local and small business take up.  An example of how we have listened to our suppliers is when we were challenged that the way we used credit reference agencies was disadvantaging smaller businesses.  So we have adopted a much more flexible approach to financial checking to give more micro-businesses and sole traders more opportunity.  We also take a pragmatic approach to other criteria such as the amount of public liability insurance, and encourage managers to challenge where our policies may discriminate against smaller businesses.
 All spend over £250 is published on Hertfordshire County Council’s public-facing website in accordance with Open Data requirements, as is our contract register.




	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):

Lower value contract notices are easily accessible on the Supply Hertfordshire portal.   We have reduced bureaucracy by simplifying the documentation required for lower value contracts.
We have amended our contract regulations to require one local or third sector supplier/provider (where available) in all quotation requests. 

We have raised the threshold for our formal tendering process from £50,000 to £75,000.  This has increased the overall value of contracts available to smaller businesses, bringing a further £18m worth of business into the band which can be won by quotation, without having to tender. 


We enforce standard payment terms but with a flexible approach – recognising that smaller companies may need prompt payment to reduce cash flow problems. We also encourage offers of prompt payment discounts.

We have adopted a flexible policy on financial checking, recognising that credit reference agencies can give an incomplete view of smaller businesses. We don’t exclude bidders solely on the basis of a credit reference agency report.  

We are ensuring excellence in procurement and contract management standards across the organisation.  We run a contract managers’ network which meets regularly to share best practice and to raise concerns and issues.  We run a classroom based procurement training programme which is a priority course in our Hertfordshire Manager development programme.

All contract managers are expected to provide written feedback to unsuccessful bidders including framework call-off procedures.  They are expected to adopt a constructive and open approach to help suppliers when improving future bids, including both written feedback and face-to-face meetings when requested.




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

	Response (100 Words Max): 

We have learned that all small businesses are different and that we cannot use a one size fits all approach to their diverse requirements.  We have had considerable success in increasing the number of small and local businesses winning public sector contracts through:

· Making our (and our public sector partners’) opportunities more visible.

· Engaging businesses at a local level through multi-agency events.

· Removing the barriers to doing business with us by simplifying our approach and removing red tape.

· Where contracts are too large or complex to be fulfilled by the SME sector, encouraging bidders to advertise sub-contracting opportunities to the local market.

· Spotting opportunities to stimulate the market to meet specific service needs – for example, in the social care sector




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

	Response (100 Words Max): 

Hertfordshire County Council has developed, in partnership with an SME, an eMarketplace to connect people who require social care support with a wide variety of providers online in a secure way.  Our eMarketplace will provide a wider choice for users to select goods and services they need to maintain their independence, check what services are available from a range of providers, rate and see how others have rated them, compare prices, make direct enquiries to providers and pay online.  The online facility will be of great benefit to smaller, local service providers, as it will enable many of them to have an online presence for the very first time.  

The forthcoming new Procurement Strategy (Summer 2013) for the organisation will incorporate lessons learned and set new, challenging targets for us, reinforcing our commitment to being a business friendly council.




	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):

The strength of our approach to doing business with the SME sector lies in fact that we don’t have a single solution, strategy or approach for all small businesses but rather, our business-friendly philosophy spans all parts of our operation.  
Our approach has provided us with some notable successes.  For example, a key part of our work as an Olympic host county was to ensure that as many local small businesses secured contracts as possible.  We ran an extensive advertising campaign, and held a number of Breakfast Events to promote opportunities.  This promotional work resulted in the highest regional sign-up for the Olympic CompeteFor portal with 4714 Hertfordshire businesses registered on the system.  And as a result, Hertfordshire companies secured 239 contracts out of 378 in the region (63%) worth between £80m and £102m.  This is in addition to £646m of construction contracts secured through the Olympic Delivery Authority.  
Current initiatives include a Social Enterprise Innovation Fund of £50,000, run by the Council’s Community Wellbeing Team to support third sector organisations who wished to run sustainable and socially enterprising activities to:

· Promote independence and physical and mental wellbeing

· Reduce preventable ill health and disability

· Support and sustain carers

· Encourage self-reliance, community cohesion, social enterprise and volunteering

7 organisations secured funding after demonstrating excellent business cases, with sound reasoning behind the commercial viability of their ideas.



