‘Best Councils to do business with’ contest

Entry Form

	Local Authority Name: Warwickshire 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?

	
	


	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):

Cabinet Members and Officers have been visiting businesses within Warwickshire to understand their business needs and how the Council can help them grow.
The Council is hosting a ‘Warwickshire Expo’ on 22nd March.  This event will showcase the best of design, innovation and manufacturing in Warwickshire, and forms part of the Council’s ‘Going for Growth’ initiative, which seeks to create a dynamic economic environment in the county
As part of the ‘Going for Growth’ initiative, a small business event was held on the 21st November in partnership with the Federation of Small Businesses (FSB).  This event included an open discussion about how WCC can better support small businesses through procurement.
The Council routinely undertakes Pre procurement market engagement via

· bidders days
· supplier panels and forums
· market testing and
· providing bespoke training and support packages at project level if required

The Council

· offers its contracts in Lots (i.e. breaking down the Council boundary into smaller areas e.g. District Council areas, school cluster areas etc.).
· has moved away from block contracts to multiple supplier frameworks e.g. Domiciliary Care previously 8 block contract Providers, now 93 Providers on a single Framework contract.
· encourages consortia bids
· has run training sessions for small businesses and the Voluntary and Community sectors in how to tender for Council business.
· makes training materials permanently available on its website
· has a procurement strategy reflecting the benefits of procuring from small businesses.
The Council has recently become a Social Value Champion Authority within the Social Enterprise West Midlands scheme http://www.socialenterprisewm.org.uk/wp-content/files_mf/socialvalueezinefinalweb.pdf



	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):

In addition to the activities described in Question 1 above, the Council is hosting an event with Social Enterprise West Midlands in March to promote the benefits of Social Enterprise.
Advertising

· Council tender opportunities in excess of £30k and

· Council contract awards to promote sub-contracting opportunities to primary contractors.

· Detailed advice and guidance on how to supply the Council

on a dedicated area of the website – www.warwickshire.gov.uk/tenders.  
The Council has direct RSS and Twitter feeds from its Tenders page to infrastructure organisations and suppliers.

The Council makes use of Contracts Finder and where required OJEU.
WCC, Coventry CC and Solihull MBC are implementing a single E-Tendering portal (CSW JeTS). The portal will also be used by Nuneaton & Bedworth BC, Rugby BC and Solihull Community Housing. Major advantages of this common portal to small businesses include: -

· Single registration on one site allowing access to business opportunities from all partners
· Increased visibility of all opportunities across all partner organisations.

· Automatic alerts for appropriate business opportunities

The Council is working with the FSB and Chamber of Commerce to actively market the portal thereby giving immediate access to opportunities across the sub region. 
The Council has: -

· Introduced a ‘Fair Payment Charter’ requiring main contractors to pay sub-contractors on time with payment periods not exceeding 30 days and electronically to ensure cleared funds within 3 days.
· Worked with main contractors to promote sub-contracting opportunities through ‘Meet the Contractor’ events. Recent procurements have made it a contractual obligation to support these events.


	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):

The Council uses the data it collects to challenge and improve procurement with small businesses at a micro and macro level and is considering how. the CSW JeTS portal and new Financial Management System can further improve data quality and availability. 
WCC’s Overview and Scrutiny (O&S) Board received a report in December 2012 ‘The Council's Procurement Procedures and how these encourage small businesses to bid for Council Contracts’. From this, actions were agreed and O&S Board have requested a report in December 2013 to review progress
The Council proactively uses data and recommendations from published reports to assess its performance, e.g. the recent FSB report ‘Local Procurement – Making The Most of Small Businesses’. The Council has reviewed its position against the FSB top 3 ‘Best Practice’ characteristics and will continue to work with the FSB to assess itself against all 17 characteristics and where required implement actions to improve.

WCC is a member of one of the largest Local Government buying organisations (ESPO). By its very nature ESPO seeks to consolidate spending to achieve economies of scale which could disadvantage small businesses. Members and Officers have been working with ESPO to develop a programme of activity in order that ESPO can support its member authorities to increase opportunity for small businesses. WCC is leading the project and has secured agreement to a joint action plan across the ESPO membership which will be presented to the ESPO Management Committee in March 2013.
The Council publishes spend data monthly on its website


	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): 

The Council has already: -

· adopted standard PQQ and tender documentation

· simplified its procurement processes below (and above) threshold.

· Removed the requirement for specific levels of insurance until contracts are won (i.e. not a Pre-Qualification requirement)
· expanded its use of electronic invoicing/payment taking cost out for businesses and improving small business cash flow

As part of the Council’s recent review of its Contract Standing Orders it is proposed that : -
· E Mail quotes are acceptable up to £10,000

· There are significantly reduced competition requirements when spending up to £50,000

· All opportunities to supply the Council > £10,000 will be advertised on the Councils’ website (reduced from £30,000)

· Made E Tendering the default position making the communication channels during the procurement process easier and removing the cost of printing and posting (on occasions) large documents

The Council has recently reviewed its approach to financial evaluations within the tender process and in future will not be undertaking any financial evaluation for contracts below EU threshold – this should directly benefit small businesses. The Council consulted with the FSB on its financial evaluation proposals and the feedback was that the approach ………..
The Council meets its obligations for providing feedback in accordance with the EU Procurement regulations but unlike a lot of Councils, WCC has retained face to face feedback meetings with unsuccessful suppliers. This is seen as an important activity to improve the capacity and capability of the supply base and small businesses in particular.



	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): 

There is a strong perception within the small business community that procurement from local authorities is difficult, designed for big companies, bureaucratic, and hard to find out about.   As a local authority, while you can do a lot to improve your processes and make them clear and accessible to the small business community, if you do not challenge and change these perceptions it will only make a limited difference.  We have therefore learnt that it is critical to work with intermediary bodies (particularly the FSB & Chamber of Commerce, and the LEP) to raise awareness and change these perceptions


	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): 

As well as doing all it can to facilitate small businesses winning Council business, the Council is well placed to facilitate small businesses winning business from other small businesses.
The Council is considering how it might develop the E Tendering portal to: -

· enable Officers to get quick quotes for low value opportunities with minimal effort by suppliers

· create a platform for small businesses to source their requirements from other small businesses – true Business to Business (B2B)

· enable major suppliers to the Council to access local suppliers on a sub contract basis

· offer job and apprenticeship opportunities locally



	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):

We asked small businesses how to improve tendering.  In response we rationed ourselves to only asking the burning questions we needed answering, and gave these businesses the chance they wanted to express their uniqueness - something set questions do not offer.  

For instance we told providers of short breaks:

“You are allowed one side of A4 to convince disabled teenagers that your organisation can provide them with experiences that they will want and enjoy.  It is up to you what is on it.

(10%)”

Small businesses and service users agree evaluation became more meaningful and efficient for all.



