‘Best Councils to do business with’ contest

Entry Form

	Local Authority Name: London Borough of Hackney

	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?

	14% of our commercial suppliers have been verified as local.
We also ask all our suppliers to voluntarily provide information about themselves which is used for monitoring and targeted communications. Responses have been received from 26% of our suppliers, and of those 15% are SMEs.

	We believe that figures for 2012-13 will be comparable.


	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 e.g. 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):

We make it easier for small businesses to talk with us by providing named contacts on our web-site and in correspondence. We ensure that processes are as simple as possible as well as being fair and transparent. Our web-site gives information to help firms bid and to dispel preconceptions about working with us.  We create opportunities for face to face discussions at supplier workshops; ‘Meet the Buyer’ and other supplier engagement events. Local suppliers are welcomed for 1-2-1 discussions and sign-posting to contract opportunities and business development assistance.  Where appropriate, our large contracts include terms to encourage subcontracting opportunities with local SMEs and this intention is signalled within the tendering process.  
We aim to ensure all our procurement, large or small, is conducted by suitably skilled officers. We use in-house training and a “driving licence” to promote consistency and best practice. Our procurements are quality assured through a gateway process which varies in complexity depending on the risk and significance of the project. The gateway ensures Social Value and Best Value issues are appropriately considered and balanced. Using consolidation and collaboration to drive down costs inevitably creates larger contracts; however we divide these into smaller lots wherever practicable. This allows innovation and value from SMEs to be assessed in the round. When tendering we adhere to the principles of the SME Concordat and the Hackney Compact and try to ensure that Pre-qualification questionnaires (where used) and tender documents are proportionate to the requirement and have reasonable timescales for completion.


	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):

We publish a rolling 12 month procurement forward plan on the internet and use early market engagement events where possible to break down potential or perceived barriers. 
The Council uses the OJEU where appropriate to advertise contract opportunities and also supports public sector portals including Contracts Finder and Constructionline.  All contract notices also appear on our web-pages, providing a central point where information can be downloaded including recent contract awards, our contracts register and procurement forward plan.

We have a Voluntary Sector Liaison forum attended by the Third Sector representatives, Members and Senior Officers.  We work with Hackney Community Voluntary Service (HCVS) to demystify procurement and on request, provide specific advice.
For example, recently on a project to support ex-offenders, we used a forum to consult with providers and give feedback from service users and their views of how to shape future provision.  Bidders were also supported to meet with service users. This proved mutually beneficial and allowed service users to understand potential service offers. More generally, adult social care is developing a Market Position statement, including demand modelling, to help shape future provision and enable providers to plan their services. 
Our housing improvement and maintenance contracts use a partnering contract to work with three major contractors to develop the supply chain and improve value and quality. These contractors participate in Meet the Buyer events which allows SMEs to be introduced to them and where opportunities exist (for Council or other work) to be trialled.


	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):

We use our financial system in combination with ProClass categorisation to provide data on our spending. We naturally have a complete dataset on business location, but rely on voluntary declaration with regard to identifying SMEs. So far, 26% of businesses that we regularly do business with have returned this information and the percentage is improving each year as we repeat our requests for information and sign up new suppliers. We find that new suppliers are more likely to supply us with this data compared with existing suppliers.  

Unfortunately we cannot yet capture this data for sub-contractors and we are looking at the simplest way of doing this, particularly as sub-contractors form a significant part of many supply chains.
We use this information to get a better understanding of the profile of our suppliers and to have confidence when setting improvement targets.
Our category managers (Directorate procurement Managers – “DPMs”) use this information to counter the effects of reducing budgets and consolidated contracts where possible, through adjusting contract design and packaging and by raising officer awareness of SMEs.  




	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): 

Our purchasing always requires transparency, probity and value for money. For small contracts unnecessary formality causes delay and increases costs. For contracts below £25k we do not apply our full gateway process, allowing more agility.  
We promote innovation through seeking open competition whoever possible. Where the volume of orders makes this impracticable, we establish openly advertised frameworks.

The Council has a policy of immediate payments, and consistently settles over 96% of undisputed invoices within terms.
The Council’s full gateway process is applied to all procurements above £25k. They are considered at gateway review by a Director, Procurement Board or Cabinet Procurement Committee. When risk is low (assessed using a metric which takes account of cost and the nature of the service) it proceeds within a directorate overseen by a DPM. Medium and high risk projects receive scrutiny by the Assistant Director of Procurement and Members respectively.

Gateways occur before going to market and again before contract award. The sponsoring officers, including the DPM are accountable at each stage. Our Cabinet Procurement Committee receives an annual ‘Benefits Realisation’ and Lessons Learnt presentation from each Corporate Director, ensuring ownership and accountability at the highest level. Lessons can be positive or negative and relate to our own and our suppliers’ performance.  
Complaints in relation to procurement are always investigated. 

Feedback is routinely offered to suppliers at the end of a procurement process and is designed to help bidders and the Council by making the market more aware of our needs.



	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): 

Generally we think carefully about the impact of pre-qualification requirements on bidding organisations and ensure that these are relevant and proportionate. For example, historically the Council would request suppliers to demonstrate a pre-defined amount insurance cover at pre-qualification, however, in response to supplier feedback, insurance cover will now be considered as a condition of contract, not pre-qualification condition, thus reducing the supplier’s overall cost (and risk) in bidding.    



	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 shared services, partnering and collaboration gather momentum, increasing the size of primary contracts, it is important for us to improve our understanding of the distribution and diversity of our entire supply chain to ensure that we retain the flexibility, agility and cost effectiveness offered by sub-contract arrangements. We also need to consider how best to influence the conduct of major suppliers to ensure they behave with the Council’s ethos of ‘Fairness and transparency’ and that other policies such as ‘prompt payment’ are mirrored down their chain of suppliers. 



	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):

Hackney works to ensure the money it spends on external provision delivers additional benefits for the area through stimulating the local economy. We have long recognised the value of diversity within our supply chain and try to ensure that our procurement processes are effective in creating a varied and competitive market place that secures Best Value whilst creating opportunities for our mixed economy of suppliers.   Our standardised approach at the inception of a procurement project and senior manger located within each directorate ensures that processes are applied consistency to provide a fair and transparent method of tendering.  Regular forward planning of projects ensures that all contracts, including frameworks are supported by a sound business case.  With the use of a procurement impacts assessment tool (PRIMAS), we identify the various impacts associated with the project and try to maximise the community benefits (social value) that can be gained from the contract.

The Council works within the Regulatory framework to explore the opportunities available to assist SMEs, ensuring that where appropriate we adjust our procurement approach to achieve the desired outcomes and drive efficiency.

For example: Contact Services for Looked After Children is a statutory requirement in Children's Social Care.  In Hackney there has been an in-house service using a Council family centre "the Ferncliff" for a number of years, originally supplemented by adhoc additional contact from a variety of providers in the evenings and at weekends.  Expenditure on external provision was high and its quality proved variable.  It was therefore decided in 2007 to tender for a single "Out of Hours" Contact service to be delivered from the Ferncliff at evenings and weekends.  This initial procurement reduced the out of hours spending by approximately 40-50% and gave good results.  There were subsequently refinements to the specification and management of the referral process to refine the scope of service and control spending.  The Service was retendered and a SME appointed to this contract in 2010 on a 1 year basis.  This produced further savings.  The same SME was appointed again in 2011 for an extended version of the service to include extra provision during the day at peak times when required.  In order to facilitate this (as the provider was fundamentally staffing based with few additional assets) it was agreed to pay monthly mid-month, rather than monthly in arrears, to assist the cash flow.  This provider has proved very successful both in quality of delivery and control of referral volume.  As a result, the Council decided to re-tender the whole Contact Service, again slightly extending its scope.  This tender has resulted in high quality bid from the same SME with a price for the entire Contact Service of c. £700K; approximately 50% of the entire 2007 spend of £1.4M (including the in-house team).  









