‘Best Councils to do business with’ contest

Entry Form

	Local Authority Name: Northamptonshire County Council (NCC)

	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?

	40% with SMEs, 15.2% with small businesses with less than 50 employees
	43% with SMEs, over 17% with small businesses with less than 50 employees


	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):

As winners of the 2012 Enterprising Britain Awards, the Council sees their role as catalyst to support small businesses as a priority. We have a pivotal role in the local economy and opening up opportunities to small businesses, social enterprises and voluntary bodies a priority. 
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This award is evidence of our vibrant small business community and the Council is actively tapping into this expertise both through its work with local universities and the Northamptonshire Enterprise Partnership (NEP).
Our Procurement team have regular dialogue with network groups such as the Chamber of Commerce and Federation of Small Businesses. We have become members of the Chamber of Commerce to help us understand how small businesses see us and to ensure any barriers to doing business either perceived or real are removed. We have recognised that not all small businesses are represented by these bodies so we have also engaged with specific sectors and held small focus group meetings with SMEs particularly in the construction sector. 
Our engagement has also extended to the voluntary sector with specific events to help them understand our processes, our e-tendering solution and provide practical help to increase their chances of success. 

At the start of any procurement we look to balance economies of scale and the need to support small enterprises, with one approach being to tier contracts by value so we can attract small businesses whilst also gaining economies of scale. 

Our procurement strategy makes specific reference to ensuring that SMEs can compete against larger suppliers.  


	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):

Our website www.sourcenorthamptonshire.co.uk is part of a chain of linked sites used by a range of public bodies across the East Midlands and Cambridgeshire. We have promoted its use emphasising providers only need to register once enabling them to get automatic alerts of all appropriate opportunities. We promote the site extensively both directly with potential providers, via the local media and also via articles we have produced for bodies representing small businesses.

We are always looking to improve how we involve small businesses and last year following feedback we lowered the limit at which all Council contract opportunities needed to be advertised via the site from £30,000 to £10,000, with the bulk of requirements below this level already being sourced competitively from small local businesses.  

We also publish details of upcoming supplier events and potential new contract opportunities and use both consultation and soft market testing with SMEs and the voluntary sector.  

On major contracts we include measures on the use of SMEs and encourage tier one providers to place opportunities on the site for potential sub-contracts to further help small businesses. 
The Council work closely with the Local Enterprise Partnership and NEP to ensure that small business are equipped and aware of Council procurement processes and contract opportunities
With only a small central procurement team we recognise a wider a range of staff across the Council purchase goods/services and have therefore provided procurement training to these staff stressing the importance of supporting SMEs and the voluntary sector. 



	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 central Procurement team has category leads for each key area of spend and use our spend data and supplier market intelligence to establish our preferred approach for each spend area, that is developed into individual procurement strategies. A key objective from this approach is to identify contracts that could be delivered more effectively in smaller lots and areas of spend where small businesses are currently not utilised fully, but could satisfy our requirements. In these cases through soft market testing we will establish the level of interest from small businesses and look to break down contracts and any other barriers that may exist. 

The Council was one of the first to publish all expenditure over £500 as well as our live contracts register so that providers can see details of existing repetitive contracts allowing them sufficient time to prepare and engage with the Council prior to any formal advertising process.

For our construction and property area we have now developed an 18 month forward plan of projected work and this is published to allow early visibility. We have also gone a step further sharing this with local businesses.

Even in larger procurements (e.g. superfast Northamptonshire) we incorporate a requirement that opportunities for local SMEs as sub-contractors are advertised via the sourcenorthamptonshire.co.uk site.

     Our spend data is used to report SME spend and also to identify new opportunities for   SMEs as described above.  




	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 radically changed our Council Constitution to encourage the use of SMEs and the voluntary sector. Our procedures require the local economic and community benefits that each provider brings to be taken into account in the evaluation process.

We continuously review all our procurement documents based on feedback including standardising across the East Midlands. Whilst standardising we recognise that a ‘one size fits all’ is not ideal so use a limited number of mandatory questions that are supplemented by optional questions where applicable.

We use a very simple quotation process for requirements between £30,000 and £100,000 to help SMEs who find more formal tender process difficult, for contracts below £30,000 we accept e-mail quotes. 

We engaged SMEs and based on this our e-tender system now allows self evaluating questions so that small businesses can quickly see if they have the right skills/experience without spending considerable resources completing the full tender documents. 

We actively encourage our procurement staff to take a balanced view on risk, whilst we do hold staff to account for poor practice we also recognise staff need supporting if they take an innovative approach. 

At individual contract level we always offer feedback to bidders aimed at improving their future chances, we see as two-way and where we receive criticism we act.  An example of this is that smaller providers found pre qualification/full tenders a barrier to success. We now rarely use any form of pre qualification and have raised the limit of using full tender process to £100,000. 



	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): 
Actively engage with the local SME market, connect via SME network groups and encourage SMEs to meet with you direct, show you are listening and act on SME and voluntary sector feedback. 

Avoid trying to run large sessions with both suppliers and the voluntary sector as the support they will need is different. 

Remember that small businesses and the voluntary sector are the life blood of the local economy, but more importantly they are a fantastic source of innovation and new approaches that will be needed if Local Authorities are going to continue to serve their communities.




	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): 

Whilst we have started work on tapping into innovative ideas from small businesses there is more to be done. 
As a major procurer of energy we secure favourable prices and we are now actively pursuing how we open up the benefits of these prices directly to local small businesses.

We now plan to ‘open source’ by advertising issues or challenges we are facing and seeking ideas and solutions from interested parties including voluntary groups, small businesses and individuals. The concept is already widely used internationally and we are always open to new ways of solving the difficult challenges we face.



	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):

The Council remains committed to supporting our local economy.  Our strategy map and core purpose outline our vision of being “proud to make Northamptonshire a great place to live and work” for everyone who lives, works, studies or plays in the county.  NCC approved a ‘prosperity fund’ of over £2m per annum for a 3 year period commencing April 2011 and a programme to stimulate economic growth supporting businesses and creating jobs.
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NCC’s support for SMEs goes beyond direct procurement.  Through NEP, which is core-funded by NCC, a micro-site has been established to help develop and strengthen the local market and trading for SMEs in the high performance technologies sector.  This includes about 1,000 local SMEs. 
Whilst recognising the importance of supporting small businesses we also operate a very lean back office support team with the Council partnering with Cambridgeshire County Council via its shared service partnership LGSS. This has meant that all of the initiatives detailed have been implemented simultaneously across both Councils at half the cost. As more customers use LGSS to provide Procurement support the successful approach we have used can be rolled out with minimal additional cost.

Recognising the importance of cash flow to small businesses and the voluntary sector the Council operate a rapid payment process for small businesses with payments made within 7 days, that was recognised in the external award we received in 2010.
We are planning to fully roll out the work we have already done on allowing potential providers to record their basic tender information for repeated use in future tenders rather than repeating each time they bid.

A report in January 2013 from the Centre for Cities think-tank looked at 63 towns and cities, examining their economic performance since 2008-9 and Northampton have made the best economic recovery since 2008.

Business Minister [redacted] said: 

“Northamptonshire County Council has shown real initiative in reinvigorating the local economy through a range of positive schemes. They have shown complete support for the newly formed Northamptonshire Enterprise Partnership and the pioneering INV-ENT scheme which offers business rate rebates for local SMEs. 

The report acknowledges that the recession hit Northampton hard; leaving it languishing at 61 out of 63 but highlights the town has bounced back, leapfrogging to an incredible 7th place.

We review each spend area to achieve the optimal balance between economies of scale and small business engagement. An example is our approach to construction contracts where the traditional approach of a single framework contract or requesting individual tenders was not efficient or likely to help small businesses. Instead our approach is based on a tiered approach introducing a separate framework contract for small value contracts up to £200,000 targeted at SMEs.  The plan is also to go a step further to restrict these frameworks to c80% of our opportunities so we do not close the door to small providers who miss out on the framework.
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