‘Best Councils to do business with’ contest

Entry Form

	Local Authority Name: North Lincolnshire 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?

	Spikes data 2009/10 – SME spend 53.93%
	We expect a continued trend and hope to see some improvement through our supplier engagement programmes and making procurements more accessible.


	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):

We recognise the value of small business suppliers using the following methods:
· In 2012/13 we supported 7 events/workshops aimed at SMEs, events included ‘meet the buyer’ events, business consultation, training/workshops on procurement and sector specific events linked to opportunities such as construction and transport. 
· We have published a ‘selling to the council’ guide, which has been nationally recognised as good practice by ‘Supply Management’ magazine.
· Where beneficial we use ‘lotting’ strategies to reduce barriers and encourage SMEs to bid. Recent examples include Transport, Highways Materials and Grounds Maintenance Contracts. 
· We have simplified our tender/quotation documentation, using clear instructions in plain English. We mandate in our procurement rules the removal of PQQ questionnaires and complex evaluation processes under EU level.
· Our e-tendering system (www.yortender.co.uk) enables buyers to notify which contracts are suitable for SMEs which then appears on the website ‘current opportunities’ board, specifically to engage SMEs below EU threshold.

· Our pioneering and innovative use of ‘Dynamic Purchasing Systems’ (DPS) for Transport, Highways and Adult Social Care further reduces barriers to SME’s, providing an open opportunity to become an approved supplier to our council. 
· We have a working relationship with the Hull and Humber Chamber of Commerce to promote events and opportunities to their membership.

· Our procurement strategy includes ‘economic growth’ as a key improvement theme and highlights the benefits from procuring from SMEs and the third sector. This also supports our council priority “making communities stronger”, strongly linking procurement to council priorities.



	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 opportunities are promoted through the following methods:

· We mandate through our procurement rules all contracts with a whole life value of £10,000 are openly advertised for via a regional e-tendering system (www.yortender.co.uk) alongside direct marketing and the use of Twitter (@nlcprocurement1). 

· We have developed a dedicated website (www.buy4northernlincolnshire.co.uk)  leading eight local public sector organisations, to advertise current and emerging contract opportunities and useful information to interested businesses
· We use Twitter (@nlcprocurement1 and @buy4nl) to notify of opportunities. Weekly tweets are made to over 150 followers.
· We have a working relationship with Voluntary Action North Lincolnshire (VANL) in order to actively promote opportunities that would appeal to voluntary/community sector organisations. 
· We publish a ‘forward procurement plan’ yearly to inform businesses of upcoming opportunities on our website. 
· We publish details of contracts awarded over £10k to enable businesses to explore supply chain opportunities with awarded contractors/suppliers. 
· We publish a ‘market position statement’ detailing both commissioning and procurement plans. This informs interested businesses of current and future arrangements for the purpose of supply chain interest. This has also been developed in response to the ‘community right to challenge’ initiative.
· We invite the views of businesses early in our procurement strategy through a ‘soft market testing’ process, this enables us to consider small business views when formulating the procurement strategies.
· We encourage our principal contractors to engage with the local supply chain. An example of this being with our Highways Alliance strategic partner.


	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):

· 53.93% of our expenditure is with small and medium sized businesses with 33.53% of our spend being with local suppliers. Further to this we have a corporate key performance indicator on the percentage of local spend through contracts let over £10,000. This KPI is reported monthly via our corporate performance scorecard and measures our performance against the council’s corporate strategy 2012-15. 
· We use reporting/data to gather intelligence in order to inform our procurement strategy to target categories of spend where small businesses are underrepresented enabling us to put in place measures to improve small business participation, for example holding specific targeted industry events, such as events aimed at the construction sector. This data is particularly useful when matched to our annual procurement plan in order to target current or upcoming opportunities to specific business sectors. 
· Our ‘contracts let’ performance indicator is published monthly via our website. Our spend with SMEs is available via our published procurement strategy.
· The use of data gathered through tools associated with category management enables us to map our supply chain and identify where improvements can be made. Market research and intelligence gathering on potential delivery models is carried out in the early stages of the procurement planning process to inform of any key risks and/or opportunities associated with engaging with small businesses relating to the specific procurement.




	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 procurement, bidding and contracting processes support small businesses in the following way:

· We have ceased the use of a Pre-Qualification Questionnaire at sub-EU level procurements.
· We follow a risk based approach to evaluating bidders so that essential financial/technical information should only be sought from the preferred respondent prior to the acceptance of their bid; this is mandated in our procurement rules.
· A simple open quotation process is used for procurements up to a value of £100k.

· We invite innovation from the market through the use of ‘soft market testing’ processes to provide businesses an opportunity to present comments on a proposed delivery method. 

· We undertake to make payments to suppliers by 30 days of submission of an invoice; an example of this is with our strategic highways alliance partner who has committed to paying its supply chain within 30 days which is subsequently monitored by the council as a key performance indicator.

· Our procurement practice is monitored by a ‘Strategic Procurement and Commissioning Group’ chaired by the Director of Policy and Resources. This ensures that our procurement practice is tested and challenged for proportionality. 
· We have a Cabinet Member for ‘Policy and Resources’ who is directly responsible for procurement activity.
· We offer a full debrief to any bidder to enable them to improve their bid for future opportunities
·  We seek feedback from our bidders in the form of a ‘supplier questionnaire’ to seek their views on our procurement processes.



	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): 

We have learned that doing business with SMEs is simply good for value for money. The procurement policies of the past, particularly in the public sector, have driven us more towards bigger contracts. Over the last few years we have come to understand that ‘big’ is not always ‘best’ and our experience is that dealing with smaller suppliers often provides better quality services for us and our residents whilst providing good value for money. Our strategy towards engaging more with smaller businesses is driven by value and we would recommend this as a mainstream approach to other local authorities. 



	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): 

Going forward includes the further out-rolling of Dynamic Purchasing Systems in key categories in order to provide open access for all businesses. As an innovative and pioneering solution the Dynamic Purchasing System process offers businesses multiple attempts at submitting to be an approved contractor, ensuring a process of continuous improvement.

Reducing contract lock-out the DPS ensures healthy competition at all times through the inviting of quotations/tenders from all participants as and when a requirement arises, offering maximum opportunity for small businesses to win contracts. Our work in this field has been recognised nationally.



	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):

Our approach is Innovative
· Our pioneering and innovative use of the Dynamic Purchasing System as a key strategy for engaging smaller businesses for key categories of procurement has enabled greater engagement from small businesses. Our use of DPS’s has caught the attention of regional and national public sector organisations including central government.
· Our innovative use of Soft Market Testing enables early engagement with small businesses to ensure views are considered when forming a procurement strategy.

· Our innovative use of social media, dedicated websites and e-tendering technologies provides open access to our opportunities and procurement information.
We demonstrate leadership

· Our ‘buy4northernlincolnshire’ initiative, leading a number of local public sector partners within North and North East Lincolnshire, has provided small businesses with a vital resource on current opportunities and information to equip them to compete for contracts. 
· Our commitment to leading, organising and supporting key events and workshops has provided small businesses with helpful training on procurement processes.
· We have organised and delivered workshops for other local authority peers on the merits of Dynamic Purchasing Systems which are aimed at reducing barriers for small businesses.

Our approach is mainstream

· Our commitment to small businesses is a mainstream part of our activity, demonstrated through our procurement strategy we design our processes with small businesses in mind. The open publishing of detailed information for the benefit of small businesses is embedded alongside the open advertisement of low value contracts. The simplification and reduction in paperwork is mandated through our procurement rules.

· The use of spend data and regular reporting to better target small businesses has enabled us to be more intelligent and commercial in our approach to engaging with small businesses.
In summary our approach to procurement recognises the value that small and voluntary sector organisations can bring. Our practice demonstrates that we are fully ‘open for business’ and that healthy competition, a driver for good value for money, comes from a diverse supply base. With over half of our suppliers being small and medium sized businesses, we are confident our approach is working.
We hope that our submission has demonstrated how effective our practices are in engaging with SMEs and the Voluntary sector. We have adopted best practice where possible, using modern techniques and leading the way using Dynamic Purchasing Systems. Our strategy and procedures reflect that SMEs are an essential part of the procurement landscape and we shall continue to support them where we can to drive value for money for the taxpayers of North Lincolnshire.








