‘Best Councils to do business with’ contest

Entry Form

	Local Authority Name: Suffolk 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?

	In FY2011-12 SCC’s overall spend was approximately £430million.Of this £182,094,761 was spent with companies based in Suffolk. 
	We envisage the estimated spend to be around the same as FY2011-12. 


	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 are open for business to suppliers, and our shop window is our website, www.suffolk.gov.uk, containing a wealth of information and guidance for suppliers.   This is complemented by ‘Suffolk Sourcing’, our web based tendering and contracts database, where prospective suppliers can view and respond to bid opportunities. (www.suffolksourcing.co.uk)
We provide free training to suppliers on completing tenders, and are currently expanding this to downloadable guidance from our website. This will be made available in downloadable format from our website shortly.  
Our popular events seek to bring together influential public sector leaders, and buyers to encourage business and networking, along with market engagement forums. This includes a recent Looked After Children provider forum where around 80 suppliers shared ideas for solutions for commissioning strategy. 

We worked closely with the local chamber of commerce, the Federation of Small Businesses (FSB) and the Voluntary Sector Congress to create Good Practice Guidance and a sustainable procurement strategy, all aimed at encouraging effective procurement and trading.  

To encourage and develop a competitive provider market, while minimising the cost of bidding, we reviewed our Procurement Regulations and increased the thresholds for quotations to £70k. We use open tender processes on most sub-OJEU procurement. Wherever possible we include at least one local SME in every quotation exercise. 
We consider insurance levels on a project by project basis to ensure a proportionate risk is transferred. 



	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):

Prior to tenders being advertised we research the local market and hold market engagement events.  We recently led the tender process for the Eastern Region Foster Care Rolling Select List, where work with the market prior to tendering took place.  We also managed two regional provider forums to consult regarding the model prior to advertising.  We also commissioned a leading expert to deliver free training to the market about the new ‘Secure Base Model’.
We worked with district and borough partners to implement the Suffolk Sourcing system to manage all of our tendering and contract management activities. This ensures that registered suppliers are regularly informed about new tender opportunities advertised in their area of interest.  All adverts can be found on the system and are countywide 

We advertise tenders on Contracts Finder and in the Official Journal of the European Union. Our ‘Open’ tenders or those of our neighbouring councils, advertised on Suffolk Sourcing are promoted on SCC’s ‘tweeter’ (a social networking site).  In future, this will extend to Future Competitive Grant Funding, which will also be advertised on the Suffolk Sourcing System.   

We are always looking to improve supply chain participation from small providers. Recently, we arranged a ‘meet the buyer’ event and encouraged building contractors to get together at the event to discuss working together.  



	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 are building a Business Intelligence System to provide more accurate data on spend patterns by post code.  Reports will be available by supplier, spend and category of purchase.  The system will be rolled out in around two months’ time, once we have completed the final testing. This will provide us with many benefits, including: 

· Establishing which local suppliers we are using and why; 
· Analysing progress against our corporate objectives on economic growth and development; and 

· Informing future procurement strategy.
We are committed to being open and transparent about the way we spend money. Information about the payments we make to all suppliers and individuals with a value of over £250 is available on our website under the transparency page, (CouncilPayments) and a list of all our contracts can be downloaded from Suffolk Sourcing. 




	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 manage all tenders and quotations electronically via Suffolk Sourcing.  This reduces the time and cost involved in the process. However, we set clear timescales to ensure there is sufficient lead time for all providers to prepare and submit a tender. 
Before conducting a tender process, we engage with the market on the size and complexity of the procurement, looking at the possibility of consortia bids or sub-contracting.  We apply consistent processes to all procurement activity so there are no surprises for bidders. We are currently developing our systems to follow familiar processes for grant funding opportunities.
We use a ‘Procure to Pay’ system for ordering goods and services. Invoices are paid electronically through this system with a standard payment term of within 20 days to ensure payment is made on time.  

We provide clear and constructive feed back (in writing and through face to face de-briefing) to suppliers and welcome their views on the process for our ‘lessons learned’.  
The feedback includes:  
· Explaining the award criteria; 

· Setting out reasons for the award decision, comprising: 

· Characteristics and relative advantages of the winning bid; 

· Scores of the winning bid; 

· Scores of the unsuccessful bid; 

· Any reasons why the unsuccessful bid did not meet the technical specification.

· Naming the bidder to be awarded the contract; 

· Including the date when the Standstill Period will end and any reasons why it may not end when envisaged.  During the Standstill period, bidders may also seek further written information on the award




	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 realised the benefits of open dialogue at all levels with providers and representative bodies, being open and honest and prepared to take positive action in response to feedback. An essential element of this is developing a bond of trust, which we believe has led to us being better able to deliver on our strategy.

Well over 200 providers have attended our free tender training since 2009, and feedback has showed they have found it extremely useful.  Feedback following the LAC provider forum, also shows providers found this very useful, with an invaluable opportunity to network with others. 




	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): 

We have kick started a programme of work with the Chamber of Commerce and FSB to support our major forward programme of activity and identify how we can work together to involve local business throughout the supply chain.  The initial findings of this work will be available during April 2013. 

We are holding a formal launch of our Good Practice Guide in March for staff and stakeholders.  The guide details the importance of a clear and open partnership and the principles of best practice for the commissioning process, including grant funding, procurement and the managing contracts. (GoodPracticeGuide)



	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 are recognised as a leading council for divesting services into employee run companies, and are working with the Cabinet Office Mutuals team to share our learning and experience. During 2012/13 we divested three major services into independent businesses with a combined turnover of over £17M. Each divestment is providing a range of opportunities for local businesses to support and run elements of service.

On the 24th May 2012 Council Leader [redacted] revealed SCC’s 5 key priorities, one of which is ‘supporting economic growth and jobs’. This priority focuses on our key leadership role in our work with partners to create an environment that encourages businesses to grow and invest. We recognise the important part small local businesses can play in creating jobs and stimulating the local economy. We also recognise the value of innovation and flexibility that smaller suppliers can bring to our supply chain. Our procurement role allows us to work closely with commissioners to develop these benefits and social value in service design. 
By working with the Chamber of Commerce and FSB to develop our Sustainable Procurement Strategy we were able to introduce a number of measures to improve access and outcomes and simplify processes including; early engagement, better marketing of opportunities, developing forward commissioning plans, subject specific pitches, considering social value and improved packaging.

SCC, district and borough councils have been working to develop an effective strategy for Suffolk that will deliver economic growth, create more jobs and increase prosperity. The launch of the Economic Development Policy will be on the 27th February. (EconomicDevelopment)  
At the tender stage we provide clear details of how the contract will be managed and key performance indicators and review frequency. By agreeing this information it gives suppliers an indication of what will be involved, which will to help them plan resources and time. 
We have a ‘green procurement approach’ setting out the green public procurement (GPP) approach we follow when carrying out a procurement exercise. 

We are currently improving the information available on our website regarding future contracts to be tendered by establishing a ‘procurement pipeline.’ 

The majority of our procurement staff hold full or partial CIPS qualifications. In 2009 the Procurement and Contract Management department were awarded a CIPS Accreditation for its quality of procurement process and its link to our strategy. 



