‘Best Councils to do business with’ contest

Entry Form

	Local Authority Name: Birmingham

	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?

	Spend 35% Contracts 65%
	Spend 46% Contracts 70%


	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):
Our Supplier portal www.finditinbirmingham.com has 16,000 businesses registered, the majority being SME’s. The portal includes business support and advice pages e.g. procurement, marketing and access to finance. We offer training to help businesses improve their tendering capabilities e.g. running Pre-Qualification Questionnaire workshops for SMES/Voluntary Organisations. 

Many Framework agreements are broken down into lots, enabling SME’s to tender e.g. Office and Household Removals and Storage contract which included 2 lots and was awarded to 5 companies. 

For low value contracts the PQQ process is not applied, reducing the requirements for SME’s.

The Councils Business Plan details actions BCC takes as part of the implementation plan for the Sustainable Community Strategy Birmingham 2026.  This feeds into the Commissioning and Procurement Strategy 2011-14 which states 

BCC is committed to using a mixed supply base to help stimulate innovation and value for money. Added value is delivered by SME’s, including the Third Sector. To help these organisations BCC has a compact of principles and a purchasing guide. We are also a signatory to The Birmingham Compact 2010, an agreement between The Birmingham Strategic Partnership and third sector organisations. It sets out commitments to joint working and valuing the various sectors to make Birmingham a better place for its citizens.

The Birmingham Business Charter supports local SME’s and includes the requirement that all sub-contracting opportunities are accessible to a diverse supply base including the third sector. Suppliers and partners will provide mentoring and support to assist these organisations to tender for and deliver supply opportunities.   


	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)

BCC advertise its contracts on its supplier portal Finditinbirmingham. Almost all the opportunities advertised on Finditinbirmingham are below £20,000 which makes them suitable for local small businesses.

In addition to advertising all of our contracts on Finditinbirmingham we also specifically target the Voluntary sector by advertising via BVSC
Finditinbirmingham run networking events for suppliers which focus on emerging opportunities e.g. Birmingham Eastside Development, Birmingham New Street Gateway redevelopment and the Midland Metropolitan Hospital new build. At these events the suppliers meet council representatives and Project Managers who explain the plans and give an overview of what supply opportunities will be available.
We work with winners of large contracts to make sure that sub-contracts are re-advertised on Finditinbirmingham, giving smaller businesses a realistic chance to win sub-contracts that match their capability.  Finditinbirmingham runs a monthly breakfast event that brings buyers with a current and substantial contract in front of small local businesses.  Examples of these contracts are the New Street Gateway project, the 25 year highways maintenance programme and the Metro Extension in the centre of Birmingham.  Small businesses are given a unique opportunity to talk directly to senior executives from these contractors and promote their companies, products and services – something that they would be hard pushed to achieve in the current climate.  Where appropriate, we provide 10 minute one to one meetings with buyers from these companies.


	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):
Finditinbirmingham produces monthly monitoring reports which identify where BCC spends its monies.   

Our compliance procedures also include running monthly spend reports which identify and challenge areas of spends to ensure the correct procurement process has been followed, including posting the opportunity on Finditinbirmingham.  The reporting process picks up non- compliance and action is taken by the Designated Directorate Compliance Officer who investigates. It is then reported to the Directorate Senior Management Team.

We run internal training events and drop in sessions for BCC staff so that they understand the procurement processes and they appreciate the value of SME’s and Third sector suppliers.
We are currently working to identify SME’s and Voluntary organisations on our Payments system.  This will enable us to improve our monitoring of spend with these organisations.  This information will then be used to assess future actions in order for the council’s priorities to be achieved
We publish detail of awarded contracts on the council’s website which is available for all to view.



	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): 

www.finditinbirmingham.com is a ground-breaking project in which BCC actively engages with SMEs to ensure they get access to business opportunities, leading to a sea change in the way BCC procures.

Finditinbirmingham is much more than a procurement portal.  At its heart is a drive for economic development, providing contracts for businesses (particularly SME’s and Voluntary sector) and creating jobs in Birmingham and surrounding areas.  The core is a mechanism for advertising business opportunities.  Since its launch in 2010, there have, been 1,400 opportunities advertised on the site with a value of £3.6bn, where more than 350 are opportunities posted by private sector companies.  Standing orders stipulate that contracts worth more than £500 must be advertised on the site, making them accessible to local businesses.

In support of BCC’s Buy Birmingham First policy, with effect of April 2013, we have changed procurement procedures to ensure Birmingham businesses are provided with the chance to compete for all contracts. This involves using FinditinBirmingham to identify suitable local business that will be included in the quotation exercise which will increase opportunities for local SME’s.
We have developed a payments supplier portal which handles invoice payments electronically.  This reduces the time needed for the payment process and administrative costs associated with it.  Suppliers can track their payments. The Birmingham Business Charter ensures that our suppliers pay their own suppliers no later than the terms stated in the primary contract.  We give constructive feedback to unsuccessful suppliers and this is referred to in our internal procurement training sessions.  


	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 learnt that the promotion of all procurement opportunities is the key to a successful engagement strategy with businesses.  We have made all of the Council’s opportunities accessible to SMEs and are working with our large contractors and public sector partners to make sure that they do the same.  This provides an active communication channel, through which business support measures can also be advertised.  The same channel can be used to ascertain the business communities’ views on various issues through consultation.  The business networking events also leads to increased business to business between small companies.



	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): 

Through www.finditinbirmingham.com we plan to introduce a tender ready accreditation for the small businesses so that by going through a short questionnaire; businesses can demonstrate their tender readiness to potential buyers.  This checklist will enable these businesses to demonstrate their credentials to buyers.  We are working with other public sector organisations to encourage them to advertise their opportunities on Finditinbirmingham which will make more contracts open to small businesses. We are proactively helping small businesses to win Birmingham City Council and private sector contracts.


	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 is building on its innovative partnership with the not for profit social enterprise Buy for Good (BFG).  We are working with BFG to develop a range of contracts available to the public and third sector. These contracts will save individual organisations from making their own arrangements, reduce prices paid and deliver greater social and economic benefits, for example;  dealing directly with local SME’s.   BFG and BCC are about to award a 4 year framework for a wide range of energy efficiency and micro-generation products and services for use by Local Authorities and Housing associations across the West Midlands.  
We are supplementing our Commissioning Toolkit with the development of guidance as to when and how to engage with the different Districts within Birmingham. The objective being to increase the role of District Committees in the commissioning and contract management of local service contracts. It will provide visibility to Districts of the extent of services and performance within their local areas. The toolkit will use separate assessments for sole traders, voluntary organisations etc. to that used for larger organisations in order to level the playing field.   Issues such as turnover is considered under a more flexible approach so as not to discount SME’s and the Voluntary Sector
The Council is developing a Social Responsibility Charter which is a set of guiding principles to which Birmingham City Council (BCC) will adhere to and to which it will invite its contracted suppliers, the wider business community, other public sector bodies (including schools), and third sector organisations (including grant recipients), to adopt. Included in one of its principles is that of supporting the local economy and creating much needed jobs and apprenticeships by adopting innovative procurement strategies that remove barriers to local businesses.
 Over 1,400 opportunities worth £3.6bn, almost 16,000 registered businesses and 7,400 web site visitors per month are impressive achievements in 2 years, but we are not complacent.  We continuously seek feedback from businesses, listen to their needs, and bring in further improvements.  
The Council recognises and values the added benefits that the voluntary, community and social enterprise sectors can provide. As a result, BCC worked in partnership with the Birmingham Voluntary Service Council to develop the Third Sector Conference and Meeting

Room Providers Directory. This is a directory of Third Sector organisations in Birmingham that provides conferencing facilities/ training venues that BCC can use when external venues are needed. It is the first of its kind and the project demonstrates the good practice of how a large local authority, through innovation and forward thinking, can work in partnership with the third sector to the benefit of both parties.

The Commissioning and Procurement Strategy 2011-14 states that the development of Birmingham as a sustainable thriving city lies at the heart of what we are trying to achieve. This requires a sustainable and vigorous local economy with small businesses that can deliver local services, innovate and provide local prosperity. 


