‘Best Councils to do business with’ contest

Entry Form

	Local Authority Name: Essex County Council (ECC)

	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?

	38.7%
	40.1% (based on Q1 2012/13 data)


	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):

A local Working Group with representatives from SME’s/voluntary sector was established in 2010 and working jointly has supported ECC simplify its procurement processes and enhance the procurement strategy. Consequently, amongst other things, the PQQ has been reduced by 50% and insurance levels (a significant barrier) are now set on a case-by-case basis. Supplier guides and checklists have been developed jointly to give organisations advance notice of the pre-requisites on becoming a supplier. ECC holds regular supplier engagement events to communicate strategic direction and obtain market input: at pre-procurement stage to communicate requirements and  gain insight from the market and at the procurement stage to support organisations through the bidding process.  ECC makes use of umbrella bodies to support SME engagement e.g. FSB, Chambers of Commerce, EICA (Adult Care) and CVSs (Voluntary Sector).  A Corporate Impact Assessment tool has been developed, which prompts buyers to identify social value aspects relevant to the service when determining category strategies. This enables ECC to take appropriate actions to support local SMEs including breaking the procurement into Lots; facilitating development of consortia between smaller organisations and promoting the use of local supply chains for larger contracts that are not of direct relevance to SMEs.  Training has been provided on the use of the CIA to ensure consistency of application within ECC. In addition, ECC uses its procurement leverage to promote and increase social employment opportunities such as increasing apprenticeships (over 250 secured), work placements for adults with disabilities, training and employment opportunities for Essex residents.  



	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):

ECC has put a great deal of focus on establishing a robust corporate contracts register in order to enable improved planning of procurement activity for the Council and for potential interested bidders.  This is published on the Council internet site as is a list of all current procurement opportunities.  ECC also makes use of trade publications to advertise contract opportunities.  Where appropriate, soft market testing exercises pre-procurement are conducted to gain market intelligence and ideas as input to the procurement strategy.  
The Council has put a significant amount of effort into reducing barriers to the procurement process for smaller organisations.  The Supplier Working Group has been instrumental in supporting this activity and issues relating to financial assessments, insurance levels, PQQ bureaucracy have all been addressed through this collaborative work.  A simplified procurement process was equally introduced for lower value requirements (£2k to £50k) alongside a policy for including at least one locally based organisation in the bidding process. 
Supply Chain participation has equally been facilitated via our strategic partners.  Requirements have been built into tendering activity around engagement and use of local sub-contractors (e.g. in the FM contract) and ECC is a founding member of the Build Essex network which runs events and a website to facilitate engagement between prime contractors in the Construction categories and the local supply market. The use of local suppliers in the Facilities Management contract is a KPI and monitored on a monthly basis – 25% of sub-contracted work goes to local, often small, suppliers.


	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):

ECC routinely analyses its third party expenditure to measure and track the proportion of spend with local businesses and with SMEs, split by micro, small and medium organisations.  This is done quarterly and is one of the performance measures tracked corporately.  The trend is monitored and changes understood and investigated.  Through this approach, spend with SMEs has increased from 37% to 40% from 2010/11 to Q1 2012/13 and from 39% to 46% with local businesses. Using the data published, ECC recognised that whilst engagement with SMEs was generally increasing, there was room for improvement in the ICT category. ECC commissioned a project specifically, which involved compiling a database of local suppliers and sending them a survey to gauge interest and experience in supplying the public sector, as well as validating the barriers and issues facing smaller organisations in accessing ECC opportunities. An action plan has been developed as a result and a corporate-wide approach to engaging SMEs is being piloted in the ICT category to identify the best mechanisms for improving local SME engagement and participation in procurement opportunities. This is targeting an increase from 14% currently to a minimum of 20% spend with local SMEs within 5 years. 

     Within Adult Social Care, through changing the contracting approach to a ranked list based  

     on quality and cost, and moving away from block contract arrangements, the proportion of  

     SMEs used has increased to 82% from 79%.  Equally, the utilisation rate (key to making a 
     care home viable) has increased by 5%. 


	


	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): 

Below £2k there is no formal procurement process to be followed and the use of P-cards is encouraged to minimise bureaucracy.  For contracts between £2k and £50k, ECC has a policy of requesting three written quotes, which requires at least one to be from a local/SME, for which the process is streamlined and does not require any pre-qualification stage.  
ECC has adopted a Category Management approach to Procurement, a key step in which is to understand and engage with the market at the pre-procurement phase to gain input and innovative ideas to help shape the specification and service design.  ECC has embraced outcome based specifications in order to encourage alternative, innovative solutions.  Organisations interested in becoming a supplier to ECC are requested to register to our web-based eSourcing platform as within this system the Council has embedded a standardised, auditable and best practice sourcing process.  It is used as a management tool to check compliance and pick up individual supplier issues. Supplier feedback has been standardised to ensure consistent practice and face-to-face meetings are offered to all bidders.
ECC has a policy of paying SMEs within 10 days of presentation of a valid, non-disputed invoice.  Currently, over 70% of invoices are paid within the 10 day target, with almost all of the remainder being within the standard 30 day payment term.  ECC also routinely requires a matching of payment terms down the supply chain to ensure that SMEs’ to prime contractors get paid within a reasonable timeframe, usually 30 days.



	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): 

A key aspect in engaging SMEs is understanding how they operate. SMES do not have the time or resources to manage cumbersome tender processes or engage with Councils directly. The onus must be on Councils simplifying processes i.e. proportionate to risk; making opportunities easily accessible and finding mechanisms for facilitating contact and providing feedback to SMEs. The active use of a Working Group is extremely effective at ensuring the SME ‘voice’ is factored into working practices, without being a drain on SMEs time. Without setting specific targets ECC has achieved significant progress through active engagement and joint working.



	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): 

Our next initiative to help small businesses is to use the outcome from the recent ICT project analysis to develop a ‘blueprint’ for SME engagement across ECC. The action plan includes development of a programme of events to share our ICT Strategy and have a two-way dialogue, linking it to specific contract opportunities. ECC will develop a best practice guide on SME engagement, looking at how we make this business-as-usual when developing category strategies; implementing further website improvements and supplier guidance enhancements; and working in a more structured way with prime contractors to facilitate opportunities within their supply chains.



	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):

Provider Engagement
Providers are helping to shape service design in the Adult Social Care area around sensory provision.  They are involved in helping to co-produce a smoother, holistic pathway from point of diagnosis (hospital/G.P.) to receipt of services.  The providers of such services are predominately Voluntary Sector, often consisting of small numbers of employees and community volunteers.
SMEs Adding Value
ECC has embarked upon a major modernisation of its I.S. estate.  As part of this programme, the Council engaged, via a procurement exercise, an SME to provide additional capacity and capability to deliver the refresh of all hardware and additional transformation activity related to Information Technology.  This SME provides technology experts and competes with some of the larger, consultancy type organisations.  Engagement of this particular organisation rather than with their larger, corporate competitors has provided significant benefits both in terms of value for money and service delivery.  The feedback has been that responsiveness, seniority of engagement, flexibility and commitment to deliver have all been improved from previous experience, much of which can be attributed to the fact ECC is seen as an important customer to this SME.
Supply Chain Participation
ECC is also particularly proud of Build Essex, a network led by the Council aimed at developing the construction supply chain in the County.  Originally, only focusing on building construction, the network has expanded to include Facilities Management services as well as Highways Construction.  The Council’s  contractors are members of the network and local SMEs are encouraged to join in order to facilitate supply chain opportunities.  The network runs events on a regular basis and is also being used to promote employment and apprenticeship opportunities. The website link is given below: 
http://www.buildessex.co.uk/
The SmarteEast construction framework agreement itself was structured into lots by value to facilitate more engagement from SMEs in the tender.  Alongside this, 20% of our construction requirements are tendered on the open market, outside of the framework agreement, in order to provide further opportunities for smaller organisations.

Corporate Processes
ECC is a large organisation, operating with a budget in excess of £2bn.  At times, this has meant creativity in approach to ensure accessibility of opportunity to SMEs.  The Council has adopted many different mechanisms to enable delivery of value for money combined with reducing barriers for SMEs, many of which are locally based.  This has included:
· Simplification of the low value procurement process (£2k to £50k). 
· For higher value requirements a focus on minimising bureaucracy and reducing barriers e.g. insurance levels proportionate to risk.
· Improving visibility of contract opportunities and pushing all sourcing through the eSourcing platform.

· Use of Lots to better match scale to SME capacity.
· Encouraging organisations to form consortia where appropriate e.g. Children’s Centre tender.
· Building in requirements for prime contractors to engage with local supply chains in their sub-contracting opportunities and to sign up to the Council’s Supplier Charter.  See Appendix B.
The improvements to procurement practice were recognised in a press release by the Essex FSB in 2011. See Appendix A.

	


