‘Best Councils to do business with’ contest

Entry Form

	Local Authority Name: Gloucestershire 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?

	38.46 % (in comparison to a regional average of 34.31 which includes mostly smaller councils.)
	41 % (we are doing considerable work with SME to support them to be public sector suppliers)


	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):

Gloucestershire seeks to engage and to communicate strong encouragement to small firms (including voluntary and not for profit sector) that we are “open to tier business “in a number of ways:

· Key player in our Local Enterprise Partnership (an organisation with supporting structure that connects directly to 85% of Gloucestershire businesses); meeting with representatives of the Federation of Small Business (FSB), Confederation of British Industry etc, we deliver practical support to SME sector through training, guidance and other initiatives.

· Regular / targeted events to SME/voluntary sector on selling to local government. Experts often speak at these events to give advice on issues such as forming consortia.

· A single, free, e-tendering portal which we are encouraging our regional partners to use  

Our procurements are designed to optimise SME participation by, for example, use of lots in our recent print contract and strong early market engagement which enables smaller organisations to meet and consider consortium bids. As an example, in our learning disability services there is open access and encouragement to small business providers to attend regular Provider Forums where opportunities are discussed and disseminated and a spot contract approach which procures on a case by case basis allowing SMEs to bid on the same footing as larger organisations.

Our strategies incorporate the principals of the Social Value Act using procurement as our vehicle to deliver local economic benefit.  Working closely with our economic development partners we constantly seek to evaluate our strategy to ensure that procurement is a key driver.



	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):

We have a strong history of robust market engagement prior to formal tender; it is the norm not the exception.  

Our commitment to this area is such that we  also strongly engage with the Cabinet Office in respect of their national market pipeline initiative and are now piloting Market Position Statements for some service areas. 

Our use of an e-tendering portal, for not only large procurement but many smaller quotes, has been welcomed by members of the FSB.  This proactive site notifies suppliers via email of relevant opportunities.   The portal contains a public database showing current contracts end dates giving potential suppliers notice of when arrangements end. We also, when appropriate, highlight opportunities through our local voluntary sector website, Gloshub.

Supply chain participation is strongly encouraged. As example, we have two supplier liaison forums for construction; one for larger contracts and one for smaller contracts including 2nd tier suppliers.   Another example is our commissioning for inclusion for disabled children, please see example in final section of application. In learning disability services a Quality Assurance system has been introduced allowing SMEs to assess their performance in relation to other providers.

Strategies for our high value / complex contracts which sometimes require larger organisations often include provision for sub contracting in the local area.  When considering subcontracting, attention is also given to the issue of payment of sub-contractors to ensure our prime contractors are not passing on onerous burdens.


	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 have three main sources of data to enable us to determine the success of our strategies in respect of small businesses:

Our contracts register:  This is a live, public database which enables us or anyone to view the suppliers we use.  This also allows a comprehensive central view of our activity.  This database is reviewed by the central team and has also been discussed at our local economic partnership meetings to ascertain whether we can flag up which contracts are more suitable for consortium bids.
Our regional spend data is extremely useful not only in understanding what we do in Gloucestershire but also in allowing us to compare our performance with that or our peers.  We are delighted to report that our spend % on SME (38.46) is above the regional average (34.31).  We are additionally proud of this performance when we consider that the regional data contains that of many small district councils.  Much of the district council spend would not be required to conform to EU processes.  We are now working with our West Midlands partners to deliver spend matrix which allows us knowledge of voluntary sector spend and additional benchmarking with a whole new set of partners.
Our internal finance, HR, procurement system also gives us comprehensive data on spend, including use of local suppliers.  

We make information on our expenditure with small firms publically available on our web site, our contracts are all publically available on our contracts register and we publicise this information at our supplier events.


	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): 

Actions to ameliorate all procurements, including low value, are as follows:

· Comprehensive market engagement enables us to pre-define need, reducing requirement for complex (negotiated / competitive dialogue) procurements.
· Driving work on a single regional pre-qualification questionnaire meaning suppliers only input information once.
· Extensive use of “quick quote” on e-tendering portal allows very simple responses.

· Workshops with suppliers to ascertain what they would like to see simplified in the processes.

Strong market engagement/continuous support to supplier groups such as the funding of Gloucestershire Care Providers Association enhances innovation.

In some areas we give active assistance in setting up SMEs where commissioners find a need. For example we are currently working with a group of personal assistants who want to join forces to become a supplier.  We are providing them with support and information to create a social enterprise.

Gloucestershire chairs two national procurement forums in which supplier engagement and views are taken forward to deliver national best practice. 

Our policy is 10 day payment but our systems are set to immediate meaning suppliers are often much faster than this.  We also address issue of slow payment with second tier suppliers.  Excellent feedback on our payment has been received from the sector.

There is a single point of contact/dedicated email inbox for supplier queries/complaints.  These are followed up by a central team and any learning discussed at our procurement forum.

Feedback is a key part of our process, see example in final section of the application.



	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 a very strong ethos of sharing best practice both nationally and regionally.  We are currently working with the voluntary sector to understand the needs of small providers in respect of TUPE and pensions transfer which will then be disseminated nationally.  

A useful initiative has been something we’ve called mutual trading where we have facilitated access to some of our contacts to some of our smaller suppliers.  This was a drive to reduce costs for small organisations that do not have significant leverage.

The consistency and single point of contact of an e-tendering portal is crucial.




	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): 

Gloucestershire is one of the councils leading on the national procurement strategy.  This will help identify and embed best practice nationally building on provisions of the Social Value Act.

A significant development is the Gloucestershire led, national e-market place for care.  This will allow people in the community to directly source and purchase their care / solutions from small local providers.  This initiative has been greatly welcomed by the SME and voluntary sector and will be piloted in Gloucestershire in spring 2013.

The standard PQQ across the South West should also have an significant positive impact.



	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 application has been endorsed by the Local Enterprise Partnership as follows: “Gloucestershire Local Enterprise Partnership, supported by GFirst, endorses Gloucestershire County Council application into this competition. 

We have been working together for a number of months to develop an approach that will increase the number of SMEs winning local procurement contracts.  The Local Enterprise Partnership has taken the lead; and with the full support of Claire Smart and Gloucestershire County Council, we have formed a “procurement steering group” which consists of representatives from: LEP, GCC, MOD, NHS, GCHQ, Police, University of Gloucestershire and Colleges. The group has produced and continues to develop a calendar of events designed to assist and encourage SMEs to tender for and win local government contracts.  Although this is work in progress, we are all optimistic of making further progress of increasing the number of SMEs winning local procurement contracts.”

The following is an example of the effectiveness of our engagement:

Following the recent tendering of a large contract on Youth Support Services, detailed face-to-face feedback was given to both successful and unsuccessful bidders. This included breakdown of scores on submissions and presentations, and sharing of comments from each of the three evaluation panels – commissioners, staff and young people. In turn the bidders were invited to give their perspective on the tendering, which included praise for the young people’s panel, integrity of the process, timeliness of communications, and usefulness of feedback. Bidders said that they valued this opportunity for challenging, honest and constructive dialogue.

Supplier quote:
“We very much appreciate the high quality and comprehensive feedback.

For small organisations such as ours a tender process is quite challenging (as we are practitioners rather than procurement people) and takes a good bit of time and commitment.  It is so very helpful to understand the impact of what we write particularly with regard to how clearly we get our message across.  

Please thank those involved in the selection process for the thoughtful approach we have benefitted from.” 
SDS Project Management Consultancy Ltd
An example of innovative and comprehensive supplier engagement is our commissioning for inclusion for disabled children.  Gloucestershire now commissions market development for inclusion of disabled children in mainstream children’s activities (and thereby make available a wide range of short breaks options, divert people away from specialist provision, and reduce the number of children requesting assessments). Unusually, we have one contract with Active Impact for the arts/leisure sector and one with Active Glos for the sports sector. This activity includes establishing and maintaining sector networks that encourage and coax VCS orgs to welcome disabled children. They share good practice and problem-solving, and develop partnerships to do things they could do alone. They also feedback to commissioners on how we can improve our partnership working with them. Free inclusion training is available for providers. This facilitates commissioners and providers working together to progress our vision and strategy. These networks also work together to draw in additional funding from other sources to run activities.










