‘Best Councils to do business with’ contest

Entry Form

	Local Authority Name: South Lakeland District Council (SLDC)

	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?

	Proportion of procurement spend is difficult to identify as we have only recently began to monitor this. So far only 37% of our suppliers have declared this information. Of that, 60% of procurement spend went to SMEs in 2011/12.
72% of contracts awarded in 2011/12 were to SMEs.
	We anticipate similar figures for 2012/13 with a view to building on this and monitoring the data more accurately in 2013/14.


	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):

It is fundamental to the success of the local economy and services delivered by the council that the value of working with small and diverse organisations is recognised. 
Recognising that being too prescriptive can alienate organisations from the market, the council is increasingly using outcome specifications to encourage innovation and allow variety in the solutions proposed. Processes are continually reviewed to ensure that SMEs are not simply priced out the market, but that quality and true value for money are central to what we are trying to deliver. 
We recognise the contract opportunities that can be appealing to SME’s and encourage opportunities over £10k to be advertised widely. Opportunities under this value are often targeted at SMEs or advertised to test the market – this has resulted in a high level of SME participation. It is rare that contracts are of a size at SLDC where breaking them into lots would be of any value. 
We actively encourage organisations to participate in our procurement exercises through our website and various other medium. The Procurement Team ran a series of widely publicised supplier events where we updated organisations on changes to the procurement function and tendering tips which could be applied to all public procurements.

SLDC’s economic development strategy is one of growth. We recognise the specialist skills of our independent businesses and strive to provide a fair and competitive environment where SME’s can prosper. We are proud to offer continued business support through our innovative Invest In South Lakeland Programme.




	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):

The Procurement Team are currently working with Economic Development to set up a Supplier Database in parallel with the Invest In South Lakeland Business Directory. This will enable the Procurement Team to communicate business opportunities much earlier to those who opt in. Businesses will be able to select the type of opportunities they want to be kept informed of with notifications circulated accordingly. Suppliers are also often signposted to the procurement pages of the council website (www.southlakeland.gov.uk/procurement) where a list of future opportunities is maintained.
.
Current opportunities are advertised on the website in conjunction with the North West      e-tendering portal, The Chest. All opportunities that are advertised are advertised on the portal as a single source for businesses. 

We continue to encourage participation from small suppliers by publicising our procurement procedures through our website, Invest In South Lakeland, local press and business journals. Where opportunities may be outside a supplier’s scope we encourage them to speak to the prime contractor to discuss sub-contracting opportunities.
Promoting supply chain opportunities and fairness of opportunity is a consideration during the evaluation of tenders. However, we do intend to build on this by working closer with our prime contracts on this matter in line with the council Procurement Strategy.


	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 currently developing a mechanism to monitor the number of Micro, Small, Medium and Large organisations we do business with. This can be difficult information to track as it is often dependent on self-declaration, and we currently only hold a proportion of it. 
However, we monitor closely the organisations who participate in our procurement exercises, that we do business with and to whom we award contracts. To support this we utilise the reporting tools on the Chest and use the Association of Greater Manchester Authorities (AGMA) spend analysis tool, Spendpro. The data pulled from Spendpro has so far been used to establish a baseline and monitor various targets, and to inform what areas we need to place more focus on when engaging with suppliers. We are also currently using the tool to conduct a comprehensive spend analysis across service areas within the council. This will identify the true allocation of spend amongst the supply base and enable discussion on how this can be improved upon in support of SMEs.
We are entirely transparent in the outcomes of our procurement activity and make full use of the North West Contracts Register. 




	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): 
A considerable amount of work has gone into simplifying the procurement process at all levels whilst managing risk effectively. Our procurement documentation has been standardised, tailored towards value and is widely used across the authority. The Procurement Team offer guidance in using the documentation so as not to over-complicate the exercise but also to deliver the best outcome. 

Smaller suppliers who do not have resource dedicated to writing bids are thought to benefit from standardised processes free of unnecessary bureaucracy, and by using outcome specifications and re-packaging recurring opportunities appropriately we encourage innovation and widen our range of potential suppliers. 
In maintaining dialogue with our suppliers we conduct an annual supplier survey which has shown that 97% of our suppliers consider that payments made to them by the council are prompt. 

With a Procurement Team of two, performance is monitored on an ongoing basis through quarterly updates to Senior Managers and annual updates to Members. Any complaints against the procurement process are quickly escalated to senior management for consideration. 

Detailed feedback is offered to tenderers as a matter of practice with narrative included to explain scores and a direct comparison to winning tenderers provided. The Procurement Team also offer to discuss strengths and weaknesses with both unsuccessful and successful bids following any procurement.



	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): 
Open, approachable and supportive Procurement and Economic Development Teams. 
We endeavour to communicate well with businesses and as a result have successfully developed a positive dialogue with the supply base. This has taught us about how we are perceived and what we could be doing better. 
It is acknowledged that we cannot hand contracts to small businesses, nor do we need to; instead we support organisations by providing them with the skills to bid successfully and encouraging them to participate in our procurement exercises. 
As a result our procurement process is robust and small businesses benefit from fairness of opportunity. 



	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 big thing is the development of a Supplier Database which will have a link to the Invest in South Lakeland Business Directory. This will be publicised widely with suppliers asked to complete a short form if they wish to opt in. 
Registered organisations will receive early notification of future opportunities they may be interested in, be kept abreast of any changes across the procurement function and informed of any further events or schemes related to procurement. 
It is intended that this will be fully up and running by March 2013.


	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):
Economic growth is one of the key priorities for SLDC over the next five years. The council understands the importance of successful SME’s to a thriving economy and is committed to providing the perfect environment for their growth and prosperity. 

We offer many schemes and initiatives to support small businesses throughout South Lakeland. The best example is our popular Invest in South Lakeland Programme, an innovative Business Support Programme aimed at encouraging business expansion. It provides information and support to businesses of all sizes, covering all industry sectors, and strives to help our smaller businesses realise their exciting potential. 
The Invest in South Lakeland programme is heavily subsidised and funded by SLDC, with partners Cumbria Rural Enterprise Agency and Furness Enterprise helping deliver the programme of initiatives across the district. Under the umbrella of Invest in South Lakeland, we have an Existing Business Support Programme, and a Start-up package. 

The Existing Business Support Programme is designed for our small and newly formed businesses, providing a series of sessions with a business advisor to help them develop their business. With this sustained support, they gain a better understanding of how to expand and diversify to meet emerging market opportunities. Specialist workshops are available from experts on subjects such as human resources, training, accounting, marketing, customer care and credit control. 

The Start-up package is available to anybody interested in starting a new business or becoming self-employed. The scheme includes mentoring, support, workshops, seminars and business planning. Entrepreneurial spirit is strongly encouraged and is reflected in the healthy number of fledgling enterprises setting up in our area each year.

Invest in South Lakeland has a business facing website –www.investinsouthlakeland.co.uk.  The website is widely used and provides a comprehensive online resource for our local businesses, providing up-to-date news, specialist business events and a monthly e-newsletter. It has a Business Directory which offers free inclusion for all South Lakeland businesses. It is a growing service which has significantly increased the profile of our smaller businesses.
We also have a free commercial property search, displaying available land, industrial units, warehousing and development opportunities in South Lakeland. It is a valuable source to find out what is on the market and is very popular with our small businesses seeking office space. 
We have a section on the site dedicated to helping smaller businesses access funding, providing links and information on loans and grants available to them. We understand that some business owners may have difficulty with the paperwork, and are happy to give advice and hands on help with filling out forms for such funding. There is a section on the website specifically focussed on doing business with SLDC, offering guidance on how they are likely to win a contract with us, and increasing awareness of the chest, our e-Tendering portal. 
We believe our front facing approach, visibility in the community, and willingness to communicate and assist our small businesses in a personal and direct way, makes us one of the best councils to do business with.



