‘Best Councils to do Business with’ Contest 

Cherwell District Council Entry


‘Best Councils to do business with’ contest

Entry Form

	Local Authority Name: Cherwell District 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?

	60%
	60%


	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):
Firstly, the Council identifies on its annual forward plan which contracts are most likely to provide opportunities for SMEs. Service areas are consulted at the options appraisal stage enabling procurement activity to be broken down into lots and effective pre-tender market engagement.

Each opportunity – in the last four years this has included external print, property maintenance, fire and intruder maintenance, heating and cooling maintenance, cash collection, out of hours monitoring and security monitoring and solar panel design and installation – is made known to the local market via invitations to tender workshops, also advertised via Chambers of Commerce and going forward FSB website links. Workshops are designed to be concise and fit in with SMEs busy schedules, providing the information required to make an informed bid and enabling a two-way dialogue.

For emerging markets such as solar panels thirty companies were invited to understand the complexities of the Council’s need across mulitiple sites, broken down into lots, resulting in three separate awards. The market engagement for the property maintenance framework was undertaken with other councils across Oxfordshire with presentations within each locality. A similar approach was undertaken with the print framework with presentations at a meet the buyer event hosted by Oxford City Council. This resulted in two local SMEs which had never previously bid for local authority work winning places on the framework. 

The Procurement Strategy and Action Plan identifies the benefits of working with SMEs in terms of value for money, sustainability and local knowledge of the Council’s needs. 




	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):
SMEs are invited to pre-tender workshops with opportunities advertised on Chamber of Commerce and moving forward FSB websites. Workshops encourage SMEs to put forward views on how needs might be best met which in turn influence the development of specifications and encourage innovation, such as the recycling of rainwater for use with cleaning the Council’s windows. 

For the recently awarded property maintenance framework a number of single operators were encouraged to put their first ever bid in for work with a local authority. By recognising that there was a strong case for engaging local suppliers for non-standard stationery a contract was put in place which enabled needs to be better met for bespoke items and savings in an area where the national firms were more expensive. 

Contract opportunities are advertised via the website, the South East Business portal (promoted via the website and engagement events as a source for opportunities across 74 Councils), in the local media and with appropriate journals. 

Local business networks and the Council’s Economic Development team are used to draw up invitation lists and the Council attends district wide meet the buyer events.

Information on doing business with the Council is publicised via the procurement pages on the corporate website with businesses encouraged to email information about their company to the procurement email address for retention and circulation around relevant departments. 

Prime contractors for larger projects such as design and build construction are requested to work with established corporate contractors in areas such as furniture and services maintenance. 

	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):
The Council has used the Spikes Cavell observatory and their Spotlight on Spend portal to both record and challenge the Council to improve procurement with small firms. In 2010/11 65% of revenue expenditure was with SMEs – some 18% higher than the national average.
The Corporate Procurement Manager meets with Heads of Service to review relevant opportunities and this approach was adopted when looking for public convenience cleaning services at the three conurbations across the district. Similarly when it came to cleaning of council premises these were offered in lots with contracts offered to two different companies.

The affordable housing Build! Programme seeks to work with small firms, many of whom are already commissioned to provide Disability Living Grant work, to deliver a range of refurbishment work, enabling individual trades people to be managed by the in house Quantity Surveyor and Project Manager.

Information on spend with small firms has been previously published both via the Spotlight on Spend portal and on the corporate website. The initial work undertaken with Spikes has meant that the Council has now developed its own category management methodology and it is now looking at adding an SME marker to the upgrade of the Financial Management System. 




	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): 
By breaking requirements down into lots and separate requirements the Council undertakes simplified procurement exercises where the templates are concise and reflect the nature and level of risk of the requirement. In some cases, such as the provision of taxis, this can be cut down to basic checks on insurance and financial standing.  

Innovation is encouraged via output and outcome specifications which ask the provider to tell the Council how they will provide the goods, services or works. This approach was adopted with the public convenience cleaning and maintenance contracts doing away with long, detailed specifications in favour of the simple requirement to keep the toilets cleaned and maintained at all times. An SME demonstrated how their teams could both clean and maintain the toilets utilising local staff to stimulate the local economy and reduce the Council’s carbon footprint. 

SME suppliers were contacted some 18 months ago to inform them of the opportunity of 14 day payment terms and prompt payment terms are offered to all new suppliers in exchange for a prompt payment discount.

All procurement across the Council is monitored by the corporate procurement team with officers appointed to provide dedicated support for certain directorates to build up a two-way dialogue which embeds the contract procedure rules and delivers procurement best practice. The Procurement Steering Group monitor and challenge any poor practice and publicise good practice. 

All bidders receive a scored spreadsheet together with narrative statements and the offer of a telephone debrief. 




	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): 
· Identify those categories and areas best suited to small business fulfilment. 

· Engage directly with the market on live opportunities rather than general meet the buyer events. 

· Ask the businesses to put forward ideas and feedback on what barriers the Council can remove or ways in which things can be done differently to remove costs for both provider and customer. 

· Request feedback from bidders rather than just giving them feedback as to their bids. 

· Consult widely with colleagues across surrounding councils on lessons learnt.

· Engage with end users more to help shape more effective specifications. 




	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): 
· Attendance at business breakfasts and at evening networking events

· Host a local business engagement forum which not only includes procurement opportunities but provides advice on areas such as business rates and advice on developing business acumen.

· Links on FSB and local Chambers of Commerce websites to a questionnaire request feedback on how the Council might improve the way it engages with SMEs. 

· Collaborative frameworks across several authorities which allow single service providers to find business across the region by applying once only. 




	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):
A VFM review in 2009 highlighted “a high level of non-compliance with good procurement practice, with large amounts of expenditure not being competitively tendered. It also highlighted areas that have been competitively quoted are not realising value for money due to the lack of longer-term single supplier contracts or frameworks. Service areas are not using Facilities’ services effectively, both for in-house reactive maintenance and for advice on utilising existing contracts or competitively quoting/tendering for work. There is potential for large savings from improving current practice, particularly with regard to services currently let to Sanctuary Housing Association.”

The procurement team resisted moves to outsource the Council’s FM requirements to a single provider and instead a business case was put to the senior management team whereby the needs of the Council would be broken down into a number of manageable areas, which in turn would be offered under lots to enable SMEs to bid for the contracts:

· Fire alarm and intruder alarm monitoring and maintenance – offered as 2 lots

· Heating and cooling – offered as 2 lots

· Security monitoring

· Property maintenance – broken down into plumbing, electrical and general works

· Window cleaning

· Cleaning

· Door and shutter maintenance

Engagement workshops were held with local SMEs outlining the tender process and requesting feedback on the proposed approach to be adopted with the specifications and pricing schedules. This two-way dialogue enabled real engagement with the local market and led to the production of specifications which would delivery genuine value for money. It also meant that the facilities manager could effectively contract managing a small number of corporate contracts with clear performance measures and service level agreements rather than the extensive number of individual contracts.

Even where tenders were subject to EU Regulations, the pre-qualification questionnaires and invitation to tender documents were developed to be open and accessible to those companies who had never previously bid for public sector contracts. 

Query logs providing answers to questions raised were circulated to all those who expressed an interest to ensure fair and equitable treatment.

The end result was that a number of SMEs were awarded contracts with substantial savings achieved by implementing the following corporate contracts:

· Fire – 52%

· Intruder – 76%

· Heating – 51%

· Cooling – 31%

· Security monitoring – 10% 

· Property maintenance – 7.5% 

· Window cleaning – 25% 

· Cleaning – 10% 

· Door and shutter maintenance – 20%
Both those who were successful and those who were not were provided with spreadsheets outlining their scores together with a narrative explanation for each section and the offer of a telephone debrief. The Council received thanks from a number of unsuccessful companies for the manner in which the procurement team fed back information on their bids to enable them to improve on future submissions. 
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