‘Best Councils to do business with’ contest

Entry Form

	Local Authority Name:
Bristol City 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?

	62%
	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):

We have a Market Development Team which sits within the Strategic Commissioning & Procurement Service.  The objectives of this team are:

(i)
to ensure potential providers are aware of contracting opportunities, and the scope of those opportunities
(ii)
to ensure potential providers have the opportunity of contributing to the design of the contracting opportunities to achieve the optimum outcomes
(iii)
to ensure that potential providers are able to tender for such opportunities should they so wish
(iv)
where possible, to ensure that the Bristol’s local economy benefits from such 
contracting arrangements by engaging with more Bristol-based organisations

Our audience is Bristol based organisations, primarily, but also the wider West of England where appropriate, and predominantly SMEs, VCS organisations and social enterprises
We engage small businesses through market engagement sessions  (see next section) but we also work with Voscur (Bristol’s VCS umbrella  body) to deliver procurement training, FSB through some of their events and GWE Business West.

We run monthly training sessions for small businesses which cover a range of topics such as e-procurement, PQQ and tendering, as well as training in specific business areas such as ‘business survival’, marketing themselves, business finance, environmental issues (with GWE Business West).

Where appropriate we look to break contracts into lots, not only so that it is more accessible to small businesses, but also to deliver a better contract for all concerned.

We work closely with our Economic development team to ensure our practices help drive up the competitive capacity of small/local businesses


	


	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 hold market engagement sessions as standard prior to a contract being advertised. These are aimed at small businesses (including VCS where appropriate). The general format is for BCC to outline their proposed requirements and scope and then invite feedback from the group as to how the proposed contract and offer could be improved, either in the group or on a one-to-one basis so as to protect any confidential information, etc.  Also key to these sessions are the guidance about PQQ and ITT sections, as well as an introduction to our e-procurement system for those that have not used it before.  We will also deliver separate e-procurement training if required.

We engage small businesses in consultation events, particularly around commissioned services, in the formal consultation period.

These type of sessions are focussed on specific opportunities as it is felt that a scattergun approach in a huge ‘meet the buyer’ event can be counter-productive.

We use a wide range of sources to invite small businesses to these events, ranging from those already registered with BCC, through to our own Bristol Business Guide (which is a business-to-business guide which includes a list of approx 5000 Bristol-based businesses) and various networks.

We work with public bodies in our neighbouring three unitary authorities and run an annual “Selling to the Public Sector” event which is aimed at small businesses.  These focus on the PQQ process and where to find opportunities across the public sector, and each year has included pertinent topics such as the Equality Act, Localism Act, Bribery Act, and sustainable procurement.

We advertise contracts through our e-procurement portal, local press, specialist press, prior information notices, twitter (@supply_bristol) and blog (www.supplybristol.wordpress.com).

For some opportunities we have also facilitated formal speed-networking sessions to enable businesses that might not usually network with each other, to do just that in order to work together.



	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 62% spend with small business mentioned above, has been derived from the spend analysis system that is in operation not only in BCC but across many SW Authorities. The system which is updated on a quarterly basis, can be interrogated for data across company size and profile and spend.  It has recently been updated to ensure all our suppliers are categorised according to size.  This also gives a geographical analysis so that not only do we know what percentage of spend is with small businesses but also where; eg within Bristol, the sub-region or wider and is being used extensively in identifying collaborative procurement opportunities especially with Bath & NE Somerset Council.

Analysing this data, together with a knowledge of a particular market (eg ICT) can enable us to create targets for spend with small businesses. BCC introduced Category Management in 2010 and with effect from April 2013, targets will be incorporated into each Category Area for increasing spend with Small Business. The overarching target across all categories will be 75% for 2013/14

We do not generally make information on spend with small firms publicly available, except on the mandatory financial spend information of expenditure over £500.




	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): 

In 2011, in recognition that our tendering and quote thresholds were onerous for small businesses, we made them wider and simpler.  In respect of goods and services, for spend upto £15,000 only one quote needs to be obtained; between £15,001 and the EU threshold we require three written quotes, and over the EU threshold this follows the appropriate procurement process. Thus simplifying the processes considerably.  

Where possible and where it meets the needs of the contract delivery, we will break down contracts into lots or let the contract as a framework agreement thereby allowing more, often smaller businesses, an opportunity to supply the council.  We have recently started promoting the use of consortium arrangements so that small businesses can work together to deliver a contract which would usually be beyond the reach of them individually.

We have a target of 25% of spend with SMEs in respect of ICT spend.  In order to facilitate this ambition, we held an extensive market engagement session in October 2012.  Part of this event was a series of ‘innovation slots’ where we invited attendees to challenge us in how we could deliver what we wanted more innovatively, not only then but on an ongoing basis.  We now also communicate through this group via a LinkedIn group.

Our market engagement sessions aim to pull in organisations that we have not dealt with before in order to revitalise the supplier pool but also to bring in new ideas.


	


	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): 

Actively engage with small businesses!  Procurers are usually good at technical detail in respect of the procurement process, small businesses are the experts in what can be delivered and have one of the keys to successful innovation.

The only way that small business can successfully complete tender documentation and win contracts is that if they know what is required; this can only be done by engaging with them prior to the formal procurement process starts (ie, before advertisement of contracts) – not necessarily individually but also in groups.  This can remove some of the myths that surround procurement but also can be a reality check for some of the small businesses who aren’t quite ready yet to compete in this process, but might be ready when the contract comes up again.




	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 upgraded e-procurement system has been in use for the last fifteen months. Now we have a complete 12 months of data we will use this to analyse where in the procurement process SMEs are not successful (and why) and how our processes can be made better to assist SMEs, rather than just assuming what the issues are.  This, combined with our spend analysis information which can be broken down by size of supplier and whether they are private, public or civic organisations will provide a comprehensive and grounded baseline from which to improve our offering to small businesses.




	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):

Case Study 1

In 2008 we held one of our ‘Supplying the Public Sector’ events. In the Q+A session, the managing director of a small office supplies and print company boldly claimed that no SME would ever be awarded a contract due to the bureaucratic procurement process and public bodies’ insistence on suppliers meeting criteria which he thought was overly cumbersome.

Our office supplies contract was due for renewal a few months later; the incumbent supplier was a multinational business.  We started our market engagement process early culminating in an event to which small and large businesses were invited (due to the nature of the market and our demand).  The MD participated, raised questions, suggested solutions in various areas and was fully engaged with the process.  Prior to the contract being advertised we also met with him. 

The contract was above the EU threshold so was duly  advertised in OJEU and elsewhere.  The company passed the PQQ,  was subsequently invited to tender, and submitted a very good submission.  In 2010, following evaluation of all the bids, this company was awarded the contract (much to the amazement of the MD) having been competitive on both quality and price.  

As part of the contracting procedure we had removed the turnover threshold barrier which had been in place previously.

This company is based just outside Bristol.  Its proximity makes it incredibly responsive; the contract has enabled it to expand, take on more staff and win more public sector contracts, whilst still maintaining value for money for Bristol.  In addition, at the time the contract was awarded we were implementing a new e-trading system.  Having the company and, more importantly, the senior decision-makers close enabled any issues to be resolved quickly.

At the ‘Supplying the Public Sector’ event following the award of contract, we invited the MD to make a presentation on his initial stance through to his company being award the contract.  He did so, acknowledging that actually small businesses could win public sector contracts if they took the time and effort to understand how it worked and what the public sector are looking for.  He paid tribute to Bristol for its market engagement activities and being able to speak to key people before the formal tender process started.

Case Study 2

During the economic downturn, building contractors (large and small) were going out of business due to the slowdown in construction work.

We had three major contracts, two for repairs and response maintenance and one for gas fitting.  We approached the three contractors and asked whether if the very small sub-contractors that they used went out of business, would the contractors’ business and the delivery of the contract’ suffer.  The response was ‘yes’.  Consequently with an initial funding contribution from the these three contractors we facilitated ‘business survival’ training which enabled very small sub-contractors to understand their business finances, business plans, etc.   These initial sessions have lead to a raft of training sessions which we facilitate or deliver aimed at very small business which are often under the radar of conventional business support.  The rationale behind providing these sessions is often that very small (micro) businesses are incredibly good at delivering their specific service or skills, but often have little business acumen.
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