‘Best Councils to do business with’ contest

Entry Form

	Local Authority Name: North West Leicestershire 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?

	30%
	38%


	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):
Before any medium or high level procurement exercise, we adopt a ‘soft’ market approach with suppliers active in the relevant market.  We particularly focus our attention on small businesses as more often than not they provide us with the most efficient and innovative solutions. 
We have recently launched our “Buy Local” initiative which aims to place small businesses in the best possible position to win work from the Council.  Working closely with the Federation of Small Businesses (FSB) and voluntary & community sector (VCS), we have instigated an intensive, ongoing marketing campaign which to date has informed over 2,000 small and regional businesses that we are open for business. 
We have recently published a practical plain English supplier help guide. It was designed with small businesses in mind, providing them with an overview of the procurement process and advice on how to win work from the public sector. 
To help small businesses build capacity, we publish our three year procurement plan on our website and regularly attend meet the buyer events.

We are committed to ensuring that our procurement policies and practices are designed to benefit small businesses.  For example, we recently packaged a contract into 8 small sizeable lots of (< £300,000), opening up business to small businesses. 

We use the procurement process to increase our use of locally based suppliers and to enable SME’s and the VCS to participate in procurement activities across the public sector, pursuant to one of the Councils priorities for 2012/13 “Business and Jobs”.



	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 directly inform small businesses of our contract opportunities by publishing our three year procurement plan on our website and by posting contract opportunities on Source Leicestershire and our website. We also promote opportunities via the FSB and local Chamber of Commerce (C.ofC.).
The most significant step we have taken to improve supply chain participation from small businesses is our “Buy Local” initiative.  As part of our “Buy Local” initiative, we have created an online supplier portal, on which small businesses can register their company details free of charge.  In conjunction with the portal we have also changed our constitution, which now states that quotations for opportunities up to £35k are sought from the portal. The initiative has been a tremendous success, to date we have over 400 businesses (predominantly small) registered and we have seen a significant increase in our, spend with small businesses. 
We have also reviewed and updated our procurement templates, bringing them in line with good practice and written in plain English to simplify the process, making it more cost efficient for small businesses. We have revised our approach to the financial evaluation of suppliers, with a view to taking a more pragmatic approach, as opposed to applying a standard formula. 
We work closely with our prime contractors to ensure that they include small businesses in their supply chain. For example our newly appointed suppliers delivering our Decent Homes Programme have agreed to utilise our supplier portal to engage their sub-contractors. 


	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):

As part of our standard supplier management process we capture details on the size of businesses including micro, small and medium size enterprises. We also capture details as to whether they are a VCS or a social enterprise. 

We generate monthly reports from our financial management system, which enables us to measure our spend and commitment to small businesses. 

As part of our “Buy Local” initiative, we are committed to ensure that there is a significant increase in our, spend with small businesses. To date the results have been extremely positive.  However, we are reflective in our approach and are always looking for new ways to increase our spend with small businesses. 
As required we publish our £500 and above transparency spend data on our website, enabling businesses to see not only that we are spending our money wisely, but with whom. Informing small businesses about our first tier suppliers with whom they may wish to approach, with a view to accessing the supply chain. 
Good news stories are published in our district magazine. Recent articles have covered the current engagement of our decent home providers (£29M contract) and the launch of “Buy Local.” Our way of ensuring that doing business with us is easier, quicker and cheaper for small businesses. 



	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): 

We have recently reviewed and amended our constitution to support our “Buy Local” initiative making it easier for small businesses to access our contract opportunities.

We have increased the threshold for full tendering from £50k to £75K. Below this limit we use quotations to ascertain value for money, making it easier, quicker, cheaper and simpler for small businesses to bid for work. For work less than £35K we are inviting suppliers form our “Buy Local Portal” to bid for work.

As part of our standard templates we have introduced an output based specification, based on desired outcomes to be used for all service contracts. This gives suppliers greater scope to innovate, a trait more common of small businesses. 
We are committed in ensuring that small local businesses are paid within 10 days of receipt of invoice.  At present 90% of invoices are paid within this timeframe.

Training has been provided to a number of procuring officers to provide them with a greater understanding of the barriers facing small businesses.  

All tender award criteria are scrutinised by our Corporate Leadership Team (CLT) to ensure that the criteria is designed not to discriminate against small businesses. 

For small businesses our constitution now stipulates that the procuring officers carry out face to face debriefs with all unsuccessful bidders. Providing advice on how they can improve their future bids.  Small businesses have found this service extremely helpful and we have received excellent feedback from a variety of small businesses.




	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): 
The main lessons learnt are two fold: We quickly learnt that the success of our initiative was dependant on engagement with both internal and external bodies.

Internally we needed commitment embedded within our corporate priorities “Business and Jobs” and endorsement from our senior management team and internal buyers.  

In order for small businesses to buy into our concept, we needed to ensure that they trusted us, that we were committed to them and open for business. We therefore utilised the expertise of the FSB, VCS and Chamber of Commerce to help us communicate our message.



	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): 

It is our intention to open up our “buy local” online supplier portal to third parties. We have a commitment from a local further education college with a view to utilising the portal within the next two months.
To have a more sub-stainable approach to procurement by incorporating social, economic and environmental award criteria into our procurement activity.
We are currently working with the Leicester and Leicestershire Economic Partnership to produce a Procurement Charter, to which public and private sector organisations/contractors can sign up; committing them to best practise, including ensuring local publicity is given to contract opportunities.



	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):

Buy Local Case Study

As part of the Council’s priority of Business and growth, the Chief Executive of NWL, created Buy Local; A scheme that aims to put small local suppliers in the best possible position to obtain business from the Council.

By changing the Council’s purchasing policy, Christine’s believed that this would create an
opportunity that would support existing and new local businesses. Seeing this as a huge opportunity for the District, Leader of the Council Councillor [redacted] and MP [redacted] gave their support.

After initial scoping, the Council concluded that the initiative would ensure local economic growth which in turn would have the potential to boost job growth.  
In moving the project forward, it quickly became apparent that there were a number of barriers preventing businesses from accessing procurement opportunities. To enable these barriers to be dismantled, a taskforce was set up, with an aim of co-designing and co-producing “Buy Local”.

The taskforce, which included representatives from VCS, The FSB and the Council’s internal buyers, were extremely passionate about the ethos of Buy Local”.
The taskforce identified that many of the Council’s buyers were uncertain of what they could do to make procurement activities more accessible to local suppliers and small businesses. As a result, the Council reviewed and amended their contract procedures and rolled out a staff development programme. 

The taskforce designed an on-line supplier portal (www.buylocalgov.co.uk) which proved beneficial to both businesses and those procuring services.  The portal allows suppliers to add information about their business and the products and services they offer.  It also allows registered suppliers the opportunity to add supporting documents and policies such as; insurance, quality, health and safety and legislative compliance certificates.

To facilitate the growth of the portal, there was a change in the Council’s contract procedure rules.  This new way of working meant that all procurement for products and services below £35K would go through the portal as a first step.

EPT Services is one of those suppliers who, after registering on the “Buy Local” portal are reaping the benefits.  The company was successful in obtaining contracts for signage and work wear.  EPT Services are full of praise for the initiative and say it has helped them grow their business.

[redacted] of EPT Services said: “To us, “Buy Local” demonstrates a strong and tangible commitment of support and encouragement from the Council to small local businesses.  It has given us the opportunity to do business with the council that we would have never have had previously and we are certain that it will help us grow our business.”
[redacted]  MP said “Buy Local means that every business in North West Leicestershire can get involved and we hope we can encourage as many as possible to do. I for one, will ensure that on my visits to local businesses, I will try to link up the services offered, promote the ambitions of this initiative, and hope that everyone gets the best out of it.”










