
 

SME Steering Group - Cumbria 

Meeting 1: 18 April 2013, Energus Centre, Lilyhall, Workington, Cumbria 

Present: 

SMEs: 

Chair:  Kurt Canfield (KC) – Safety Critical  

Tim Ashworth (TA) – Westlakes Engineering 

Ian Park (IP) – Park Gate 

Tom Anderson (TAn) – Blue Stream Consulting 

Peter Woolaghan (PW) – React Engineering 

Tony O’Pray (TO) – TIS 

Tier 2s: 

Kevin Thompson (KT) – Carillion 

Debbie Stevens (DS) – MITIE 

Support Organisations: 

David Jones (DJ) – BEC 

Julie Betteridge (JB) – Copeland Borough Council 

SLCs: Keith Case (KCa)  – Sellafield NDA: Ron Gorham (RG), Sam Dancy (SD) 

 

Notes: 

1 Introductions 

• Members to the group were welcomed and introductions were made. 

• The Chair emphasised that this was a collaborative committee and although initially set up by 

NDA it should be driven and owned by the SME community going forward.   The draft terms of 

reference seemed reasonable and workable. 

• The ethos was to make sure that opportunities were created for SMEs, identify constraints 

and help drive VfM by breaking down barriers and making connections and collaborations 

across all tiers.   

• It was thought that there was a good mix of engineering and non-engineering companies in 

the group, and other SMEs could be co-opted for initiatives provided that there was a 

permanent steering group member. 

• It was agreed that the group should act as a voice for SMEs and needed to be more than a 

talking shop. 

 

2 NDA Perspective 

 

• Ron Gorham said that the Steering Groups had been set up to support growth and value 

within the NDA Estate.   

• The NDA Estate spend £1.6bn in the supply chain at the Tier 2 level so what the supply chain 

does and how it behaves matters to the NDA in meeting its mission. 

• HMG has set an SME target, seeking to put an increasing amount of work with SMEs.  HMG 

has looked at performance, and recognised the need to balance big business and small – big 

business has been dominating which has kept SMEs away from innovating and providing 

value. 

• HMG target is 25% of spend (direct and indirect) - NDA has looked at this and has set a 

realistic target of 20% (direct and indirect) by 2015 for the whole estate which takes into 
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account NDA subsidiaries, PBO competitions as well as SLC/Tier 2 spend.  At the moment the 

NDA Estate spend is 11% direct with SMEs, and further work needs to be done to mine the 

Tier 2 SME spend. 

• It is hoped that the Steering Groups will build upon recent NDA initiatives to simplify and 

increase the level at which NDA flowdowns apply from £50k to £150k, simplify and 

standardise generic PQQ requirements, use of Contracts Finder as the single portal for 

opportunities across the Estate, and the National NDA Estate Supply Chain Event that 

provided free exhibition space for 100 Supply Chain Charter signatories, the majority of whom 

were SMEs  - combined with the SLCs specific supply chain events these can replace the 

multitude of expensive conferences for suppliers in the NDA Estate.   

• In terms of the SME Steering Group, rather than NDA or the SLCs bringing the group together 

and telling them what is important, NDA have borrowed the idea of the steering group from 

Serco to drive initiatives to make a positive impact to SMEs.   

• The group also gives a direct voice to NDA.  It is important that the group is not seen as a cosy 

club, but representing the SME community, it is valued and makes a difference, and what 

happens gets widely promulgated. 

• A regional approach has been adopted as this fits with the NDA Estate, while the regional 

chairs will sit on the National steering group chaired by David Batters, NDA’s CFO, and will 

include members from HMG, Welsh Government and Scottish Executive. 

• In terms of the HMG requirements, NDA has an SME Action Plan, which is a sub-set of DECCs, 

and a self-assessment is undertaken against a common set of seven criteria for success – the 

NDA Estate is currently rated at ‘Amber’.  The Action Plan and target has been shared with the 

SLCs who have been tasked with meeting the requirements, particularly considering the SME 

friendliness of their procurement strategies going forward. 

• NDA had also re-run the ‘Health of the Supply Chain’ survey with independent consultants.  

The conclusion was that we had a healthy supply chain but there were problems that needed 

to be addressed: standardisation, transparency of opportunities (particularly Tier 2s), impact 

of large frameworks, and payment terms within lower levels of the supply chain.  If the 

problems were not addressed and NDA and SLCs did not do something different the supply 

chain would become ‘unhealthy’ and we would fail on the SME targets.  There was nothing 

wrong with the NDA Supply Chain Development Strategy, but it was questioned whether it 

was being fully translated into the supply chain. 

• It was important to engage with not just the SLCs, but the Tier 2 community too.  A meeting 

had recently been held by NDA’s CEO with senior executives of the Top Tier 2 contractors and 

SLCs to explain the SME Action Plan and get their support for the SME agenda across the NDA 

Estate.  This had been a positive meeting and another meeting would be held in 6 months. 

 

• There was a discussion about the value of the targets and the need to mine the indirect SME 

spend to fully understand the current position.  Although the target provided a focal point, the 
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important factor was the need for cultural change starting with procurement strategies and 

approach to SME engagement – understanding the value proposition SMEs brought and the 

barriers to them.   There was a need to look at outcomes eg was there a vibrant local supply 

chain, more SMEs starting up?  It was also important to consider that a prime driver was 

effective delivery of the SLC programmes, with the right talent at the workface and the right 

mix of big and small companies. 

• It was highlighted that there was a need for innovative and smart SMEs and recognised that 

those who were undifferentiated may struggle.  There needed to be an environment where 

organisations could get close to a problem to know what to solve – with current contract 

arrangements there can be lack of transparency through the tiers.    

• There needed to be a view on what we wanted to see in terms of the supply chain in the next 

12, 24 and 36 months, and how to get there. 

• There was a certain amount of frustration in the group as they had been raising issues 

impacting SMEs over a long period, however the Steering Group had the gift to make change 

with the backing of NDA, SLCs and Tier 2s to make a difference. 

 

3 Discuss/Agree Terms of Reference (ToRs) 

 

• While considering the ToRs the group discussed issues that impacted or could support SMEs: 

o Opportunities for SMEs 

o Simplification of the supply chain 

o Mobilisation – growth out of 

catchment area 

o Commercial impacts post contract 

placement 

o General industry resource issues 

o Payment terms 

o Cultural change required 

o More dialogue required re 

value/barriers 

o Partnership and collaboration 
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• It was thought that the top 5 issues for Tier 2s would look similar to the SME Challenges, so 

positive action was likely to support the whole supply chain. 

• It was highlighted that there was rewarding work once in the nuclear supply chain but it was 

difficult to sustain and there was a high cost of entry.  It was felt that the Tier 2s could do 

more to understand the capability SMEs have locally and what value they can add.  At the 

moment there were issues with huge projects going to the Tier 2s robbing SMEs of labour.   

• There was also an issue with NDA presenting a one dimensional market of work going to the 

Tier 2s and flowing through the Tiers, when SMEs can, did and wanted to work closer to the 

SLCs and could add more value that way. 

Post meeting note: NDA acknowledges this view, and will consider its messaging in future.  NDA is 

encouraging SLCs to work direct with SMEs through the Action Plan, but needs to emphasise that Tier 

2s also play a key role in SME engagement. 

• The aim should be to develop a vibrant community with business that could work at a local, 

national and international level with an optimal mix of business and operational models. 

Action 1/1: All: look at any industry/area which is an exemplar of what the group is looking to 

create and share project examples at the next meeting, highlighting what was done differently. 

• There was a discussion on the BEC Blue Print, which also had a number of initiatives and an 

implementation plan to address business issues -BEC would be interested on the group’s opinion 

on whether they would make a difference. 

• It was agreed that the group could adopt the ToRs. 

• The group should aim to meet every two months/quarterly during early stages. 

• SD would take notes for the first meeting but secretarial support needed to be considered for 

future meetings. 

• The meeting would be publicised on Linked-In and the NDA’s Supplier web-page has a tab for 

the SME Steering Groups.  The names of the members would be on the notes to the meeting so 

that people knew who they could approach to raise issues.  The BEC Business Cluster particularly 

the decommissioning group would also feed in issues. 

4 Next Steps 

• The issues raised during the morning session were considered in more detail for taking forward 

as actions there were four key areas: 

o Commercial Issues – payment, LDs, flowdowns etc 

o Identifying Cumbrian SMEs 

o Resource pool 

o Exporting skills 

• Companies were turning their back on working at Sellafield, either by choice or necessity but 

some of the issues were the barriers to entry, it was seen as a ‘cosy, closed shop’ and they could 
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find better clients.  These issues needed to be addressed if the future projects were to be 

successfully supported by the supply chain. 

• It was noted that the BEC Business Cluster did not have a section for promoting opportunities at 

its meetings which could be addressed. 

o Needed to understand opportunity beyond the headline – ie how can SME engage, 

support and add value through the tendering process 

 

4.1 Commercial Issues 

 

• PQQs and tenders: level of response needed to be proportionate and relevant to the size of the 

contract.  EU best practice was to have a short form focussing on scope, price, programme with 

exploration into the details of certification etc with the top one or two tenderers.  The SLCs had 

just agreed a standard generic PQQ which should now be in use. 

Action 2/1: SME group members to check PQQs issued by SLCs are simpler and feed back.  

KCa/Tier 2s to re-evaluate whether simplification is being enacted. 

 

• Payment terms: can be a barrier and it was questioned whether good payment practices were 

part of the self assessment.  NDA responded that HMG, NDA and SLCs paid promptly and it was 

expected that Tier 2s would do the same and flow down payment terms as small companies 

became fragile on extended payment terms.  There were examples of 120 day payment terms, 

but other examples where Tier 2s had to demonstrate they fed payment terms down, and paid 

lower tiers promptly before the Tier 2 was paid.  Prompt payment was being considered by NDA 

and if this was generally an issue then it should be raised for action at the National level. 

Action 3/1: SMEs/SLCs/Tier 2/NDA members to consider issues on payment terms, provide any 

negative or positive on feedback to be able to consider action needed for next meeting.  RG to 

raise at next CEO/Tier 2 meeting if issues highlighted. 

 

• Retention/Liquidated Damages (LDs): some small contracts had unlimited LDs eg 10% per week 

of contract value which had been flowed down.  LDs needed to be proportionate to value and 

risk of the contract.  Equally where bonds and guarantees were not proportionate they needed 

to be addressed.  There was an example of retention on a decommissioning contract where you 

would normally expect them on construction contracts.  It was questioned if there was a 

checking exercise before ITTs were issued.  The SLCs expected professional judgement from their 

procurement staff for inclusion in ITTs and the commercial directors could go into their 

commercial teams to make them aware – KCa would raise the issue with the other SLC 

commercial directors.  This was also an issue for the Tier 2 community and KT was asked to do a 

sense check with other Tier 2s.  

• There was a discussion on how wider engagement of issues could be achieved.  The BEC 

Business Cluster could be used for feeding issues.   It was thought that the Sellafield Supply 



 

SME Steering Group - Cumbria 

Meeting 1: 18 April 2013, Energus Centre, Lilyhall, Workington, Cumbria 

Chain focus group could support Tier 2 engagement as well as the CEO/Tier 2 meeting at a more 

national level.  Support organisation members could also share with the other councils. 

 

4.2 Identifying Cumbrian SMEs 

• The group concluded that there was a need to both promote opportunities but also to promote 

the capabilities of SMEs with a suggested ‘Cumbria Excellence Day’ promoting SMEs in the area 

with Tier 2s as they did not know who they were.  There was a need to: 

o  get engagement with smaller companies – who, where, how many? 

o  recognise local successes with SMEs – case studies to demonstrate what ‘good’ looks 

like 

o Connect to Chamber of Commerce 

o Take a broader view with other clients eg BAe and Environment Agency 

o Consider growth and include all SMEs – micro, small and medium organisations 

Action 4/1: DJ, JB and 1-2 group members – to formulate how to ‘grow Cumbria awareness’ ie how 

to raise the profile of SMEs in Cumbria from any sector with Tier 2s etc.   This also linked to ‘Create 

a list of Cumbrian SMEs’.  Arrange meeting for next 2-3 weeks to take forward. 

 

• DJ also offered to present the Blue Print at the next meeting so that there was no duplication 

between groups. 

• There was a discussion on mentoring: Tier 2s mentoring Tier 3 / 4 suppliers would help smaller 

suppliers and help pull them into other industries.  There was the potential for NDA to put in a 

business case for funding a pilot mentoring scheme. 

 

4.3 Resource Pool 

 

• There was a shortage of certain skills in the industry and locally with the potential to create an 

unsustainable business from paying a premium for skills in the area.  There was a need to invest 

in young people and staff training as everyone was fishing in the same pool with people moving 

around jobs rather there being growth. 

• The challenge faced by companies, particularly SMEs, was that they took on younger people who 

lacked experience but tenders required experienced personnel – particularly engineering and 

consultancy which caveated out the younger people. 

• There needed to be a path through which personnel could gain experience – either by mentoring 

or working on lower hazard items and increasing experience on to higher hazard. 

• The question was how to encourage people to invest in skills when they do not have a contract, 

even though the plans at Sellafield show significant capital projects over the next five years.   

• From a Tier 2 perspective there needed to be a change in way work was planned – work comes 

out and needs to be delivered in a short timescale leading to using those who have the skills.  If 

there was visibility of forward work plans then there was the potential to bring in new blood. 
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• There was not enough value put upon training of young people to make it worthwhile doing – 

there needed to be a demand for training in the way suppliers worked in the market and from 

the clients. 

• There also needed to be an acceptance from clients that suppliers could charge nominal fees for 

charging out graduates and apprentices under a mentor.  Time needed to be spent on people to 

get the skills they needed and buyers, programme and project managers needed to buy into that 

concept. 

• SMEs were taking on apprentices, but they could also exchange with Tier 2 apprentices and up-

skill them – similar to the graduate scheme.  There were already good examples of SMEs 

supporting each other in this way that could be shared more widely. 

• There was a discussion on the use of socio-economic plans and KPIs to support the value of 

training. 

Action: 5/1: All: what can the group recommend to improve value placed on training and bringing 

in the younger generation – what could be done differently and what are the blockers that need to 

be opened and how? 

 

4.4 Exporting skills 

• There was a discussion on how to export some of the services and skills from the area, how to 

harness what was currently done, but also how to get new people/companies into the county – 

bringing growth. 

• NDA was already engaged in some overseas trade missions, as to the SLCs eg support to Japan.  

A Chinese delegation had been hosted in February with a ‘Dragon’s Den’ for selected SMEs to 

present their capabilities, and it is expected other delegations would be supported. 

• Equally Tier 2s may have opportunities in wider markets. 

• There were potentially issues with companies interested in working overseas not being able to 

access what they had done on a Site to demonstrate their innovation and capability. 

• There was reference again to the need for a complimentary approach to procurement of 

innovation that allows innovative SMEs to get close to the problem and sharing best practice. 

• It was agreed that exporting skills was an involved topic but it should be possible to show SMEs 

what can be done. 

Action 6/1: KC: set up separate meeting in 3-4 weeks to discuss how exporting skills could be 

taken forward 

Meeting Close: All members were thanked for their contributions, and it was agreed that the group 

should seek to achieve an implementable plan in the next 6-12 months.  The ambition was to do the 

right thing and represent Cumbria. 

Date of next meeting: 2 months time, date and venue TBC. 


