[image: image1.jpg]sbe

Institute for Small Business
& Entrepreneurship



Institute for Small Business & Entrepreneurship 

7-9 November 2007 - Glasgow, Scotland


Local authority procurement policies – impact on SMEs
Mark Stein, Economic Development Officer

Tameside Metropolitan Borough Council

Wellington Road

Ashton-Under-Lyne  OL6 6DL
Tel:0161 342 3586        Email: mark.stein@tameside.gov.uk
Website: www.tameside.gov.uk
Abstract

Prior Work   A wide range of policy documents produced by UK government, local authorities and NGOs – see references.

Approach   The paper will examine  UK government  policy documents setting out the policy framework within which local authorities are required to operate  [eg those produced by the Office of  Government Commerce, Office of Deputy Prime Minister, Department of Communities & Local Government; Department of Trade & Industry] plus documents produced by a number of NGOs   It will further examine the variety of local authority responses to these policy imperatives  by examining changes in procurement policies introduced by a number of  UK local authorities  This will include case studies of the way in which particular local authorities have sought to achieve their objectives.   It will also discuss the relevance of EU procurement law.

Results  The outcome of the research will provides an overview of  national policy changes creating the framework within which local authorities must operate and will illustrate the range of local authority responses and the impact this has had on suppliers, particularly Small & Medium Enterprises and voluntary and community organisations and social enterprises.

Implications    Local authorities are being expected to implement policies where objectives are not necessarily consistent with each other.    Pressure from central government to achieve savings may encourage them to aggregate spend – to buy from a smaller number of suppliers.   This could have a negative effect on other declared objectives – to offer opportunities for small firms, social enterprises, minority businesses and voluntary and community sector groups.       Local authorities also have to operate within an increasingly legalistic environment where procurement decisions are open to legal challenge – particularly for non-compliance with European procurement law.   NGOs such as the New Economics Foundation have played an important role in campaigning for local authority procurement to achieve social objectives while complying with  European procurement legislation.

Value   This paper sums up developments in a rapidly changing field of public policy, where local authorities are having to make major changes to  their procurement practices    It is intended to inform and advise  local authority decision-makers, business advice agencies and SMEs seeking to win contracts with local authorities.

Keywords:  local authority; procurement, sustainable, social benefits, supplier, SMEs.

Historical Background & Introduction

There is a long history of public sector procurement being used to accomplish social and economic goals.  A key moment was the fair wage legislation passed in the 1880s  which  made public sector contracts dependent on the contractor paying “a fair wage”     In the 1980s the Greater London Council and other radical local authorities  pioneered contract compliance policies aimed at restricting local authority procurement to private sector companies who pursued acceptable employment practices   (Kellner 1998).

Mrs Thatcher’s government abolished the GLC and amended the Local Government Act in 1988 to  prohibit local authorities from taking labour force matters into account in awarding contracts  (Joseph Rowntree Foundation 2002)    In recent years  local authorities have increasingly found ways to accomplish economic and social goals through procurement.   And added to this has been a growing desire to use procurement to accomplish environmental goals. 

The paper commences with an overview of national government policies.   This is set in the context of European competition legislation.   Government has given every local authority an annual savings target.   Councils often attempt to meet this by reducing the number of suppliers [aggregating spend] while demanding that suppliers cut their prices.   E-procurement and collaboration are tools for cutting costs.   Councils are sharing their spend information through the Spikes-Cavell Observatory, which offers a number of opportunities for extracting savings from suppliers.   

There is a countervailing push to use local authority procurement to promote local economic well-being.  Reports by the New Economics Foundation, Joseph Rowntree Foundation and the Manufacturing Forum have highlighted how a number of local authorities have achieved this, without excessive costs or legal problems.   This has fed into Office of Government Commerce Guidance setting out how social issues can be taken into account in the procurement process, that smaller suppliers may give better value and that reliance on a few big suppliers can have serious drawbacks.   Case studies are described of Councils who have carried out supplier engagement programmes – Haringey and Wakefield.  The Spikes-Cavell Observatory can also be used to monitor performance in engaging local suppliers.  Reference is made to the use of voluntary sector and social enterprises – with a case study from Stockport.

The paper concludes with discussion of the latest developments in the policy debate.   The June 2006 Sustainable Procurement Task Force, the government’s somewhat limited response shown in the March 2007 Action Plan and the launch of two new sustainable procurement websites which display growing enthusiasm at the level of individual local authorities for using procurement to achieve social, economic and environmental goals.

National Government Policies

The last seven years have seen a series of policy documents from the UK government setting out a new agenda with which it expects local authorities to comply in their spending of an estimated $40 billion in public money.

The National Strategy for Local Government Procurement in England  2003   sets out many of the salient themes:

“Our objective is that by 2006 all councils will be:

• Delivering significantly better quality public services that meet the needs of all

local citizens through sustainable partnerships they have forged with a range of public, private, social enterprise and voluntary sector organisations

• Confidently operating a mixed economy of service provision, with ready access to a diverse, competitive range of suppliers providing quality services, including small firms, social enterprises, minority businesses and voluntary and community sector groups

• Achieving continuous improvement from all categories of procurement expenditure, by putting in place an appropriate procurement strategy and the necessary resources for implementation

• Obtaining greater value for money by collaborating with partners at local, regional, national and European levels

• Realising economic, social and environmental benefits for their communities through their procurement activities

• Demonstrating improvement in equality and opportunity for businesses, service users and council staff

• Stimulating markets and using their buying power creatively to drive innovation in the design, construction and delivery of services.”    (Office of the Deputy Prime Minister 2003)
European competition legislation
Local authorities also need to work within EU procurement law, which has been incorporated into UK law through the UK Public Contracts Regulations.  The European Community treaty principles of non-discrimination on grounds of nationality, equal treatment, transparency, proportionality and free movement of goods and services apply to all public sector contracts.  All contracts above certain thresholds must be advertised in the Official Journal of the European Union [OJEU] so that contractors all over Europe can compete for the work.  Local authorities are not permitted to artificially break up [dis-aggregate] contracts to avoid the requirement to advertise them in the OJEU.  

An illustration of the risks in store for a local authority which does not comply with European competition legislation can be seen in the case of Glasgow City Council.  The European Commission has just begun formal proceedings against the UK government because a multi-million pound contract to maintain and refurbish thousands of homes was awarded to Glasgow City Council as part of the set up of the Glasgow Housing Association instead of being open to commercial companies, in keeping with European law.   If the EC is not satisfied this could result in the UK government appearing before the European Court of Justice, the existing contracts being cancelled and readvertised or an unlimited financial penalty.  Companies which may have expressed an interest in the work but were excluded could also sue.    (Braiden 2007)

Saving Money
In the 2004 Spending Review the government set local government the challenge of achieving £3 billion efficiency gains by 2007/08.  [Communities 2006a: 9]      During 2006/07  councils were expected to achieve  £122,045,312 cashable savings on their total procurement spend, with each council given its own target ranging between £1,900 for tiny West Linsey District Council to £3m for large  city boroughs like Manchester and Camden.   (Communities 2006b)    

The government has established regional centres of excellence  tasked with  spreading best practice among local authorities in modernising procurement, cutting costs and promoting  developing collaborative delivery of services.   

“Aggregate spend …prevent proliferation of individual suppliers”
A typical example of  a local authority recognising an opportunity to make savings through centralising control of expenditure is  Kensington & Chelsea’s procurement review     “there are some major categories of expenditure where there is limited overall control and a proliferation of individual suppliers.  For example, in 2003-04, 135 temporary staff agencies were paid at least £10,500 at a total cost of £9.5m.   Most of this spend was not with formally approved suppliers and, for many types of staff, approved suppliers have not been selected.   The activity resulted in making 16,500 individual payments, with an estimated administrative cost of almost £0.25m”   The solution proposed by the review was that “where significant amounts of products or services are bought as separate transactions, it makes sense to establish contracts and seek volume discounts.   A tender exercise two years ago secured price reductions of 15% for administrative and clerical staff.  However these staff represent only 17% of total agency spend and there is scope to achieve similar savings for the remaining 85%”.   Agency spending was an area where other London boroughs had set up open framework contracts which Kensington could take advantage of.  The need  was to centralise control of the spending with central management of a small number of  agreements covering generic staff plus some groups of specialist staff such as care workers.  (Kensington & Chelsea 2005: 8)

“We need to cut costs by 10 per cent”
Some local authorities make savings by going  to suppliers and pressing for price reductions,.   Manchester City Council gave a public presentation in May 2007 about making savings in a branch of its Social Services Department.   Procurement was given a target to reduce costs by 10 per cent.   A small project team analysed spend with suppliers which showed that half of the budget was with higher costs suppliers, but high price did not equal better outcomes or higher quality.   The team organised one to one meetings with major providers.  The first meeting was to ask the supplier to consider how costs could be reduced without compromising quality.   Round Two meetings were to confirm price discounts and quality of service and discuss contract arrangements for 2007/08 and beyond.   The exercise achieved direct price reductions of £480,000 pa,  and £800,000 was saved by avoiding external placements by requiring them to be approved at Assistant Director level.   (Brown 2007) 

E-procurement
The introduction of e-procurement has potential to cut costs in a number of ways.   It eliminates the manual processing of invoices and thereby reduces administration costs.  It is also possible to use e-procurement to impose an organisational structure and approval process for all purchases, which leads to tighter central control of spending and elimination of “maverick” spend  ie with a supplier other than that for which the local authority already has a contract in place.   It is possible to introduce strict controls on the setting up of new suppliers and push officers to use approved suppliers.     The introduction of procurement cards also brings about savings in administration costs while e-auctions can push down the price of bought-in goods and services (Communities 2006c:142).

Collaboration

Local authorities are being encouraged to source collaboratively  ie  to seek  savings through scale economies by aggregating their combined demand into a single contract (Communities 2006c: 143).
Spend analysis with Spikes-Cavell
About 400 local authorities and other public sector bodies have subscribed to the spend intelligence service offered by the Spikes-Cavell Observatory.   www.spikescavell.net.  At last count the Observatory provided instant online access to 2,289,229 creditors, financial transactions worth more than £60.1 bn and 38,983,562 invoices.  The information can be used to help deliver savings:

· Target selected top trade suppliers where opportunity exists to negotiate improved terms

· Identify trade categories and suppliers where invoice volume is burdensome and working with suppliers to reduce number of invoices

· Devise strategies to reduce the administrative burden of trading with suppliers in the <£1,000 tail

· Identify “off contract” spend and develop policies to reduce or eliminate it

· Identify categories that appear to have too many suppliers and rationalise suppliers

· Identify categories with too few suppliers with a view to seeking to bring in additional competition

· Collaborate with other public sector bodies to engage with selected common trade suppliers where the opportunity exists to negotiate  substantially lower prices by virtue of the value of aggregate spend

 Plugging the Leaks
Developments such as those described above have the potential to make life much harder for  local Small & Medium Enterprises [SMEs].    If local authorities aggregate their spend into larger contracts much of this may go to large multinationals.   SMEs also have less familiarity with e-commerce and may therefore be disadvantaged by increasing use of e-procurement.

These changes may achieve cash savings for local authorities but there are increasing concerns that switching local authority procurement from a host of local businesses to a few remote multinationals may not benefit the wider interests of the community

The Neighbourhood Renewal Unit sponsored a report produced by the New Economics Foundation[NEF] in 2002  which stressed that when public money is spent by public services within a deprived neighbourhood too often it was spent on services with no local presence and so immediately leaves the area    (New Economics Foundation 2002: 2)      This could include delivery of public services by a social enterprise  [Ibid: 47]    The report sets out a methodology for organising a community campaign to “plug the leaks”  ie try to ensure that whenever possible both public and private sector organisations within the area source goods and services locally rather than going outside.  It sets out case studies of this work being carried out in a number of localities: Milford Haven; South Staffordshire; Luton Cloughmills   Aberdeen; Plymouth;; Hastings; Brecon, Leeds  (Ibid: 79-87).

Public Spending for Public Benefit
This is a further NEF  report subtitled  “How the public sector can use its purchasing power to deliver local economic benefit”   It points out that if the UK public sector steered just 10 per cent more of its everyday spending on goods and services into the country’s most disadvantaged areas this would amount to £12.5 billion of income injected into those areas in just one year.    It presents a number of case studies:

· Cornwall Food Programme generates £47,000 more per year for the regional economy by sourcing higher quality local ice cream that costs the same as national alternatives with less nutritional content

· Riverside Housing Association saves £46,000 on central heating supplies by working with the regional supply chain

· Lincolnshire County Council saves over £70,000 per year by working with a local community woodland to provide alternative youth education

· Liverpool City Council responds to 70 per cent more bulky waste removal calls using Bulky Bob’s for less money than it previously spent using a national company

· Sheffield City Council  is working with five large construction to refurbish local authority housing but they are subcontracting around 10 per cent of their work to local social enterprises

· Northumberland County Council re-invests £1.5 million per year in regional food suppliers by supplying county schools with less food

“Working with regional suppliers can seem less important now because we do have choices.  But if we don’t work with regional suppliers now, they may not exist in a few years and then we will be stuck with just a few national players. And then we won’t have any choices left”  (New Economics Foundation 2006: 18)

Keeping it legal
NEF pays particular attention to concerns that  such procurement policies are prohibited by EU law and show that  that local authorities can:

· Pro-actively engage with businesses in their area to boost their chances of being able to compete for public contracts, as well as to improve the local economy in general, as long as these enterprises are not given an unfair advantage during the procurement process

· Build a number of social as well as environmental benefits into the contracts  [eg training, & hiring unemployed people]

· Divide up contract services into a number of ways, as long as you are breaking down your contract to achieve a better value rather than to avoid EU thresholds

· Include a requirement for bidders to achieve optional priced proposals for the delivery of community benefits 

· Work with a supplier to develop a local supply chain and employment opportunities to deliver a better service after awarding a contract (New Economics Foundation 2006:33)

Achieving Community Benefits through Contracts 

More detailed guidance on the legalities of achieving community benefits through public procurement contracts is given in a study by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation, with legal analysis by Anthony Collins Solicitors  Local authorities are required to achieve “best value” in their procurement   It is for the local authority to define its requirement, since this is the basis on which value for money is judged.   And this requirement can include community benefits provided they are directly relevant to the product or service being purchased and supported by the contracting authority’s objectives – as set out in the Community Strategy and/or the Best Value Procurement Plan or other significant policy statements   (Joseph Rowntree Foundation 2002).    These community benefits can include recruiting unemployed people and offering  training opportunities  and subcontracting opportunities for SMEs        

Manufacturing Forum

Following up this work the DTI sponsored research carried out  by Anthony Collins Solicitors on behalf of the Manufacturing Forum on the scope for using social clauses to benefit the UK manufacturing sector   (Anthony Collins  2006)      The report is very long and  detailed – 116 pages with a further 154 pages of case studies.    

Case studies include:

· Stirling roads maintenance

· Haringey    temporary staff agency

· Glasgow Housing Association    housing refurbishment

· East Ayrshire Council    organic, local and fresh school meals service

· Use of social clauses in Denmark

· London    Community transport

· Dundee    Social care for people with learning disabilities

· Manchester   building new schools

OGC Guidance on social issues in purchasing

In  February 2006  the Office of Government Commerce produced a detailed 51 page guidance note for procurement officers on how a range of social issues can be taken into account in the procurement process     (Office of Government Commerce  2006)

This essentially confirms the points made in the New Economics Foundation and Joseph Rowntree studies referred to above.    .

The guidance note covers the following social issues:

· Community benefits

· Core labour standards

· Disability Equality

· Employment and Training Issues

· Fair Trade

· Gender Equality

· Race Equality

· Small & Medium-sized enterprises, including social enterprises, black and minority ethnic enterprises, women’s businesses, disabled-owned businesses and the voluntary and community sector  

It recommends that consideration of social issues in procurement:

· Needs to take place in a strategic context

· Should start with identifying of a need and developing the business case

· Should be embodied within the specification which articulates the user requirement

· Should be considered at the stage of selection of the successful tenderer, with possible exclusions for breach of equality legislation or lack of technical capacity

· Should where relevant include aspects of subcontracting to SMEs

Government Policy:  opening up procurement opportunities to SMEs
From  2004  there has appeared to be a new emphasis in government policy on opening up public procurement opportunities to SMEs

Smaller Supplier…Better Value

In December 2005 OGC published its report     Smaller Supplier….Better Value  arguing that smaller businesses can often provide better quality services and innovative solutions at better value for money.   [Office of Government Commerce 2005]    It urges procurement officers to help small firms overcome the obstacles that can make it difficult for them to win public sector business by

· being prepared to explain the process and making requirement clear and unambiguous

· advertising opportunities as widely as possible and ensuring advertisements are clear and concise and give a full description of the goods and services sought

· taking into account the nature, size and risk of specific procurements, as well as any risks associated with individual suppliers

· being prepared to provide meaningful feedback, even to successful bidders, ensuring that any feedback is as helpful as possible

It encourages public sector bodies to use OGCs standardised Pre Qualification Questionaire for low value requirements  asks simple questions to establish suppliers suitability to tender and operates on a self certification premise where suppliers confirm that they can provide information to validate their responses at a later stage [ie tender] if requested – rather than having to provide reams of documentation with the tender.    OGC advice is to request only two years of accounts rather than the three years which most local authorities have normally requested or if these are not available other appropriate information, such as management accounts, which avoids excluding recently-established businesses from tendering

National Procurement Concordat for Small Businesses

This is a statement of principles to encourage effective trade between local authorities and small businesses.  It was drawn up in 2005 and since then the government has been encouraging every local authority to sign up to it.  It embodies the points set out in Smaller Supplier…Better Value (Wakefield 2007)

Aggregation: Is Bigger always Better?   
The 2004 OGC Guidance document    Aggregation: Is Bigger always Better?  stressed the potential drawbacks of aggregation :

· The need for highly skilled procurers and contract managers:  “Large and complex contracts can often entail lengthy and costly procurement processes…It can be difficult to develop a specification that addresses the needs of all members of a buying consortium”

· Distorting the market and missing out on innovation:   “Very large contracts may pose significant barriers to entry for smaller firms or those wishing to diversify into the market.  A combination of the evolving strength of incumbents, size of contracts and high bid costs can lead to less competitive marketplaces”

· Invisible supply chain:  “the potential benefits (eg of innovation and high quality service) through SME participation as sub-contractors may be lost unless  positive action is taken to facilitate their involvement “  (Office of Government Commerce 2004:7 )
In response to concerns about inappropriate aggregation The  London Development Agency  now reminds its staff that “Aggregation is compulsory for application of the EU thresholds. However, the aggregation rules do not necessarily mean that there can only be one contract. Several contracts could be awarded, but each one should be treated as if the rules applied to them individually. Amongst the factors to consider when deciding to award one or more contracts, is whether the decision would exclude SME and BME enterprises that might otherwise have had an opportunity to tender, and provide a good service.”   (LondonDevelopment Agency 2007)

Haringey-  Supplier Engagement

The techniques used by Haringey in its pioneering supplier engagement programme during 2003-2004 included:

· Use of community benefit clauses in tendering – referring to use of SMEs in the supply chain

· Drafting and implementing Key Performance Indicators – measuring the percentage of Council spend with SMEs and BMEs [Black & Minority Ethnic Enterprises]

· Devising an SME Issue Log that recorded barriers that are identified by SMEs in the procurement process

· Development of “Think SME” wording for insertion into all the procurement documents and guidelines used by the Counil

· Tailored programme of procurement support and capacity building, comprising seminars, workshops, distance learning workbooks and one-to-one diagnostics and mentoring

· Trade local website   www.trade-local.co.uk   which showed current procurement opportunities and information on how to sell to the public sector
· Trade local database allowing information on local suppliers and potential suppliers to be shared around Haringey Council and for businesses to be contacted directly with relevant procurement opportunities    (Improvement & Development Agency 2004)
Such techniques are increasingly being used by  other local authorities eager to increase take up of procurement opportunities by local SMEs.
Case Study of a successful Supplier Engagement programme- Wakefield
In 2004 Wakefield Council established a new corporate procurement team with a remit to use procurement to  develop a dynamic local economy.   Feedback from companies  at Winning Council Business’ workshops in January-March 2004 was that Wakefield Council was difficult to do business with.  Creditor analysis identified that in 2003-04, only 40 per cent of a £135million spend went to a regional postcode. Comparative information from other large authorities suggested that the norm would be 50% to 60% spent regionally.   In April 2004 the Council’s cabinet approved a programme of activity to improve the Council’s engagement with local and regional businesses, and set a target to increase spend in the regional economy by 10 per cent over two years.   A strategic approach to supplier engagement was taken to improve communications between the council and businesses, to identify and break down the barriers encountered by businesses, while complying with procurement legislation and maintaining value for money.   By March 2006 the proportion of regional spend had increased from 40% to 52%. In monetary terms, this was an increase of £63 million in the region, of which £34 million was spent within Wakefield itself. (Improvement & Development Agency 2007: 8)

Local spend data from Spikes-Cavell 

The spend analysis information available from Spikes-Cavell  can be used  by each individual local authority to assess the percentage of value of expenditure with local trade suppliers and compare it with the national average of 31 per cent or with the averages for selected subsets of local authorities.   With County Councils – for example – 46 per cent of expenditure is with local trade suppliers.   With metropolitan councils the average is 30 per cent and with district councils only 17 per cent. www.spikescavell.net   The spend data can then be used to drive a policy of improving the percentage of spend with local suppliers.

Procurement from Voluntary Sector & Social enterprises 

The government is strongly committed to the role of the voluntary sector and social enterprises in delivering public services.  The tempo has strongly increased since Labour was returned for a third term in 2005. In 2006 the Treasury argued for the third sector to be placed at the heart of reforms to improve public services.    Council’s currently spend over £3 billion with voluntary organisations and there is a strong push to increase this.   However these organisations vary in their aspirations for and capacity to deliver public services   (Local Government Information Unit 2007) 

Pure Innovations Limited – Stockport  

This is a successful example of using social enterprise to deliver a public service.  Stockport Council set up Pure Innovations Limited in 2005 as ,a Social Enterprise company, to provide high quality employment services to combat social exclusion.It was originally established  1986, as a MENCAP Pathway Employment Service, which worked exclusively with people with learning disabilities, supporting them out of day centres into employment. By 1988 Stockport Council wanted to develop the service across disability groups and created Work Link, which was amongst the first supported employment services formed in the UK. A Sheltered Placement Scheme was also developed which enabled the council to employ more  disabled people and was extended to Asda and United Biscuits.  Pure Innovations provides:

· supported working placements for people with disabilities

· day services    which also provide work experience in catering, parks, gardens and radio marketing

· embracing diversity – assisting employers to employ people from the most excluded labour market groups     (Improvement & Development Agency 2007: 11)
Sustainable Procurement Task Force – June 2006
The most wide-ranging policy review of the  sustainable procurement agenda was carried out by the Sustainable Procurement Task Force, a group of thirty eight experts  from the public, private and voluntary sectors chaired by Sir Neville Simms.  Their report  was been set out in Procuring the Future,  the Sustainable Procurement National Action Plan, published in June 2006: “Sustainable procurement – in short using procurement to support wider social, economic and environmental objectives, in ways that offer real long term benefits, is how the public sector should be spending taxpayers money. “   (DEFRA 2006: 1)    

The report identifies ten priority areas of spend:  construction, health & social work; food; textiles; waste; pulp, paper & printing, energy,  office machinery, computers & consumables, furniture and transport

The report urges the government to introduce positive incentives for sustainable procurement eg good marks in the Comprehensive Performance Assessment (CPA).   

The report sets forward a Flexible Framework to enable every public sector organisation to assess its level of  progress towards  sustainable procurement  and how far there is room for improvement  - with five parameters – people, policy, strategy & communications, procurement process, engaging suppliers and Measurement & Results and five levels for each of these parameters: foundation, embed, practice, enhance and lead.   (DEFRA 2006: 68)     This assessment tool had originally been developed in slightly longer form by a think tank called Forum for the Future in collaboration with the Welsh Assembly  Government   [Forum for the Future 2004]   The Flexible Framework has gone on to be incorporated into various local authority and other public sector sustainable procurement policies (eg  Cardiff  City Council 2007)

A fairer world 

The Task Force  stretched its definition of  sustainable development beyond climate change, energy, protecting natural resources and sustainable production and consumption to include “creating sustainable communities and a fairer world”   [DEFRA 2006: 10]    It  placed strong emphasis on the social dimension of procurement.   “For example the Task Force believes that the public sector should urgently examine its supply chain for uniforms, clothing and other textiles which is a category of spend representing a major source of social concern.   UK could usefully work with and learn from the approach being developed in the Netherlands where social issues in textile supply chains are being addressed.  (DEFRA 2006: 19)

The  Task Force referred to the DTI’s Manufacturing Forum’s recent report on the development of social clauses and the new OGC Guidance on Social Issues in Procurement

Sustainable Procurement Action Plan
In response to the SPTF report the  UK Government’s Sustainable Procurement Action Plan  was published in March 2007      (HM Government 2007a)    In many ways this endorses the  Task Force approach.   The strongest emphasis however appears to be on minimising carbon emissions, waste, water consumption, energy efficiency and respecting biodiversity  (HM Government 2007:3)

This is underlined by the Quick Wins 2007 document  which gives very detailed and specific guidance on standards for fifty four products – computers, other office equipment, stationery, cars, heating and refrigeration and other domestic electrical appliances, lighting, toilet paper, toilets,   detergents,  chainsaw lubricants, hydraulic fluids and textiles.     Chainsaw lubricants, for example, have to be biodegradable and have low ecotoxicity.     Timber must either be recycled or come from legally harvested trees preferably grown in sustainably managed forests.  From 1 April 2015  all timber must come from a sustainable forest   With textiles there are specified upper limits for pesticides and VOC releases but nothing is said about avoiding sweatshop conditions for textile production  (HM Government 2007b  para 45) 

The social dimension of procurement is not totally omitted from this report but is given quite a low profile.   Reference is made to encouraging improved access for SMEs and the Third Sector to public sector procurement and/or delivery of  public sector services   (HM Government 2007: 29   para 9.10)     Social clauses are seen as applying particularly to social enterprises and the Third Sector where as part of delivery of public services commissioners can achieve broader outcomes than the just the main deliverables of a contract  [para 9.12]   Reference is made to Northumberland County Council’s use of  Local Multiplier 3  and its success in increasing local sourcing of food   [para 2.6]

Looking forward

The policy debate continues.  The government has not yet finalised its policy or issued definitive guidance on sustainable procurement

There continue to be signs that sustainable procurement is gaining momentum at local level   

which reflects the aspirations  of many people to achieve  social ,economic and environmental goals  - sometimes referred to as the triple bottomline   [Forum for the Future 2007]

Two websites have appeared which chart the growth of  sustainable procurement at a local level

One of these is SPIN  which describes itself as  the first and only website dedicated to supporting local authorities in their efforts to procure sustainably, and providing a 'one-stop' website containing  information relating to the sustainable procurement agenda. SPIN was initially launched as part of an East Midlands Centre of Excellence sustainable procurement project. It has since received the backing of the East of England and North West Centres of Excellence and is becoming a national resource for sustainable procurement information.http://www.s-p-i-n.co.uk/index.asp
Another and very similar website which has also been set up recently is www.procurementcupboard.org
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