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Background

Commissioning is a huge subject area. This briefing reviews some of the policies and initiatives over the last few years, looks at some best practice guidance and suggests where to get more information. 

According to the Joint Reviews team that audits the provision of social services:

“Commissioning is the process of specifying, securing and monitoring services to meet individuals' needs at a strategic level. This applies to all services, whether they are provided by the local authority or by the private or voluntary sectors.  

Commissioning is a term that is interpreted in many different ways.  The NHS commissions services at a high strategic level for example hospitals or prescribing budgets, whereas local authorities apply the term to services at all levels from the individual upwards.

Purchasing or Procurement is securing or buying services. At a corporate level in local authorities, the term 'procurement' often has an equivalent meaning to strategic commissioning in Social Services.”

Government Initiatives

Office of Government Commerce 

In 1999, Sir Peter Gershon's report “Review of Civil Procurement in Central Government” was published and the Office of Government Commerce was set up. The Office of Government Commerce was established as a central “one stop shop” procurement organisation and has helped deliver over £8 billion of efficiency savings from public procurement.

Efficiency Programme

The Efficiency Programme has its origins in the 2004 Gershon Review and is the biggest current public sector wide "change programme." The programme involves change in all UK public sector organisations and had the following specific targets:

· to produce efficiency gains of £21.5 billion a year by 2008 to be released back into 'front line' public services; 

· to reduce the headcount of civil servants (those employed by central Government departments) by 84,000 by 2008 and to reallocate a further 13,500 posts to front line services, and 

· to relocate 20,000 public sector posts from London and the South East by 2010 (as per the Lyons´s report on relocation of March 2004).

UK Government Sustainable Procurement Action Plan

This action plan was published in 2007. The Prime Minister had already committed the government to “lead by example” when spending taxpayers’ money sustainably and a business-led task force was commissioned to provide analysis and recommendations on how the UK could become the leader in the EU on sustainable procurement. 


The national goal is for the UK to become a leader in the EU on sustainable procurement by 2009 and to achieve a low carbon more resource efficient public sector.  (See also the UK Government Sustainable Development Strategy - “Securing the Future”, “Transforming Government Procurement” and the government's Energy Review.)

For more information go to: www.sustainable-development.gov.uk/publications/pdf/SustainableProcurementActionPlan.pdf 

Third Sector Initiatives

Social Return on Investment (SROI)

Conventional financial returns do not capture the social and environmental benefits of projects and programmes. Social return on investment aims to capture these benefits and is a term that is being increasingly used.

New Economics Foundation (nef) has developed a stakeholder approach to SROI.  There are five areas where use of SROI can bring about change:

· public procurement - improve the impact - nef's work on local multipliers has demonstrated the role that procurement spending, by spending locally, can play in stimulating local economies.  Pressure is building from local authorities and other providers of public services to find ways of measuring the impact of their expenditure in ways that capture more of the impact than simple financial returns – and hence to open up public services to a wider range of organisations that deliver greater community impact; 

· public expenditure - improve the impact - expenditure by government in pursuit of public policy interventions may create further gains or losses to the public purse. For example, it is useful to be able to assess the full extent of the costs and savings created by introducing an increased crime prevention strategy or further resourcing of a preventative public health agenda as compared with further expenditure on acute care;

· social economy - performance improvement - within most social economy organisations from grant-dependent charities to fully self-sufficient social enterprises, there is an increasing demand from management for ways of proving social and environmental impact. From the point of view of the organisation, this information is not only invaluable in illustrating the effectiveness with which they achieve their goals but also in helping to improve the performance of the organisation by tracking and measuring outcomes and impacts; 

· grant giving and financial investment – enable new forms of investment.  As new methods of investment are developed from outcome-related grants to social investment and venture philanthropy, where the risks and rewards of investment are new and uncharted, new ways to capture the returns are needed;

· corporate social responsibility – greater accountability.  The recognition that organisations are accountable for their impacts to others than their shareholders or owners, and that this accountability may exceed legal requirements in order to contribute to sustainability, is an important development which is throwing up a need for new standards and new tools like SROI.


SEEM and BEST Procurement


Social Enterprise East Midlands (SEEM) recently led a major initiative partly funded by the European Social Fund. The initiative ran from 2005-7 and was called Benefittng the Economy and Society Through Procurement (BEST Procurement).

Through working with partners from the public sector, social enterprises, social enterprise support organisations, experts and the sustainable development research centre, the programme looked at providing in-depth evidence to key questions. These included:

· how can public sector expenditure be used more efficiently whilst  achieving better social outcomes?

· what added social value do social enterprises offer as suppliers?

For more information and to find out about tools and resources from the BEST Procurement programme visit SEEM's website: www.seem.uk.net .

The Regional Dimension

Emda are developing a regional public sector procurement plan which will set out a strategic framework for public sector procurement.

Implications for the sector

In its Cross Cutting Review of the Voluntary and Community Sector in 2002 the Government recognised the role of voluntary and community organisations in delivering services.  

The Government’s stated policy on third sector procurement is to encourage and support third sector organisations to compete for public sector contracts where this is consistent with value for money policy, the UK regulations, EU Treaty principles and the EU procurement directives. 

The guidance Think Smart … Think Voluntary Sector, discusses opening supply opportunities to voluntary and community organisations (VCOs), building effective relationships with them, and removing some of the barriers they face in the successful delivery of Government service contracts. The guidance explains it is not about giving preferential treatment to VCOs but about levelling the playing field. 

The Cabinet Office published ‘Partnership in Public Services – An Action Plan for Third Sector Involvement’. This aims to strengthen the relationship between Third Sector and Central and Local Government to transform delivery of public services.  Part of this is about encouraging commissioning and procurement practice which recognises the innovation and responsive services third sector providers can offer in the delivery of public services. This includes, for example, promoting use of social clauses where suppliers such as social enterprises and other parts of the third sector can, as service providers, use their innovation and enterprise alongside a focus on delivering social benefits. This allows commissioners to achieve broader outcomes than just the main deliverable of a contract.

The Compact - Funding and Procurement code of good practice is the agreement between the Government and the voluntary and community sector to improve their relationship for the benefit of each other and the communities they serve. 

Voluntary and community organisations are often user led and have a unique understanding of what their communities need from public services.  In addition they are recognised as being more responsive to evolving need and have a track record of developing innovative services.  However there are many challenges for vcs engagement in the Government’s commissioning agenda, including:

· few opportunities to help shape commissioning priorities at a strategic level;

· the trend towards procurement through large multi million pound contracts which inevitably exclude smaller voluntary and community organisations;

· patchy support (in winning and managing contracts) to voluntary organisations that want to deliver public services.

Future developments

Watch out for the publication of emda's forthcoming public sector procurement plan and further guidance from Government Office on this area.

East Midlands Single Platform

The Single Platform is a vehicle for the East Midlands voluntary and community sector to have a collective voice. This voice will give the sector greater influence on policy development and implementation at the regional and national level. The EMSP works in partnership with stakeholders from throughout the VCS and beyond to ensure that the VCS is actively and genuinely engaged with key regional bodies and other partners from across the public, statutory, business and social enterprise sectors. 
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