Is Procurement Coming Our Way?

Are we back to contracting again? And what should we do?

Neil Lambert, Chief Executive
Central government is encouraging local councils to procure services, and get Voluntary and Community Organisations, VCOs, to take the opportunity to earn new funding, especially if they can readily meet the requirements of the service specification. The challenge is to do so and recover all costs involved, including receiving a contribution to overheads.

Some VCOs currently have ‘Commissioning’ Agreements with Leicestershire County Council, rather than Service (Level) Agreements, SLAs, and these are negotiated and agreed between the Council, as purchaser, and VCO, as provider. They sometimes recognise the “added value” from the voluntary sector, often through volunteers assisting in providing the service. As such, this is over and above the monetary value of the ‘contract’, and how the VCS can demonstrate it provides more than the Private Sector.

Public service delivery or other contractual work may not be for everyone. Ultimately the decision to contract needs to be informed by a clear understanding of the VCO’s purpose and aims, capacity and skills, and whether delivering the service will meet beneficiary needs.

There is huge potential for providing services under contract, and some VCOs may break new ground and find a great benefit to helping them meet their core objectives.

However, as European Rules begin to take effect in the provision of public services, what may happen is that some current grants, and SLAs, are converted into being specified as a public service, which is then ‘procured’ and may mean competitive tenders from alternative providers. VCOs may suddenly be told their funding is not secure, and that they may lose their position to another provider, even another VCO. 

There is a lower threshold of £50,000, which may apply, so your ‘grant’ may be safe if less than this. However, the area of benefit may also vary, either with smaller areas costing less becoming available to procurement, or smaller areas becoming joined up into a larger contract, for open competitive tendering.

There are already examples of this around the country, with large national VCOs sometimes making a better tender than the current local VCO who does a good job, but hasn’t had to compete in a procurement exercise before.

So there may be threats to current funding and opportunities to gain new income. VCOs may find the need to work together in partnerships outside their current area in order to bid for a larger contract. As and when invitations for procurement opportunities become known to us we will let you know via the Voluntary Action Charnwood website.
