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Collaborative Strategies to Support SME Inclusion

South West Regional Workshop 5 June 2003

Executive Summary  
1 Objectives

The Supplier Adoption strand of the National e-Procurement Project (NePPsa) and UK online for business ran the first pilot regional workshop for authorities and agencies on encouraging supplier adoption in the South West. Delegates were invited from all the key authorities and agencies across the South West.

The workshop’s purpose was to examine the implications of public sector e-procurement, the potential impact on local businesses and what needs to be done to ensure that local SMEs in the region are able to respond as needed by the local authorities.

It is aimed at bringing the key groups together who will have an influence on this issue:

· Local Authority Procurement Managers

· Other Local Authority Managers (ie, from Economic Development or Finance)
· UK online for business advisers
· Other local Business Support Agencies, Social Enterprises and other service or training providers who work with SMEs

Speakers were drawn from the National project team, as well as other regional and national business support organizations and the agenda covered:

· South West Regional initiatives

· Assessing the impact on local suppliers

· SME supplier recruitment case studies

· Working with other agencies: models for proactive collaboration

The objectives set for the event were that between 50 and 100 delegates would:

· Find out about the resources under development nationally and locally to aid agencies and authorities in their development of practical strategies and plans for service development

· Share the experiences of pathfinder local authorities who are already working with their local suppliers to equip them to cope with e-procurement

· Assess the opportunities for collaborative working in the South West and build on what has already been put in place

· Hear details of several case studies of companies which are making the transition to e-commerce

2 The workshop itself

Following promotion of the event 70 delegates booked to attend of which 64 actually attended. The drop out rate for the event was very low - only 6 that had confirmed their attendance didn’t arrive on the day. The event achieved the objective of the target number of attendees and in addition, the range of agencies that attended the event was broad; the final audience consisted of:

· Sixteen Local Authorities across the South West

· South West Regional Development Agency

· The local LSC

· Leading SW social enterprises/agencies

· Private sector companies

· Federation of Small Business

· Every Business Link in the region
· Learndirect/Ufi
UK online for business also agreed through its South West Regional Champion to sponsor the event and therefore this significantly reduced the costs to the NEPPsa.  Each delegate received a pack consisting of a copy of the agenda, the delegate list, the latest NePPsa guidelines document on supplier adoption, and UK online for business pad and pen. In addition delegates were also sent by CD-ROM the slides & presentations from the event.  

3 Outcomes

Significant materials were to aid the development of case study material and aid the further development of guidelines and resources for the project were obtained from the discussion session when attendees considered:

· What should the councils and other business support organisations be doing?

· How can councils and agencies collaborate?

· Potential benefits to SMEs and how will technology benefit SMEs??

· What are the barriers to working in partnership?

· In practical terms, who should participate and who should lead?
· What resources can be pulled into help?

In particular Bristol City Council and Business Link West outlined to delegates an interesting case study of how collaboration between authorities and agencies can support supplier adoption.
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As outlined in the flowchart above each agency supported a particular stage of the suppliers journey to e-procurement adoption- ie:

· The Local Authority issued the invitation to the suppliers it wished to support (this reinforced the message from the NEPPsa that a key first step for every authority was developing a good understanding of who their suppliers are) 

· UfI supported the initial awareness raising events (as these are complimentary to their marketing processes)

· Business link West has undertaken to do the diagnostic and signposting of suppliers to appropriate sources of help

· The LSC and other skills agency have accessed several hundred thousands of  pounds of European funding to underpin the learning that needs to progress in the companies

The agencies are also currently discussing the introduction of an e-capability mark to enable suppliers working for Bristol City Council to show to other authorities and public sector bodies.  The mark would cover issues such as:

· Skills

· Software

· Hardware

· Communications

· Support

· Security

· Continuity

· Strategy

Feedback on the day and through evaluation forms confirmed the success of the event.  Attached as Appendix 1 is a summary of the learning points noted from the discussions during the day and that will be a valuable resource for development of future guidelines for authorities.  It is suggested these be used as checklists by authorities wishing to encourage supplier adoption.

Appendix 1 Potential checklist material

A: What should the councils be doing to support e-procurement adoption by suppliers?

· Engage with the business advisory community to help communicate to the business community, the business and the workforce development issues of e-procurement in a non-technical way to the business community

· Adopt a collaborative approach to suppliers rather than an adverserial approach

· Underpin it all with good research – to ensure the economic development and the procurement functions of the local councils are fully integrated

· Communicate the messages through effective case studies – personalise the issues through the experience and enthusiasm of early e-procurement adopters. Adopters thus raising the involvement in ICT of the local business community

B: What should other economic development organisations be doing?

· RDA’s interests and brief can conflict with LAs; eg, cross boundary bids (not holistic) and funding issues.  Seek common ground.

· Can, and does result in funding conflicts if run by commercial people focused on business so LA and BLO need to play leading role

· Encourage and support a partnership approach, spreading best practice to provide the best levels of support to business

· Develop a one stop shop for help to LAs and businesses

C: How can councils and agencies collaborate together to support SME inclusion by promoting benefits and protecting against negative effects of rationalisation/fall offs?
· Promote benefits and protect against negative effects of rationalisation

· Current situation analysis is critical

· Stress that e-procurement works

· Technology is just an enabler, it doesn’t in itself create a successful well-run business

· E- procurement  is the start of partnerships and collaborations with suppliers

D: Potential benefits to SMEs?

· Staying in business

· Ability to trade electronically with others

· Potential growth

· Improved business relationships

· Higher profile (through search engines)

· New ways of doing business

· Improved cash flow

E: How will new technology benefit SMEs?
· Transparency as businesses can see who is getting the business and why

· Payment streamlining, getting paid more quickly (which is a priority for small businesses)

· Visibility in new and existing markets

· Lower transaction costs (and reducing the order processing admin/costs)

· Possibility of keeping the catalogue up to date online

· Structured interface strengthens relationship

· Ability to reduce complexity of dealing with a number of departments

F: What are the barriers to working in partnership?

· Not understanding the organisations and their goals.

· Collaboration – working with common goals. People have separate agendas and can feel threatened and need to deal with these.

· Data protection act

· Ability to recognise like minded people

· Money – who gets it

· Lack of clarity of objectives

· Not getting through storming phase

· Lack of leadership

· Communication, conflicting agendas & objectives

· Different organisations have different rules for these situations

· Loosing focus on end user

· Time to set up properly 

· Time to devote to partnership

· Language/culture problems (including jargon)

· Critical assessment

· Lack of trust

· Different databases (incompatibility)

· Admin aspect

· Rules & regulations

· Competitive issues

· Time to collaborate

· Choosing who to work with

· Who to ask

· Strategy to minimise drop outs

· Different levels of commitment and size

· Vulnerability to personal and organisational changes

· Time for SME to get involved

· Clarify expectations so focus is clear

G: In practical terms who should participate and who should lead?

· LA lead but should be empowered to make decisions, and have an elected member/senior officer

· RDAs would say co-ordinate rather than lead. Their experience is that a lot of initiatives covering the same ground and doing the same work. May be a cost saving to BLO. 

· Pay professional to co-ordinate? But may need external funding

H: What resources can be pulled into help?

· Possibly EU funding, RDA, DTI, LA, University research budgets, SME, private sector sponsorship, chamber of Commerce

· Resources can be Trade Associations, external consultants, universities, LA, training from Ukon4b, Business Links, and technical and impartial help/views

· IT providers – technology advice

· Support agencies – funding, specific advisers for specific issues

· E-procurement professionals to purchase & supply

· Could argue that setting up e-procurement is a saving, so potentially spending money to accelerate the process will eventually reduce costs

· Look at who’s spending money & where & set up a strategy around this, and then set up a supplier agent

· Need to invest in knowing your supplier base
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Awareness road show [Ufi]





1:1 ‘holistic’ diagnostic


[Business Link West]





‘Agents of Change’ student placements





Further training [LearnDirect]





eBusiness Club & other advisory services





Invitation from the Public Sector body





Basic IT skills training [BLW Training Suppliers]
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IT  @  Work








CNR: Making Partnerships Work
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