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Last year the county and four district councils in Buckinghamshire decided to pool their planned spend on supporting voluntary and community sector infrastructure organisations and invite them to tender for a three-year contract to deliver county-wide services.

They said that this approach was necessary due to EU rules, but they also wanted to shake up the existing organisations to create a simpler interface between the authorities and the infrastructure providers. They ensured the specification was based on the Infrastructure Development Plan (IDP) which they, as members of the County ChangeUp Consortium, had been party to. They gave a three-month period for tender submissions and chose a shortlist of six possible providers from an original 20 applications.

Voluntary Impact Bucks

The county’s CVS and volunteer centres (four organisations in total) decided to form a consortium (Voluntary Impact Bucks) to bid. Other infrastructure bodies (Bucks Community Action – the RCC and Community Matters Bucks) acted as subcontractors to Voluntary Impact. The Priory Centre (the Wycombe CVS, one of the four consortium members) acted as the prime contractor/accountable body for the consortium.

To cut a very long story short – WE WON!!! Although at the time of writing the final contract has still to be signed.

The following points summarise the approach we took, which may be helpful if you find yourselves in a similar situation.

· Don’t assume the people evaluating your tender really understand what you do. Spell out all your activities and achievements in recent years, backed up by statements of support from your beneficiaries. Don’t be misled by thinking that you have a great reputation – maybe you do, but there will probably be an evaluator who will not have such a positive view of you. Be humble about any areas where you know you are perceived as weak at the moment and state how you will improve.

· Recognise that an outside bidder will appear fresh, exciting and sexy. You need to appear the same. We did this by forming a consortium with a new brand and image (Voluntary Impact) which we launched via the press and at our respective AGMs. Explain how the new world will be different from what has gone in the past in a way that will be as exciting as an outside bid.

The above should allow you to demonstrate experience combined with freshness and innovation – this should be unbeatable.

Other action we took was:

· In parallel we tried to frighten off some of the competition using TUPE regulations. This is a complex area but, in short, a competitor may be required to take on all staff currently delivering the service on their current terms and conditions. Some competitors may plan to do this, but some of the bigger ones might want to absorb the work within their existing staff and would therefore be put off by the thought of having to take on more staff. We ensured the councils alerted all bidders to the possibility that TUPE might apply. Before embarking on any action on this front you should take legal advice – it might be different from our situation.

· We ensured our  tender was very professional. We enlisted a ‘red team’ of tender evaluators who all pulled the final draft to pieces. These included NAVCA, Volunteering England and our county’s largest private sector business – GE Healthcare. Their input was absolutely invaluable. The final document should be pristine but not so glossy as to make people think you are well off! We were also subjected to a panel interview. We were given the questions in advance. We knew we had to appear as a totally unified team – which we did.


It could be you

So if it happens to you – accept it, don’t whinge, however unfair you think it is. Be bold and adopt a confident approach both to your tender response and in all the day to day dealings you will continue to have with your suppliers. The prize for us is a three-year contract – no more grant forms to complete!

In our case challenges remain – the councils fund less than half our current work so we are still desperate to win more funding – however our bedrock is secure.

If you would like to know more please contact Mike Coote on 01753 646783 or at mike@cootem.freeseve.co.uk
Be bold but not scared! – submitting a competitive tender





Mike Coote, Chair of Voluntary Action (Chiltern & South Bucks) and of Voluntary Impact Bucks, passes on tips to infrastructure organisations involved in tendering processes.
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