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NAVCA’s new local Commissioning and Procurement Unit (LCPU) team is now in place, made up of a manager and two advisers. A policy support officer supports the work of the LCPU and the Influencing Local Partnerships Unit. We have landed in the midst of a rapidly-developing public bodies’ commissioning and procurement ‘industry’. The volume of government literature on ‘sustainable’, ‘intelligent’ and ‘social value’ commissioning is staggering, but it provides useful blueprints of how good commissioning should work and the benefits it brings for service-users and communities. The day-to-day practices of commissioning and procurement within public bodies are having to work hard to keep up with policy developments. The rhetoric is that commissioning should lead to quality public services that serve community needs, enhance local communities and deliver on strategic priorities. Not surprisingly, we are getting a very mixed picture of reality from within the third sector. 

Is it for us?

For many organisations there is nothing new in delivering public services under contract –learning how to take part successfully in competitive tendering is the latest development in the ‘contract culture’. The general consensus is that those who are delivering contracts are mostly enthusiastic about the opportunities this affords to provide services to the communities they serve. Others have made a conscious choice not to engage in public service delivery, and some are undecided about whether it’s for them or not. The delivery of services is only part of the equation, however, and the involvement of third sector organisations in commissioning through influencing the design of services has equal value. Therefore commissioning and procurement can be relevant to organisations that would never want to deliver contracts.

Two of the main issues that concern members at the moment are the impact of competitive tendering processes on local organisations, and the unnecessary barriers that smaller local organisations still face in trying to enter the ‘market’. These areas are a high priority for the unit. We are also building our understanding of what lies ahead on the policy horizon. The personalisation agenda in social care is vexing many minds at the moment and opens up further questions about the future of commissioning. We are finding out about the increasing degree of commissioning and procurement that are taking place at a higher level than single local authority. This points to a greater need for organisations to work collaboratively, the growing importance of consortia models for smaller organisations to be able to deliver services, and a need for us all to understand how to enter large supply chain purchasing models.

Influencing policy

If this all sounds somewhat technical, then it’s also worth saying that another role of the unit is to de-mystify the jargon and technical language of procurement. Our location within the policy NAVCA’s policy team is a good indication that as well as supporting the practical capacity-building aspects of commissioning and procurement our role is to influence policy formulation at a national level and support LIOs to do the same at local level. 

On a day to day basis, at the moment we are refreshing the business plan that was submitted to the Big Lottery twelve months ago because the world has moved on since then. We are mapping the resources (such as toolkits and guides) that have already been designed to inform and support third sector organisations so that we can signpost appropriately and avoid replicating existing resources. We are scoping the provision of an enquiry service and of a national network of workers who support front line organisations to get contracts to deliver public services.

Immediate tasks

We have been asked to carry out some more immediate tasks. One of these is to produce a jargon-free short explanation of what is commissioning and procurement. This may come as a surprise when a plethora of definitions of commissioning and procurement already exists. Despite this, however, there is a great deal of confusion about procurement, different types of funding mechanisms and which type is most appropriate for different purposes. Perhaps what is needed is a guide that puts commissioning and procurement in the context of how it actually works in local authorities, rather than the more ideal pictures painted by much of the literature. 

Another immediate task is to establish more accurately what activities LIOs are involved in and with what resources. To this end, a survey will shortly be with you, and we look forward to gaining a fuller national picture of the extent of infrastructure involvement and need regarding commissioning and procurement. In the meantime, there is no need to wait for the establishment of a more formal enquiry service, since we are open for business and very keen to hear from members with their questions, suggestions, experiences, or just to have a chat.
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NAVCA’s new Local Commissioning and Procurement Unit (LCPU) team is now in place. Pauline Kimantas introduces the unit, its planned work and raises some current issues.
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