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Procurement is "the process of acquiring goods, works and services from suppliers. The process spans the whole cycle from the identification of needs through to the end of a service contract or the end of the useful life of an asset". 

There are three roles that the voluntary and community sector (VCS) might have within this:

· giving voice to its end users in identifying and articulating need

· informing the specification for services so that it reflects the best available know-how

· delivering services. 

Public benefit

The VCS and social enterprises have delivered public benefit for many years. As central government policy to increase the mixed economy of public provision is developed, more public service delivery will be arranged on the basis of contracts. This activity has been given greater emphasis in the Office of the Third Sector Action Plan and the Local Government White Paper, both published recently. 

The public sector procures from a range of suppliers and groupings of suppliers. This represents an opportunity for some voluntary and community organisations to secure and diversify their sources of income. There are, however, considerable challenges including: 

· increasing awareness and understanding of the VCS potential within procuring organisations 

· articulating the added value that VCO suppliers can bring 

· VCO suppliers being business-like while retaining their ethos

· maintaining the frontline focus of much of the sector, while achieving economies of scale. 

The National Procurement Strategy for Local Government requires all councils to implement a corporate procurement strategy to:

· address the local strategic partnership community strategy, workforce issues, diversity, equality and sustainability

· encourage a diverse and competitive supply market including small firms, social enterprises, ethnic minority businesses and voluntary and community sector suppliers

· build sustainability into its procurement strategy, processes and contracts.

Centres for Excellence

To support this implementation, as well as the Gershon Efficiency Review, Centres for Excellence have been established in each region. The North East Centre for Excellence (NECE) supports the 25 local authorities in the 

region, including developing their procurement activity. NECE’s activity includes workstreams focused on: 

· collaborative procurement

· adult's services 

· children’s services

· supporting people

· culture and sport

· neighbourhood services

· waste management.

National responsibilities

In addition to this regional activity, amongst its national responsibilities NECE has been asked to lead, with partners, on work to improve commissioning and procurement practices in relation to the third sector. This builds on our work with the VCS through initial discussions in four sub-regional seminars, followed by a regional conference last year. 

In this brief article it is only possible to outline the main areas of our work. Further details, as well as a wide range of resources and links including background policy papers related to VCS engagement, can be found at www.nece.gov.uk, or we can be contacted at 0191 433 2257.

This article is based on one which first appeared in The Vine, Voluntary Organisations' Network North East (VONNE)'s newsletter. 


Regional Centres for Excellence

East of England

01603 704 010

www.eastspace.net/eecpe

East Midlands

0115 977 3875

www.emce.gov.uk

London

020 7934 9967

www.lcpe.gov.uk

North East 

0191 433 2257

www.nece.gov.uk

North West

0161 342 4080

www.nwce.gov.uk

South East

01883 732 957

www.sece.gov.uk

South West

01305 757 230

www.swce.gov.uk

West Midlands

0121 245 0220

www.wmcoe.gov.uk

Yorkshire and the Humber 

0113 247 5252

www.yhcoe.rcoe.gov.uk
Procurement





David Wright, of the North East Centre for Excellence, discusses the voluntary and community sector's role.
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