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Ladies and Gentlemen,
It is a real pleasure to be here today and I would like to begin by thanking Michael O’Toole and 3SC for inviting me here to speak on the benefits of commissioning and how it can play a part in civil society. 

As some of you may be aware, I have a Bill which I am currently pushing through Parliament titled – Public Services (Social Enterprise and Social Value) Bill. 

The Bill is about to enter its Committee Stage – where amendments from all sides may be considered - and from there it will go through the House of Commons to receive a Report Stage – where amendments can be finalised – and then a Third Reading – where final assent may be given to the amended Bill by the House of Commons. 

I am hopeful that the Committee Stage will be finished before the Summer, for a Report Stage and Third Reading after the summer recess and I am grateful to all those, many of whom are here today, who have assisted me – whether that has been through direct lobbying, spreading the word to colleagues throughout the sector or sending me useful information and thoughts.
At present, all major parties support this Bill and it has been mentioned several times in Government White Papers. 


Only a few months ago in fact, the Department for Communities and Local Government decided to unveil a consultation on “best value”....which will place a duty on local authorities to “consider overall value, including environmental and social value when reviewing service provision”.  Sound familiar?


There is a clear momentum behind these ideas and I believe that this shows how important people see commissioning and how the Government views commissioners as key players in achieving a new vision for public services. 
Commissioning has always been important because the Government will always be a large part of our economy, given the wide variety of goods and services that it needs to purchase. 
The combined forces of the Government spend over £125 billion per year on goods and services, which is around 10% of our GDP and which – if used wisely - could make a big difference for civil society organisations across the country. 

In many ways, I think that it is useful to see this as a “third stage” of the way that commissioning has evolved over recent times. 

In the first stage during the 1980s and early 1990s, commissioning was primarily about controlling costs in order to ensure that taxpayers got value for money. 

In the late 1990s and early noughties, commissioning evolved to consider more closely the issues of implementation and delivery of services – this gave rise to a “target culture” in the public service. 
Now, I believe we are looking to a new stage of commissioning. 

This new stage of commissioning is concerned with how services are commissioned with a view to benefit the wider community – breaking open silos and considering a more holistic approach. 

I believe that social value is at the very heart of this new approach. 

Social value may be defined as the additional benefit to the community resulting from a commission/procurement process over and above the direct purchasing of goods, services and outcomes.  
What social value recognises, importantly I believe, is that commissioning should be more than merely purchasing an item for the cheapest cost or seeking to deliver a set target – it should focus on the wider community and how public money can be used to deliver social goods. 
Take the example of a furniture contract for supported accommodation. 

There are two bidders. One of them will simply provide furniture. 
The other is based in a deprived community and will provide local jobs, it will engage with local schools and colleges to provide training opportunities for younger people and uses volunteers to help set up the furniture in the accommodation to engage with the residents there. 
I think it is clear that the latter bidder which will clearly do better for the community, should be the preferred choice. 
Because if we take people who are long term unemployed off benefits and put them into work where they can learn valuable skills, if we can teach young people about how the sector works and maybe inspire some to develop trades related to that sector, not only bringing environmental but also economic benefits to the wider community, then surely that is far better value for the community and better value for money?

Delivering a real impact in our communities, through social value is extremely important – particularly in a climate where we need to be every single penny in order to ensure maximum public benefit. 

We need to look beyond budget lines, to move away from purely considering public spending in a narrow sense as for a specific service and remember that ultimately what matters is the impact that it delivers to people on the ground. 

Social value also provides an interesting challenge to both politicians and commissioners alike.

Too often, we think in the concept of the “financial year” or “budgets”.

We make our budgets once a year, we spend our money and we look to see demonstrable results often within a year. 

In recent times, we have started to look to more at spending periods – rather than merely one year budgets – but still the problem remains that communities and people do not work in budget periods or financial years. 

The pace of change, particularly in services, can take many years to be fully realised – particularly if you are trying to reach out to those communities which are harder to reach. 

What they need is a long term commitment – both of political will and also of financial support. Service providers and service users both need to know that once something is started that it is not going to get cut after a few years when attention has moved away or when another target has come into view. 

Social value stresses the “long term” impact of commissioning goods and services – it recognises that sometimes the real impact of a certain platform will take years, maybe even decades to be realised. 

But this kind of approach will have the best results for communities and although it may be challenging to measure and difficult to achieve – it is still worth striving for.  

This is an approach which many in Parliament are beginning to understand and I know that for many parts of the country this has become the norm a “gold standard” which others are looking to develop themselves. 

My Bill is not concerned with re-inventing the wheel in that sense – it is about giving innovative commissioners something to latch onto and to say “I know that I can do this, it is within the law and it is being actively encouraged by the Government of the day”. 

This will give commissioners far greater scope to affect change – to be able to create platforms and services which are smarter, leaner and more effective. 

But commissioners are also in the frontline of delivering the changes that we need to see in the public sector. 

All parties came into the last General Election promising the “open up” the public sector to more organisations from the independent, voluntary, charitable and social enterprise sectors. 

I believe that everyone is increasingly recognising the importance of diversity – the innovation that can bring, the better results that are generated and the reductions in cost over the long term that can result from those results. 

One of the great challenges that we have to face in public service provision is the need for the greater personalisation. 

People are no longer content merely to be given services in a one size fits all model. They want to have services which are suited to their needs and which fit their specific circumstances. 

We can already see from the popularity of personalised budgets, that the public are very keen for this to be the way forward also. 
Personalisation requires us to engage with civil society – which has a fantastic track record of delivering these services and to encourage them to participate.  

This has been made all the more difficult given the tough financial situation we are in. 

We simply cannot afford not to use all parts of our society in the delivery of public services – so that we squeeze every penny out of public money and increase both the quality of the services that we deliver and the results. 

New methods of commissioning are essential to achieving that – they will enable new providers but particularly those from the charitable, voluntary and social enterprise sectors to break into many of the monopolies of provision that exist and demonstrate how they can succeed and achieve. 

Social value plays to some of the key strengths of the sector – particularly its holistic nature, its long term vision, its innovative approach, the way that it involves users in co-production and builds links with a variety of other organisations. 
This is vital because the new kind of public services that we all want to see are not rigid and top down in creation but bottom up and flexible. New tools urgently required to achieve this and I know that the Government is looking carefully at ways that it can better empower commissioners to make decisions which favour this approach and engage with civil society organisations. 

Already there is an increasing level of debate over measurement of social impact or social value within Government and beyond. 


From Social Return on Investment to Social Auditing, people are actively seeking to look at ways to empower commissioners and those bidding for services – to make the processes better and to enable good decisions to be made. 

The commissioner’s task is not an easy one – they have to weigh up the competing demands of keeping costs down on the one hand and driving quality up on the other. 

But are no longer in a situation where we can merely throw money at issues in order to drive up results – and so we have to be smarter in the way that we measure our impacts so that we can find out where services are delivering the best outcomes and see how we can replicate these services elsewhere. 

New measurement tools are essential to doing that and one of the debates that we need to look ahead to is not whether or not we use social value – but how do we best measure it? 

Looking ahead to the future – a debate is also emerging about the lifecycle of commissioning. 
Services are not merely created and then left running indefinitely, one of the biggest issues that we are facing at the moment is not the commissioning of services but rather the “decommissioning” of services. 

Across local authorities and public bodies, organisations are having to look carefully at what they are spending their money on and having to find ways to end certain schemes or programmes in order to support more effective or essential ones. 

In some parts of the public sector this has led to greater innovation, a re-evaluation of what we are doing and how we are doing it. 

However in other parts sadly, it has led to protectionism – which seeks to champion in-house services over those from other sectors such as the voluntary and social enterprise sectors – which are seen as easier to get rid of or “not one of us”. 

Decommissioning is therefore becoming an important issue. 

ACEVO’s Commission on the Big Society has recently published its report titled “Powerful People, Responsible Society” – which has looked at this issue of commissioning. 

One of the recommendations that it has made is that my Bill should consider not only the impact of decisions on individual and community empowerment, but also that social value should be taken into account when the decision to decommission a service is made. 
This would be an interesting development and it is a debate that I am very much open to having – however I believe that commissioners have an important role to play in this debate and I hope that they will make their views clear in the years ahead. 

Although I know the issues of procurement and commissioning can often be seen as “dull” topics – I believe that this is a very exciting time to be involved in commissioning – and the attention that it is being given at the very highest levels of Government – indicates exactly how important it is. 

I am pleased to playing a small role in this wider debate and it is very heart warming to see so many commissioners here today wishing to engage with this agenda and looking to develop their links with civil society. 
I am confident that in the years ahead, if we keep looking at this issue – giving the support that our commissioners need, championing innovation and giving financial support to projects over the long term – that we can deliver a better future for our public services. 

Once again I would like to thank 3SC for inviting me to speak, I hope that this short talk has been useful.
Thank you. 

