
House of Commons

Committee of Public Accounts

Competition in public 
procurement

Sixth Report of Session 2023–24

Report, together with formal minutes relating 
to the report

Ordered by the House of Commons 
to be printed 7 December 2023

HC 385
Published on 13 December 2023

by authority of the House of Commons



The Committee of Public Accounts

The Committee of Public Accounts is appointed by the House of Commons 
to examine “the accounts showing the appropriation of the sums granted by 
Parliament to meet the public expenditure, and of such other accounts laid before 
Parliament as the committee may think fit” (Standing Order No. 148).

Current membership

Dame Meg Hillier MP (Labour (Co-op), Hackney South and Shoreditch) (Chair)

Olivia Blake MP (Labour, Sheffield, Hallam)

Dan Carden MP (Labour, Liverpool, Walton)

Sir Simon Clarke MP (Conservative, Middlesbrough South and East Cleveland)

Sir Geoffrey Clifton-Brown MP (Conservative, The Cotswolds)

Ashley Dalton MP (Labour, West Lancashire)

Gareth Davies MP (Conservative, Grantham and Stamford)

Mr Jonathan Djanogly MP (Conservative, Huntingdon)

Mrs Flick Drummond MP (Conservative, Meon Valley)

Rt Hon Mark Francois MP (Conservative, Rayleigh and Wickford)

Peter Grant MP (Scottish National Party, Glenrothes)

Ben Lake MP (Plaid Cymru, Ceredigion)

Anne Marie Morris MP (Conservative, Newton Abbot)

Jill Mortimer MP (Conservative, Hartlepool)

Sarah Olney MP (Liberal Democrat, Richmond Park)

Nick Smith MP (Labour, Blaenau Gwent)

Powers

Powers of the Committee of Public Accounts are set out in House of Commons 
Standing Orders, principally in SO No. 148. These are available on the Internet via 
www.parliament.uk.

Publication

© Parliamentary Copyright House of Commons 2023. This publication may be 
reproduced under the terms of the Open Parliament Licence, which is published at 
https://www.parliament.uk/site-information/copyright-parliament/.

Committee reports are published on the Committee’s website and in print by 
Order of the House.

Committee staff

The current staff of the Committee are Lucy Bishop (Committee Operations 
Officer), Ameet Chudasama (Committee Operations Manager), Kay Gammie (Chair 
Liaison), Sarah Heath (Clerk), Tim Jarrett (Second Clerk), Rose Leach (Committee 
Operations Officer), Edward Sheridan (Media Officer) and Melissa Walker 
(Assistant Clerk).

Contacts

All correspondence should be addressed to the Clerk of the Committee of 
Public Accounts, House of Commons, London SW1A 0AA. The telephone 
number for general enquiries is 020 7219 5776; the Committee’s email address is 
pubaccom@parliament.uk.

You can follow the Committee on X (formerly Twitter) using @CommonsPAC.

https://www.parliament.uk/biographies/commons/meg-hillier/1524
https://members.parliament.uk/member/4864/contact
https://members.parliament.uk/member/4651/contact
https://members.parliament.uk/member/4655/contact
https://www.parliament.uk/biographies/commons/geoffrey-clifton-brown/249
https://members.parliament.uk/member/4981/contact
https://members.parliament.uk/member/4850/contact
https://members.parliament.uk/member/1425/contact
https://members.parliament.uk/member/4459/contact
https://members.parliament.uk/member/1444/contact
https://members.parliament.uk/member/4466/contact
https://members.parliament.uk/member/4630/contact
https://members.parliament.uk/member/4249/contact
https://members.parliament.uk/member/4916/contact
https://members.parliament.uk/member/4591/contact
https://members.parliament.uk/member/3928/contact
https://www.parliament.uk/
https://www.parliament.uk/site-information/copyright-parliament/
https://committees.parliament.uk/committee/127/public-accounts-committee/
mailto:pubaccom%40parliament.uk?subject=
https://twitter.com/commonspac


1  Competition in public procurement 

Contents
Summary� 3

Introduction� 4

Conclusions and recommendations� 5

1	 Making competition work in public procurement� 9

Using data to support Government’s understanding and oversight of competition� 9

Understanding the appetite and capabilities of suppliers through market 
monitoring� 11

Guidance on using framework agreements� 13

2	 Transforming public procurement� 15

Supporting wider policies and objectives through public procurement� 15

Building commercial expertise across government� 16

Formal minutes� 18

Witnesses� 19

Published written evidence� 19

List of Reports from the Committee during the current Parliament� 20





3  Competition in public procurement 

Summary
In 2021–22 government spent £259 billion on the procurement of goods and services, yet 
the Government has not demonstrated that it has consistently used its purchasing power 
to support local and national policies and objectives, or to drive healthy and competitive 
markets, including buying from SMEs. Public authorities have often not been effective 
in engaging with markets and potential suppliers, not helped by a lack of clear guidance 
from government. Furthermore, Government is unable to evaluate competitive trends 
in markets or demonstrate that it is achieving value for money in public procurement. 
Good procurement practice is essential to provide good quality services to citizens, 
support greater transparency and probity and provide value for money. Government 
does not routinely measure how much of public procurement is competitively tendered, 
but of the total contract value awarded by major departments during 2021–22, around 
two thirds was subject to competition in some form. Government has estimated that 
more effective use of competition in public procurement could achieve savings of £4 
billion to £7.7 billion per year. These savings could generate value for money benefits 
by potentially reducing the cost of public sector contracts, through more efficient, 
streamlined, and flexible procedures including pre and post tender, driving commercial 
excellence and improving commercial capabilities.

Competition can help support efficiency, innovation, and quality in public services, by 
allowing buyers to select the bid that can supply the optimal balance of benefits and 
cost. Given the level of government spending and the increased trend to use framework 
agreements to get the most competitive benefit, at least administrative cost, it is imperative 
that government, local authorities, and arm’s length bodies make the right decision, at 
the right time, and take account of the multiple opportunities to use competition in 
public procurement to achieve value for money. However, government has not been 
fully capturing data on procurement, much less using the analytics from the collected 
data to draw insights on how competition in public procurement is operating within 
government and give context to purchasing decisions. The shortfalls in data hinder 
government’s ability to solve procurement issues, capitalise on value for money benefits 
or evaluate the functioning of competitive, innovative, and open markets.

The Procurement Act offers opportunities for government to make improvements to the 
procurement process, including improving the collection of public procurement data 
and making effective use of framework agreements to achieve competitive benefits from 
the market. We believe frameworks can be successful and work well for the purchase 
of common goods and services without reducing competition, if carefully managed. 
However, this can be hard to get right if government underestimates the importance of 
developing and maintaining commercial expertise across government including local 
authorities and arm’s length bodies. While we acknowledge that government has made 
progress to professionalise the commercial function at the centre, we are concerned that 
it has not sufficiently prioritised the need to develop that expertise across government, 
to ensure the successful implementation of the Procurement Act.
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Introduction
Government spent £259 billion on the procurement of goods and services in 2021–22. Of 
the total contract value of more than £100 billion awarded by major departments during 
2021–22, around two-thirds were subject to competition in some form. Given this is a 
significant area of government spending, there is a genuine interest in ensuring government 
effectively uses competition to achieve value for money, public benefit, transparency, and 
probity. Illustrative scenarios included in the impact assessment for the Procurement Act 
suggest government could achieve savings of £4 billion to £7.7 billion per year through 
increased competition.

Departments and other public bodies are responsible for carrying out their own 
procurement exercises. The Cabinet Office, its central commercial teams within the 
Government Commercial Function, and its executive agency the Crown Commercial 
Service offer support publishing guidance, monitoring suppliers, offering advice, and 
running procurement frameworks for common goods and services.

The Crown Commercial Service is also responsible for providing some commercial 
services to the public sector, which includes running procurement frameworks. These 
frameworks are designed for procuring common goods and services and are intended 
to help departments access economies of scale and reduce administrative cost. 
Government departments and other public bodies are required to use open competition 
in their procurements, under the Public Contracts Regulations 2015 and related statutory 
instruments.

At the time we took evidence, Parliament was considering the Procurement Bill, which 
has now received Royal Assent to become the Procurement Act 2023 and will replace the 
current legislation. With the introduction of the Procurement Act, this is an opportunity 
to look at lessons learned from government’s transformation programme in procurement 
from the last 12 years.
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Conclusions and recommendations
1.	 Government is unable to evaluate competitive trends in markets or demonstrate 

that it is achieving value for money in public procurement, due to significant 
issues with the quality and completeness of data on contracts. Departments and 
other public bodies are required to publish information on prospective and awarded 
contracts on two databases, Contracts Finder, and Find a Tender. The Cabinet Office, 
including the Government Commercial Function and the Crown Commercial 
Service, acknowledge that the data they hold and publish is not good enough. An 
analysis of publicly available contract award notices on Contracts Finder, one of two 
contract databases, for the period 2018 to 2022 found that 6% of large contracts did 
not have basic information on the procurement procedure used. The Government 
Commercial Function agreed that it is important to maintain good data to track the 
trend of key performance indicators on whether contracts are delivering. But the 
poor quality and incompleteness of data means government is unable to evaluate 
competitive trends, understand how effectively markets are open to small and 
medium enterprises (SMEs) and other companies outside government’s strategic 
suppliers, or set out clear directions and guidance for contracting authorities. 
The Cabinet Office expects the Procurement Act to help address the data issues, 
alongside the implementation of a single source of data.

Recommendation 1: Within three months of the coming into force of the 
Procurement Act, the Cabinet Office should define how it will use data to evaluate 
competitive trends and set out clear directions and guidance for contracting 
authorities on:

•	 the collection and publication of data relating to all contracts, including 
any modifications to the contracts.

•	 the requirements for timeliness of reporting information on the new 
contract database.

•	 the collection of data to assess the outcomes achieved.

•	 collecting data on supplier performance to inform future procurements.

In order to enhance transparency, within the same timescale it should also provide 
a comprehensive report setting out a suite of measures designed to improve the 
publication of contract details, including in particular how the two contact 
databases (Contract Finder and Find a Tender) can be populated with complete 
and timely information.

2.	 Public authorities have often not been effective in engaging with markets and 
potential suppliers, and government has not provided clear guidance on how 
to meet requirements to treat suppliers equally while best supporting value 
for money. Departments and other public bodies often take an overly cautious 
approach to engagement and are not always clear on how to understand the markets 
and suppliers they buy from. Engaging with potential suppliers throughout the 
commercial lifecycle can help departments and other public bodies understand 
what the markets can provide, while providing suppliers with an opportunity to 
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highlight potential innovations and efficiencies they can bring to the contract. 
Without this engagement, it is harder for departments and other public bodies to 
craft sufficiently clearly defined requirements that the market is able to provide. 
Overambitious requirements can reduce competition and distort the market by 
limiting the potential supplier pool. Particularly deterring smaller businesses that 
may think they cannot meet the requirements from engaging with public bids.

Recommendation 2: The Government Commercial Function and Cabinet Office 
should set out, as part of its Treasury Minute response, further details explaining 
the guidance and mechanisms that it has put in place to promote best practice for 
public authorities to appropriately conduct early engagement, without distorting 
the market, such as:

•	 carrying out discussion of problems facing the contracting authority, 
to help identify solutions, or give the market an opportunity to develop 
solutions to solve the problems.

•	 asking important questions to potential suppliers to allow contracting 
authorities to refine their requirements and create clearer specifications.

•	 gaining a better understanding of what the market can supply, any 
contractual constraints and whether the budget, resourcing and timescales 
are achievable.

•	 raising awareness of the potential procurement, that could encourage 
competition and increase the number of potential bidders.

3.	 Framework agreements have become the most prevalent route for public 
authorities to buy common goods and services, but the Government Commercial 
Function has not provided sufficient guidance to address the potential risks to 
competitive benefits. Framework agreements involve an initial competition for 
suppliers to gain access to a framework, followed by a shortened call-off process 
for contracts to be awarded to one of those framework suppliers. Government use 
of frameworks for large contracts increased from 20% of contracts by value in 
2018–19 to 68% in 2021–22. Inappropriate use of frameworks may lead to limiting 
competition either by not having enough suppliers for a mini competition or too 
many suppliers to effectively award a contract. The Crown Commercial Service 
is the largest provider of frameworks for common goods and services, across the 
public sector. But there are gaps in the data provided by authorities which mean 
that the Crown Commercial Service lacks data on the number of direct awards 
made without re-opening competition. The Cabinet Office agrees that it needs more 
structured data and more effective processes to track procurement from frameworks 
through the commercial lifecycle to monitor savings effectively.

Recommendation 3: The Cabinet Office should issue guidance, for example 
a ‘Framework Playbook’, within six months to provide central guidance for 
government buyers on key policies about:

•	 The project delivery model assessment to be carried out by government 
buyers to inform recommendations on whether a department should or 
should not use a framework.
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•	 The effective management processes for frameworks.

•	 The collection of appropriate data to assess whether the outcomes of the 
framework have been achieved.

4.	 Government has not demonstrated that it has consistently used its purchasing 
power to support local and national policies and objectives, or to drive healthy 
and competitive markets, including buying from SMEs. Government could not 
provide evidence that it is consistently using its purchasing power to create new 
businesses, new jobs, and new skills, to tackle climate change and reduce waste, 
and to improve supplier diversity, innovation, and resilience. The way that social 
value requirements are implemented can leave smaller businesses, as well as larger 
companies unable to meet them constraining their ability to bid on public contracts. 
Public authorities are not yet approaching this consistently to support SMEs to 
develop and build resilience to a level where they can bid on public contracts. Crown 
Representatives have helped government to understand its markets, but further 
work is needed to support SMEs.

Recommendation 4: The Cabinet Office should set out, as part of its Treasury 
Minute response, details explaining how it will revise its Sourcing Playbook and 
support government buyers towards achieving a consistent approach to balance 
achieving economic, social, and environmental wellbeing with unnecessarily 
imposing artificial constraints that create barriers to entry for SMEs.

5.	 We are concerned that the government may not have sufficiently considered the 
time, money, and resources required to provide the commercial capabilities to 
successfully implement the Procurement Act 2023. The Procurement Act received 
Royal Assent on 26 October 2023. Government has announced plans for the Act’s 
secondary legislation, and the new regulations are expected to be implemented 
fully by the end of 2024. However, the Cabinet Office and Government Commercial 
Function do not yet have a clear plan for the investment required, or a timeline of 
necessary steps to ensure that the wider public sector has the critical commercial 
skills required to achieve the intended far-reaching changes to the public 
procurement landscape. Departments and arm’s length bodies need to understand 
how to establish the right conditions for effective competition, varying approaches 
as needed across sectors and procurements. The Government Commercial Function 
does not have data on all relevant individuals within contracting authorities, such as 
arm’s length bodies or local authorities, that should be upskilled on the requirements 
of the Procurement Act. This could impede the process of implementation across 
the public procurement landscape.

Recommendation 5: The Government Commercial Function and Cabinet Office 
should set out, as part of its Treasury Minute response, further details explaining 
arrangements for:

•	 How they will manage the process transitioning from the Public Contracts 
Regulations 2015 to the Procurement Act, including timelines, cost 
implications and resources required.
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•	 The learning and development plan to ensure government buyers have and 
continue to develop the commercial capabilities required to successfully 
implement the new legislative framework and ensure effective competition 
in public procurement.
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1	 Making competition work in public 
procurement

1.	 On the basis of a report by the Comptroller and Auditor General, we took evidence 
from the Cabinet Office, the Government Commercial Function (GCF) and the Crown 
Commercial Service (CCS) about the government’s purchase of goods and services 
through competitive procurement.1

2.	 Government purchases a wide variety of goods and services through competitive 
procurement processes, from facilities management services to specialist services such 
as probation, to new IT systems or large-scale infrastructure projects.2 Government 
suggested in the impact assessment to the Procurement Act that it could achieve savings of 
£4 billion to £7.7 billion per year through increased competition in public procurement.3 
The Cabinet Office explained that these benefits would come partly from improvements 
in competition and innovation, lowering transaction costs through a simpler system, and 
a higher level of participation through improved transparency.4

3.	 Competition acts as a means of supporting probity, transparency, and confidence 
in public spending. Where the principles of competition are applied, the way that the 
process is run can affect how effective any competition is at meeting the buyer’s needs 
and maximising benefits in price and outcomes. The Public Contracts Regulations 2015 
and related statutory instruments set out the underlying principles of equal treatment and 
seek to ensure that public bodies follow fair and reasonable procurement timetables and 
procedures. They highlight the consequences, such as artificial narrowing of competition, 
of failing to follow these principles, but do not actively define effective competition. The 
replacement Procurement Act likewise reflects principles of proportionality, transparency 
and ensuring that suppliers do not have an unfair advantage or disadvantage.5

Using data to support Government’s understanding and oversight of 
competition

4.	 Government spent £259 billion on procurement of goods and services in 2021–22. 
However, it does not measure how much of that public procurement is competitively 
tendered.6 GCF told us that if you look at central government savings over the last three 
to five years, since they have been tracking it properly, they have generally been saving 4% 
to 6% on £70 billion spending at central government, at the same time as getting better 
delivery.7

5.	 As well as having competitive processes in place, it is important to have the right 
arrangements in place to collect data on those markets and intervene as needed.8 For 
example, in 2021, the NAO found that in the vast and diverse social care, market, the 
accountability and oversight arrangements in the adult social care market in England did 

1	 C&AG’s Report, Lessons learned: competition in public procurement, Session 2022–23, HC 1664, 19 July 2023
2	 C&AG’s Report, para 1.3
3	 C&AG’s Report, para 4
4	 Q 2
5	 C&AG’s Report, para 2
6	 C&AG’s Report, para 4
7	 Q 2
8	 C&AG’s Report, para 3.25

https://www.nao.org.uk/insights/competition-in-public-procurement-lessons-learned/
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not work. Despite its accountability for the performance of the care system, the Department 
of Health & Social Care lacked visibility of the effectiveness of care commissioned and 
there were significant data gaps. As such, it could not assess the outcomes achieved across 
the system.9 The GCF told us that the data in the wider public sector is less good than it is 
in central government.10

6.	 The poor quality of much of government’s published data on contracts reduces 
transparency and makes it harder to identify and promote best practice. Better information 
would allow government to analyse how many contracts different departments award to 
small and medium enterprises (SMEs) or strategic suppliers. Public bodies are required 
to publish large amounts of information on prospective and awarded contracts. Basic 
information on which procurement route was used was missing for 6% of contracts 
recorded on Contracts Finder, one of two public contract databases, from 2018 to 2022. 
Information on other aspects of contracts is collected inconsistently between Contracts 
Finder and Find a Tender, and most departments do not consistently publish all contracts 
within the required time.11

7.	 The Cabinet Office’s central commercial teams also collect some aggregate contract 
information from departments’ own data systems. It uses this data for some analysis of 
overall trends, but does not use the more detailed contract information to conduct any 
analysis of competition or markets. Of 235 large contracts recorded on Find a Tender 
between January 2021 and January 2023, 20% of contracts using open competition 
received only one bid. The Cabinet Office has not assessed the expected level of single 
bidders within government’s major markets or analysed trends in numbers of bidders.12 
The GCF acknowledged that the data in this area is not good. The GCF told us that with 
the Procurement Act, it plans to put in place a better transparency platform that collects 
bidder information at multiple stages.13

8.	 We asked the CCS why the existing procurement information does not seem to be 
used effectively to improve procurement or analyse competition in the marketplace.14 
CCS told us that there is some information in the databases, but the information is not 
necessarily as full as it should be. The CCS commented that using the current data to 
compare and contrast is not necessarily the right thing to do. The CCS said that going 
forward, more information will be available to it.15 The GCF told us that government 
uses the data to track key performance indicators, in terms of whether these contracts are 
delivering and looks at the number of government vendors that collapse.16

9.	 The GCF explained that part of the problem is that because multiple contracting 
authorities can enter data on suppliers, the same supplier could have different identities 
in today’s database. The GCF expects that a single supplier information database would 
address this issue in the future.17 It commented that the new single database will be better 

9	 C&AG’s Report, para 3.26
10	 Q 2
11	 C&AG’s Report, para 15
12	 C&AG’s Report, para 16
13	 Q 21
14	 C&AG’s Report, para 2.16
15	 Q 41
16	 Q 18
17	 Q 50
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than the ones inherited from the EU, which was last updated in 2015.18 We were also told 
by the Cabinet Office that the single database will make it easier for potential bidders to 
anticipate upcoming contracts.19

10.	 While government is moving towards improving the quality and completeness of 
public procurement data, there remain significant gaps in the data.20 The Cabinet Office 
told us that government expects the Procurement Act to help address data issues, alongside 
the implementation of a single supplier information database.21 The Cabinet Office 
highlighted that the Procurement Act creates new reporting obligations for contracting 
authorities that were not previously caught by the Public Contracts Regulations 2015.22

11.	 We wanted to know whether the move to a single database will save money. The 
GCF told us that government will not save much money, but suppliers will save money. 
The GCF highlighted that it is annoying for suppliers, particularly SMEs, to have to fill in 
different registration systems.23

12.	 Given the move to a single supplier database we were interested to hear the challenges 
government foresaw with the transfer of data to the new system. The GCF commented 
that there are 10,000 contracts and 20 fields per contract on the current databases, “so it 
is not an insurmountable problem”; and it is especially important to maintain that data 
to continue to track trends of key performance indicators.24 The GCF added that the 
proposed method of migrating information should help government get it right the first 
time.25

Understanding the appetite and capabilities of suppliers through 
market monitoring

13.	 Departments have opportunities throughout the lifecycle of a contract to improve 
the effectiveness of competition. Making the most of the opportunities available through 
competition starts from departments designing realistic requirements for goods or 
services and using these to inform their source. While Cabinet Office guidance encourages 
the need for departments to engage the market sufficiently, departments often take an 
overly cautious approach to engagement and are not always clear on what they can do.26 
Departments are also unclear how to engage with the market before they let a contract, 
and do not consistently follow central guidance.27

14.	 The GCF told us that it accepted all of the recommendations of the NAO report, 
and welcomed the recommendation that the Cabinet Office, GCF and CCS work with 
departments to understand the barriers to early market engagement and take steps to 
address them.28 The GCF agreed that there is a need to make sure that public authorities 
spend enough time understanding the market up front—what the market can deliver and 

18	 Q 43
19	 Q 61
20	 C&AG’s Report, para 15
21	 Q 61
22	 Q 62
23	 Q 56
24	 Q 50
25	 Q 43
26	 C&AG’s Report, para 11
27	 C&AG’s Report, para 18
28	 Q 13, C&AG’s Report, para 20
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what best practice is in the market—rather than coming up with what they would ideally 
like, which may not be deliverable. The GCF agreed that the government has often not 
understood what the market can deliver.29

15.	 We asked about checks and balances which could help ensure that departments 
are mindful that a mismatch between the procurement and the level of detail in the 
requirement can undermine the benefits of the competitive process.30 The GCF told 
us that the key moment of intervention is the strategic outline business case where the 
Cabinet Office and GCF ask the public authority whether they have an understanding of 
what is required.31

16.	 In 2020 the Department for Education’s (DfE) management of the free school meals 
voucher scheme during the covid-19 pandemic, was an instance where further information 
would have been valuable to help manage the risks of the project. DfE awarded a contract 
through a CCS framework on which there was a single supplier. However, it had limited 
evidence on the supplier’s capacity to deliver the voucher scheme to the pace and scale 
required.32

17.	 We asked what mechanisms were in place to look at a sector and identify where 
perhaps the market is “thin” in terms of competition and there are too few bidders or 
perhaps the suppliers that come through are not as good as government would like. The 
CCS commented that there are 350 staff with sector knowledge, in the organisation tasked 
with engaging with markets. The CCS told us that these staff are employed for their 
expertise and experience to make certain that central government understands what is 
going on in the markets.33

18.	 The CCS told us about the work they are doing to bring more suppliers in with some of 
its frameworks like the technology-based G-Cloud framework. The CCS commented that 
99% of business done through G-Cloud is below £5 million, but it is not the only vehicle 
for opening the market to smaller businesses to bid on government contracts. The CCS 
told us that during the pandemic, it put in place a low-value procurement platform for any 
contract for common goods and services below £140,000. When asked how government 
ensures that there really is competition, the CCS noted that it is not mandatory for 
government buyers to engage with suppliers on CCS framework agreements. The GCF 
further explained that for procurement of less than £140,000, government buyers can 
directly award without reference to CCS frameworks.34

19.	 The Cabinet Office told us that particularly in defence and similar areas, departments 
might say, “I know who would be bidding for that”. The challenge then is to go out into 
the international market or look into the smaller providers to provide a realistic challenge 
against the incumbent or the obvious bidder. There are a mix of things that are general 
improvements to the thin market problem; and the Cabinet Office is focusing on sectors 
where it sees an excessive concentration.35

29	 Q 13
30	 C&AG’s Report, para 3.8
31	 Q 14
32	 C&AG’s Report, para 3.17
33	 Q 22
34	 Q 19
35	 Q 23
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Guidance on using framework agreements

20.	 Framework agreements involve an initial competition for suppliers to gain access to 
the framework, followed by a shortened process for a department to select and appoint a 
supplier from the framework for a specific contract.36 Government use of frameworks for 
large contracts increased from 20% of contracts by value in 2018–19 to 68% in 2021–22.37 
Frameworks are designed for procuring common goods and services to allow departments 
to realise benefits from economies of scale, but they are not always the way to achieve the 
best competition.38

21.	 The GCF commented that frameworks are growing and highlighted that there is 
a distinction between good and bad frameworks as well as too many frameworks. The 
GCF told us that on one count, procurement organisations together offer around 8,000 
construction frameworks, many of which are single-supplier frameworks. The GCF 
further told us that a couple of years ago, it commissioned a piece of work by the King’s 
Fund—an independent charity focused on health and care—that helped define what a 
good framework looks like.39

22.	 The CCS agreed that there is a pronounced trend, in terms of value, to increasing 
use of framework agreements moving from other competitive procedures defined in the 
Public Contracts Regulations 2015. However, CCS did not consider that they were the 
“wrong” vehicle, but “just one vehicle that we use”. The CCS told us that of the c£260 
billion of spend in government every year, £120 billion is what CCS calls its “marketplace” 
for common goods and services. The CCS agreed that it is certainly the largest, in terms 
of the volume of commercial agreements, with 86 frameworks. The CCS also told us it has 
dynamic purchasing systems, which are more flexible and open, in as much as you can 
bring new suppliers in at any point, whereas a framework is closed for a period of time.40 
CCS told us it believes that frameworks do the right thing in terms of competition “if one 
uses them correctly”.41

23.	 The NAO report identified the need for accurate analysis of costs and benefits to 
both inform decisions and provide potential suppliers enough information to price bids 
accurately.42 The GCF told us that it is fair to say that there is a gap in data about direct 
awards from frameworks, which will be plugged by the transparency regulations under 
the new Procurement Act; that will allow government to see where those are and to close 
them down. The GCF told us it did not see any evidence of favouritism in contract awards.43 
The GCF said that it is trying to find the “sweet spot” between having too many bidders 
for something, in which case all but one of them will have wasted bid costs, eventually 
inflating the cost to the public purse; and too few, which it said was also the wrong answer.44

24.	 The CCS commented that government has not extended any frameworks other than 
during the time of the pandemic. The CCS’s believes that bringing the framework back to 
market and getting competition is the right thing to do. We were told by the CCS that the 

36	 C&AG’s Report, para 2.9
37	 C&AG’s Report, para 2.8, Figure 5
38	 C&AG’s Report, para 13
39	 Q 11
40	 Q 9
41	 Q 10
42	 C&AG’s Report, para 3.9
43	 Q 23
44	 Q 42



  Competition in public procurement 14

price listed on the framework is the maximum price that the supplier would charge. CCS 
told us that it advises its customers to run a mini-competition on frameworks, so that they 
can then get a better price.45

25.	 We asked the GCF whether there was a requirement for departments to publish all 
contracts awarded off a framework. The GCF described that there are such requirements 
but that full contract publishing currently only applies to central government. The GCF 
commented that contracts from NHS trusts, for instance, do not today fall under contract 
publishing requirements, but will in the future.46

26.	 We asked how government would ensure that it was not creating barriers preventing 
SMEs from getting on frameworks. The GCF commented that SME spend has increased 
from £11 billion in 2016–17 to £21 billion last year. CCS and the GCF explained to us 
how they try to make certain that SMEs are a market for the government, because they 
recognise the innovation that an SME could bring. They told us that, of the 11,000 CCS 
suppliers, 4,500 are new suppliers to government over the last five years and 8,300 are 
SMEs. GCF told us that it is hopeful that the Procurement Act will widen the use of 
dynamic purchasing agreements, so that they can have open frameworks that can be 
opened on periodic dates to let more suppliers in. GCF told us that, even if it is a four or 
five-year framework, it could let suppliers in annually or six-monthly, depending on how 
the framework is set up.47

45	 Qq 34–35
46	 Qq 65–66
47	 Q 11
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2	 Transforming public procurement

Supporting wider policies and objectives through public procurement

27.	 The NAO report highlighted the value of departments considering how a contract 
will contribute to meeting key social priorities such a fighting climate change, creating 
jobs and promoting innovation.48 We questioned how much consideration has been given 
to using government’s immense purchasing power to encourage business to behave in a 
way that meets government’s other objectives. The GCF described three things that it had 
felt appropriate to mandate: first, that government will not deal with businesses that do 
not pay their suppliers promptly; second, that the GCF had introduced a requirement for 
suppliers for contracts over £5 million to have a net zero policy in place and a target for 
that; and third, that there is a modern slavery exclusion.49

28.	 The GCF told us that the “next level down” of issues are things that could be covered 
in the social value elements of the contract. The GCF commented that at least 10% of the 
evaluation criteria for contracts should be allocated to a social value dimension. The GCF 
had provided a menu of social value criteria for procurement staff, with recommended 
metrics that should be used to assess contracts.50

29.	 We have previously commented, in our report on transforming rehabilitation, that 
the MOJ had frozen voluntary sector organisations out of the bidding because they were 
unable to provide the onerous Parent Company Guarantees required to tender for the 
contracts.51 We wanted to know what support is available for smaller businesses that are 
committed to delivering social value, but the size of the contract makes it difficult for 
them. The GCF commented that the social value criteria is applied at a contract level.52

30.	 However, for contracts that are too small to be able to fund a certain number of 
apprentices, it is difficult to sensibly embed social value. We wanted to hear how 
government is planning to review this or engage with small businesses to address this. The 
GCF commented that one of the purposes of the SME Crown representative is to try to 
tease that out. The GCF told us that if something is so small as not to be easily measurable, 
that will also apply to the large company that is bidding. The GCF explained that if the 
larger company says, “I will put a whole apprentice on that”, but the smaller company can 
only put half an apprentice on it, maybe we do have the right result. The GCF reflected that 
in that example, it would be the wrong metric to apply to that contract.53

31.	 On how it might know whether efforts to transform public procurement have been 
successful, the GCF told us that government could look at the number of challenges they 
get and the number of disputes. The GCF noted that alternatively government could also 
look at the KPI performance or social value criteria and whether they are seeing that those 
are being usefully applied to generate more than just price and quality for the contract 
itself. GCF reflected that a national procurement policy statement is permitted by the new 

48	 C&AG’s Report para 1.5
49	 Q 71
50	 Q 71
51	 Committee of Public Accounts, Transforming rehabilitation: progress review, Ninety-Fourth Report of Session 

2017–19, HC 1747, 3 May 2019, recommendation 4
52	 Qq 74–75
53	 Q 75

https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmpubacc/1747/1747.pdf
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Procurement Act, which will allow the government of the day to say: “of all the social 
value criteria that we have on our published menu, we would like procurements to focus 
on the environment”, for example, or training, or local employment, as determined by the 
government of the day. The GCF will be able to look at those and see how many of those 
criteria have cropped up in local procurements.54

Building commercial expertise across government

32.	 The new Procurement Act 2023 will be in due course be accompanied by the 
replacement of the current Public Contracts Regulations 2015 and related statutory 
instruments made under the previous primary legislation. The Act reflects principles of 
proportionality, transparency and ensuring that suppliers do not have an unfair advantage 
or disadvantage.55 The Procurement Act has been developed with the aim of reducing 
administrative costs to businesses and the public sector, while permitting flexibility in 
how buyers structure competitions and use negotiation. This increases the importance of 
collecting good quality data to ensure that departments are using this flexibility properly 
and identifying best practices.56 We asked how government would prepare all departments 
and public bodies to deal with these changes. The Cabinet Office highlighted that it has 
already held briefings with the Civil Service Board in July, putting heads of departments 
on notice to make sure they were looking forward to and ready for it.57

33.	 The GCF told us that there is a constant drumbeat, in its commercial function calls, 
on the training programme, so that all public bodies, such as local authorities and health 
authorities know about the training. The GCF commented that there were some videos 
ready to be rolled out. However, the GCF noted that it does not know the names of all the 
people they may need to contact. The GCF told us they will be trying to ensure that other 
stakeholders within contracting authorities, make certain that the right people are trained 
at the right level. The GCF noted that there are around 50,000 people now signed up for 
the Government Commercial College, of which they think 20,000 are employed in the 
procurement function in a public authority.58

34.	 We have many departments coming before us with varying degrees of success 
appointing commercial suppliers via public procurement processes and delivering 
effective outcomes. We have previously recommended, in our report on Green Homes 
Grant voucher scheme, how the Department for Business, Energy & Industrial Strategy 
should improve the technical scrutiny of bids during its procurements, to better assure the 
capability of suppliers and the practical feasibility of their proposals, particularly where a 
bidder is promising considerably more than others.59

35.	 We asked how government is going to improve performance of all departments. The 
GCF told us that it is considering how to monitor capability through standards, and then 
benchmarking and workshops. The GCF said that central government has a very active 
learning and development programme, which is where it gets the best people from the 
public sector to come and talk to colleagues about the things that they are doing well. The 

54	 Q 70
55	 C&AG’s Report, para 2
56	 C&AG’s Report, para 17
57	 Q 79
58	 Q 81
59	 Committee of Public Accounts, Green Homes Grant Voucher Scheme, Twenty-Seventh Report of Session 2021–

22, HC 635, 1 December 2021, recommendation 5

https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/8007/documents/82623/default/
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GCF commented that it has around 35,000 people signed up for its learning modules. The 
GCF told us it used to run four or five workshops a year before covid-19 with 50 people 
attending. The GCF said it has now learned how to work online and get about 500 people 
attending every week for workshops that are driving up adherence to standards.60

36.	 The GCF told us that there are professional standards that assess whether the learning 
curriculum is working. The GCF commented it was one of the first government functions 
to introduce professional standards. The GCF explained that it assesses commercial staff 
via a day-long assessment centre which is improving standards of training across grades.61 
7,000 people have been put through that assessment centre. It told us that, of the 1,500 or 
so senior staff in the Government Commercial Organisation (GCO), who are employed 
centrally and then deployed to departments, 86% are fully accredited.62

37.	 The GCF told us that the priority for implementing the new Act is training and said 
that it had a training programme ready to roll out from December. The GCF commented 
that it expects that the Act will be implemented in October 2024. We were told by the GCF 
that there is secondary legislation that should be passed by March 2024, which allows 
government six months to implement training. GCF said that its training programme 
would cover 20,000 procurement staff, and probably 50,000 people in policy areas and 
other parts of the public sector. GCF told us that government has already trained nearly 
30,000 people in contract management. The GCF further explained that it had a four-
part training programme, varying from online “knowledge drops”, e-learning, through to 
facilitated training. The GCF acknowledged that government needs to continue to develop 
commercial expertise across government.63

60	 Q 3
61	 Qq 3–4
62	 Q 5
63	 Q 43
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Formal minutes

Thursday 7 December 2023

Members present

Dame Meg Hillier, in the Chair
Sir Geoffrey Clifton-Brown
Mr Jonathan Djanogly
Mr Mark Francois
Peter Grant
Sarah Olney

Competition in public procurement

Draft Report (Competition in public procurement), proposed by the Chair, brought up and 
read.

Ordered, That the draft Report be read a second time, paragraph by paragraph.

Paragraphs 1 to 37 read and agreed to.

Summary agreed to.

Introduction agreed to.

Conclusions and recommendations agreed to.

Resolved, That the Report be the Sixth Report of the Committee to the House.

Ordered, That the Chair make the Report to the House.

Ordered, That embargoed copies of the Report be made available (Standing Order No. 
134).

Adjournment

Adjourned till Monday 11 December at 3.00 p.m.
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Witnesses
The following witnesses gave evidence. Transcripts can be viewed on the inquiry publications 
page of the Committee’s website.

Monday 23 October 2023

Sir Alex Chisholm, Permanent Secretary, Cabinet Office; Gareth Rhys Williams, 
Government Chief Commercial Officer and Non-Executive Director, Crown 
Commercial Service; Simon Tse, Chief Executive, Crown Commercial Service� Q1–92

Published written evidence
The following written evidence was received and can be viewed on the inquiry publications 
page of the Committee’s website.

CPP numbers are generated by the evidence processing system and so may not be complete.

1	 Jones, Duncan (CPP0002)

2	 Planet Labs (CPP0004)

3	 Smith, Mr Chris (CPP0001)

4	 What Works Centre for Local Economic Growth (CPP0005)

https://committees.parliament.uk/work/7880/default/publications/oral-evidence/
https://committees.parliament.uk/work/7880/default/publications/oral-evidence/
https://committees.parliament.uk/oralevidence/13730/html/
https://committees.parliament.uk/work/7880/default/publications/written-evidence/
https://committees.parliament.uk/work/7880/default/publications/written-evidence/
https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/125147/html/
https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/125271/html/
https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/125118/html/
https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/125287/html/
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