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Achieving SME supplier adoption

in eProcurement


The Bristol experience
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Background

Bristol e-business is Bristol City Council’s eProcurement implementation.  Bristol has been actively working on eProcurement (inc. Payment cards, BACS payments, etc.) for some 3 years. Initially they focused on their internal systems and then worked with The Consortium, one of their major suppliers, on an online ordering and fulfilment process.

The early trials were positive and Bristol CC decided to broaden the pilot to include additional suppliers.  During this phase it became clear that for eProcurement to be successful it had to address the needs of the buyer and the supplier, both of whom required seamless integration of the whole process with their back office systems to deliver maximum benefits for all.

Bristol CC also had objectives to meet for both the central government’s ‘e-enablement’ programme (including the delivery of procurement savings to benefit Bristol as a whole) along with the government’s economic regeneration programme for the region. 

With over 19,000 suppliers, many of whom are small to medium sized companies, Bristol had to find a simple, cost effective way of ensuring that eProcurement worked for Bristol’s whole supply base.

Solutions
There were two aspects to this, the technical infrastructure had to be in place then there had to be a support & information service to help the suppliers adopt eProcurement.

Bristol CC engaged with several organisations to make this happen – for a technology partner they selected @UK PLC who provide the Bristol e-business portal which aggregates supplier information as well as hosting their eCommerce web sites. @UK PLC enables suppliers to create and manage a fully compliant e-commerce site at an average cost of £240 per year.  This service has the double benefit of ensuring that suppliers can continue to trade with Bristol CC, as well as allowing the supplier to trade with any other organisation or individual.

Bristol also worked with Sage, the UK’s largest supplier of accountancy software to small and medium sized companies.  A cross-database match showed that a large percentage of Bristol’s suppliers were already users of Sage accounts software. Sage and @UK PLC were asked to integrate the web site software with Sage accounts software and this was completed for the Bristol eBusiness Launch in May 2003.

The integration enables suppliers to easily load their latest product catalogues onto their Bristol e-business web site directly from their accountancy package, to receive orders directly into their Sage order processing back office as well as to send invoices electronically. All of this is achieved without the need for re-keying any data by the use of Sage’s Transaction e-Mail feature. This level of integration is a ‘first’ and has been warmly welcomed by the Bristol suppliers for its efficiency benefits.

Rollout

Bristol CC recognised that to achieve mass supplier take-up, a working ‘end-to-end’ solution was only the beginning of the change process required and sought the help of Business West (their local Business Link - that merged with the Bristol Chambers of Commerce) who brought along other key support agencies (Learning & Skills Council, Learn Direct, Connexions) and developed a suppliers’ support programme.

This programme ensures that a Business West advisor, who is trained to explain eProcurement in a wider business context, visits every supplier. Along with the Learning & Skills team, they assess the supplier’s technical and process skills and infrastructure, providing practical help where required.

One of the problems faced by a number of suppliers is the ‘fear factor’ about computers and the internet; here Learn Direct are providing practical courses to give the suppliers the confidence to take part in the project.  As a part of every course the supplier is taught how to set up and edit their web site, giving Bristol CC the confidence that all suppliers have both the understanding and the practical skills to proceed.

A number of supplier open events continue to be held (hosted by Business West) where Bristol CC and all the partners provide related guidance and support to suppliers.

Although early days for the project, the findings have been impressive with over 70% of suppliers who were contacted agreeing to support the initiative. This is starkly different to the majority of eProcurement implementations where supplier sign up remains low and consequently buyers lose confidence in their initiative.  The suppliers who embrace this initiative also realise the benefits, including the engagement with larger corporates who already support e-Procurement – a key upside to local economic development.

Bristol also has established a small, focused team to help with the recruitment of suppliers to this initiative. This ‘Kickstart team’ coordinate suppliers’ needs and then engage Business West advisors & training, as appropriate, plus routing the supplier to @UKPLC and Sage for service & product provision, guidance, etc., as required.

Supplier engagement commenced in May 2003 and to date (September 2003) some 50 suppliers have signed-up for the service and this is currently increasing at a rate of ten suppliers per week. Bristol’s initial focus is on their top 520 suppliers (by volume of transactions) however its service is open to all suppliers who wish to participate; indeed its use is now mandated in Bristol’s Trading terms for all new suppliers. Bristol frequently monitor progress against objectives and have a rolling programme to ensure they fully engage their next ‘band’ of suppliers.

“We are delighted with the levels of supplier adoption achieved to date – this would not have been achievable without the support of our partners including the lead role that Business West took to help deliver the support programme. We welcome opportunities to share best practice, as part of Local Government’s National eProcurement Project, to help ensure all areas of local government achieve their e-Procurement & economic development objectives”.  Russell Darling, Account Services Manager, Bristol City Council.

Contacts

See below for primary contacts regarding this initiative: 

	Business
	Contact
	Telephone
	e-mail


	Bristol City Council
	Kickstart team
	0117 922 4337
	kickstart@bristol-city.gov.uk

	Bristol City Council
	Russell Darling
	0117 922 2521
	russell_darling@bristol-city.gov.uk

	Business West
	Donavon Taylor
	0117 973 7373
	Donovan.taylor@businesswest.co.uk

	@UK PLC
	Lyn Duncan
	0118 963 7000
	Lyn.Duncan@ukplc.net

	Sage PLC
	Kevin Hart


	0191 255 3112
	Kevin.hart@sage.com
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