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Feedback from the ‘Meet the Buyer Event’

26th March 2009, South Wing, Altnagelvin Hospital

Context for the RAFAEL Programme:

The RAFAEL Programme has been promoted in the Western Area since 2004.  The programme aims to increase the proportion of local, sustainable food procured into the Health Service.  

Key partners in the programme are:

· Western Investing for Health Partnership, 

· Department of Agriculture and Rural Development, 

· Business Support Organisation (Regional Supplies), and 

· Western Health and Social Care Trust.  

Western IFH as the lead partner has a Service Level Agreement with Women in Agriculture to provide support to the programme in respect of liaison with the agri-food sector.

We have had successful outcomes from the Meet the Buyer events held last year with local companies winning contracts of over £270,000 resulting in a least 9 new jobs in the local rural economy.  The initiative has been endorsed at the highest level in the Northern Ireland Executive, with Agriculture Minister Michelle Gildernew publicly supporting the project.  The Minister has facilitated meetings on our behalf with the Ministers for Health, Education and Finance to promote the concept within the Assembly.

Investing for Health is keen to sustain the procurement model initiated under the RAFAEL programme given the potential multiple dividend in promoting such creative public procurement processes.  Programme outcomes include:

· Locally-sourced nutritious food delivering important health benefits, especially for the young and the sick.  Recent research launched by DHSSPSNI
 indicated that 40% of older patients admitted to hospitals in Northern Ireland are malnourished at time of admission.  Fewer than 18% are satisfied with the quality of food served in hospital and between 30-50% of hospital food is wasted.  An example of impact here included the involvement for the first time of Trust Dieticians in the procurement process as part of the RAFAEL pilot programme.  This enabled the Trust to present a business case for procurement of higher nutrition organic ice-cream for patients with swallowing difficulties.  This contributed to increased nutritional intake for patients while in hospital.

· Procuring food locally can help local rural economies retain a larger share of the retail price within the community compared to global food systems, delivering potential economic benefits to the locality.  The Local Multiplier Effect (LM3)
 refers to how many times money is recirculated within a local economy before leaving through the purchase of an import. The Health Sector in Northern Ireland procures approximately £23m in food supplies alone throughout the Province.  The potential multiplier effect for rural economies can contribute significantly to the economy, employment and therefore health and well-being.  Recent research published in Occupational Medicine
 suggested that farmers and farm workers account for the highest number of suicides in an occupational group in the UK. Research illustrates that unemployed people are more likely to have a potential psychological illness (30%) than those who are employed (16%).  The pilot programme for RAFAEL in 2007-08 demonstrated increased employment in a disadvantaged rural area by companies who were successful in achieving contracts
.

· Lower food miles will reduce CO2 emissions and produce significant environmental and therefore health benefits.

· Local food chains promote a better dialogue between producers and consumers, enabling us as health sector buyers to become more intelligent customers – making informed decisions on how we purchase our food and the impact it has on our customers and the economy on a macro level.

Meet the Buyer Event, March 2009

Following a review of the RAFAEL Programme by the Western IFH Adulthood sub-group, sub-group members advised that they wished to continue investment in the RAFAEL programme to consolidate impact achieved throughout the pilot phase.  The review concluded that low-level investment in capacity building activities for the supply chain were more productive and yielded a higher return on investment than high level European Study Visits.  As a result the sub-group has committed to sustaining Meet the Buyer Events in partnership with Regional Supplies Service, DARD and the Western health and Social Care Trust.

The March 2009 was the first in a series of Meet the Buyer Events planned by the sub-group in the phase 2 RAFAEL Programme.  The Western Investing for Health Partnership approached Women in Agriculture under a service and budget agreement to oversee the recruitment and management of the event.

Feedback from recruitment phase

At the outset of this project Women in Agriculture compiled a database of 420 food processors or producers from across Northern Ireland that would be relevant to the type of contract requirements sought by the Health Service.  Following consultation with Seamus Mullen of Investing For Health it was decided to target those businesses in the product areas which were known at the time to be shortly coming out for tender from Regional Supplies Service i.e. Speciality breads & pastries, sandwiches and fruit and vegetables.

A total of 190 invitations were sent out to businesses, with 97 responses in total, which translated into 59 confirmations of attendance including speakers and representatives from 28 companies. Some 9 business owners while interested in the event could not attend due to other commitments.

From communications with business owners prior to and after the invitations were sent out, it was clear that a lot of food processors did not known about the opportunities that are available through the tendering process within the Health Service. About 30% were concerned about the due diligence checking process. Women in Agriculture (WIA) did not have the information at hand detailing the cost or the checking process. The main concern for the majority of the processors who contacted WIA by telephone and email was that they assumed that Regional Supply’s criterion would have price as the first criteria. They also sought to find out where quality fits into the criteria and how the whole tendering works.

There was a lot of positive information about the diverse range of local products; the high quality and the pride that our local agri-food industry take in the production of fresh local food especially in Northern Ireland.

Several businesses saw the event as a good starting point of contact creating a more joined up approach where Regional Supplies Services, DARD and others could network and get the message out about future opportunities for the industry. This seemed to be even more important especially now as the UK is in the midst of a recession. 

A small number of food processors perceived the tendering process as far too difficult and time consuming and declined to take part in the event on the basis that they felt they were better equipped to deal with retail and business-to-business customers than the public sector.   

A number of food processors contacted Women in Agriculture after they heard the interview with Seamus Mullen Western Investing in Health and Ann Orr Women in Agriculture promoting the event on Radio Foyle on the afternoon of 24th March. Three businesses were able to attend at very short notice, a few others would have liked to have prior notice to enable them to organise staffing etc.

Event Feedback

59 individuals attended the Meet the Buyer event this included 45 individuals representing 26 companies.  A total of 34 evaluations were completed which represented the views of 25 individual businesses.

The primary expectations held by attendees about the event, were in relation to gaining a better understanding of the tendering process and identifying specific needs of the Trust.  

	Expectations
	No.
	%

	To get to know more about the tendering system for supplies to Public sector
	26
	76%

	To learn more about the Trust's needs
	4
	12%

	To gain an informative insight for local business
	1
	3%

	Was not quite sure
	3
	9%

	TOTAL
	34
	100%


These expectations were met fully by 62% of respondents, partially by 35%, with one business not responding to this question.

A total of 97% of the attendees at the event indicated that they felt the organisation of the event was excellent (62%) or very good (35%), with just one suggesting better directions to the South Wing at the Altnagelvin campus.

	How would you rate the organisation of the event?

	Average

3
	4
	Excellent

5
	TOTAL

	1 (3%)
	12 (35%)
	21 (62%)
	34 (100%)


It was felt that the location and venue of the event was very good with 91% of respondents indicating that it was excellent (65%) or very good (26%).

	How would you rate the location, venue and refreshments for the event?

	No response
	Average

3
	4
	Excellent

5
	TOTAL

	1 (3%)
	2 (6%)
	9 (26%)
	22 (65%)
	34 (100%)


Only 4 (16%) of business attending are already undertaking contracts with the Health Trusts while 10 (40%) indicated that they are supplying other public sector organisations implying that 15 business are not undertaking any public sector contracts. 

	Are you currently supplying any part of the Health Service?

	Yes
	No
	TOTAL

	4 (16%)
	21 (79%)
	25 (100%)


	Are you currently supplying any other public sector organisation?

	Yes
	No
	TOTAL

	10 (40%)
	15 (60%)
	25 (100%)


The businesses not currently not supplying any public sector contracts, were asked what the barriers to supplying public sector contracts they faced 14 businesses responded. Over one third 5(35%) suggested it was to do with their facilities/capacity/product or current orientation of the business while a further 8 (57%) indicated that the main barrier was lack of knowledge and information about the tendering process.  The other response was in relation to the match between the product produced and the need for the product as a single tendered item within the Trust. 

	Barriers to tendering for public sector contracts
	No.
	%

	Lack of information, knowledge and experience of the tendering process
	8
	57%

	Need to adapt/expand premises/capacity/develop products
	5
	36%

	Match between Trust needs and current products
	1
	7%

	
	
	

	TOTAL
	14
	100%


All 25 (100%) businesses indicated an interest in tendering for future contracts within the Health service and/or public Sector.

When asked what specific help they required to allow them to tender for contracts, over one third of businesses 9 (36%) indicated that they did not need any information or help; 12 businesses (48%) indicated they needed specific information about the contracts or assistance completing the forms; 2 businesses sought help with audits and 2 suggested they needed help with developing their premises.

In relation to follow-up to the event there was a good response to the request for follow-up from specific individuals: Seamus Mullen – 3 businesses; Chris Devlin – 6 businesses; Florence McAllister– 14 businesses and Michael Moorehead – 12 businesses. 

Way forward:

Attendees were asked how they would like to see the RAFAEL project developing over the course of the next two years.  There were a number of clear recommendations which should be acted upon by the project team:

a) Repeat workshop 

Given that RSS will be tendering for supply of additional food groups (raw and cooked meat; ice-cream; fresh milk; fresh fish; butter, cheese, margarine, yoghurt and fresh cream) there is an immediate need to schedule a repeat of this information seminar to cater for producers of these food groups.  Given that some of these tenders will be issued in early summer it is imperative that a workshop date in May is scheduled, possibly as a central relevant venue like Loughry College.  The use of Loughry College as a venue would have the added benefit of bringing business owners to the centre of excellence for food in NI and would encourage the development of links with DARD agri food services where they have not already been established. 

b) Follow up ‘How to tender’ workshop

From the feedback provided by participants there emerges a clear follow up action required to capitalise on the interest shown in the tendering process for public sector contracts – that is some kind of practical workshop which will take producers through the tendering process – the paperwork, the protocols, the pricing etc.  This type of workshop would be a step by step process looking at the tendering process from identification of suitable tenders, through the audit and to completion of the appropriate paperwork 

c) Networking/communication forum for food producers/processors

The event led to a good deal of networking between different food producers and presented an opportunity for like minder businesses to come get to know each other.  There is an opportunity here to continue this network development which would better facilitate the development of supply chain clusters and encourage collaborative working.

From some discussions with attendees there would appear to be a feeling of the need for  a collective forum (either virtual or actual) where small food producers and processors can meet, access important information and guidance and can be kept abreast of developments in terms of support and information available in the NI market place.
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