
 
Current Commissioning Trends:   Commissioning through the eyes of BME&R groups:  
� There is a strong shift from grants to 

commissioning. With grants groups 
decide the services required by their 
communities; with commissioning the 
Council, PCT etc. defined the services 
they will procure (buy); 

 

� There are far fewer opportunities to fund small scale and one off activities; 
� BME&R organisations have less flexibility in creating activities and 

services which they feel are appropriate for their members; 

� Commissioning practices and 
opportunities for smaller voluntary 
organisations differ across boroughs; 

� The range of different approaches by commissioners makes it difficult to 
have a standardised approach to lobbying, training and support across more 
than one borough. Nevertheless, it creates potential for cross-borough 
learning; 

 
 

� There appears to be confusion and poor 
communication across departments 
within commissioning bodies e.g. 
councils and PCTs   

 

� There is poor communication between BME&R groups and many larger 
bodies, partly because the jargon used is overwhelming; 

� Poor communication by commissioning bodies exacerbates existing barriers 
faced by some BME&R groups because of lack of familiarity or skill with 
British bureaucratic language; 

 

� There is increasing pressure for groups 
and organisations to work in partnership 
as it is easier for commissioners to 
procure large scale services from large 
contractors;  

 

� Small BME&R organisations are struggling to access commissioning 
processes directly and many feel strongly that they need to be part of larger 
bids but cannot find larger bodies willing to involve them.  

� Joint or partnership work is complex and risky and larger bodies are usually 
hesitant to be involved in joint tenders with smaller, often less formal 
bodies inexperienced in statutory reporting requirements; 

� Building partnerships takes a long time but is most likely to be initiated 
when an opportunity arises.   

 

� Commissioners seem to expect the 
organisations they procure from to have 
administrative and financial procedures 
in place which are more suitable for 
larger organisations; 

� The reporting and monitoring processes 
for commissioned work are lengthy, 
hard and rigid; 

� Commissioners rely heavily on 
specialist / bureaucratic language; 

� The demand for advanced admin/financial systems excludes BME&R 
organisations from commissioning as, despite capacity-building support 
being available for this kind of organisational development, few 
organisations have the time or resources to put into developing 
administrative and financial procedures suited for larger organisations in 
case an opportunity arises; 

� Reporting and monitoring processes are not proportionate to the amount 
received through commissioning and do not allow for other means of 
reporting and reflecting; 

� The use of specialist language by commissioning bodies exacerbates 
existing barriers faced by some BME&R groups; 

 

� Most services are being commissioned 
at the level of £50,000 and above and 
have complicated tendering processes; 

� There are very few commissioning opportunities available / created for 
small groups and organisations to access commissioning directly;  

� The process inherently favours larger organisations over smaller 
organisations; 

� Small BME&R organisations and partners need to start with small 
opportunities and build up; 

 

� Commissioning priorities often 
emphasise low ‘unit costs’, this is 
reinforced by larger contracts being 
commissioned; 

� The competitive nature of tendering 
processes also drives unit costs down; 

� Cutting costs involves cutting elements of services that are essential for the 
most marginalised if they are to access support e.g. crèche facilities, 
interpreting; 

� Minimised costs reduce delivery organisations’ flexibility and 
responsiveness, and make it difficult to provide humanised, holistic, 
organic, responsive, joined up services; 

 

� Organisations are expected to build a 
rapport with commissioners, attending 
multiple statutory sector-led meetings 
and consultations; 

� Organisations are informed that they 
can influence commissioning practice 
by attending meetings and 
consultations; 

 

� Small organisations are either project funded or are volunteer led and 
therefore do not have the time nor the resources to attend various meetings 
and build essential relationships. 

� Rapport between commissioners and BME&R organisations helps to inform 
the opinions and practice of individuals within commissioning structures 
but its influence on structural change is very slow.  BME&R organisations’ 
leaders feel their input and efforts are lost when staff changes. 

 



 

Stages of Commissioning 
          

Stages of Commissioning  Description 

Strategic / Policy cycles Setting mid to long term priorities; overall priorities and approach to 
equalities, budgets, voluntary/community sector. 

‘Design’ Deciding the size, structure, content and timing of commissions, 
minimum requirements for bidders (PQQ etc.),  
eg. One contract worth £5M or one worth £4.8M and 5 small 
contracts worth £4,000 each. 

Procurement/buying services 
through tendering / application 
processes 

What the small BME&R groups need do in order to apply for 
resources to run a service. 

Delivering / Serving Running the service / activities 
 
 

Current Models of commissioning that can involve BME&R organisations: 
 

� Direct commissioning of BME&R organisations – rarely now seen in practice - is the most appropriate model 
as it values BME&R organisations in and of themselves, and though apparently costly for administration 
avoids many of the risks that are inherent in other models.   

 
� Partnership bids and collaboration – more problematic to achieve because it introduces high levels of risks to 

all partners, greatly increases communication costs and requires detailed and skilful negotiation in advance 
and throughout the arrangement to avoid conflict.  Partnership bids/collaborations are hugely costly to the 
organisations involved in staff / leader time.   

 

� Prime contractor sub-contracting to smaller BME&R organisations – after prime contractors have won the 
commissioned bid BME&R organisations are subcontracted to deliver parts of the bid.  It is a model 
commonly seen e.g. in Employment and Training services commissioned by the Department of Work and 
Pensions.  It is less risky than partnership work, but sub-contracted groups often have very little say and must 
deliver to low unit costs that reduce the potential of their contribution. 

 

Within the commissioning model grants should be maintained as part of the overall commissioning 

strategies of LA/PCTs. 
 

 

Commissioning BME&R Organisations – It is about equalities: 
 
� We have found that BME&R organisations are essential to equitable community services as they provide 

alternative access points for people who are not successful in accessing mainstream organisations.  If 
BME&R organisations do not have the resources to provide these services, many marginalised people will be 
unable to access services from statutory bodies, to which they are entitled.  As a result they have fewer 
choices which can leave people vulnerable to discrimination and poor quality services. 

 
� Value for money should be measured not in terms of simple unit costs but by social and equality outcomes.  

In order to achieve equitable social outcomes through commissioned services, commissioners must find a way 
of engaging and commissioning BME&R organisations as part of their multi-stranded policies. 

 
� To design appropriate services for BME&R populations, part of commissioning strategies must be to work 

with BME&R organisations and include them at the ‘strategic’ and ‘design’ stages as well as involving people 
from ethnic minorities and refugee populations directly. 

 
� The existence of BME&R social structures increase the likelihood of individuals from BME&R communities 

accessing opportunities created by mainstream support structures. 



 
 

Further useful information and resources: 
 

REAP Resource Database:  www.reap.org.uk/lib/ 
Contains a wide range of resources including good practice guides on commissioning and good practice guides for commissioning 
equitable services in health and social care. 
 
Commissioning Documents/Guidance 

� Children England, Love Your Tender, www.childrenengland.org.uk/resourcessupportingsmallorganisations/750 
� Cook M. and Monk G., Pathways Through the Maze: A guide to procurement law, NAVCA, 2009 
� www.navca.org.uk/localvs/lcp/news/maze.htm  
� Perry J., and El-Hassan A. A., More Responsive Public Services: A Guide to Commissioning Migrant and Refugee Community 

Organisations, HACT Associations Charitable Trust, 2008  www.jrf.org.uk/sites/files/jrf/2166-migrant-service-provision.pdf  
� REAP Orientation to commissioning in West London available on www.REAP.org.uk September 2010. 
� See also Audit Commission website: 

    www.auditcommission.gov.uk/Pages/SearchResult.aspx?k=commissioning&c=ALL&ps=any&dt=ANY&ord=rank&res=10&p=0 
- Putting Commissioning into Practice 
- Early Lessons in Implementing Practice Based Commissioning 
- Birmingham City Council – Third Sector Commissioning 
- City of Westminster Council – Third Sector Commissioning 

 
Websites for accessing commissioning opportunities: 
www.supply2.gov.uk;  www.competefor.com 
Hounslow CVS; www.cvshounslow.org.uk/commissioning-vcs/current-opps/ 
VCS Engage;  www.vcsengage.org.uk/PDF/VCS_commissioning_contracting_and_service_delivery.pdf 
Hillingdon Council   www.hillingdon.gov.uk/index.jsp?articleid=7190 
Continyou: National Resource Centre for Supplementary Schools 
www.continyou.org.uk/children_and_families/supplementary_education/ 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Further Communication / Resources from REAP 
• REAP’s monthly E-listing, a comprehensive list of events, training, funding and other information including commissioning, 

relevant to BMER groups / organisations: www.reap.org.uk/monthly-listing.php  
• To receive a copy of the ‘What’s Happening’ post card with information specifically relevant to West London BME&R 

organisations, with actual current commissioning opportunities, please contact: poornima@reap.org.uk , Tel: 01895 441530 
• REAP London Directory of BME&R organisations www.reap.org.uk/directory/index.php  
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