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TITLE:  Continuation of the Strategy for the Procurement of Apprenticeships

___________________________________________________________________

RECOMMENDATION: 

That Procurement Board approves the continuation of the strategy for the 
procurement of apprenticeships, and approves the continuation of the Strategic 
Partnership with Salford City College and Salford University for the delivery of 
apprenticeship as first tier supplier for direct award. 
___________________________________________________________________

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY:  

In November 2018 Procurement Board approved the strategy for the procurement of 
apprenticeships and for Salford City Council to enter into a strategic partnership with 
Salford College and The University of Salford as part of this strategy. The requested 
period for this strategy was 12 months to allow the Council, Salford University and 
Salford College to mature the partnership. 

The strategy for the procurement of apprenticeships and the strategic partnership is 
a key enabler to realise our ambitions outlined in our Apprenticeship Strategy – 
improving skills, professional development and creating career pathways through 
apprenticeships to ensure that we have the right people, in the right place, with the 
right skills at the right time.

This has resulted in the Council not only being able to meet its statutory target for 
new apprenticeship starts in 2018/2019 but also to be one of the top performers 
within GM public sector.

This initial 12 months has resulted in the Council identifying the need to continue to 
take a strategic approach to the procurement of apprenticeships. One that not only 



complements the ambitions of our Apprenticeship Strategy but achieves the best 
value for money and is differentiated to meet the Council’s needs.

This report seeks the permission from Procurement Board to continue its strategy for 
the procurement of apprenticeships, and continue the strategic partnership with 
Salford College and The University of Salford as part of our approach.
___________________________________________________________________

DETAILS:
 
1. Background & Context

The Council and the apprenticeship sector itself has embarked on a period of 
significant change in terms of its approach towards the development and delivery of 
apprenticeships following the introduction of the ‘apprenticeship levy’ and the 
associated reforms to the funding of apprenticeship training for both new and 
existing council employees. 

The ‘apprenticeship levy, which came into effect in April 2017, is paid by the Council 
at a cost of approximately £58K each month which is 0.5% of our wage cost, which 
includes contributions raised from employees employed in Salford’s community and 
voluntary-controlled (VC) schools, whom due to the nature of current employment 
arrangements are not exempt from the ‘apprenticeship levy’. 

Following our ‘apprenticeship levy’ payment to Government, the Education and Skills 
Funding Agency (ESFA) makes the equivalent amount available to the Council – 
plus an additional 10% – to use to pay for apprenticeship training and assessment 
delivered to its employees; however, this funding cannot be used to pay for 
employment or infrastructure costs associated to the apprentice’s employment.

Under the new system all payments are made to an apprenticeship provider through 
a web-based, digital apprenticeship account – the Council is seen as the body 
accountable for contracting and authorising payments to its selected providers 
(although the ESFA is ultimately responsible for the transactional payment to the 
provider). The Government has confirmed that in relation to these payments, public 
sector procurement rules must be applied, meaning all payments made to providers 
of apprenticeship training and assessment via the Council’s online apprenticeship 
account must be compliant with current thresholds under the Public Contract 
Regulations 2015, and also in accordance with Contractual Standing Orders (CSOs). 

Under this new system the Council’s digital funds held for apprenticeships provision 
have a spending deadline of 18 months from reaching the account at which point any 
unspent funds will be taken back by Central Government. As a result of our 
approach to utilising apprenticeships, as outlined in our Apprenticeship Strategy, this 
is not a situation Salford finds itself in.     

To support the procurement of apprenticeships the Greater Manchester Dynamic 
Purchasing System (DPS) was made available for GMCA authorities to use from 
February 2018. The system developed by STAR Procurement was designed to 
specifically support apprenticeship delivery within the public sector in Greater 



Manchester. This provides a mechanism to procure apprenticeship provision but 
does not supply resources for specification development, moderation, evaluation or 
ongoing contract management, which are required to help support the more rigorous 
approach to apprenticeship procurement.

2. Strategy for the Procurement of Apprenticeships

The apprenticeship procurement model utilised by the strategy is underpinned by the 
principles of:

 Timely procurement of apprenticeships;
 Value for money;
 Maximising social value for Salford;
 Supporting the delivery of our apprenticeship targets;
 Making the best use of our resources.

The model is based on a differentiated approach to ensure any procurement activity 
not only meets the needs of the Council but also maximises the opportunities of such 
procurement:

 Route 1 - Direct award to the strategic partnership 
The Council, in consultation with the strategic partnership, decide whether the 
strategic partnership has the capacity and capability to deliver the 
apprenticeship provision. This arrangement is on a non-exclusive basis and if 
the Council determines, due to the value, capacity or capability there is an 
advantage of following procurement Route 2 or 3 the Council reserves the 
right to do so.

 Route 2 - Procurement through the DPS
If Route 1 is not the appropriate procurement solution the Council can procure 
apprenticeship provision through the DPS if providers have the capacity and 
capability to deliver. This is based on the Council determining, due to the 
value of the contract or ‘value for money’ reasons, it is advantageous to 
bypass Route 1. 



 Route 3 - Open Market or Direct Award
If Route 1 and 2 have been considered and not appropriate, for example:

- There might only be one provider able to deliver the training due to it 
being niche, then a direct award will be considered, or

- Due to the low value of the contract it would not be a viable use of 
resources to tender through the DPS, then tendering will take place in 
line with CSOs.

Utilising the government’s national framework of approved training 
providers (RoATP) to identify the most suitable provider.

Since its introduction the strategy has the following spend profile demonstrating that 
a balanced approach (Route 1 through to Route 3) is taken to ensure any 
procurement activity not only meets the needs of the Council but also maximises the 
opportunities of such procurement. 

Route 1
Direct award to 

the strategic 
partnership

Route 2
Procurement 

through the DPS

Route 3
Open Market or 

Direct Award

Totals

No. Apprenticeships 93 135 49 277
Cost of Apprenticeships £616,593 £874,455 £364,542 £1,855,590

% of value 33% 47% 20% 100%

3. Benefits Of Taking This Strategic Approach 

Over recent years the Council has been developing its strategic relationship with 
Salford University and Salford College two of our leading post 16 education 
institutions within the City. This relationship has successfully identified opportunities 
to work together to further develop the student experience in Salford, create a talent 
pipeline into the Council for students, supports the health and wellbeing of our 
workforce through the sharing of resources and creating opportunities for shared 
learning and development provision.

The strategic partnership extended this relationship for the provision of 
apprenticeships to support the Council with our apprenticeship ambitions. It also 
allowed the Council to realise ‘social value’ and ‘added value’ over and above what 
you would normally see in a standard commissioner/provider relationship. 

3.1 Quality 

Salford City College and the University of Salford are recognised as educational 
institutions of significant quality. Both having expert apprenticeship leadership teams, 
with individuals and teams who possess experience and expertise in apprenticeship 
delivery.

Working with the strategic partnership the Council’s apprenticeships are tailored to a 
level not available in the current market. Tailored to reflect the organisational 
context, incorporate our values, leadership behaviours, cross cutting workforce 



development priorities, digital skills development ambitions and meets our ‘local’ 
requirements.

The strategic partnership also allows for easier quality assurance across the wide 
range of programmes as it is contract managed and monitored more effectively when 
compared to individual contracts. In addition, it operates on a non-exclusive basis 
and if the Council determines that due to the quality of provision there is an 
advantage of bypassing Route 1 it can do so. It is therefore advantageous for Salford 
University and Salford College to maintain the highest level of quality to continue to 
benefit from the strategic partnership. 

3.2 Value For Money

Whilst Government guidance states the funding band upper limits for the delivery of 
an apprenticeship standard (the cost envelope set for the provision of an 
apprenticeship standard) should not be considered the ‘price’ of an apprenticeship, 
experience to date suggests this upper limit is the price level being adopted by the 
market.

To date the majority of awards outside of Route 1 have been at the upper limits of 
the funding band resulting in limited saving being realised through tendering 
exercises. However, through the strategic partnership the Council automatically 
receive discounted rates greater than any realised through Route 2 and 3. 

3.3 Added Value 

Critical to the successful implementation of any apprenticeship delivery programme 
is not only a sound understanding of what the organisation needs skills wise but also 
capacity to implement and manage an apprenticeship solution.

Salford University and Salford College agreed as part of the strategic partnership to 
recruit an Apprenticeship Project Officer to support the delivery of apprenticeship 
programmes within the Council. Based in the council the role supports our 
Apprenticeship Delivery Lead to:

 Support internal development and awareness of apprenticeship programmes 
with the Council.

 Devise tailored apprenticeship solutions for the Council.
 Manage the day to day operational requirements for apprenticeship 

programmes that are up and running.
 Monitor and report on key performance.

The strategic partnership and Apprenticeship Project Officer also supports the 
Council to develop and manage corporate apprenticeship programmes such as our 
Springboard and Public Sector Leadership Programmes. Providing learning and 
development opportunities over and above what would be expected in a standard 
apprenticeship programme. 



3.4 Social Value 

The apprenticeship reforms allow organisations such as the City Council to gift a 
proportion of levy funds (up to 25%) to other non-levy paying organisations to grow 
and develop apprenticeship opportunities for their current and future workforce.

This strategic partnership sought to maximise this opportunity brings for investment 
in apprenticeships to benefit our city, its people and businesses of Salford. 

Through an innovative approach to gifting 
the Salford Skills for Business 
Apprenticeship Fund was created to invest in 
apprenticeship training within small to 
medium sized organisations (under 250 
employees) to help create more quality and 
sustainable apprenticeship roles for Salford 
residents. The fund is also helping existing 
employers close skills gaps in key sectors 
such as health and social care, digital, 
manufacturing and construction, hospitality, business, education and professional 
services.

As part of the strategic partnership the University of Salford and Salford College 
played a key role in the creation and ongoing management of the Salford Skills For 
Business Apprenticeship Fund.

The University Of Salford and Salford College along with nine other organisations 
contribute to the Fund, which currently stands at a value of £422,727. To date the 
Fund has supported 12 Salford organisations to create 23 apprenticeships. Investing 
£207,000 ranging from entry level to masters degree type qualifications, with the 
majority being supported to achieve a level 2 or 3 type qualification. 

The Salford Skills for Business Apprenticeship Fund forms part of the Council’s 
approach to ensure our digital funds do not go back to Central Government due to 
being unspent within 18 months. 

4. Continuation of the Strategy for the Procurement of Apprenticeships 

It is proposed that the current Apprenticeship Procurement Strategy continues, with 
Route 1 being direct award to the Strategic Partnership.

Since last year there have been development of a number of national frameworks for 
the procurement of apprenticeships.  Organisations such as Crown Commercial 
services, YPO and the NHS SBS have all developed their own frameworks for the 
delivery of apprenticeship programmes.  Therefore the existing Route 2 should 
continue to be procurement through the AGMA DPS framework but in addition will 
include the possible use of other frameworks where the AGMA DPS is not suitable.  

Route 3 would remain for instances when it is not possible to use Route 1 or 2, on 
the basis that only one provider can deliver the programme, or they are the only 

https://www.salford.gov.uk/jobs-skills-and-work/apprenticeship-support/salford-skills-for-business-apprenticeship-fund/criteria-to-apply-for-funding/


provider in the region that is accredited under the Register of Apprenticeship 
Training Providers.

The last 12 months has demonstrated that the split of business through the 3 routes 
is as follows;

 Route 1 – 33%
 Route 2 – 47%
 Route 3 – 20% 

This has demonstrated that there is a balanced approach and it is working 
successfully, giving the Council options to maximise its resources and obtain the 
best route to market to meet the needs of the Apprenticeship Strategy.

Following the success of the relationship to date it is proposed the next term of the 
partnership will be for four years with a total estimated value of £2.5million over the 
four year period. The risks of this longer partnership is negated as Route 1 is on a 
non-exclusive basis and if the Council determines, due to the value, capacity or 
capability there is an advantage of following procurement Route 2 or 3 the Council 
reserves the right to do so. 

This term will allow the Council, Salford University and Salford College to further 
mature the strategic partnership and maximise the associated benefits. 
___________________________________________________________________

BACKGROUND DOCUMENTS:

Apprenticeship reforms: guide for local authorities (DCLG publication, October 2017)

Apprenticeship Strategy

Apprenticeship 
Strategy - V1.0.docx

Procurement Board - Approval of the Proposed Strategy for the Procurement of 
Apprenticeships (Part 1)

Exception Report 
Part 1 - Approval of the Proposed Strategy for the Procurement of Apprenticeships.docx

___________________________________________________________________

KEY DECISION: Yes
___________________________________________________________________

KEY COUNCIL POLICIES: 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/654542/Local_authority_guide_to_apprenticeship_reforms.pdf


Developing a skilled, flexible and resilient workforce able to achieve our ambition of 
‘A Better and Fairer Salford’, can only be achieved if we invest in skills and 
professional development and we continue to attract and retain the best talent into 
the organisation. 

High quality skills and professional development delivered through apprenticeships, 
in line with our Apprenticeship Strategy and Workforce Strategy, for both new and 
existing employees can make a positive contribution to this by creating opportunities 
for people, of all ages, to undertake relevant qualifications, helping to raise skills, 
capabilities and aspirations.

It is critical that suitable arrangements for apprenticeship delivery are put in place to 
meet the demand for highly skilled people to deliver high quality services.
___________________________________________________________________

EQUALITY IMPACT ASSESSMENT AND IMPLICATIONS:- 

N/A

___________________________________________________________________

ASSESSMENT OF RISK:  

Medium – The risk of not approving this strategy for the procurement of 
apprenticeships should be weighed against the risk of not being able to meet our 
statutory targets and any underspend of the Council’s digital funds being returned to 
Central Government.
___________________________________________________________________

SOURCE OF FUNDING:   

Salford City Council’s Digital Apprenticeship Account.
___________________________________________________________________

LEGAL IMPLICATIONS Supplied by: Tony Hatton, Principal Solicitor, tel. 219 6323

When commissioning contracts for the procurement of goods, services or the 
execution of works the Council as a ‘contracting authority’ must comply with the 
Public Contract Regulations 2015 (PCR) as well as the provisions of its own 
Contractual Standing Orders (CSO’s), Financial Regulations and the duties of Best 
and Social value. 

In addition, whilst these services fall within the “light touch regime”, the PCR require 
that contracting authorities treat candidates equally and in a non-discriminatory way 
and act in a transparent manner, failing which the award of a contract may be 
subject to legal challenge. For contracts of a value of up to £10k, an informal written 
quotation from one (or more) provider will suffice in any event, and if between £10k 
and £30k the Council would usually undertake an exercise to obtain quotes from 
three suitably qualified providers.



The approach to be taken to the procurement of apprenticeships, and the 
partnership between the Council, Salford City College and the University of Salford 
will bring advantages to the Council to provide apprenticeship training, and will 
create a unique model of provision, hence any risk of challenge from alternative 
providers should be low. 

Helpfully the PCR provides for exemptions from the scope of the Regulations for 
both in-house and joint co-operation arrangements between public bodies, which are 
applicable to the circumstances for the strategic partnership, specifically:

Regulation 12(7) sets out an exemption for joint co-operation between contracting 
authorities where (to paraphrase): 

(a) the contract establishes joint co-operation in the performance of public 
services with a view to achieving mutual objectives; and 

(b) the implementation of the co-operation is governed only by the public interest; 
and 

(c) the participating authorities perform “on the open market” less than 20% of 
activities concerned by the co-operation. 

In addition, the partnership appears to be a unique provider in the market for these 
services as described, who are in a position to deliver the level of outcomes and 
benefits across the range of training services required by the Council. 

The DPS system can also continue to be accessed and called upon where the 
Council deems it appropriate, as referred to in the body of the report. 

Detailed reasons for requesting approval for the proposed process for awarding the 
apprenticeship training services are set out in the report, namely the cost 
encountered in sourcing the services, whilst still obtaining value for money and 
providing best value going forward, the unique nature of the partnership and services 
which it can provide, and the relative urgency for the services.

The risk of a challenge to the continuation of the approach adopted increases with 
the value and duration of a proposed contract being awarded, and the risk of any 
such challenge being successful may be regarded as extremely low.

___________________________________________________________________

FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS Supplied by:  Paul Hutchings, Strategic Finance 
Manager, tel. 7932574

Contributions of 0.5% of the wage bill are made into the apprenticeship levy account 
which is topped up by 10% from central government. The value of the apprenticeship 
levy account is circa £700k per annum. The strategic partnership is a non-exclusive 
arrangement and, in terms of value for money, a minimum discount on full cost has 
been agreed.  There is further added value in managing apprenticeships through the 
strategic partnership in terms of additional resources and maximising social value, 



particularly through the Salford Skills for Business Fund.  The approach outlined in 
the report maximises value for money whilst also limiting the level of resources 
required for the tendering process.  It must be noted that quality control will be of 
upmost importance to ensure the continued success of this approach and that value 
for money can be evidenced.
___________________________________________________________________

PROCUREMENT IMPLICATIONS: Emma Heyes, Category Manager, x 6243
The services in the subject of this report are categorised as Education and are 
covered under the Public Contracts Regulations “Light Touch Regime”.  The value of 
contracts considered to be in scope of the LTR are those valued above £615, 278.
The Procurement Strategy approved in 2018 has proven to be successful in helping 
the Council deliver its apprenticeship strategy, achieve value for money, and also 
deliver some excellent social value benefits.
To date £74,000 in cost savings have been achieved, which is calculated as the 
percentage discount applied to the value of apprenticeships awarded to the 
partnership.  This effectively means that this money can be reinvested and used to 
buy more apprenticeships.
The Strategic Partnership between Salford City Council, Salford College and the 
University, is a unique partnership that does not exist elsewhere in the market that is 
helping the Council to meet its apprenticeship aims and aspirations.  There are 
provisions within the Public Contracts Regulations that provides exemptions in 
circumstances when certain criteria is met.  In this instance it can be demonstrated 
that the Strategic Partnership is a joint co-operation in the performance of public 
services with a view to achieving mutual objectives. 
The continuance of the Procurement Strategy for Apprenticeships will ensure that 
this continues going forward to maximise the social value benefits, and continue to 
achieve value for money.
It is been demonstrated that the apprenticeship team are regularly monitoring the 
partnership, whilst at the same time continuing to take a balanced approach with 
other  training also being procured through other routes such as the AGMA DPS.

___________________________________________________________________

OTHER DIRECTORATES CONSULTED: N/A
___________________________________________________________________

CONTACT OFFICER: Frank O’Sullivan                  TEL. NO. 0161 778 0463

___________________________________________________________________

WARD(S) TO WHICH REPORT RELATE(S): None
___________________________________________________________________


