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TITLE:  Approval of the Proposed Strategy for the Procurement of Apprenticeships

___________________________________________________________________

RECOMMENDATION: 

That the Procurement Board  

(1) Approves an exception to Contractual Standing Orders in accordance with 
Paragraph 3.1 as follows :-

 The need for the goods, services or works is so urgent that the time 
needed to comply with the rules would be prejudicial to the council’s 
interests.

 There are value for money reasons.

 Specialist services/supplies which are available only from one supplier. 

(2) Approves the strategy for the procurement of apprenticeships.

___________________________________________________________________

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY:  

The purpose of this report is to set out the proposed strategy for the procurement of 
apprenticeships, and to also seek permission from the Procurement Board to enter 
into a strategic partnership with Salford College and The University of Salford as part 
of this proposed strategy.
___________________________________________________________________



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 for 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.   

The Greater Manchester Dynamic Purchasing System (DPS) for apprenticeship 
provision procurement 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 now required to help support the more 
rigorous approach to apprenticeship procurement.

New apprenticeship standards are being phased in to improve the quality and 
appropriateness of apprenticeship provision and will eventually replace all current 
frameworks by 2020, but at a cost that can be up to four times more expensive than 
the original framework. 



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.

The time period from the introduction of the new ‘apprenticeship levy’ has given the 
Council the opportunity to develop a matured understanding of the implications the 
‘apprenticeship levy’ on our approach to recruitment, development, retention, 
workforce planning and succession planning which has resulted in the development 
of our Apprenticeship Strategy. 

This time period has also resulted in the Council identifying the need to take a more 
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, social value, is differentiated to meet the Council’s needs and 
addresses the lessons learned to date from the current approach to apprenticeships 
procurement, namely:

 The Greater Manchester Dynamic Purchasing System (DPS) has and is likely to 
continue to be a useful tool for the procurement of some apprenticeships. 
However, the need to develop a differentiated approach is evident as:

o Whilst the number of approved suppliers continues to grow, the DPS does 
not and is unlikely to have the full breath of providers required to be able to 
deliver the wide range of standards needed by the Council. Resulting in 
the Council running resource intensive tendering exercises through the 
DPS without success only to have to repeat the exercise in line with our 
contractual standing orders to find suitable provision of training and 
assessment.

o The DPS is an attractive framework for some providers to sign up to, 
however, some other providers especially in specialist areas, limited 
competition areas or nationally based have not taken the opportunity to 
become an approved provider and are unlikely to do so as it is not 
commercially advantageous. Resulting in the Council being at risk of 
having to procure apprenticeship provision that is limited to the abilities of 
the providers on the DPS and not the needs of the Council or its learners.

 Experience to date has evidenced that using the DPS is similar to undertaking 
the tender process equivalent to an open tender process for contract values of 
£75,001 to £100,000. Whereas 84% of the apprenticeship contract values are 
less than £30K and 61% have a value of less than £10K resulting in a 
disproportionate tendering approach being undertaking when using the DPS. 
Whilst workforce planning approaches and collaborating with other public sector 
organisations in the procurement of apprenticeships is allowing for the grouping 
of some procurement activity. Due to the diverse range of apprenticeship 
standards needed, the differentiated delivery requirements and timeframes for 
delivery, the opportunity to strategically procure provision has been limited.

 Whilst Government guidance states the funding band upper limits for the delivery 
of an apprenticeship standard should not be considered the ‘price’ of an 
apprenticeship, experience to date suggest this upper limit is often the price 
being adopted by the market. To date all awards under £30K have been at the 



upper limits of funding band. Resulting in no saving being realised through 
tendering exercise except in the limited cases where there is opportunities to 
group procurement, where limited discounts have been realised. 

 Achieving a social value element from all of our tendering exercises is a key 
priority for the Council, however, there are limited opportunities to maximise on 
this for the majority of apprenticeship contracts due to their individual limited 
value. This is further restricted for Salford as the vast majority of providers on the 
DPS are not Salford based.   

 In order to be compliant with existing CSOs and administer the Digital Payments 
System (DPS) together with the allocation of apprenticeship funding and contract 
management arrangements, the Council has had to identify additional resources 
from within its existing workforce to run the processes to support the delivery of 
effective and compliant apprenticeship provision. The current procurement 
approach has resulted in this limited resource spending the majority of their time 
on the administration of apprenticeship provision rather than on supporting the 
organisation to up skill the workforce and achieve the statutory target of an 
average 2.3% of the workforce starting a new apprenticeship over the period of 1 
April 2017 to 31 March 2021. The 2016/2017 baseline figure was 0.6%, the 
2017/2018 figure was 1.0%, and to achieve 2.3% for 2018/2019 we will need 
approximately 127 more new apprenticeship starts.   

2. Proposed Model

In response a Service Reform squad from Finance, Procurement, Legal and HR&OD 
have developed a proposed model for the procurement of apprenticeships going 
forward a key part of which would be a strategic partnership with Salford providers.  
This model 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 illustrated above is based on a differentiated approach:
 Route 1 - Direct award to the strategic partnership 

The Council, in consultation with the strategic partnership, will decide whether 
the strategic partnership has the capacity and capability to deliver the 
apprenticeship provision (up to the OJEU limit for light touch regime). This 
arrangement will be 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 will procure 
apprenticeship provision through the DPS if providers have the capacity and 
capability to deliver. This will be based on the Council determining, due to the 
value of the contract or ‘value for money’ reasons, it is advantageous to 
bypass Route 1. A process that will be informed by the contract management 
put in place for the strategic partnership.

 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.

An Apprenticeship Levy Management Group has been established, including senior 
officers from Procurement, Legal & Governance, Finance and Human Resources & 
Organisational Development. This group will oversee the strategic partnership and 
procurement through each procurement route in line with the procurement strategy. 
In addition, quarterly reports will be submitted for consideration to Lead Member for 
Finance and Support Services as part of the governance arrangements.  

3. Benefits of entering into a strategic partnership with Salford University and 
Salford College.

Detailed in Part 2 of the Procurement Board Report - Approval of the Proposed 
Strategy for the Procurement of Apprenticeships.

___________________________________________________________________

BACKGROUND DOCUMENTS:

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

Draft Apprenticeship Strategy

Draft 
Apprenticeship Strategy - V0.2.docx

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


Procurement Board - Approval for an Exception to Contractual Standing Orders for 
apprenticeship training costing below £30k (November 2017)

Exception Report - 
Approval for an Exception to Contractual Standing Orders for apprenticeship training costing below £30k.docx

05(b) - ROD - 
apprenticeship funding.doc

___________________________________________________________________

KEY DECISION: No
___________________________________________________________________

KEY COUNCIL POLICIES: 

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:- 

AN EIA has not be completed. 

___________________________________________________________________

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



Ordinarily 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 proposed 
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. 

The proposed partnership therefore appears to be a unique provider in the market 
who are in a position to deliver the level of outcomes and benefits across the range 
of training services required by the Council. The Council would, however, need to 
evidence that to be the case should any challenge arise. The current OJEU 
threshold for “light touch” services such as apprenticeship provision stand at £615, 
278 (until December 2019), and the rules provide for the Council to have more 
flexibility in its procurement exercises as long as the usual transparency and equal 
treatment principles are not compromised. 

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. 

However in exceptional circumstances where CSO’s permit, the Council may 
dispense with strict compliance of its CSO’s, and the report sets out the reasons for 
the request for the exception, in accordance with paragraph 3.1 of CSO’s. Whilst 
exceptions to CSO’s may be authorised by an approval from the Procurement Board, 
there is still a risk of challenge from aggrieved providers if the usual tender process 
has not been followed on the basis that it ought to have been advertised and put out 
to competition. 

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 challenge increases with the value and duration of a proposed contract 
being awarded. Here the periods proposed are relatively short and for low value. 
Accordingly the risk of any such challenge may be regarded as extremely low.



Legal Services will assist in preparing a partnership agreement between the three 
parties to set out each party’s requirements and the expectations of the partnership, 
and ensure that the Council’s interests are protected.
___________________________________________________________________

FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS Supplied by:  Paul 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 £690k 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.  
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 the 
approach and that value for money can be evidenced.
___________________________________________________________________

PROCUREMENT IMPLICATIONS: Emma Heyes, Category Manager, x 6243

There are always risks associated with applying an exception to the Council’s 
Contractual Standing Orders as this could potentially lead to a challenge from an 
aggrieved supplier if the contract opportunity was not sufficiently advertised in 
accordance with the Public Contract Regulations 2015. The risk increases in tandem 
with the value and length of the proposed contract, and would be on the principle 
that there are possibly other suppliers within the EU member states who could offer 
similar services. 

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 Council’s Procurement Board has the authority to grant a waiver to Contractual
Standing Orders for any contract valued below the OJEU threshold.

After reviewing all the potential options available and given the short timescales 
involved in progressing with the Council’s Apprenticeship Programme the proposed 
strategy is not without risk but represents a real opportunity to resolve some of the 
issues outlined in the report, such as existing procurement routes proving 
problematic, and being time consuming with limited resources, therefore a more 
pragmatic approach needs to be considered.

The risk of not approving the strategy should be balanced against the risk of losing 
the opportunity to spend the digital funds, and the Council not achieving its target for 
new apprenticeships.

Additional Comments – Paul Nugent – Strategic Head of Procurement x6246



Procurement have had significant involvement in this project since June and whilst 
the approach doesn’t allow us to fully test the market and therefore ensure we are 
achieving best value for money from the outset, this known risk will be managed by 
the internal team which will include periodic benchmarking to ensure commercial 
competiveness and will be reviewed periodically throughout the non-exclusive 
arrangement which gives us the flexibility to switch our strategy at any given time.

Accepting and managing the risks noted above, we should also advise that the 
additional benefits of this approach will ensure the Apprenticeship Levy funds are 
utilised and supports our Social Value objectives by engaging strategically with 
Salford University and College in the first instance.
___________________________________________________________________

OTHER DIRECTORATES CONSULTED: None
___________________________________________________________________

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

___________________________________________________________________

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


