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NORTHAM: As the Government looks for ways of stimulating 

growth, File on 4 explores whether our economy is getting all it could from the billions spent 

each year on public sector contracts.  Why, for example, is steel for the new Forth Road 

Bridge coming from Spain, Poland and China? 

 

MCHUGH: You explain to me why people in Europe, when they 

are procuring, secure it to their industries within their country, because they are and we are 

not. 

 

NORTHAM: With Whitehall opening the competition for the biggest 

engineering project in Europe, how far can the Government go to secure the future of key 

British businesses?  We report from a part of the United Kingdom which has adopted a 

radical interpretation of European law, designed to support its own economic wellbeing - the 

devolved government of Wales. 

 

HUTT: You can, through procurement, help create new job 

opportunities, apprenticeships for local people, providing supply chain opportunities for local 

businesses.  It‟s win, win, win.  It could work in England, Scotland and the rest of the world. 
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SIGNATURE TUNE 

 

ACTUALITY AT CHESTER LE STREET, WITH BINS 

 

NORTHAM: The wheelie-bin men are out on a modern housing 

estate here in Chester-le-Street in County Durham. The bins themselves are handsome and 

new, with bright blue lids to mark them as the ones you use for recycling. They‟ve just 

arrived as part of a council environmental policy and already they are controversial; not just 

for the fact they they‟ll be emptied only every other week, but also for the journey they‟ve 

made to get here. These bins have made their way hundreds of miles north from a factory in 

France. 

Do you know where the bin was manufactured? 

 

MAN: No. 

 

NORTHAM: It was in France. 

 

MAN: I find that unbelievable that we are buying things like 

that that could easily be manufactured in this country from France.  I really wonder at times 

what they think about when they‟re putting out things like this, which I am sure could easily 

have been manufactured in England. 

 

WOMAN: The state our country‟s in, we need all the work we can 

get.  It‟s disappointing actually to hear that.  We should have looked more closer to home. 

 

MAN: I think that‟s very bad when we are trying to employ 

people in England, unless they were phenomenally cheaper, I can see no reason to source it 

outside of Britain at all. 

 

NORTHAM: But the bins weren‟t the cheapest on offer. And the 

company that won the contract wasn‟t the most local of the five bidders. 

 

ACTUALITY IN HULL FACTORY 
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STRAIGHT: The factory basically consists of eighteen injection 

moulding machines and three flow moulding machines ... 

 

NORTHAM: On an industrial estate in Hull, the long-established 

firm of Straight plc supplies councils up and down the country with wheelie-bins and 

recycling boxes. Its Chief Executive, Jonathan Straight, thought they were in with a good 

chance of winning the Durham contract for 225,000 bins.  

 

STRAIGHT: It would have been a very significant order.  It was  

£4.2 million and it was an awful lot of wheeled bins, so it‟s the kind of business that‟s nice to 

have. 

 

NORTHAM: You were, I think, the nearest to County Durham of the 

five companies that bid. 

 

STRAIGHT: We certainly were.  There were at least two bidders 

who have a factory in the UK, but we were geographically the closest to the demand for those 

bins, yes. 

 

NORTHAM: Were you the lowest priced? 

 

STRAIGHT: It‟s difficult to know, because the information hasn‟t 

been put into the public domain.  What we do know with some degree of certainty is that one 

of the UK factories put in a price that was much lower than the price that was accepted. 

 

NORTHAM: By – it‟s reported – a quarter of a million or slightly 

more? 

 

STRAIGHT: Yes, we believe so. 

 

NORTHAM: Because the contract was for £4.2 million, well above a 

legal threshold, it had to be put out to international tender under a set of European rules.  The 

details of the contest are commercially confidential, but the region‟s Conservative MEP, 
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NORTHAM cont: Martin Callanan, has confirmed that one British 

company bid a quarter of a million pounds lower than the foreign company which won the 

contract. 

 

 

CALLANAN: The council decided that because the local supplier 

couldn‟t quite meet the timescales that they had imposed and because they had imposed no 

locally advantageous clauses in the original contract, that they would go for the more 

expensive tender, which met the timescale that they had originally come up with. 

 

NORTHAM: It‟s quite reasonable to think about the timescale of 

implementing a change like this, isn‟t it? 

 

CALLANAN: Of course it is, and nobody‟s arguing that they 

shouldn‟t.  But when Durham Country Council are faced with millions of pounds worth of 

cutbacks, it seems slightly bizarre that they didn‟t go for a local bid which would have saved 

them a quarter of a million pounds in the process and also happily benefited local jobs and 

services. 

 

NORTHAM: What, then, led Durham County Council to choose the 

company making bins abroad?  A question for the Labour leader, Councillor Simon Henig. 

 

HENIG: I guess the issue is that we are living in a globalised 

economy and within that we‟re a part of a single market in the European Union and have 

been now for a number of decades.  And there‟s a clash between those two, which is quite a 

difficult one to actually reconcile, particularly when you‟re obviously needing to stick by the 

tendering rules and regulations and not fall foul of them. 

 

NORTHAM: And in that globalised economy, the fact is that with 

this contract you didn‟t go for the cheapest bid – by a quarter of a million or so – and you 

didn‟t go for a British-based production company. 

 

HENIG: I personally feel it‟s justifiable not to go for purely the 

cheapest bid … 
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NORTHAM: And not to go for British? 

 

HENIG: If I can ... just to take them one at a time, I think it‟s 

justifiable not to go for the cheapest bid, because then potentially you run into difficulties on 

quality or on distribution. Then on the second hand, the issue of can we ring fence this to 

British companies, my understanding is that we can‟t do that because of the current rules and 

regulations.  So clearly what‟s happened in this case is that those two things have come 

together to produce the outcome, but I would argue that both on price quality and the fact that 

we followed the regulations, that we‟ve done the right thing. We‟ve followed the procedure 

to the letter. 

 

NORTHAM: The procedure is laid down in procurement regulations 

drawn up in Europe and enacted into British law. They allow companies in any member state 

to bid for all but the smallest supply contracts – anything over about £110,000 - and they 

prohibit officials from erecting barriers or discriminating on the basis of national origin. 

But that need not reduce the contest simply to a matter of price.  Professor Chris Bovis is an 

expert on European business law at the University of Hull and has recently advised 

Parliament and the Cabinet Office on a degree of flexibility within the rules. 

 

BOVIS: The legitimate reasons for awarding public contracts 

according to the European directives comprise of the lowest price; in addition it comprises of 

the most economically advantageous offer. 

 

NORTHAM: What does that mean? 

 

BOVIS: It means a variety of features that bring into the 

equation not only price but also aesthetics, technical characteristics, quality of delivery, 

profitability of the undertaking in question or anything that the contracting authority wants to 

put into the equation for assessing the tender. The Government selects as award criteria a 

factor which brings into the equation industrial policy, meaning a comprehensive view of 

social cohesion, the protection of employment and also the ability for the winning contractor 

to invest inwardly into the country in question. 
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NORTHAM: And all those things are within the law, they are not 

bending the law? 

 

BOVIS: They are within the remit of the law the European 

Court of Justice acknowledged since 1980 the flexibility that exists in European public 

procurement directives, and many member states, many neighbours of the United Kingdom 

have successfully implemented that approach. 

 

NORTHAM: You can‟t specify in a contract, can you, this has to be 

won by a British firm? 

 

BOVIS: No, you cannot do that; that is protectionism and that is 

completely outlawed, but you can intelligently and intellectually support a variety of strategic 

measures that promote the domestic industrial base. 

 

NORTHAM: But those strategic measures are interpreted very 

differently from country to country.  And they seem to have been overlooked completely in a 

recent decision by the Scottish Government. 

 

ACTUALITY AT FORTH ROAD BRIDGE 

 

NORTHAM: This is the busy two mile long Forth Road Bridge 

linking Edinburgh with more northerly parts of Scotland. When the bridge was built fifty 

years ago it was a triumph of Scottish engineering and used almost exclusively Scottish steel. 

Now a new road bridge is to be built just along the Firth of Forth and Scotland‟s remaining 

steel industry was hoping that, once again, it would be a key supplier of metal.  Imagine the 

reaction then when the contract went to steel from Spain, Poland and China. 

 

MCHUGH: This whole area was basically built on steel, you can 

actually just see the scale of, the size of the plant as it stands there now.  You can see the 

water tower, it‟s a pinnacle point.  It‟s ironic when people say have we still got a steel 

industry - you can virtually see that from the other side of Scotland, that big tower. 
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NORTHAM: At the nearby Dalzell steelworks in Motherwell, run as 

a sub-division of the Indian conglomerate Tata, regional union leader, John Paul McHugh 

saw the possibility of winning the Forth Bridge contract not only as an economic opportunity 

but also as a mark of confidence. 

 

MCHUGH: There is just short of about 40,000 tons of steel is 

going to go into this structure. Tata Steel were bidding for about one-third of that raw steel.  

It would have basically brought, we reckon, about a month and a half towards two months 

work within the current capacity within the plant, but what it would have meant to this area is 

it would have recognised that this area is starting to emerge again as a solid and constructive 

steel industry again.  Years ago this industry was thriving, the steelworkers.  Again it‟s 

starting to turn that corner and this would have been an ideal opportunity to recognise that 

and to tell the world that we have got a competitive player in a global market. 

 

NORTHAM: The Scottish Government has to follow the 

procurement rules laid down by the European Union, it‟s a matter of law, and the fact is your 

bid wasn‟t as good as another one.   

 

MCHUGH: You explain to me why people in Europe, when they 

are procuring, secure it to their industries within their country.  How do they get over this?  

You know, do they build within the EU procurement regulations opportunity because they 

make it environmental, they make it socially effective?  How do they get round about it?  

Because they are and we are not. 

 

NORTHAM: One explanation is that other countries have different 

priorities. The contract award notice for the bridge, published in May last year, shows that the 

winner was appointed almost entirely on the price of its bid. That constituted 92.5% of the 

award criteria, leaving only 7.5% for everything else.  In the Scottish Parliament, the 

opposition is critical of the SNP Government for its approach to the bridge contract.  

Labour‟s shadow Finance Minister, Richard Baker, points out that a contract worth a total of 

£790 million has to date produced only £20 million worth of business for Scottish companies. 

 

BAKER: Clearly the Scottish Government wants to get as big 

savings as it can on these contracts.  I think it has prioritised low cost over other aspects of 
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BAKER cont: procurement.  So, for example, they say they saved 

£200 million on the Forth Bridge and that‟s a reasonable argument to make.  However, when 

you see tens – indeed hundreds of millions of pounds of public sector investment going not to 

Scottish businesses but to firms outwith Scotland, because you don‟t pursue procurement in 

the way you could do to incentivise that – you take a different route – then I think there‟s an 

economic cost to that at a time when Scotland can least afford it, when we have real problems 

with unemployment and such low growth in the Scottish economy. 

 

NORTHAM: So why did the Scottish Transport Minister, Keith 

Brown, place such great importance on choosing the bid with the lowest price? 

 

BROWN: Simply because price is extremely important and we 

live in extremely constrained times in terms of the public finances, and it‟s our responsibility 

to make sure we get value for money.  And of course, when you look at this project you see 

that it‟s the biggest construction project that‟s been undertaken in the devolution era in 

Scotland.  We don‟t have - so far - borrowing powers in the Scottish Government, so this has 

to be funded from current budgets.  And of course the public will want to see us get the best 

possible price and that‟s why the importance that was attached to a price was there. 

 

NORTHAM: Is it embarrassing to you that there will be no Scottish 

steel in the new bridge 

 

BROWN: If the argument is that we should have prescribed that 

it should be from a particular supplier, and we are not in a position to do that, because if you 

look at the way the contract is actually let, we let the principal contract through a competitive 

tendering process and the winner then decides which subcontracts they are going to have.  

Had we decided to insist upon the steel coming from a particular supplier, of course that 

would have been in breach of European rules, but this was the basis for it.  The Consortium 

that won the contract then let the subcontracts. 

 

NORTHAM: There‟s concern in particular that, now the main 

contract has been awarded, the Scottish Government is powerless to influence the way sub-

contracts are handed out. Transport Scotland, the national transport agency, put out a 

statement last month saying as much: 
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READER IN STUDIO: Since the Principal Contract was awarded, Transport 

Scotland has had no further involvement in the procurement processes of the appointed 

subcontractors.   

 

NORTHAM: The size of the main contract for the bridge has also 

attracted criticism.  At the start of this year a report was published suggesting that more could 

have been done to win jobs and business for the local economy.  The authors are Margaret 

and Jim Cuthbert, who analyse complex issues of public spending.  Jim Cuthbert was 

formerly the Chief Statistician at the Scottish Office. He‟s examined the working of the EU 

directive on procurement in a number of countries and concludes that Scottish businesses 

could have fared better. 

 

CUTHBERT: If a different approach had been adopted from the start 

and if the bridge had been designed and let as a number of much smaller specialist contracts, 

then Scottish firms would have been much in a much better place to bid for these individual 

contracts.  It‟s interesting that if you look at, for example, what happens in France, there‟s a 

mandatory requirement to split large contracts down into small lots, but even more than that, 

the public sector can then specify how many of these lots are given to any individual 

company.  So if they‟d adopted the approach used in France, they would have been able to 

prevent any single large company taking over, say, the whole of the supply of steel for the 

bridge, they‟d have been able to ensure that activity like that was spread around between the 

number of firms, and if that were done then almost certainly it would have been much more 

advantageous for Scottish and UK firms. 

 

NORTHAM: It seems as if you are telling me that other countries 

look after their own local economies rather more effectively than the UK does? 

 

CUTHBERT: That is certainly the case, and what‟s important to 

stress is that we are not saying this is because they are cheating.  They are operating within 

the terms of the European Union procurement directive.  It is perfectly legitimate to split 

down your contracts and to put on legal requirements or to encourage the splitting down of 

contracts in a way which favours small businesses, which almost by definition are local 

businesses. 
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NORTHAM: Following their report, the Cuthberts were asked to 

advise Scotland‟s Government on what it can do to change procurement practice. It is 

currently drawing up a new policy which it calls Sustainable Procurement and it expects to 

bring it into law in a year‟s time.  But File on 4 has learned that there is already considerable 

scope for using public contracts to support the local economy. And that one part of the United 

Kingdom is already using a quite different approach.  The Welsh Government has been 

taking a broad view of the economic advantage to be gained from the billions it spends every 

year. 

 

ACTUALITY AT HARBOUR WAY 

 

NORTHAM: Work is underway on a new road called Harbour Way, 

linking the industrial estate in Port Talbot with the steelworks and the South Wales section of 

the M4. It‟s a £107 million contract under a policy of the Welsh Government called 

Community Benefit.  The point is not to favour just the lowest bid in terms of price, but to 

stress the importance of various economic advantages, like apprenticeships for local school 

leavers and employing people who would otherwise be on the dole. 

 

JONES: I was unemployed for about ten months, just sat at 

home feeling sorry for myself, to be honest. 

 

NORTHAM: Was that the first time you had been unemployed in 

your life? 

 

JONES: Yes sir. It felt like drudge, when you‟re on the dole 

your money has to go everywhere.  To be honest, it was like a lifetime, with a family of five. 

 

NORTHAM: Kerry Jones is a local resident who‟s been taken on by 

the Harbour Way contractor, Costain. He‟s become a fulltime security officer on part of the 

site. 

 

JONES: You would wake up, you do the same thing every day - 

phone companies, go on the internet. I must have applied for – no word of a lie – about 150 

jobs and seven of them actually got back to me.  That‟s the hard thing.  Then Costain offered 
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JONES cont: me a job, it was amazing, it was a weight off my 

shoulders, to be honest. To look at my missus and feel like a man and to my family and say, 

„You want an ice cream? Fine, we‟ll have ice cream tonight.‟  It‟s the little things.  My kids 

have got everything they need, but just to give them that ice cream when the ice cream man 

comes and not to try and make excuses because you haven‟t got it.  It‟s hard for everybody 

now, but to have this one job, it‟s made a difference to me and it‟s made a difference to my 

family. 

 

NORTHAM: The advantages which have come to Wales from this 

contract didn‟t happen by chance. The tender document for Harbour Way included 

stipulations of the community benefits which the winning firm would have to meet: 

 

READER IN STUDIO: The successful contractor and sub-contractors are 

required to actively participate in the protection of the environment whilst building the social 

and economic regeneration of the community and surrounding areas.  The successful 

contractor will be required to submit an Unemployment Utilisation Plan as part of the tender 

submission. 

 

NORTHAM: In stark contrast to the position in Scotland, the Welsh 

Government gave only 20% weighting to price when judging bids for the road. 80% went on 

other factors, including economic benefits.  The project manager, John Skentelbery, has 

worked to support local businesses with sub-contracts, created apprenticeships and links with 

local colleges, and taken local people off the unemployment register. 

 

SKENTELBERY: Kerry is one of 27 that Costain have employed directly 

from cleaners through to assistant engineers and security guards.  The engineers that come in, 

they go through day release at local colleges, and also the operatives that we employ, they go 

through an NVQ course. 

  

NORTHAM: When you were bidding for this contract, it was clear 

that lowest price was not going to be the key to awarding the contract. 

 

SKENTELBERY: That‟s correct. 
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NORTHAM: You knew that? 

 

SKENTELBERY: Yes, we did, yes. 

 

NORTHAM: Does that mean you could bid a bit higher, sneak in a 

bit of extra profit because the Welsh Government wants other things? 

 

SKENTELBERY: No, not at all you are still scored on price to a certain 

extent. What the client was looking for was a realistic price in order to make sure that no 

extras crept in later on. By coming up with the average price, you have got a span of cheapest 

and most expensive and it‟s making sure that it‟s pitched at the right level. 

 

NORTHAM: Two years ago, contract stipulations in Wales were 

formulated into a set of instructions on how a variety of community benefits can be 

legitimately promoted within the legal framework of the EU rules.  The policy doesn‟t 

specify that only 20% of each contract decision should be made on price, but the Welsh 

Finance Minister, Jane Hutt, makes clear that saving money is always to be balanced against 

gaining benefits for the local economy. 

  

HUTT: Clearly within EU regs we are ensuring that we can 

deliver community benefit.  We are moving away from the lowest price tender, we‟re moving 

to quality. 

   

NORTHAM: So it‟s a price worth paying that you might not be 

getting a contract at the lowest possible price? 

 

HUTT: We have to ensure we get the best buck for the Welsh 

pound, but the community benefits is core to that and we believe it is well worth the outcome. 

 

NORTHAM: Isn‟t your duty to the Welsh taxpayer to make sure that 

these huge infrastructure projects come in at the lowest possible cost? 
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HUTT: Certainly not, this has to be about a supply chain that 

delivers for local contractors and local community benefit.  So, I mean, this isn‟t a question 

of us being soft at all, economically, this is actually trying to ensure that we regenerate our 

local economies here in Wales as a result of a procurement policy which puts community 

benefits first. 

 

NORTHAM: Is there a lesson here for England, Scotland? 

 

HUTT: I certainly believe there is. It is an initiative which is 

demonstrating that you can, through procurement and through this community benefits 

approach, help create new job opportunities, apprenticeships for local people, providing 

supply chain opportunities for local businesses.  It‟s win, win, win for a Welsh economy and 

could work in England, Scotland and the rest of the world. 

 

NORTHAM: The Finance Minister says there have so far been no 

legal challenges to her policy, and she doesn‟t expect any.  But is she working within the 

spirit and letter of the European rules?  They clearly rule out overt protectionism.  But 

beyond that, there‟s a swamp of nuance and confusion. And crucial parts of the rules are 

currently under review. At the European Commission in Brussels, Chantal Hughes is the 

spokesperson on the Internal Market.  We asked her to explain how far the current rules allow 

any state to go in awarding contracts with the intention of benefiting its own economy. 

 

HUGHES: You can specify that you will allocate more points to a 

company which has a socially inclusive policy and who takes on disadvantaged people, for 

example.  You can‟t specifically say that the jobs should go to someone who is Welsh or 

someone who is French or someone who is Polish, nor can you specifically say that those 

jobs have to go to someone living in an area, but what you can do is you can specify a criteria 

for the specific purpose of a contract.  So in particular, if, for example, you are building a 

local hospital or you‟re running a canteen, de facto people are going to have to turn up to 

work there, so they‟ll have to turn up to work in a village in Wales, so the likelihood is that 

you will end with local workers doing those jobs. 

 

NORTHAM: So you don‟t actually specify these must be Welsh 

apprenticeships, but the fact is, when you put the contract out, they are very likely to be? 
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HUGHES: In practice those apprenticeships, for example, will be 

done where the hospital or the school, for example, is being built. 

 

NORTHAM: It sounds as if the rules are still somewhat open to 

interpretation. 

 

HUGHES: The rules are being revised and part of it is to ensure 

that there is more clarity, because we are aware that there are difficulties and in certain cases 

not always applied in the same way. One of the things we want to ensure is that the new rules 

are clearer. 

 

ACTUALITY ON COMPUTER 

 

NORTHAM: If you type HM treasury Green Book into the internet, 

you find the rules the British government has laid down for its contracts.  And here, at section 

5.12, they clearly allow factors other than lowest price to be taken into account.  It says: 

“Wider social and environmental costs and benefits for which there is no market price also 

need to be brought into any assessment. They will often be more difficult to assess but are 

often important and should not be ignored simply because they cannot easily be costed.” 

But British contract officials sometimes miss this point.  The Cabinet Office Minister, Francis 

Maude, criticises civil servants as „short-sighted and risk averse‟ and says that they over-

interpret EU law and overreact to fears of bias in favour of British suppliers. Now he‟s 

proposing measures to streamline the bidding process. But is he clear how far he can go in 

taking a broad view of economic advantage? 

 

MAUDE: There are limits to the extent to which you can do other 

than choose that supplier which provides the best value for the taxpayer.  There are lots of 

arguments about the value of creating jobs at home, it‟s just that if you go too far down that 

line you get into real difficulties with the European single market, because it can start to look 

protectionist.  But it is the case that many more contracts in Britain get given to overseas-

based suppliers than in France or Germany.  And it isn‟t because France and Germany break 

the rules - they don‟t, but they publicise much more widely what the pipeline of future 

procurements is so that their own supply base can prepare better and be better placed to bid. 

We haven‟t traditionally done that.  We are now starting to do it and doing it much better. 
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NORTHAM: Is there something the Government in Whitehall could 

learn from the Community Benefit policy operated by the Welsh Government in which they 

take the broadest view possible of the economic benefit of the area in deciding who gets a 

contract? 

 

MAUDE: I don‟t know much about the detail of how that 

operates. 

 

NORTHAM: Really? 

 

MAUDE: The key ... 

 

NORTHAM: Why don‟t you know? You are the minister 

responsible. 

 

MAUDE: Well, I am not responsible for what happens in Wales. 

 

NORTHAM: But if they have done something which seems to point 

in the direction you want to point in, it‟s time to learn from it, isn‟t it? 

 

MAUDE: The overriding priority has to be is what gives best 

value to the taxpayer. And yes, of course we are interested in community benefit, of course 

we‟re interested in jobs, but there are limits under the EU rules to the extent to which you can 

use a procurement to drive that. 

 

NORTHAM: Well, I put it to the people in Wales, the minister 

responsible, have you got away with this under EU rules and she said there had been no 

challenge. 

 

MAUDE: Yeah well, that‟s an experience we‟ll be glad to look 

at. 
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NORTHAM: At the Cabinet Office, as at the European Commission, 

methods of public procurement are under review. The outcome in Britain will soon be put to 

the test.  Government minds are already concentrated on a new contract they‟re offering. 

 

ARCHIVE NEWS CLIP – CROSSRAIL 

 

MAN: Years of preparation are complete.  The teams are 

ready to dig.  This truly is the biggest engineering project in Europe. 

 

NORTHAM: Crossrail will cost £1 billion to build a rail link from 

Maidenhead and Heathrow in the west through tunnels under central London and then into 

Essex.  Everyone in Whitehall knows it will be a sensitive contract decision. Last summer, 

the Government ran into its biggest procurement row over the upgrade and extension of 

Thameslink - the rail service which currently runs from Bedford to Brighton.  That was a 

decision on which well over a thousand jobs at the Bombardier works in Derby were at stake, 

and an estimated four or five thousand more among local suppliers. When the contract went 

to a German manufacturer, Siemens, there was outrage. 

 

ACTUALITY OUTSIDE COLLEGE 

 

OWEN: We are standing outside the world‟s oldest roundhouse, 

which is part of the oldest loco works in the world, built in 1839 by George Stevenson.  Now 

it‟s a college where our apprentices go to do their BTEC. 

 

NORTHAM: Kevin Owen is a welder at the Bombardier plant and 

has become a leading campaigner against the Thameslink decision. 

 

OWEN: When the decision was made, everybody was just 

devastated.  All was leaning to thinking we have got this one and it‟s such a big order and it 

could keep the future of train building in the UK for the foreseeable future. 

 

NORTHAM: When it became clear that the trains were going to be 

built not here in Derby, but in Germany, what did that do for morale at the plant? 
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OWEN: We all just thought we was all stabbed in the back, we 

had been building a world class product.  We weren‟t asking for a bail out like the banking 

sector got, we were a viable product in like something that‟s a sustainable thing.  Trains have 

got to be the future and we just wanted a little bit of help from the Government, like a little 

bit of backing. 

 

NORTHAM: One of the local Labour MPs, Chris Williamson, has 

pressed for details of why the decision went against the British-based train factory. He thinks 

he‟s got to the bottom of it. Far from breaking the contract down, the tender document 

bundled together the terms for manufacturing the trains with the terms for financing the deal 

over thirty years. Siemens had a top credit rating, hardly surprising since it owns a bank 

based in Munich. Bombardier was simply unable to match that. What part then, if any, did the 

broad economic impact of the decision play in the selection of a winner? Chris Williamson‟s 

research suggests that was a negligible consideration. 

 

WILLIAMSON: I have got here, through a Freedom of Information 

request .... 

 

NORTHAM: That‟s an enormous document. 

 

WILLIAMSON: ... a large bundle of papers that the Department for  

Transport were very reluctant to provide to me.  Indeed, only after several letters did they 

eventually concede that they would release it.  What this document actually demonstrates 

though is that the Department didn‟t even consider, it wasn‟t on their radar the impact on the 

British economy, the impact on British jobs of awarding this contract somewhere else. 

 

NORTHAM: Does this document show what they did base their 

decision on? 

 

WILILAMSON: It does, it sets out the issue in relation to what the 

Department considers to be value for money.  What that doesn‟t include is the impact on the 

UK plc in terms of lost tax revenues and reduced demand in the economy, and it is very clear, 

I think, from this document that a root and branch change to the tendering procedure is 

required to ensure that the British taxpayer does, in fact, get genuine value for money. 
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NORTHAM: For the Crossrail contract, Bombardier‟s plant in Derby 

is again in the bidding. And once again it faces competition, including from Siemens.  

Campaigners warn that failure this time round would spell the end of the Bombardier factory 

and the end of train-making in Britain. And already, following howls of protest last year, the 

Government has changed its procurement policy. The Transport Secretary, Justine Greening, 

calls it „responsible procurement‟. In a written Commons statement three weeks ago, she 

spelt out what this means. It has a distinctly familiar ring. 

 

READER IN STUDIO: Bidders are required to set out how they will engage 

with the wider supply chain and provide opportunities for training, apprenticeships and small 

and medium size businesses within their procurement strategy. 

 

NORTHAM: Which sounds like a substantial rethink - a new British 

interpretation of the EU rules, more in line with what already happens in many other member 

states and in Wales.  We hoped we could clarify this with the Cabinet Office Minister, 

Francis Maude. 

The Secretary for Transport talks about „responsible procurement‟ in respect of Crossrail. 

What does she mean? 

 

MAUDE: I haven‟t seen the exact quotation, I am sure she means 

buying the right product in the right way that gives a real chance for the maximum amount of 

the value of the contract to be created in Britain.  Far too often in the past procurements have 

been done in a way which not deliberately, but actually militates against the interests of UK- 

based suppliers.  

 

NORTHAM: If the Crossrail contract, which is what she‟s talking 

about, doesn‟t go to provide jobs in Britain, do you accept that that would be effectively the 

end of UK train manufacturing? 

 

MAUDE: Well, you know, the businesses that were in the last 

round of bidding for the Thameslink deal, they are both international businesses and they 

both .... 
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NORTHAM: But one has many jobs in Britain and the other has 

fewer. 

 

MAUDE: Yeah, and the one that won it is expecting to create a 

further two thousand jobs here through this contract and so .... 

 

NORTHAM: And to build its trains in Germany and Austria? 

 

MAUDE: Yeah and we, you know, other things being at all 

equal, obviously we would prefer the jobs, all the jobs to be in Britain, there is nothing secret 

about that. 

 

NORTHAM: So I return to the question, do you accept that UK train 

manufacturing in future is at stake here? 

 

MAUDE: No, I don‟t think it‟s at stake, but it can be enhanced if 

UK-based suppliers win it. 

 

NORTHAM: So is this an end to what the Government calls short-

sightedness and risk aversion? Will future public contracts in the UK do more to support the 

interests of our economy?  Professor Chris Bovis has advised the Government on future 

procurement practice and is hoping that Crossrail will mark a substantial change of direction.  

 

BOVIS: It is massively important. It is the first, not only 

because of its size and its volume and its magnitude, but it is the first test case to see whether 

the United Kingdom can pioneer industrial policy as a growth strategy through public 

procurement.  The test will be the negotiations and also the way that the preferred bidder is 

announced through that specific contract.  

 

NORTHAM: As the Governments in London and Edinburgh look 

again at the way they make contract decisions, they‟re both eager to see fewer billions going 

abroad and to win greater advantage for their domestic economies.  But they face a difficult 

choice.  They can award contracts which will help small businesses and the unemployed. Or 
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NORTHAM cont: they can choose the lowest price bid and save 

taxpayers‟ money. What they can‟t do is choose both. 

 

SIGNATURE TUNE 

 

 

 

 

 

 


