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SUMMARY AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
In November, 2015, the Committee began work on its 28th investigation, Contracts 
Registers.  The work was undertaken in the awareness that contracts registers are a vital 
tool in supplier and contract management, evidencing overall good governance including 
financial governance.  In Aberdeenshire Council’s case, it would be a control tool through 
which to seek assurance as to how Council budgets are being effectively used and 
monitored in line with Committee approval for expenditure. 
 
It was agreed that the areas covered with witnesses, both internal and external, should 
include the undernoted: 
 
How up to date are the registers? 
How are they collated? 
How are they monitored? 
Where do responsibilities sit? 
Are they being used as an effective tool? 
Are there any barriers to your use of, or input to, contracts registers? 
What are the expected / delivered outcomes? 
What improvements are / can be expected? 
What systems support the contracts register? 
Is there good practice elsewhere from which Aberdeenshire could learn?   
How do other Councils/ public bodies manage their contract registers? 
What are the mandatory requirements for contract registers and how will this change with 
the new Public Procurement Reform Bill? 
What are the risks associated with the lack of corporate registers – and what does 
Aberdeenshire Council have to do to mitigate these? 
What are the potential benefits, in terms of future planning and budget governance, of 
corporate registers? 
 
A trigger to the specific timing of this investigation is the 1 April 2016 deadline, set by the 
Scottish Government in legislation, for all Councils to make publicly available, online, their 
contract registers.  
 
Given that this is a new requirement for local authorities and an area on which, to date, no 
specific guidance has yet been issued by the Scottish Government, it was determined that 
Julie Welsh, Director of Scotland Excel, be appointed external expert to assist the 
Committee in its deliberations. 
 
The evidence gathering started with the lead service briefing on 17 September, 2015 and to 
date has met with various Aberdeenshire Council officers.  In addition, Members heard from 
Renfrewshire and West Lothian Councils of their experience in this area.  In total, there were 
13 evidence sessions, with 21 witnesses. Members also saw a demonstration of 
BOrganised, the I.T. system which supports the Contract Register for Aberdeenshire. 
 
It is very rare for the Committee to report out on its early conclusions.  On this occasion, the 
Committee was alarmed enough to insist that its interim findings be shared with Strategic 
Leadership Team as a matter of urgency. The Committee had grave concerns that 
Aberdeenshire Council will not meet the April, 2016 deadline and urged the Council’s 
Strategic Leadership Team to resource, and otherwise support, services in providing the 
information needed by Commercial and Procurement Service to populate the contracts 
register. 
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Members felt that, even with the circulation of the support guidance, there was an apparent 
lack of understanding, in some services, of what was required of them; there was a lack of 
engagement and awareness of potential benefits which are expected of the system, “what 
do we have to do and when?”  Few internal witnesses cited the external requirement for the 
register, just expressed exasperation at having to do this “extra piece of work” for which they 
did not recognise the necessity and urgency.  Information did not appear to have been 
cascaded throughout the services.  There were also concerns that given the volume of 
detailed information required, not enough resources had been made available to support the 
input to the new database – and that officers see it as an unnecessary chore, rather than an 
essential part of their day job. 
   
These concerns were assuaged in part in the final evidence sessions with officers of 
Commercial and Procurement Service (C&PS), when greater confidence was expressed in 
the ability to populate the contracts register to meet the statutory deadline, in April 2016. 
 
Having considered the evidence, in oral witness sessions, background papers, and 
demonstrations of contract management systems, the Committee would recommend: 
 

(1) That the Strategic Leadership Team ensure that a user-friendly, contracts 
register be published by 16 April 2016 and appropriately sited on the Council’s 
website; 

(2) That the Commercial and Procurement Service (C&PS), together with 
Corporate Communications, ensure that the public register is promoted; 

(3)  The amendment of Financial Regulations to stipulate that each Directorate 
maintain, in real time, the contract register without exception, with Corporate 
and Procurement Service, with real time oversight; 

(4) The amendment of Financial Regulations, at the earliest opportunity, to reduce 
the delegated approval of non-contract spend total to £50,000;  

(5) That appropriate, named, officers for each service, depending on their level of 
involvement with procurement, have access to input to the contracts register 
(Delegated Procurement Authority); 

(6) That, as a matter of urgency, an appropriate programme of training for 
procurement be established by C&PS, in conjunction with Human Resources 
and Operational Development.  This should be appropriate to the level of 
involvement in the procurement process.  Only those who have successfully 
completed the training, with regular refresher training, for example annually, 
should be permitted to undertake procurement activity; 

(7) That the training programme should be reviewed to evolve in parallel with the 
evolution of the contracts register system and processes; 

(8) That a log of those having successfully completed the training be maintained, 
and reviewed, on an annual basis; 

(9)  That procurement training be integrated to the initial staff induction process of 
all appropriate officers, and be part of elected members’ training; 

(10)  That the renewal of contracts be an important consideration in the Council’s 
budget setting process, with the allocation of budget clearly defined to cost 
centre; 

(11) That Directors and their Heads of Service consider, on a quarterly basis , in 
conjunction with C&PS,  the future pipeline of contracts, with challenge to the 
need for renewal and, or, consideration of the method of service delivery; 
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(12) That the Strategic Leadership Team consider the Contracts Register on a 
quarterly basis; 

(13) The extension of joint working between C&PS and Economic Development to 
encourage local firms to register on the public procurement website, and 
otherwise be enabled to be considered for council contracts; and  

(14) That the consideration be given to the increased resource for Commercial and 
Procurement Services, including the additional employment of at least 6 
additional Category Managers, on the expectation that this be cost neutral in 
terms of savings and efficiencies returned. 

(15)  That C&PS explore the use of the contract management tool for a grant register 
and a service level agreement register. The committee intends to continue 
looking at these registers within their ongoing work plan.   
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1.1 This investigation 

 

1.2.1 The Scrutiny and Audit Committee began its investigation into contracts registers on 17 

September 2015, with a lead service briefing, led by the Head of Commercial and 

Procurement.  The external expert, Julie Welsh of Scotland Excel, gave evidence to the 

Committee on 8 October, 2015 and after that there were a series of evidence sessions with 

council officers and external witnesses, concluding on 3 February, 2016.  Consideration of the 

evidence and the drafting of this report continued into March, including wrap up sessions with 

the Lead Service. 

 

1.2.2 Members who took part in this investigation are listed in Appendix I. 

 

1.2.3 The Committee chose to consider the topic as it was recognised to be a matter of 
reputational and other risk.  In the context of budget pressures, assuring the efficiency of 
purchasing was deemed to be critical.   A trigger to the specific timing of this investigation is 
the April 2016 deadline, set by the Scottish Government in legislation, for all Councils to make 
publicly available, online, their contract registers. 
  
At the outset, it was agreed that the purpose and objectives of the investigation should be to 

gain assurance that, contract registers being a vital tool in supplier and contract management, 

evidencing overall good governance, including financial governance, as to how Council 

budgets are being effectively used and monitored in line with Committee approval for 

expenditure, Aberdeenshire Council has this control. 

 

The detailed brief for the Committee’s investigation is available on the Committee’s webpage 

at: - http://www.aberdeenshire.gov.uk/about/scrutiny.asp 

 

2. How the investigation was progressed 

The Committee undertook a range of different activities to enable it to carry out this 

investigation. 

 

2.1 Documentation 

2.1.1 A range of background documentation was provided to the Committee at the 

commencement of the investigation. This included information from both within and outwith 

Aberdeenshire Council: 

 

EXTERNAL PAPERS 
 

1. Association for Public Sector Excellence - Briefing 15-14 March 2015 - Public 

Procurement: A Consultation on Changes to the Public Procurement Rules in Scotland. 

 

2. Scottish Government Consultation/ Outcome - Public Procurement: A Consultation on 
Changes to the Public Procurement Rules in Scotland (February 9, 2015) Procurement 
reform Act 2014. 

 
3. Extract Procurement Reform (Scotland) Act 2014 – Part 3, Contracts Register, Section 

35. 
 

4. Audit Scotland – 

 

http://www.aberdeenshire.gov.uk/about/scrutiny.asp
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(a) Procurement in Councils (April 2014) 
(b) Key Messages – Procurement in Councils. 

 
5. West Lothian Council – Contracts Management System information and staff guidance. 

 
6. Renfrewshire Council – Contracts Management System information 

 
INTERNAL 
 

7. Extract Procurement Reform (Scotland Act) 2014 pertaining to content of and 
publishing requirements of a Contracts Register. 

 
8. Council Procurement Transformation Programme – Report to Policy and Resources 

Committee, February 2014. 
 

9. Guidance for Procuring Officers:–  
 

(a) Contracts Register Support Guide - http://bit.ly/1Rky0V1  
(b) Contracts Register FAQs - http://bit.ly/1NOytsn   
(c) Contracts Registration Form - http://bit.ly/1gnWA6K  
(d) Contracts Register Completion Guide  - http://bit.ly/1NOy8G9  
(e) ASC SXL Completion Guide - http://bit.ly/1Cov7f3  

 
In addition, a session was spent with officers from Commercial and Procurement at which the 
BOrganised system, beginning to be populated with information on tenders, was demonstrated 
and explained.  This allowed Members to compare what was being built to the systems already 
established in Renfrewshire and West Lothian Councils, demonstrated in session in 
December, 2015. 
 
2.2 Witnesses and evidence gathering 
 
2.2.1 Members of the Committee met with a wide range of witnesses, as undernoted: 
 
Internal Witnesses: 
The Chief Internal Auditor; Head of Finance; Head of Legal & Governance; Head of Roads and 
Landscape Services; Support Services Managers for Education & Children’s Service, 
Infrastructure Services, Housing & Social Work; Category Managers and Procurement 
Specialist. 
 
External Witnesses: 
Karlyn Watt, Deloitte; Merle Stevenson, West Lothian Council; and Fiona Hughes, 
Renfrewshire Council. 
 
2.2.2 Witnesses shared their experiences of working differently. The Committee sought 
witnesses’ views on the processes around considering, establishing, planning and publishing 
contracts registers, including the benefits which might accrue. 
 
A full list of the evidence sessions is attached at Appendix 1. 
 
2.2.3 Full details of the evidence given to the Committee by witnesses is available on the 
Committee’s webpage at http://www.aberdeenshire.gov.uk/about/scrutiny.asp 
   
 
 

http://bit.ly/1Rky0V1
http://bit.ly/1NOytsn
http://bit.ly/1gnWA6K
http://bit.ly/1NOy8G9
http://bit.ly/1Cov7f3
http://www.aberdeenshire.gov.uk/about/scrutiny.asp
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3 Contracts Registers – What, how, and why now? 
 
3.1 Members heard from Craig Innes, Head of Commercial and Procurement, Carol 

Wright, Business & Improvement Manager, Commercial and Procurement, and Julie 
Welsh, Scotland Excel of the legislation in the public reform act which had led the 
Scottish Government to require all local authorities to publish a contracts register in 
April 2016.   Although there was no penalty for failure to comply, an incomplete or 
inaccurate register might provoke reputational damage.  Publicly demonstrated 
contracts would allow unsuccessful bidders, or contractors who may have won 
contracts, had the tender been exposed, to challenge the council spend – this could 
be costly if a tender were deemed unfair, with the potential for compensation to be 
paid to more than one contractor for loss of profit, had they won inappropriately, and 
even the need for a contract to be exposed to proper tendering and re-let. 

 
The Committee was also advised of the benefits of contract registers as tools for the 
more efficient and effective management of spend, allowing greater overview of 
Council spending often shared across a wide range of officers with purchasing 
powers on behalf of the Council.  Proper central management should heighten 
awareness of aggregated spend on the same product across services, with 
cumulative spend a trigger for unwitting breach of European tender legislation and 
financial regulations.  It was noted that the cumulative spend target of £50,000 was 
lower than the £60,000 currently devolved to appropriate officers in terms of the 
Council’s own Scheme of Delegation and Financial Regulations.  From the Head of 
Finance and Legal & Governance, Members heard of the ongoing work to make 
Financial Regulations and the Procurement section of the scheme of delegation more 
easily accessible, understood, and applied without breach. 
 
Another expected benefit from a contracts management scheme was the improved 
ability to plan spend – both in terms of being alerted in due time to prepare to re-let a 
contract, with smarter market intelligence, for example, rather than have a more 
rushed, reactive response.  Greater precision would also be allowed in shaping future 
budgets – rather than allocating sums within which work was expected to be 
undertaken, the Council would be able to inform allocations from actual costs. 
   
There was also an opportunity to work with local businesses to enable them, and 
assist them to be ready and able to bid for Council tenders, which might energise the 
economy of North East Scotland, where very few firms currently appeared on the 
Public Procurement websites. 
 
The Committee heard from Karlyn Watt of Deloitte that a contracts register was good 
business practice and it should be considered as a good governance tool to evidence 
financial controls and that the budget was being spent in line with Council decisions. 
David Hughes, Chief Internal Auditor, advised Members that the work would fall 
within the potential range of Internal Audit’s annual work plan, checking that controls 
were in place and working as intended. 
 
In preparing for a single, council-wide register, the Commercial and Procurement 
Service had asked all services to extrapolate a list of contracts, from the financial 
ledgers of spend, and to indicate which had been on, or off, contract.  For several 
areas of operation, the budget lines were in the thousands, making it a significant 
piece of work for officers to fulfil.  To assist the process, guidance and support 
documents had been cascaded through the services and lodged on the Council’s 
Arcadia as a staff resource. The work had originally been slow, but the Committee 
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was assured that, by the end of February 2016, it would be completed to allow the 
register to be published as required. Off contract spend should be looked at more 
closely. 
 
Looking to Scottish Government’s expectations of contracts registers, it was noted 
that while a suite of guidance was expected to underpin the legislation, this had not 
yet been released.  The hope, from the original consideration of the Bill, that a 
particular type of contracts register system might be promoted across all Scottish 
local authorities, remained unfulfilled.  Mr Innes advised members that the system 
purchased for Aberdeenshire not only met the recording categories required (date/ 
name of contract/ number of contract/ start and conclusion time/ cost/supplier etc. but 
had enough flexibility to become more bespoke should future requirements so 
demand.  It was a system tried and tested elsewhere, provided by a firm of good 
reputation, who were proving responsive to client needs.  Whilst not yet fully 
populated, the contracts register completion was now well underway, in some cases 
tender by tender, in other cases to be part of a mass uplift of data.  Mr Innes was 
confident that all reportable tenders would be in place in a public register by the due 
date. 

 
From Karen Wiles, Head of Legal and Governance, there was an acknowledgement 
that whilst every financial transaction between the council and a supplier of goods, 
works, or services was a legal contract, whether written or oral, the specific 
legislation defined contracts particularly; Service Level Agreements and grants, 
although also contractual in nature, expecting an exchange of provision for money, 
would not require to be on the contracts register.   

 
4. Aberdeenshire’s experience of contract registers 
 

Members heard of the varied experiences of Aberdeenshire Council officers in 
working toward the creation of a contracts register.  Whilst most appreciated the 
statutory driver to have one, the level of understanding of potential benefits, the 
“what’s in it for me”, seemed less well embedded.  For a few, it could almost be seen 
as an unwelcome interruption to their day job, or at best, a one-off piece of work that 
would be handed over to Commercial and Procurement’s future custody.  The 
precise interface between budget holders and authorised officers in terms of 
procurement, and the updating and maintenance of the register, did not appear to be 
fully understood. 
 
The Committee spoke with a number of service representatives involved in 
procurement, or supporting those budget holders.   Apart from pockets in Property 
and Housing & Social Work, few services had contract registers of their own.  This 
might be considered a concern in terms of budget monitoring and management of 
projects, but often other business systems were in place, well established and fulfilled 
that function.  Services such as Roads and Landscape relied on contracts with 
farmers and other plant operatives for response work such as snow clearing in 
winter, or bought in their services for specific pieces of work.  This contrasted greatly 
with other spend in the same service which could be purchased in bulk a nationally 
agreed framework contract.  In the same way, interrogating spend by supplier might 
initially produce confusing results, e.g. the same firm might provide goods but also 
consultant specialist services. 
 
For other areas of operation, their own service records of contracts were effectively 
already a contracts register, making this information far easier to transfer to the new 
system. 
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In the early months of working on the register, there appeared to have been a great 
deal of miscommunication and misunderstanding of what was required.  This had led, 
on occasion, to a significant amount of abortive work.  Officers recorded greater 
understanding of what was required in recent times, even if the majority of witnesses 
did not recall being given the procurement guidance detailing what was expected of 
them. 

 
In several instances, officers seemed to present their specific requirements of 
procurement and contracting to be “special case”, not seeing the relevance of the 
contracts register to their operations. For example, it was obvious that the urgent 
response to an individual’s social care needs differed from the bulk purchase of 
paperclips, but due process required to be applied to both extremes. This does not 
acknowledge the growing awareness of function specific purchasing supported by 
dedicated Category Managers or the lack of comprehension that everything 
purchased is a contract and needs to be recorded.  The embedding of the former 
social care commissioning team into Commercial and Procurement was well 
established and working well, and other specialist teams were also to move from their 
home service to Commercial and Procurement. 
 
Some officers felt that the process seemed to be being “done to”, as opposed to 
“done with”, them.  The spectre of cumulative spend, and its potential implications for 
the Council in terms of breaches of Financial Regulations and European legislation, 
did not always provoke concern. 
   
There seemed, on occasion an implicit assumption that the current work to extract 
from the ledgers costs to inform the contracts register is a one-off, and that from now 
on, the matter will revert to the Commercial and Procurement Service.  
Communication efforts were not always successful; and officers participating in the 
current work, often reported that they had been asked to provide information for a 
new system which they had not even seen demonstrated.  There were similar gaps in 
acknowledging the importance of the new system, or awareness of the contracts 
management system’s benefits. Without such awareness, it was hard to be confident 
that the system would still do what they needed of it. 

 
5. Other Councils 

 
Julie Welsh spoke of her experience in establishing a contracts management system 
in Renfrewshire Council, when Head of Procurement there.  It had been challenging, 
especially in the more traditional services, often accustomed to procuring goods and 
services of a list of approved contractors, to engage with purchasing officers.  The 
support of the Chief Executive and Directors had been essential in driving the work 
forward.  Perhaps of even greater importance, Mrs Welsh suggested, was the need 
to explain the process and reasons to colleagues, to demonstrate to them the 
benefits which would accrue, and persuade them almost to have a leap of faith in 
moving to a new system.  It was critical to success to make the contracts register a 
“done with” as opposed to a “done to” experience. 
 
Members heard from Fiona Hughes of Renfrewshire of the demonstrated efficacy of 
better, centralised contracts management; this, she felt, was the greatest persuader 
of reluctant participants, when they could see the more robust processes and count 
the savings made. 
 
Merle Stevenson, from West Lothian, spoke of her Council’s in-house designed 
system and its interface with other systems, reducing the need for double entry or 
recording of information by links.  There were, however, still some stand-alone 
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business management systems, which might include some contract management 
information, needed by managers to project manage works alongside spend.  The 
system had evolved over years and was now on its fourth iteration, with further 
development work already in hand. 

 
Members noted that both Renfrewshire and West Lothian Council only procured 
directly through a centralised procurement function; some of the experience heard 
from witnesses was therefore not directly applicable to Aberdeenshire. 

 
6. Thanks and Invitation for Feedback 

 
The Scrutiny and Audit Committee would like to record its appreciation of the 
cooperation and assistance it received from internal and external witnesses in the 
course of this investigation.   
 
Each investigation undertaken is a learning experience for the Committee.  It would 
welcome any feedback or comments from participants or interested individuals on the 
investigation process and this report. 

 

         

Cllr Gillian Owen   Cllr Ross Cassie   
Chair, Scrutiny and Audit   Vice-Chair, Scrutiny and Audit 
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APPENDIX I 

INVESTIGATION PROGRAMME AND WITNESSES HEARD 

DATE ACTIVITY PRESENT 

17 September 

2015 

Lead Service Briefing - Session with Craig Innes, Head of 

Commercial and Procurement, Carol Wright, Business & 

Procurement Improvement Manager, Aberdeenshire 

Council 

Councillors Owen (Chair), Cassie (Vice-Chair), Duncan, 

Ingram, and Shand. 

8 October, 2015 External Expert Briefing – Julie Welsh, Director, Scotland 

Excel 

Councillors Owen (Chair), Cassie (Vice-Chair), 

Bellarby, Cullinane, Duncan, Farquhar, Ingram, and Shand 

2 November, 

2015 

Deloitte – Karlyn Watt Councillors Owen (Chair), Cassie (Vice-Chair), 

Bellarby, Cullinane, Duncan, Farquhar, Ingram, and Shand. 

2 November, 

2015 

Head of Finance – Alan Wood  Councillors Owen (Chair), Cassie (Vice-Chair), 

Bellarby, Cullinane, Duncan, Farquhar, Ingram, and Shand. 

12 November, 

2015 

Philip English, Head of Service (Adult and Criminal Justice) 

and Gillian Milne, Business Services Manager, Housing and 

Social Work. 

Councillors Owen (Chair), Cassie (Vice-Chair), 

Bellarby, Cullinane, Farquhar, Ingram, Shand, and Tait. 

12 November, 

2015 

Gillian Buchanan, Support Services Manager and Kathleen 

Coutts, Principal Officer, Roads and Landscape, 

Infrastructure Services 

Councillors Owen (Chair), Cassie (Vice-Chair), 

Bellarby, Cullinane, Farquhar, Ingram, Shand, and Tait. 

12 November, 

2015 

Karen Wiles, Head of Legal and Governance, and Amy 

Noble, Solicitor, Legal and Governance 

 

Councillors Owen (Chair), Cassie (Vice-Chair), 

Bellarby, Cullinane, Farquhar, Ingram, Shand, and Tait. 
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DATE ACTIVITY PRESENT 

30 November, 

2015 

Belinda Miller, Head of Economic Development and Morna 

Harper, Service Manager, Business and Community 

Councillors Owen (Chair), Cassie (Vice-Chair), 

Bellarby, Cullinane, Farquhar, Ingram, Petrie, and Shand. 

30 November, 

2015 

David Hughes, Chief Internal Auditor Councillors Owen (Chair), Cassie (Vice-Chair), 

Bellarby, Cullinane, Farquhar, Ingram, and Shand. 

14 December, 

2015 

Philip McKay, Head of Roads and Landscape Councillors Owen (Chair), Cullinane, Farquhar, Ingram, and 

Tait. 

14 December, 

2015 

Fiona Hughes, Strategic Commercial & Procurement 

Manager, Renfrewshire Council 

Councillors Owen (Chair), Cullinane, Farquhar, Ingram, and 

Tait. 

16 December, 

2015 

Merle Stevenson, Procurement Systems and Business 

Development Officer, West Lothian Council. 

Councillors Owen (Chair), Cassie, Cullinane, Farquhar, 

Ingram, and Tait. 

13 January, 2016 Consideration of Intermediate Report Out Cllrs Owen (Chair), Cassie (Vice Chair), Cullinane, Ingram, 

Petrie, Shand, and Tait. 

28 January, 2016 Gemma Simpson – Procurement Specialist, Alison 

Gallacher and Melanie Mackenzie – Category Managers 

Councillors Owen (Chair), Cassie (Vice Chair), Bellarby, 

Cullinane, Ingram, Petrie, and Shand.   

3 February, 2016 Education & Children’s Services - Support Services 

Manager – Edwin Duncan, Project Officer – Ian Stephen, 

Mackie Academy/Accountant – Stuart Gray 

Councillors Owen (Chair), Cassie (Vice Chair), Bellarby, 

Cullinane, Ingram, Petrie, and Shand.   

4 February, 2016 Lead Service Wrap Up – Craig Innes, Head of Commercial 

and Procurement, Carol Wright, Business & Procurement 

Improvement Manager, Aberdeenshire Council 

 

Councillors Owen (Chair), Cassie (Vice Chair), Bellarby, 

Cullinane, Ingram, Petrie, and Shand.   
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DATE ACTIVITY PRESENT 

22 February, 

2016 

Wrap one and consideration of draft recommendations Cllrs Owen (Chair), Cassie (Vice), Bellarby, Cullinane, 

Ingram, Petrie, and Tait. 

25 February, 

2016 

Follow up session with Lead Service/ 

Wrap two and consideration of recommendations 

Councillors Owen (Chair), Cassie (Vice Chair), Bellarby, 

Farquhar, Ingram, Petrie, Shand, and Tait.    

25 February, 

2016 

Wrap two and consideration of recommendations Councillors Owen (Chair), Cassie (Vice Chair), Bellarby, 

Farquhar, Ingram, Petrie, Shand, and Tait 

Mon 7 March Consideration of draft report/ approval of final report Councillors Owen, (Chair), Cullinane, Ingram, Petrie, Shand 

and Tait 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


