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Procurement generally has a bad reputation. Often, contractors view it as an extra cost, the public 
sector can view it as a necessary evil, and many see it as a barrier to delivery. But it doesn’t have 
to be this way.

Every retrofit project should be priced to achieve both value and quality, and a well-managed 
procurement process is essential to achieving these dual outcomes. Effective procurement is an 
excellent opportunity for the public and private sectors to work together to shape a successful 
project and collect useful information to inform future works.

For those retrofit and sustainability project managers who have little procurement experience, a 
procurement exercise may involve learning a new skillset and language. So here are four useful 
tips to help you run a smooth and successful procurement process.
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1. Be clear and realistic on your timescales
Public sector organisations are recognised for their necessarily cautious approach to decision-
making. Deadlines often don’t reflect this approach and both the procurement process and project 
delivery timelines can be squeezed unnecessarily as a result. Getting to the point of initiating a 
procurement process can be hard work but this is just a starting point for potential bidders. Not 
allowing contractors enough time to produce a thorough and well considered bid won’t result in 
high quality responses and projects. 

Give bidders a realistic timescale to prepare and deliver their offers and you will achieve both 
better bids and outcomes. The RE:NEW procurement framework matches the mini-competition 
timescale to the project, with a four week turnaround being typical. If you want to include site visits 
for a more complicated project, then ideally allow bidders an extra three to four weeks to process 
and integrate site information.

Having a realistic deadline for your project will mark you out as an ‘intelligent client’ and encourage 
bidders to invest in producing the best possible bid. Bidding is an expensive, time consuming  
and risky process and allowing a reasonable response time will help to put you ahead of your 
fellow buyers.

2. Specify your requirements
“We want to put external wall insulation on a block of flats” may seem like a simple requirement, 
but frequently housing associations and local authorities have pre-selected a method rather than 
an outcome. Specifying minimum and average SAP targets is now commonplace and often results 
in more effective and efficient retrofit projects. The requirement “We want to achieve EPC C rating 
on a block of flats” may result in a range of lower cost measures than external wall insulation, such 
as draught proofing or improvements to heating systems and controls. Savings can be invested in 
further retrofit projects.

This approach raises questions about your housing stock data. The data required for complex 
retrofit projects is often missing and detailed surveys, which are necessary to ensure quality from 
day one, are often required. Some organisations prefer to conduct surveys prior to procuring 
works to help specify the right technologies, others prefer to bundle surveys and works in the 
procurement process. There is no right answer here and the RE:NEW procurement framework 
allows for either option. 

Consider carefully how much information you need at each stage of the decision making process. 
A good contractor will routinely check even the highest quality surveys to ensure the information is 
correct and supplement it accordingly to inform the project design. This may result in you paying 
for some surveys twice, which is the cost of keeping tight control of the project.
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While an outcome specification which leaves more decisions in a contractor’s hands may be  
the right choice, always include as much information as possible in your specification.  
Contractors prefer hard client information to their own assumptions, and there’s rarely a data 
protection concern.

Also, remember to request monitoring and reporting methods when you specify. These are key 
elements for managing the contract and informing future projects. Spending time and money to 
define clear reporting guidelines now will save you time and money in the long run. Even so it’s 
always worth asking the question “Do I need this?”, as any monitoring and reporting will add cost.

3. Check your price
Always be clear about pricing before going out to tender! Most procurement scoring schemes 
assign between 40 and 60 per cent of the total to price, but price is often an afterthought when 
writing quality scoring questions.

Retrofit projects are very difficult to price accurately at the tender stage, since problems may be 
uncovered as works progress. So decide on the level of pricing certainty you want before you 
procure. For example, if you’re fairly certain a property contains asbestos, then definitely include 
provisions for dealing with it in your price. Even if you are unsure about asbestos content, you 
may include a provision anyway, particularly if you’re looking at a project covering a wide range 
of properties with multiple measures. The RE:NEW procurement framework allows for price 
substitution, so you can always decide between a new or existing contractor on these sorts of 
works if the former offers you a better price.

Always check your assumptions. Have you considered the extra cost of insuring retrofit measures, 
for example? Make sure you really need what you specify and that you’re managing risk 
appropriately. 

Also, be sure you can compare prices between different contractors. Ask contractors to state 
their pricing assumptions, which may reveal issues that you haven’t considered. You can’t know 
everything about your project before it starts, so being prepared to revise your assumptions during 
the procurement phase is important, particularly if it’s the first exposure of your project to the 
private sector. 
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4. Test the market
Of course the invitation to tender doesn’t have to be the first occasion that contractors see your 
project. Soft market testing is a very useful way of identifying and answering questions you may 
have before committing to a particular approach and tender specification. Soft market testing can 
operate on its own or as part of an expression of interest process, and helps to create healthy 
competition during procurement process.

While a soft test is your project’s first exposure to the private sector, it’s also your first exposure 
as a client. Act responsibly, as there is a careful balance between asking for the necessary 
information and exploiting contractors’ commercially sensitive material. 

Be prepared for findings that you don’t expect. Soft market testing should result in adjustments to 
your project or there isn’t much point in going through the exercise. It also tells potential bidders 
that you will listen and make changes accordingly. In other words, a client with whom they will 
want to work!

The procurement process is often difficult to navigate, particularly if you’re new to it. The RE:NEW 
Support Team can help you develop a procurement strategy, pull together a specification and even 
run a mini-competition through the RE:NEW procurement framework. Please get in touch if you 
want to discuss any aspect of procurement.
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