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Partnerships: For Better Not Worse
Wednesday 28 October 2009, Blackpool Football Club
This was a joint meeting with Alarm in the North West.  The idea had been raised at our post-Christmas meeting and aligned well with the guidance that Alarm are preparing on partnership risks.

This time we visited the seaside and Blackpool Football Club, another new venue.  (Alarm seem to have a predilection for football grounds.)  This was an excellent choice, much enjoyed by all.  The IRM North West group is very grateful to Alarm for taking much of the administrative load.

Finally of course we should thank the speakers who, as ever are freely giving their time and ideas.  The group could not exist without them.  The presentation slides are expected to be on the website alongside this note which provides a brief summary (with the responsibility for any errors or misinterpretations being mine alone!).

As might be expected, first up was Martin Blower, the chair of the Alarm working group looking at partnership risks.  He noted a couple of partnerships which had gone spectacularly wrong.  He was aware that there were a number of similar documents, but that the Alarm document would be web-based - a key difference.  The guidance is extensive and split into different sections: deciding whether to go into a partnership, assessing its significance, (using the CIPFA scheme), guidance on the management of partnerships themselves (getting started, setting up and operating), a partnership health check and a bibliography.  In discussion it was agreed that the guidance would be made available to allow people to comment.

Next on was Naresh Chenani of the London Borough of Ealing.  Analysing partnership risks had always been a bugbear for the authority, which had also had some unfortunate experiences, including an outsourced rent collector who went bust, preventing access to rent records.  But to judge by Naresh's presentation Ealing now has a very good solution.  This consists of two main strands: the community partners, managed via the Local Strategic Partnership, and traditional contractors.  Some of the LSP lessons were the difficulty of unravelling some risks, failure to follow the actions placed at review meetings, difficulties in meeting risk management standards in the voluntary sector, short termism in some partners, and competing priorities from central government.  Within the major contracts, some of the key issues were competent contract managers, intellectual property, performance measures, retendering timescales, use of subcontractors, and all the other issues which both the public and private sectors have in their supply chain.  Other challenges were taking steps on the affordability of PFIs (not sure what!), carrying out financial checks of contractors, assessing the pricing of risk in contracts, and recognising that the ultimate risk of failure cannot be avoided.  In the further the authority may face the uncertainty of a change in control.

First after lunch was Bob Berry of Sellafield who described how a major contract in which the partnership aspects had gone badly wrong was turned round.  The project involved the construction of an evaporator for which the commercial impact of late delivery would have been severe.  This was a £400m design, build and commission contract which had been placed 2.5 years ago.  It emerged that there was a cultural gap between the contractor and client, one of the effects of which was that the contractor was looking to make the most out of claims.  He also did not understand the safety and security aspects of nuclear sites.  After 12 months the contract was in crisis and went to arbitration.  As a result an alliance was formed with a single team and single project manager.  Clear accountability included risk management and a project -wide handbook for this was put together.  Bob concluded that the supply chain is a major risk.  We still fail to make risk management6 a contract requirement and in Sellafield's case the policies of the procurement department had not been helpful in managing risk effectively.  In particular the available supply chain is now very limited, something mirrored by the heavy engineering base as a whole in the UK compared with 25 years ago.

The last formal presentation was by Alison Tetley of Xerox who described risk management within a major contract in which a Xerox-led consortium supplies printing services to the Department of Work and Pensions.  The client risk management process was used - and for the management of the contractor's own risk as well.  Three key areas of risk were: intellectual property - some client-supplied design information had disappeared into the previous supply chain, managing relationship which are not covered by contracts (such as the catalogue system), and risk management in silos, for example a small web-based IT solution could not get cleared because of a big picture problem.

Andy Garlick

IRM North West

2 November 2009


