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in Birmingham through continuous improvement

OGC and LGTF are in collaboration to showcase

best practice exemplary projects in local government.
Birmingham Construction Partnership has been chosen
as an example of the benefits that partnering and best
practice can bring. This is the second of a series of
case studies where best practice principles have been
demonstrated. A vibrant area where regeneration
thrives, Birmingham has a comprehensive programme
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of construction, maintenance and refurbishment
planned for the next five years and beyond.

With 70,000 directly managed homes, Birmingham City
Council is the largest local authority landlord in the UK.
Within the city, the council has responsibility for the
management and maintenance of almost one fifth of
the total housing stock; the condition of these homes
therefore has a major impact on the quality of housing
available in the city and the visual appearance and appeal
of neighbourhoods.

One of the City Council’s objectives is to drive the
modernisation of its construction procurement processes
to deliver best value. In January 2004 the council entered
into a long-term contractor partnering arrangement.

The Birmingham Construction Partnership (BCP) is
working together to deliver the Birmingham Council
Housing Improvement Programme, which is helping to
meet the Government's initiative for Decent Homes as
well as the council’s objectives. It is an example of
providing best value.

Achievements and benefits

Key principles form the cornerstone of Birmingham
Construction Partnership’s approach:

B Combined procurement by partners of complete
work programmes, together with online bidding
development. Benefits: The supply chain has a greater
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certainty of work, providing year on year savings.
Certain elements of work have shown savings in
excess of 16%. One example is £750K saved on
procuring front doors for 2005-2006 with the potential
to save this sum again in each of the next four years

The principles of ‘shared learning’ and continuous
improvement have been applied across the partnership.
Benefits: With improved communication and lessons
learnt, processes have increased value to the client

Customers are given choice and ownership of
decisions. Benefits: Improved sense of value amongst
residents. Knock on effects promote a sustainable
community and increase value to the council

A safety committee was created, taking a proactive
approach towards health and safety. Benefits:

No major health and safety incidents reported.
Supply chain operations improved and workers
have increased Health & Safety knowledge
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B The design style of windows was reviewed. Benefits:
Savings were achieved in the region of 15% on
manufacturing costs, by reducing unnecessary transoms
and mullions, with no reduction in quality

B Customers have a central point of contact,
on hand to direct all communications to.
Benefits: The partnership is aware of issues as and
when they develop, the customer feels valued

B Information management is given priority.
Data management systems are in place and
weekly review meetings are held. Benefits: Risks and
issues are identified upfront. Improved information store
increases knowledge.

Introduction

The Partnering arrangement was developed and procured
by Urban Design on behalf of the council in January 2004
with three major construction companies being appointed:
Thomas Vale Construction, G. F. Tomlinson Building Limited
and Wates Construction. Entering into a long-term
partnering arrangement allows Birmingham City Council
(BCQ) to achieve best value by reducing costs and the

time taken to tender projects on an individual basis; thus
improving delivery.

The council had three main aims for the partnership:

B To move away from traditional lowest price tendering
to an approach that will deliver high quality design
and construction

B Support Birmingham City Council's construction
priorities to improve budget and time certainty

W Assist the City Council in meeting Government targets
by reducing whole life costs, construction time, defects
and accidents and increasing productivity.

The Government has set a target to ensure that all social
housing meets standards of decency by 2010. Currently a
third of all housing in England falls below the Decent
Homes standard. However in Birmingham this figure is
much higher, as currently more than two thirds fail to meet
the Decent Homes standard.

Poor housing and poor environments are detrimental to
people’s quality of life; Decent Homes are an essential part
of a sustainable community. For a home to be defined as
‘decent’” it must reach all of the following criteria:

H [t meets the current statutory minimum
requirement for housing

B [t is in a reasonable state of repair
B [t has reasonably modern facilities and services

W [t provides a reasonable degree of thermal comfort.

BCP is currently involved with the Decent Homes project in
seven of Birmingham's eleven districts. The remaining four
districts are being delivered by two of the City Council’s
repairs contractors. Funds for the work are spread across the
eleven districts according to the district manager’s identified
priorities and needs. BCP has work programmes to renew
windows, install central heating, fascias and front doors.

There are also additional programmes for electrical works,
roofing, insulation and priority medical heating installations.
By the end of 2005, the council aims to have 48% of
homes in Birmingham meeting the Decent Homes standard.



Principles and Objectives

BCC's primary objective is to refurbish homes to meet the
Governmental targets of 2010. The partnership hopes to deliver
the project with greater efficiency and less waste. This is
facilitated by a focus on close working relationships between
client (Birmingham City Council) and contractor as they work
together to deliver the project. The partnering contractors supply
vital programming and management skills to the council.

They have a desire to provide better value, aiming to do this by
engaging with the client at all stages, enabling them to buy in.
As a result, the partnership ideally operates by being client-led,
allowing the council to unlock better value for the project.

The aspiration to provide better value is exemplified by the fact
that the partnership has a non-contractual agenda. A culture of
efficiency has developed, with effective teamwork between the
client and contractor. This has given BCP time to develop
innovative solutions, a number of which improve communications
with residents — therefore enhancing customer relations and
customer satisfaction.

The partnership advocates ‘shared learning’” — all members of
BCP can lean from one another at monthly cross partnership
meetings. Collaboration exists at cross partnership meetings,
where the council’s two repairs contractors are also present.
This helps to share best practice, ensuing an improved ‘lessons
learnt” process, so facilitating continuous improvement.

The results are fed back into the partnership, adding value.

The principle of shared learning is a priority

Major Issues

The Decent Homes project in Birmingham relies on building and
maintaining relationships with residents. Great emphasis is placed
on customer satisfaction and this is one of several key
performance indicators monitored each month. The partnership
seeks to provide value not just in monetary terms but also in
the high level of service it gives to residents.

Understanding the needs of each resident is a priority to
encourage them to take up the opportunity to have their homes
improved. This is particularly important for elderly and vulnerable
residents. The thought of disruption to their homes can
sometimes result in them declining to have the work undertaken.
Therefore Customer Liaison Officers (CLOs) have been trained

to help residents and to alleviate their fears. The whole team
from the client through to the contractor values this input.

Schemes adopted to increase value

Key principles form the comerstone of Birmingham Construction
Partnership’s approach:

B Choice

The customer has choice over where boilers and radiators are
located. They are offered advice, however they have full
‘ownership” of the decision, subject to compliance with
regulations and practicalities. Residents are also given choice
regarding windows and front doors (of which there are four
styles and four colours). By allowing the customers freedom
of choice, they feel valued. This has a knock on effect within
the community and so provides greater value to the council.

W Customer Liaison Officers

Relationships with residents are key to achieving the necessary
works. The contractor partners initially sent out employees
with surveyors to visit the customers. However a review
showed this involved ‘dead time” and did not represent the
best use of resources. The partnership still wanted an
emphasis to be placed on the customers and wished to have
continuous liaison with them during the works process. It was
decided that the liaison officers should undertake ‘open
property visits’, independent of the supply chain surveyors.

The liaison officers in charge of these visits are not part of the
fit out crew and so provide a neutral point of contact. They are
a major component of the mitigation strategy in understanding
and recording ‘drop outs’ (properties not agreeing to have work
undertaken) from the programme. The partnership manages the
issue by actively collecting information and addresses concermns
with leaseholders in order to limit drop outs.



A customer liaison officer
undertaking an open property visit

Liaison officers spend time with residents to explain the
improvement process and either talk them through or
leave a project specific booklet. The booklet details the
work and provides answers to the ten most commonly
asked questions. The officers also help residents set and
agree to a timescale for the works process. However,
most importantly, they visit the residents during the
works to ensure they are happy and that the workforce
is maintaining high levels of tidiness and meeting any
previously agreed needs of the residents.

B Data Management
In any project, outputs can only be improved if inputs
are understood and managed efficiently. Much time
has been spent studying the data management system
in order to improve the efficiency of the construction
process. Customer liaison officers were charged
with data gathering. Processes were improved as
information was collected first hand, enabling records
to be updated swiftly and accurately. Aims for the
future, to further improve the system, will be to
centralise data input.

B Weekly Reviews
Weekly reviews are held where stakeholders
meet to discuss the four main work streams.
All sub-contractors are briefed with the ‘partnership’
news. This may be an update on current progress,
an additional allocation of work or feedback from the
client on production issues. It is seen as vital that
subcontractors feel an integral part of the

Decent Homes delivery team and gain understanding
of the wider environment. Every contractor hears the
weekly production from each work stream and any
quality, safety or service issues are discussed openly.
This has created an atmosphere of friendly
competition with rival contractors hearing each
other’s results, both good and bad, from week to
week. This has undoubtedly improved quality
standards and outputs, problems being dealt with very
quickly. It has also provided a regular and consistent
means of keeping the whole team focused on the
main partnership goals.

Online bidding

An innovative approach of online bidding was
adopted for purchasing materials for several of the
projects product streams. The contractor partners
were commissioned to procure 7,000 front doors and
wanted to provide best value to the council. They first
conducted a quality/price assessment and established
selection criteria. Benchmarking exercises were
undertaken against the price budgeted by the council
(which had been set by the costs being paid for
similar products elsewhere). Once criteria had been
developed and data gathered, companies were invited
for a day of online bidding. Eleven companies
participated and residents were involved in the quality
scoring of sample front doors provided by the
bidders. The partnership had previously decided to
contract the work to more than one bidder, thus
ensuring the necessary capacity would be delivered
and risks reduced. In all, four suppliers were selected,
providing the top best value combined scores, each
with the capacity to deliver. It was calculated that the
online bidding (front doors and other small items) had
saved the council £850K in 2005, with the potential
for a similar saving in each of the following four years
(assuming similar volumes of front doors).










