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Panellists: 
 

§ Rt. Hon. Dame Margaret Hodge. Dame Margaret was chair of the House of Commons Public 
Accounts Committee for five years until 2015 and is the MP for Barking. 

§ Dan Lewis. Dan is a Senior Adviser for Infrastructure Policy at the Institute of Directors. 
§ Ian Makgill. Ian is the founder of OpenOpps.com and Spend Network, organisations which 

seek to increase the transparency of public tenders and contracts. 
§ Juliet Samuel. Juliet is a columnist at The Daily Telegraph and previously covered the City for 

The Times, City Am and The Wall Street Journal. 
 
PFI: 
  

§ The panelists had different views on the efficacy and taxpayer consequences of PFI 
contracts. Dame Margaret, for instance, has changed her stance in recent years, becoming a 
sceptic of many of the deals which her government signed. Since private companies have to 
borrow on the markets, rather than via generous loan terms like the government, the multi-
year cost to taxpayers outweighs the benefits in her view. 

§ Alex and Juliet took a different position, highlighting a past report from the National Audit 
Office which showed that a clear majority of PFI projects were delivered on time and on 
budget. 

  
Market concentration: 
 

§ Poor competition at the tendering stage is a growing problem, and not merely in the UK. Ian 
highlighted how more taxpayers’ money is going to fewer suppliers: tenders that have only 
one bidder have increased to nearly 30 per cent across Europe. 

§ This concentration represents a failing, since £250 billion is spent annually on third party 
suppliers in the UK. 

§ Many panelists and members of the audience suggested that concern should turn to Serco 
and Capita. Ian suggested that if Capita “went to the wall there would be some serious 
problems.” 

 
Civil service: 
  

§ Juliet highlighted the tendency of the civil service to pick the cheapest available option in 
the tendering process, rather than that which will offer the best value for money. The risk of 
contracts imploding half way through the project is then higher. 

§ One attendee pointed out, however, that those with commercial ambitions and skill sets 
would necessarily be seeking a non-civil service career, and so the ambition to ensure civil 
servants have sufficient understanding of procurement negotiations would prove a losing 
battle. 

§ Dame Margaret also suggested that the ambitions and skills of young civil servants are 
frustrated and too focused on policy, rather than learning a commercial skill set which could 
have prevented situations like Carillion's. 

  
Transparency: 
  

§ Ian pointed out that transparency is often the best disinfectant. In Slovakia, for instance, if 
public procurement contracts are not publicised, they become void. A culture change of 
automatic openness should become ingrained in the UK. 

§ Ian also mentioned the practice of land and expand, whereby large contractors deliberately 
bid low, only to increase the price of a contract when unforeseen circumstances arise. This 
is done in the expectation that the government will waive through the demands for more 
cash.  
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§ Jocularly, he suggested that we should get contracts out in the same amount of time that it 
takes a teenager to get a date.  

 
Productivity, margins and re-tendering: 
  

§ Juliet highlighted how low margins for construction firms globally have long been an issue, 
which has a knock-on effect on productivity. In the US, output per worker hour is now worse 
than it was in 1968. 

§ There is a lack of innovation in the sector which worsens this situation. 
§ Ian highlighted the difficulties of stopping a contract. This could result in a court case and 

subsequent year-long process of re-tendering. 
  
SMEs: 
  

§ Dan highlighted the issue of how SMEs are often maligned for a small coterie of large 
contractors. 

§ Audience members also picked up on this point during the Q&A session, highlighting that it 
was difficult for smaller firms to compete for bids when lenders are unwilling to support 
them with adequate lines of credit or security. 

  
Carillion: 

  
§ Juliet suggested that the public reaction and analysis of Carillion's problems were wide of 

the mark. Rather than too much profit being made at the company and shareholders 
lavished with dividends, instead too little was being generated. This, along with other similar 
sized procurement companies, creates a dependency on government. 

§ During the Q&A, an audience member highlighted how the government insistence (and that 
stated in its accounts) that Carillion was a going concern shortly before its demise did not 
help the situation. This has a very specific definition which implies that a business is viable 
for at least a year. 

 
Public vs. private: 
  

§ Dame Margaret highlighted her frustrations with the debate around the merits of 
outsourcing. The right has a tendency to insist that the private sector will always deliver 
better results and with greater efficiency than the state. The left has a tendency to 
demonise profit and the private sector. 

§ Instead, the focus of all parties should be on what works best for the citizen, rather than 
individual parties in the process. She suggested that outsourcing has now become a political 
football. 

§ Ian said that a lot of the dogma on public vs. private can be circumvented by making good 
information available about these contracts and then monitoring the progress of them. 

 

 


