Winning Government Tenders
“Government jobs only go to the big-name companies.”

“You have to know the right people.”

“We’re too small to be bothered.”

No doubt you can think of dozens of excuses not to bid for government tenders.  Or perhaps you tried unsuccessfully once or twice and deemed it all too hard.  But government tenders – often interesting jobs for equally interesting money – really are right there for the taking.  It’s just a matter of doing the groundwork.
Put your house in order

The hardest part of responding to a request for tender occurs well before you begin to write.  In fact it begins even before you go out looking for government work.  To maximise your chances to win government tenders you must first put your own house in order.  

Establish in-house procedures that enable you to:

· know about all appropriate tender opportunities;

· assess whether you want to bid for the work;

· give approval to begin drafting the brief;

· quickly assemble a team to draft the brief; and

· review and evaluate your tender successes and failures.

For a sole or small operator, it may be as easy as ensuring you belong to the right mailing lists and quickly scanning the lists of available tenders that will be sent to you almost every day.  For larger operations, more formal in-house tender assessment procedures may be required.  Regardless, you need to decide on a tender scanning, assessment and development process that suits your business – and stick to it.  There is no point starting off in a flurry of enthusiasm only to find, a year or so later, that you and your people have slipped back into old, haphazard habits.

Finding the Information

The Internet has made finding out about tender opportunities ridiculously easy.  All federal government tenders are listed at tenders.gov.au.  Each state government has its own site listing tenders (for example Victorian Government tenders are listed at tenders.vic.gov.au).  Make yourself aware of how each state government prefers to operate as they do differ.  Most offer useful seminars for would-be tenderers.  The third tier of government, at the local level, is the most diverse and tendering policies will differ as you cross municipal boundaries.  So do your homework and don’t hesitate to ring or meet with the relevant procurement officers if you need to ask further questions.
Ask for a copy of the tender documentation and read it.  You may think I’m stating the obvious but you’d be surprised how many of your competitors won’t actually read the tender brief carefully and closely.  Obtain copies of Requests for Tender (RFTs) even if you are unsure about whether the job is suitable for you – the more familiar you are with these sorts of documents the better.

Whether or not you talk to the designated contact person is a matter of judgement.  It is likely that he or she will be one of the people involved in selecting the winning tender so make sure their impression of you is positive.  Certainly talk or meet with them if you would like to clarify some of the points raised in the tender brief or if you are so expert in the subject that you could expand on the brief in discussion with the contact person (thus demonstrating your expertise).  But try not to meet with them and ask pointless questions just so they get a look at you.  They’ll know what you are up to and you won’t get credit for it.  In addition, if you need to clarify too many points it may be a signal – to the selection panel as well as to yourself – that you are not really equipped to undertake the job.  
After the tender closes the bureaucrats will be unable to discuss anything much with you, but you are entitled to confirm that they received your tender and to ask how many others were submitted.  Constantly ringing to find out whether they have chosen the winning tender is counter-productive – when there is something to tell you, you will be told.  If you don’t win the job, be sure to seek formal feedback about the reasons why you were not successful.
Think it Through

When you find a request for tender that you are sure would be suited to your skills and capacity, what next?  Before you write a single word, do some serious thinking.

Why is this tender being let?  Try to read between the lines of the tender brief. An RFT for a small research project is likely to be part of a much wider policy investigation.  An agency that requires a business plan often intends to use it to seek additional funding – but that won’t be spelt out anywhere in the brief.  An RFT seeking a supplier of crockery for the staff canteen may flag a complete renovation of the building.  

The more you understand about why the job is required, the more depth you will be able to provide in your responses to the selection criteria.

What do we have to offer?  Think about the specific skills and expertise you can bring to the job.  Not just the generic ones – every tenderer claims that their team members are outstanding professionals in the field – but precise matches of skills to requirements.  Consider forming a consortium with organisations that have skills complementary to your own.  Or form an alliance with someone who is well-known in the field – perhaps an academic or a retired executive – and use their name and expertise to add weight to your claims for the job.

How are we going to deliver?  Start thinking through how you will perform the required tasks.  It is not enough to say “we will deliver a business plan”.  Far better to articulate how you will prepare the plan, discuss some of the likely issues that will need to be addressed, explain how you will overcome any obstacles and provide an indicative timeline of activities.  
The best tenders usually demonstrate that they have a good understanding of the required task by actually beginning to do the work.  Their proposal articulates the preliminary thinking about the job and shows that they are ready to hit the ground running.  Don’t waste everyone’s time by submitting a sub-standard tender.  It just erodes your professional reputation.  Winning tenders are tailored to the job on offer and demonstrate that you’ve taken time and effort to prepare it.  This should be a reflection of the care with which you expect to undertake the work.

Getting Started

Start by writing down all the information that must be included.  Your company details, the contact person’s details, and referees, for example.  Then write down the required services and deliverables – these you can copy straight from the brief.  You may already have standard biographies already written for the relevant staff members.  If so, paste them in but remember to go back later and tailor them specifically to the required task.

Next, begin to address the selection criteria.  The assessment team will judge all the tenders by comparing their responses to the selection criteria.  Don’t just write an overview that you feel encompasses the criteria in a general way.  Instead use each criterion as a heading and address it specifically.  This is the section most like a job application and the same rules apply.  Be specific about your expertise and experience.  Use examples of past projects.  This is no place for modesty – pepper your text with words like outstanding, excellent and world class.
Decide on your fee structure and present it in an easy to understand way.  Simple tables can often work well, combined with detailed explanations for each item of proposed expenditure.  Whether you provide the information with the Price Schedule section or within earlier sections the brief, do not leave any items unexplained.  The assessment team expects you to earn a fair day’s pay for a fair day’s work but will baulk at any obvious financial padding.  Using the term ‘Other’ as a cost item, for example, can be deadly to your chances of wining the work.  
Use plain English.  Just as the vast majority of drivers think they have above average motoring skills, most people think they write plainly.  Unfortunately, most people do not.  Cut long sentences into two, or even three.  Delete all the words that add no meaning or value.  Check for typos, misused apostrophes and spelling errors.  Avoid complex explanations and acronyms.  If you can’t have a professional tender writer do the work for you, then at the very least find someone unfamiliar with your firm to read the brief over.  Whatever they don’t understand on first reading must be clarified.

Use the suggested format.  Many government agencies will stipulate how you need to present your tender.  Follow their instructions but don’t be afraid to add further information if you think it necessary.  Most agencies allow enough formatting leeway for you to add the crucial further information that will make your bid special.

Stand Out from the Crowd

Try to see things from the perspective of the person who will assess your tender.  He or she has likely been working on this particular project for months and may well have worked on the associated issues for years.  He or she probably wrote the tender brief.  Having let the tender and fielded phone calls about it for weeks, he or she is now sitting at their desk with a large, daunting pile of tender responses to wade through.  You need to make their job easy.

Grab the assessment team’s attention from the beginning and open your response with a deft, one page overview outlining why you are the best for the job. Use the notes you took when you were thinking about what you had to offer. Too many tenderers begin with a standard description and history of their company.  “Formed in 1995, The Fabuloso Company is a result of a merger between Fab Consulting and the Uloso Group.  Blah blah blah our people are experts in the field and deliver outstanding results.”  Quite frankly, every tenderer says much the same thing about how great their company is.  Say it, by all means, but put it at the back of the response along with your team biographies.  Your introduction should simply outline a few key points about why your firm is the best for the job.  You may actually find it easiest to write this section last, because it will also provide an overview of the key points you will make in the rest of the brief.

Next, instead of talking about yourself, talk about your potential new client.  Open your discussion with an overview of the issues they face, their operating context, and the qualities and skills they need from the firm they will appoint to do the job.  There’s no need to say outright that your firm has these qualities – that will come later.  At this early point in the brief you are simply demonstrating your clear understanding of the requirements of the job.
As far as possible, try not to restate the brief.  Remember that the person assessing your response probably wrote that brief and so will readily recognise a cut and paste job.  Restating the brief only demonstrates that you have read it, not that you have an in-depth understanding of the requirements.  Such an understanding is in fact demonstrated by articulating some of the thinking you did before you put pen to paper.  
Look back at the list of required services and deliverables.  For each item, discuss in detail how you will perform the service and deliver the required outcomes.  Note any challenges or problems that may arise and explain how you will avoid or resolve them.  If possible, use past assignments to illustrate how you have delivered similar services to other clients.  If relevant research exists, discuss it.  If similar projects have been undertaken elsewhere, note them.  In short, rather than simply saying you are an expert – demonstrate it. 
If it is not already included in the list of required deliverables, make your first task the development – in consultation with all stakeholders – of a detailed work plan.  Adding this makes you look organised, consultative and proactive.  It will also ensure all parties are clear about the required work from day one. The plan should include, but not be limited to:  an agreed timeline; relevant service delivery milestones; regular update and feedback meetings; and performance standards.  If you can begin to flesh out this plan as part of your tender submission, so much the better.

Pull it Together

Now you have completed all the component parts of the tender.  It is time to pull it together and make sure each section flows easily into the next.  
Try to include the general discussion about the client and their issues at the beginning.  Then comes the list of deliverables and your detailed information about how you will manage the assignment.  The next few sections will differ in order depending on what the agency requests but will include: 

· the selection criteria, each addressed separately;
· your price schedule (also called the budget, or statement of fees);

· your team biographies;

· referee details;

· company information; and

· any other supporting material requested by the agency.

Recheck the original request for tender to make sure you have included everything required.  Examine your team’s biographies and adjust them to make them absolutely relevant to the proposed work.  Ring your referees to alert them to the fact that you are submitting the tender.  Ask them what they are likely to say – this is no time to get a nasty surprise.
While I may be stating the obvious here, do not submit your tender right on the deadline or – much worse – after it.  Aiming to submit five minutes before the deadline allows you absolutely no margin for mishap.  Late tenders, even those submitted one minute late, legally do not have to be accepted and very often are not.  Many hours of hard work can be wasted simply because a tender is submitted after the deadline.  At best, a late tender may be accepted on the proviso that failure to meet the deadline will be taken into account when assessing the tenderer’s ability finish the project in a timely manner.  Why shoot yourself in the foot?  Use the deadline to demonstrate your professionalism and be sure to submit the tender hours or even days early. 

Just remember that big jobs don’t always go to big companies.  And smaller companies – including sole operators – are certainly in the running for smaller projects.  It’s your choice.  Put in some effort to reap the benefits? Or sit back and see your competitors win jobs that could just have easily been yours.  
What are you waiting for?

Useful Resources
	Federal government tenders
	tenders.gov.au


	State government tenders
	basis.act.gov.au/

tenders.vic.gov.au

tenders.nsw.gov.au

projectservices.qld.gov.au/etender

nt.gov.au/dcis/caps/

agate.gem.wa.gov.au/prod/wa/bb/home.do

tenders.sa.gov.au/index.do

db.purchasing.tas.gov.au/



	Links to local government sites
	gov.au/sites/alga.html


	Other useful links
	www.finance.gov.au/ctc/links/ctc_procurement_related_site.html




