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Ensuring Fair Work Practices: The Digitising Scotland Project and Mobius Knowledge Services
A Case Study of Sustainable Procurement at the University of Edinburgh

Background
The University of Edinburgh’s Longitudinal Study Centre- Scotland (LSCS) in the School of Geosciences is part of the ‘Digitising Scotland’ project to digitise up to 24 million of Scotland’s birth, death and marriage records in partnership with the National Records of Scotland and Queen’s University Belfast. The project’s ultimate purpose is to create a multipurpose research database. The team needed to procure the services of an external company to undertake the digitisation. In January 2017 Mobius Knowledge Services, in Chennai, India were contracted to provide this service. The contract, which is ongoing until December 2020, has been an opportunity for the University’s Procurement Office to promote fair work practices in an overseas procurement.
Pre-Contract Stage: Identifying Social Responsibility and Sustainability Risks 
It is central to the University’s Procurement Strategy to consider sustainability and social responsibility in all procurements. This enables the University to fulfil legislative duties under the Procurement Reform (Scotland) Act of 2014 and to implement its own additional guiding policies and strategies for sustainability and social responsibility. As part of the strategy,  two tools were used to identify relevant sustainability and social responsibility risks for individual procurements at the pre-contract stage, the Sustainable Public Procurement Prioritisation Tool (SPPPT) and the Sustainability Test Tool. These tools also enable the procurement team to identify opportunities to mediate these risks at the contract and post-contract stages of a procurement. ‘We aim to meet the needs for goods, services and capital works as a truly global university, rooted in Scotland’s capital city and achieve value for money on a whole life basis, generating benefits not only to the University, but making a significant, sustainable and socially responsible contribution locally and globally.’
The University of Edinburgh’s Procurement Strategy


This research at the pre-contract stage highlighted work practices as the main area of concern for the procurement. Companies providing data input services are often located overseas in developing countries and have been connected to exploitative work practices such as unfair wages and poor standards of welfare for workers. ‘This project was complex on many levels but in a tendering process that attracts international bidders, social and labour conditions can be an added concern.’ 
Antonia Hynd, University of Edinburgh Procurement Office


Contract Stage: Opportunities to Embed Social Responsibility and Sustainability
After the pre-contract research, the Procurement Office embedded several considerations around fair work practices into the awarding of the contract. Under EU public procurement legislation, all bidders must sign with a ‘Yes’ or ‘No’ in the European Single Procurement Document (ESPD) to confirm they comply with social, environmental and labour law. However, the ESPD does not specify which laws are applicable nor automatically request supporting information. The Procurement Office therefore decided to include specific grounds for exclusion of bidders related to work practices and to embed scored award criteria related to fair work. ‘Getting the right outcome is complicated. Legislation and standards in this area can differ greatly between countries, so even if bidders state that they comply with local laws, this can mean very different things in practice.  In all tendering processes, it is hard to know if labour welfare initiatives described by bidders in tender responses are truly effective. It is difficult to ensure standards are being consistently adhered to with an overseas supplier, due to physical distance.  There are not many third-party verification options and contracting authorities are often forced to rely on suppliers’ self-monitoring and trust.’
Antonia Hynd, University of Edinburgh Procurement Office


With non-compliance as a possible ground for exclusion, the Procurement Office asked for explicit confirmation that bidders comply with the International Labour Organisation’s (ILO) eight Fundamental Conventions. A further ground for exclusion was sub-contracting of the digitisation services to another company. This was included to ensure that the work practices of bidders were directly applicable to the workers who would carry out the transcription. All bidders were also asked to sign and comply with the Advanced Procurement for Universities and Colleges’ (APUC) supply chain code of conduct. 
At the award stage, the following fair work question was included and scored at 4% of tender weight:The Bidder must describe how it commits to maintain fair working practices and labour conditions for the workers involved in this Contract throughout the duration of this project.   The response may refer to National or International standards adhered to, but these standards must be explained in the Bidder's response, in terms of what they mean for the workers. The response must include, but is not limited to, explanation of how the following fair working practice objectives will be met for employees on this Contract:
· fair and reasonable remuneration
· guaranteed hours contracts
· the right to organise and other recourse against poor working conditions
· safe working hours, shifts and breaks
· anti-discrimination and gender equality in working life
· safe physical working conditions


Evaluating the Bidder’s responses to this fair work question was challenging for the Procurement Office. With bidding companies in India and the Philippines, a considerable amount of additional research to understand the laws around work practices in these countries was required to compare the bidders fairly. Combining the information provided by the bidders, and this additional research, the Procurement Office were able to evaluate the bidders’ responses from a more informed point of view.  The Contract was finally awarded to Mobius Knowledge Services, based in Chennai, India. 
Post-Contract Outcomes and Monitoring
It is rare that the Procurement Office can verify working conditions in its overseas supply chains on the ground. This procurement, however, has offered a rare opportunity to do just that; the ‘Digitising Scotland’ project team visited Mobius in Chennai in May 2017, not only to confirm technical and security arrangements but also to check the working conditions for the transcribing team. For the Procurement Office, this was a confirmation of the fair work practices that Mobius had described in its statement. [bookmark: _GoBack]‘The Project team was able to visit the supplier site in India post-award and meet with the workers fulfilling the contract, including to provide to some training and coordinate on improving the project. This provided the opportunity to make real connections with these workers and helped the University feel confident about the positive working conditions in this contract.’
Peter Hayakawa, University of Edinburgh Procurement Office
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The project team continue to make visits and they are very pleased with the quality of the service that Mobius is providing. This case highlights the complexity of ensuring fair work practices in international procurements, but also demonstrates the value of building bridges to do so. ‘The Mobius team appeared very content in their work. Mobius have now 130 analysts employed, they have an active bonus and reward scheme in place and have lost very few staff in the last year. I have weekly meetings with the Mobius Project Manager and can confirm that all of our project stipulations have remained in place.’
Elaine Reid, ‘Digitising Scotland’ project team
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