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Tough challenges, imaginative solutions

Current financial pressures are requiring private and public sectors alike to become increasingly 

imaginative and creative in devising means to preserve essential elements of their activities. For the 

police, this means protecting the frontline. This puts the spotlight on procurement which, after people 

costs, is one of the most significant areas in which savings can often be found. 

Flexible procurement solutions involve a fundamental re-appraisal of traditional models and emphasise 

lifetime cost of ownership as the true measure of effectiveness and efficiency. This involves taking fully 

into account the: Price of the product or service, administration costs of managing supplier contracts, 

quality, reliability and longevity of products, lifetime maintenance costs, finance options, need for 

sustainable solutions.

This article looks at the procurement and management of high performance, technical personal 

protective clothing (PPE) as an example.

PPE should be acquired on the expectation that it will have a service life of several years, and 

programmes should be adopted which provide lifetime maintenance to increase longevity and ensure 

wearer safety. For the police, recognising that high value PSU kit has a number of features in common 

other operational assets can bring benefits. 

Take, for example, police vehicles. These are purchased against a specification which ensures that they 

fully meet operational requirements, are regularly serviced to obtain optimum performance, minimise 

running costs and breakdowns and are safe for their drivers and the public. Finance is normally through 

leasing, or lease purchase, spreading the costs of ownership over operational life. Similarly, police riot 

gear should be seen as having a service life well beyond one year, and can be viewed as a capital 

expense to be amortised over its life expectancy. It should be maintained to ensure its performance 

integrity, the safety of the wearer and to optimise its operational longevity. 

Northamptonshire Police is one example of how the effective use of managed services can deliver 

savings and associated benefits. In 2008, the service became the first police force in the UK to adopt a 

professional external managed service when they signed a contract with Bristol Uniforms for their public 

order PPE and CBRN exercise kit. Under the programme - which continues to provide PPE integrity, 

increased longevity and financial savings - crowd control protective garments from the force’s firearms 

unit are regularly collected for maintenance.

Other costs, which can be reduced under a managed service programme, are those associated with 

interrupted or late deliveries and any funds tied up in holding buffer stocks of items in case of 

emergencies. Through the use of wardrobe and stock management systems - as well as online tracking - 

availability can be regularly monitored, the condition of every item of kit can be checked and back up 

items made immediately available.

One of the fundamentals on which public sector procurement is based is the categorisation of product 

purchases. In particular, the decision whether or not to capitalise expenditure.

Adopting imaginative financing methods can also bring benefits. A lease option can provide a pay-as-you

-go solution, requiring only that proportion of any asset’s life expended in each revenue year, plus 

funding costs, to be met from that year’s budget. Capitalising assets, by moving the majority of the costs 

of ownership from revenue expense, can deliver significant budgetary benefits. Typically, a fully 

managed service (FMS), through which PPE is leased and serviced under a single contract, can accrue 

substantial savings over a period of years. 

Another key feature of an integrated procurement package is sustainability. By avoiding premature 

disposal, the cost of more frequent PPE stock replenishment, and its associated procurement costs, can 

be minimised. Furthermore, by saving on increasingly costly waste disposal - since many technical 

garments and accessories are not recyclable - it is also environmentally responsible.

Integrated and creative procurement models and processes, which have been specifically developed for 

the emergency services over the last ten years, are now being widely adopted. They can, and do, deliver 

considerable operational efficiencies and financial savings which can be re-allocated to frontline services 

and help to minimise reductions which might otherwise have been required. For the taxpayer, there is the 

double benefit of retaining more police on our streets and better value for money by making budgets 

stretch further.
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