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KEY TERMS

CONTRACTING . .
The public body managing the procurement process.
AUTHORITY
TENDER An opportunity to compete for a contract, usually published through a tender
notice that includes the requirements of the contracting authority.
CONTRACT AWARD A publication providing summarised details of the outcome of the tender process
NOTICE and subsequent contract in an electronic machine-readable format.
An agreement, usually in writing, setting out all terms and conditions of an
CONTRACT engagement between two or more entities.
SUPPLIER Those awarded the contract to provide the goods or services.
PAYMENTS Actual disbursements of money made to the supplier.
HIGH-RISK CONTRACT A contract we identify that has three or more corruption red flags.
PAYMENTS
HIGH VALUE Contracts that exceed a financial threshold defined in law, normally hundreds of
CONTRACT thousands of pounds.
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KEY FIGURES

Between February 2020 and February 2023 UK
authorities signed contracts valued upwards of

& ~ £1 trillion."”

over 89 PEr cent 41 ition)

of these by value went through five bodies: )}
—

¢ Department of Health and Social Care -

¢ Collaborative Procurement Partnership LLP"

a—
¢ UK Health Security Agency, which includes

/
p—
its predecessor, Public Health England —
¢ NHS England

e Crown Commercial Service

a

Almost two-thirds of all high-value COVID-19 contracts by value, worth £30.7 billion,
lacked competition. A year into the pandemic, the UK continued to award most

contracts by value without competition, unlike European Union (EU) countries, which
on average quickly abandoned this practice.

Transparency International UK



In total, we count 135 high-risk COVID-19 contracts with three
or more corruption red flags, totalling £15.3 billion - almost
one in three pounds spend on COVID-19 contracts. These merit
further investigation and include:

51 contracts ........£4 billion

* that went through the unlawful ‘VIP lane’ for personal protective equipment
il (PPE), 24 of which, with a combined value of £1.7 billion, were referred by

politicians from the party of government at the time, or their offices, and
15 of which, totalling £1.7 billion, went to politically connected suppliers

10 contracts ...« «£223.7 million

that went to ‘micro’ suppliers typically lacking the financial and human resources to
deliver on large projects



The waste from the UK’s approach to COVID-19 procurement
is still being counted, but includes:

£925 m i I I ion in inflated prices for PPE bought

through the VIP lane, which on average were 80 per cent higher than those of
suppliers engaged through other routes, according to the Good Law Project®
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The COVID-19 pandemic necessitated an unprecedented public health response, compelling
UK authorities to act with unparalleled speed. In the hurry, many skipped standard
procurement safeguards, such as competition and due diligence, to procure quicker. These
checks are intended to prevent the abuse of entrusted power for private gain, and to ensure
that contracts secure the right goods and services for the right price. Yet there is growing
evidence that too often the UK’s approach was simply to discard these checks, without
sufficient justification, at great risk to the public purse and potentially lives.

In 2021, our Track and Trace report® provided an initial
assessment of problematic procurement practices during
the pandemic, using evidence available at the time. This
new report draws from a wider pool of data to provide a
more comprehensive and up-to-date review of COVID-19
contracting corruption risks, and how to address them
going forward. By analysing publicly available data on

UK public contracting, official reports, litigation in the
courts and public interest journalism, we identify four

key issues in the UK’s pandemic response. These relate
principally to the UK Government, which accounts for the
overwhelming proportion of COVID-19 contract awards
by value, but can equally apply to devolved institutions.

1. Opaque accounting of
public expenditure

During pandemics, transparency can solidify trust in
public institutions and dispel doubts. Yet the way in
which UK contracting authorities supplied information on
procurement was woefully inadequate and opaque.

Compliance with the legal requirement to publish
information on high-value contracts within 30 days of
award completely collapsed. We found that between
February 2020 and February 2023, 1,764 COVID-19
related contracts,” worth £30.1 billion in total (63 per
cent of all COVID-19 contracts by value), were reported
after the 30-day legal deadline. Of these, there were
141 high-value contracts, worth £5 billion in total, the
details of which were published more than one year after
their award. In comparison, on average it took Ukraine
less than one day to publish information on 103,263
COVID-19 contracts at the peak of the crisis.?

iv Valued above £215,000.
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Our research has found that when this data is published,
it has so many human errors that it is not possible to
easily conduct simple searches, calculate basic metrics
or fully trust that each individual notice reflects reality.
These inaccuracies severely undermine confidence in
the integrity of the data and inhibit its usefulness as an
accountability and assurance mechanism.

Separately, research by procurement experts has

found that contractual documents for large personal
protective equipment (PPE) orders remain unpublished, in
contravention of the UK Government’s own guidelines.”®
Those that have been made available are often
incomplete, lacking basic details on prices paid per unit,
or heavily redacted.

These performance issues compound systemic

problems with how contracting authorities account for
public money. The fragmented and siloed approach to
publishing procurement data makes it impossible to follow
the money from contract award to payments to suppliers
to contract performance. This is not helped by the fact
searches need to be made across at least six different
procurement portals, often with the same contracts listed
multiple times. It took us months of work by a skilled data
analyst to pull these notices together into one coherent
dataset — resources and time not available to most.

Recent reforms under the Procurement Act 2023 have
the potential to solve some of these issues, but the devil
is in the detail and there remains a real risk of repeating
past mistakes during implementation of the new law.
Both the process of procuring goods and services and
accounting for this process has been far too analogue
to date. Replacing antiquated systems with intelligent
and efficient data flows is crucial to delivering greater
transparency over the use of public funds.



2. High-risk and improper contracts

Our research found 135 high-risk COVID-19 contracts
with three or more corruption red flags, totalling £15.3
billion, whose awards merit further investigation.
Individually, these red flags may be explained away.
However, in combination and with growing evidence
from litigation and public interest reporting, they illustrate
the extent to which public money may have been spent
improperly.

A serious strategic flaw in the UK’s approach to securing
goods and services was its unhealthy and persistent
reliance on uncompetitive procurement, awarding over
£30.7 billion in high-value contracts this way — equivalent
to almost two-thirds of all COVID-19 contracts by value.
This was not just during the early days of the pandemic.
A year into the emergency, UK contracting authorities
were still allocating more funds through direct awards to
suppliers than through open competition. This approach
became increasingly difficult to justify over time, especially
when compared with countries in the European Union,
which quickly reverted to competitive bidding.®

The UK Government’s approach not only involved setting
aside the rigour of the market, which would normally act
as a safeguard against cronyism, but also embedded
systemic bias in the awarding of contracts and increased
conflicts of interest by design.' The so-called VIP and
high-priority lanes allowed unqualified politicians to fast-
track the reviewing of offers from PPE and testing suppliers
— a practice unique to the UK’s pandemic response and
which an English high court deemed to be unlawful.™
Concurrently, 28 high-risk awards, together worth £4.1
billion, went to suppliers with significant connections to
those in the party of government at the time.

To compound these issues, a lack of adequate price

and contract management combined with opaque

supply chains seemingly increased the risk of excessive
profiteering by suppliers. According to internal government
documents obtained by the Good Law Project, VIP-

lane PPE contract prices were inflated by at least £925
million, to a level on average 80 per cent higher than

those of suppliers engaged through other routes.' We
also calculate that COVID-19 contracts boosted some
suppliers’ profit margins by as much as 40 per cent.

Transparency International UK



Overall, these practices are likely to have severely
damaged trust in public procurement and UK politics. It
is noteworthy that during this period, the UK plummeted
to its lowest ever scoring in Transparency International’s
Corruption Perceptions Index, a composite survey of
expert assessments on jurisdictional corruption risk.'®
This perception is not helped by the staggering waste
revealed in the aftermath of COVID-19. In 2023, the
Department of Health and Social Care (DHSC) reduced
the estimated true value of COVID-19 inventory by £14.9
billion over two years, exceeding the UK'’s total spend
on PPE. Research by Spotlight on Corruption also found
that 25 companies in the VIP lane had supplied PPE
worth £1 billion that was not fit for purpose.’® Meanwhile,
frontline health workers bore the brunt of unsuitable or
unusable products.'®

Investigating what went wrong and holding those
responsible to account is crucial in helping to restore trust
in politics.

3. Lack of preparedness
for COVID-like emergencies

Underlying much of what went wrong was the UK’s

lack of preparedness for health emergencies such as
COVID-19. Urgent demand and scarce supplies were
used to justify expedited, corruption-prone processes.
Better preparation would have mitigated these pressures,
reducing the temptation to take risky shortcuts.

COVID-19 caught the UK off guard, with merely a
two-week supply of PPE available.'” Three issues

are apparent. First, either the UK lacked pre-existing
emergency frameworks with prequalified suppliers,

or those frameworks were disregarded. Second, UK
authorities did not have adequate access to supplier
mapping to help them find potential competent suppliers
or implement contingency plans, such as repurposing
local manufacturing. Third, guidance for contracting
authorities was limited on what could be justifiably
procured under emergency procedures.

Considering the rising risk of another crisis like COVID-19,
the relatively minor financial costs of the preparation
involved and the uncertain nature of international
relations, it is wise for the UK to view COVID-19 as a
learning opportunity for enhancing its self-sufficiency in
emergencies.

BEHIND THE MASKS

4. Inadequate protections against
misconduct in public office

There is now a catalogue of alleged misconduct relating
to procurement during the pandemic, much of which
includes behaviour enabled by weak safeguards against
impropriety. Politically connected donors were able to
lobby to secure access to prized government contracts
behind closed doors and away from public view. The
independence of the body entrusted with overseeing
ministerial conduct was, and remains, fettered. An
unclear common law offence against misconduct in
public office, which is difficult to prosecute in practice,
provides a weak deterrent against more serious forms
of impropriety. And procurement laws, even new ones,
lack some crucial protections against wrongdoing. Failing
to address these structural weaknesses leaves the UK
exposed to future scandal that would further undermine
trust in our democracy.

5. Applying lessons learned

It is hard to disagree that the UK could and should

have done much better in its approach to securing the
goods and services needed for the pandemic. Some
may dismiss this as 20:20 hindsight, yet it is while we
have this luxury that we should take stock of how to
avoid repeating the same mistakes. It is increasingly
clear that events like this are likely to happen several
times in our lifetimes, not just once a century. We should
prepare accordingly. Considering the cost — to trust,
public money and lives — the failure to learn from our
experience is too high. In this report we outline 15 key
issues, along with recommendations for addressing
them that, if implemented effectively, should significantly
reduce a repeat of past errors. Given the troubled state
of our public finances and woefully low public trust in
politics, this is a modest investment for the safety and
security of our nation.
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ISSUES AND RECOMMENDATIONS

From our review we propose 15 sets of recommendations.’ None of these proposals are
expensive to implement. Indeed, several align with the intended reforms of the Procurement
Act 2023, with many of the others being ‘oven ready’. They would help guard against a repeat
of the COVID-19 debacle, set the record straight and better help the public purse.

In summary, we propose that:

e those charged with protecting the purse, including the proposed COVID-19 Corruption Commissioner,
should investigate the 135 high-risk contracts we identify in this report, worth a total of £15.3 billion

¢ the UK should change how it does procurement, better utilising technology to make buying goods and
services, and accounting for this money, more seamless and less bureaucratic

e governments across the UK should strengthen their institutional safeguards against impropriety, providing
greater openness about attempts to secure public contracts and more robust measures to hold to account

those guilty of misconduct

Below we provide an overview of the issues we
identify in this report, and more details about our
recommendations for change.

Opaque accounting of public
expenditure

ISSUE 1: INACCURATE
AND INCONSISTENT DATA

We found widespread human error in the procurement
data, some of which inflated the value of contracts
awarded by public bodies by tens of billions of pounds.

The UK’s current procurement transparency system is
riven with inflated contract values, missing data, misspelled
contractor and supplier names, and similar inaccuracies.
These errors hinder accountability over the use of billions
of pounds of public funds and erode trust in public data.
Much of this is caused by poor controls on data entry — a
classic case of ‘garbage in, garbage out’. Implementing
stricter data entry controls and unique identifiers in the UK
Government’s new procurement system would enhance
data quality and support more comprehensive insights
into the management of public funds.

RECOMMENDATION 1

The UK Government should introduce safeguards
in the new central digital procurement platform
that will:

¢ reduce the likelihood of human error.
The UK Government should include data
entry controls in the new central digital
procurement platform to reduce the risk of
error, and add a feedback mechanism to
allow the public to report mistakes.

¢ enhance contracting authority
identification. The UK Government should
work with governments across the UK to
incorporate a unique identifier system for
contracting authorities across all procurement
databases so that this data is much easier to
browse and search.

v Responsibility for implementing these recommendations lies mainly with the UK government, but many also apply to the devolved administrations,
notably in relation to procurement regulations and guidance. In the interest of preventing the issues outlined in this report, all UK governments should
consider how they can deliver the objectives of the recommendations within their competencies.

vi Currently, procurement regulations are different in Scotland for public authorities that are not cross-border bodies or that carry out reserved functions.

Transparency International UK



ISSUE 2: DUPLICATE DATA

We found duplicate procurement notices across the UK’s
five accessible procurement portals that together inflated
procurement figures by £30 billion.

Currently, to understand UK public purchasing, requires
the use at least six different portals, often finding the same
contracts listed multiple times. Getting a clear view of how
much money is being spent by public bodies requires
costly ‘de-duplication’ to prevent double counting. The
Cabinet Office aims to streamline this with a new central
digital procurement platform,'® but exemptions could

lead to contracts being missed or duplicated. It should

do more to help identify the same procurement published
across multiple locations.

RECOMMENDATION 2

To mitigate the risk of duplicate data, the UK
Government should implement cross-referential
identifiers for procurements published across
different transparency portals.

ISSUE 3: MISSING DATA

We found critical flaws in how public bodies publish
procurement data, meaning that the public do not know
how much has actually been spent against £48.1 billion of
identifiable COVID-19 contracts.

Information on a single contract is often scattered
across various platforms: award data on procurement
sites, supplier details on company registries and
payment records on a range of different websites.
Combining this data is vital to understanding the
distribution of public funds, but it is frequently unfeasible.
Contract award data seldom provides supplier company
registration numbers, and it is invariably impossible

for the public to see how much authorities have spent
against contracts. The Cabinet Office is trying to solve
these issues, although this is still a work in progress and
we are yet to see a final product addressing them.

BEHIND THE MASKS

RECOMMENDATION 3

To improve the quality and utility of public
procurement data, the UK should:

¢ unify procurement data. The Cabinet
Office should ensure the consistent inclusion
of identifiers for all contracts, as well as
supplier and contracting authority identifiers,
in spending data published to meet the
requirements of the Procurement Act 2023.

¢ enhance supplier identification. The UK
Government should require suppliers’ official
company recognition numbers to be collected
on the central digital platform and work with
governments across the UK to link with their
transparency disclosures.

ISSUE 4: LATE PUBLICATION

We found 124 high-risk contracts, worth £11.8 billion,
that were published after the legal disclosure deadline,
six of which, totalling £706.8 million, were published only
a year after their award.

Late publication of high-risk contracts reflected a more
general collapse in compliance with legal timelines for
disclosure, with public bodies reporting a total of 1,764
high-value contracts, with a combined value of £30.1
billion, after the 30-day legal deadline (63 per cent of all
COVID-19 contracts by value). One hundred and forty-
one of these, worth a total of £5 billion, were published
more than a year after their award. This has done little
to provide assurance over the use of public funds, and
has fuelled suspicion that contracting authorities had
something to hide.

The Procurement Act 2023 requires contracting
authorities to publish information about the award

of a contract — whether through competitive or non-
competitive processes — before it can enter into the
contract with the supplier. In theory, this should provide
a stronger incentive for contracting authorities to publish
details of their procurement on time. However, given that
the previous requirement was also a legal obligation that
was far too often ignored, it remains to be seen whether
these new rules will bite as intended. To ensure timely
access to information on contracts and avoid costly
litigation in the courts, parliaments and governments
across the UK should do more to ensure compliance with
procurement law.
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RECOMMENDATION 4

To help improve the timeliness of public access

to information about the use of public money;,
parliaments and governments across the UK
should monitor whether contracting authorities are
complying with their obligation to publish contract
award information on time and take steps to
reduce delays if disclosures are still late.

ISSUE 5: MISSING CONTRACT DOCUMENTS

Contract documents are an important part of providing
accountability over the terms of a procurement. They can
reveal issues, such as biased or large advance payments
or overly broad indemnity clauses, which are indicators of
foul play. However, the 2023 Procurement Act set a high
£5 million publication threshold, without clear justification
by the UK Government. Had this rule been in place from
2020, we calculate that authorities would not have had to
publish £2.8 billion worth of COVID-19 contracts.

Additionally, the Act mandates authorities to publish
contract award notices before contracts are effective but
does not require the same of the contract documents
themselves. Adopting this approach, proven effective in
Slovakia, would provide a strong incentive for compliance
with the law, and increase accountability for significant
contracts, which typically have the capacity to fulfil these
requirements.

RECOMMENDATION 5

To improve businesses’ and the public’s access
to information about public sector contracts,
the UK should:

¢ reduce the contract publication threshold
to a maximum of £2 million. Via regulation,
the UK Government should reduce the
threshold for publishing copies of contracts.
This should preferably be set to the thresholds
in Schedule 1 of the Act but should be no more
than £2 million.

* mandate public disclosure before contract
activation. The UK Government should
introduce reforms to make activating a contract
valued above the publication threshold
contingent on its publication.

ISSUE 6: STONEWALLING REQUESTS
FOR INFORMATION

When procurement information is not published
proactively, the public can turn to freedom of information
(FQOI) requests. However, UK public bodies have
increasingly avoided or postponed answering these,

a practice that grew notably during COVID-19."° In

2021, the Public Administration and Constitutional

Affairs Committee (PACAC) started looking into use

of a ‘clearing house’ — a unit in the Cabinet Office that
allegedly coordinated the blocking of FOI releases.?

The UK Government mostly dismissed the PACAC’s
suggestions?' and the offer of an audit by the Information
Commissioner’s Office (ICO),?? turning instead to an
internally commissioned review. Given the ICOs expertise
in this area and its independence from government, it
should be allowed to assess impartially whether Whitehall
has truly reformed its FOI practices or merely rebranded
them.

Incomplete responses to FOI requests for procurement
information can also stem from the vague language in the
Freedom of Information Act. The Act covers only data that
suppliers hold ‘on behalf of’ a public body, a term whose
meaning is often unclear and which protects suppliers
from showing information of public importance. In 2015,
the Information Commissioner recommmended broadening
the Freedom of Information Act to include all supplier-
held contract details, making them available through FOI
requests, with similar calls being made in Scotland.?®

RECOMMENDATION 6

To help restore the public’s right to know about
the management of public money, the UK should:

¢ conduct an audit on the Clearing House.
The Cabinet Office should agree to a voluntary
audit by the ICO on its FOI request policies,
formerly known as the Clearing House.

¢ amend freedom of information legislation.
The UK and Scottish Governments should
amend the relevant Freedom of Information
Acts to include all information that contractors
hold related to contracts for providing public
goods, works and services over a reasonable
threshold.

Transparency International UK



High-risk and improper contracts

ISSUE 7: CORRUPTION RED FLAGS IN NEED
OF FURTHER INVESTIGATION

Out of the 5,035 COVID-19 contracts included in our
research, we found 135 (2 per cent by count) that have
three or more corruption risk indicators which merit further
investigation. These are worth £15.3 billion, equating to
roughly one-third of all the value of all pandemic contracts
and matching the total spent on COVID-19 PPE contracts
in the UK.

Our analysis provides an opportunity for others, including
the COVID-19 inquiry, the National Audit Office (NAO) and
the proposed Corruption Commissioner, to target their
work more effectively. These investigations are crucial to
establishing the facts, securing accountability for anyone
involved in wrongdoing and learning lessons for the future.

RECOMMENDATION 7

To provide greater assurance and accountability
over the use of public money, relevant authorities
should prioritise investigating the 135 contracts
we identify worth £15.3 billion with three or more
corruption red flags.

ISSUE 8: UNJUSTIFIABLE
UNCOMPETITIVE TENDERING

We found that almost two-thirds of all high-value

UK COVID-19 contracts, worth £30.7 billion, lacked
competition. A year into the pandemic, most of the
contracts awarded by value continued to be given without
competition — unlike in EU countries, which quickly
abandoned this practice.

The lack of a clear legal and common understanding
among many public bodies as to what justifies non-
competitive procurement undoubtedly contributed to

its widespread and ongoing use during COVID-19.
While under the old rules contracting authorities could
make awards without tendering in cases of extreme and
unforeseen emergency not caused by themselves, this
was often pushed to and beyond its legal limits.

The Procurement Act 2023 introduces a new power
enabling ministers to set clearer criteria for bypassing
competitive procurement when there is a danger to
life. To avoid a repeat of the mistakes made during the

BEHIND THE MASKS

pandemic, it is crucial that ministers provide guidelines
that are as clear and precise as possible in the regulations
governing emergency procedures.

RECOMMENDATION 8

To reduce the risk of contracting authorities
over-relying on uncompetitive awards during
emergency situations, ministers should as much
as possible include the following in regulations
made under Section 42 of the Procurement

Act 2023:

¢ define cause for urgency: clearly describe
the specific emergency or event leading to the
need for direct awards.

¢ limit application: restrict direct awards
exclusively to those addressing the immediate
need stemming from the defined event.

¢ specify contract types and conditions:
detail with as much specificity as possible the
types of contracts covered by the regulation
and list all conditions and limitations.

In the absence of similar regulations in Scotland,
Scottish ministers should provide clarity over the
justified use of emergency procurement powers in
guidance.

ISSUE 9: LACK OF PARLIAMENTARY
SAFEGUARDS IN NEW EMERGENCY POWERS

New powers in the Procurement Act 2023 could reduce
the risk of unjustifiable uncompetitive contract awards,
yet they lack robust parliamentary oversight and therefore
remain open to abuse.

Under these new powers, ministers can define types

of goods and services that can be bought through
uncompetitive processes in order to protect lives. This
has the potential to improve the previous regulations, that
left too much ambiguity as to when contracting authorities
could use emergency procedures. However, these
powers contain insufficient parliamentary safeguards
against abuse, with ministers alone able to repeal them
and no requirement for government to justify their ongoing
use. Fixing these issues should reduce the potential for
misuse of these powers, cut down on costly legal battles,
and provide greater assurance over the management of
public funds.

13



14

RECOMMENDATION 9

To provide stronger checks and balances against
executive abuse of new emergency powers, the
UK Government should legislate to:

¢ introduce a sunset clause for emergency
procurement powers. Any emergency
procurement regulation made under Section
42 of the Procurement Act 2023 should
automatically expire (i.e. include a ‘sunset’
clause) after 60 days from taking effect, with
the made affirmative procedure only usable
twice within the same year for an emergency
response.

¢ justify renewal of emergency procurement
powers to Parliament. Any renewal should
require a ministerial statement to Parliament
detailing the continued need for the order,
followed by an affirmative procedure in both
houses of Parliament.

* mandate post-crisis reviews of
procurement under emergency
procurement powers. There should be a
legal requirement for the UK Government
to commission and publish an independent
review of the use of these powers no later
than 12 months after the last crisis period
recognised under the powers.

ISSUE 10: POOR MANAGEMENT
OF CORRUPTION RISKS

A core principle of good procurement is awarding
contracts based on merit, not on personal or professional
ties. Yet regular reports of contracts going to politically
connected firms have sparked concerns that too many
pandemic procurements did not follow this principle.

It is not impossible that some suppliers with political ties
will win public contracts. This in itself is not necessarily a
problem if the contract was awarded following a robust
procurement process and the suppliers provide the
goods or services required, to budget. However, when
procurement lacks standard safeguards against abuse
of public office, public suspicion naturally arises. People
begin to question the fairness of the contract awards
and what may have occurred behind the scenes. This

is particularly acute when the contractor fails to deliver
what is required of them.

One way to reduce these suspicions is for suppliers to be
upfront about connections with the contracting authority
that could present a conflict of interest. Given that public
bodies need to undertake these assessments and they
are subject to freedom of information requests anyway,
there is good reason to publish them proactively for
greater assurance over the use of public funds.

RECOMMENDATION 10

To better protect against the perception, or
reality, of cronyism in the awarding of public
contracts, the UK should require contracting
authorities to publish conflicts assessments
for major awards. The UK Government should
legislate that contracting authorities must

publish their conflicts assessments alongside
major contract awards, as long as there are no
significant legal reasons that this requirement
should not be introduced.

ISSUE 11: SYSTEMIC BIAS IN THE
AWARDING OF CONTRACTS

The UK Government’s use of ‘VIP’ high-priority lanes
to triage suppliers empowered unqualified politicians
to prioritise favoured companies during a period in
which conflicts of interest were managed poorly. That
this route does not seem to have been available to
non-Conservative politicians or expert groups such

as the British Medical Association, despite the latter
being able to refer qualified companies eager to provide
much-needed medical supplies, amounts to systemic
bias in the UK Government’s approach to procuring
certain goods during the pandemic.?* This practice did
untold damage to trust in the integrity of the pandemic
response, and exposed the UK Government to costly
and unnecessary legal battles.

It is only through a patchwork of litigation, NAO studies,
media reports and belated government disclosures that
we know the details of those passing through the VIP
lanes for PPE and testing. Even now, the picture we

have could be incomplete and would benefit from further
interrogation by the UK COVID-19 inquiry. Ideally, it would
clarify for the public record the scale and operation of the
various VIP lanes.

The UK Government can distance itself from past errors
by disclosing any conflicts of interest between suppliers
and political referrers. If this has not yet been assessed,
they should do so retrospectively and publish the results.

Transparency International UK



Further, in future emergencies, open publication of
assessment processes for supplier offers and potential
conflicts of interest would guard against a recurrence of
perceptions that cronyism determines the outcome of
contracts, not merit.

RECOMMENDATION 11

To help learn from past mistakes and better
prepare for future pandemics, the UK should:

¢ establish the facts about the UK
Government’s high-priority lanes. The
The UK’s COVID-19 inquiry should provide an
independent summary of the relevant facts
regarding the operation of high-priority lanes
prioritising supplier offers during the pandemic.
This should include which contracts were
prioritised and awarded through the VIP lane
for PPE and high-priority lane for testing;
correspondence relating to referrals through
the PPE and testing priority lanes; and witness
statements from those involved in the rationale
and operation of these lanes, along with any
concerns they had about impropriety.

¢ develop transparent criteria for emergency
supplier evaluation: To better prioritise supply
offers in future pandemics, governments
across the UK should create and openly
disseminate clear guidelines for assessing
and prioritising offers of goods and services,
including managing conflicts of interest, and
avoiding systemic political bias in the awarding
of contracts.

ISSUE 12: LACK OF ADEQUATE
PRICE MANAGEMENT

Early in the pandemic, news reports focused on
businesses and individuals receiving huge intermediary
fees and large profits and charging high prices. The main
implication was that they had unfairly gained from the
crisis at the public’s expense. There is evidence that in
significant instances, major contracting authorities did
not consider the risk of excessive supplier profit, nor did
they benchmark prices. Further, oversight bodies could
not fully assess the risk of profiteering because of poor
record-keeping by contracting bodies.?®

The public have a right to know who is benefiting from
taxpayer funds spent on products that can mean life
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or death for some. Yet authorities often redact the cost
of items, and there is no single place in which to find
this information. In emergencies, the UK Government
should require the disclosure of prices for critical
products, as the World Health Organization (WHO)
advises.?® This would add a layer of accountability and
allow both the public and oversight bodies to spot
questionable price increases.

There are also substantial gaps in the readily available
structured data on UK companies’ annual accounts.
While in theory this is available for some companies, it
is not published by many and is difficult to consolidate
and use. Quick and easy access to these accounts

in a uniform format enables the public and authorities
to efficiently evaluate potential suppliers for significant
profit increases linked to public contracts. This could
also help in identifying early warning signs in supplier
profiles before granting a public contract, an advantage
in emergencies where reviewing numerous PDFs is
impractical. Companies House is proposing to move
towards software-based filing of accounts, which would
help deliver this reform. We welcome this development
and encourage it to deliver this change as soon as
reasonably practicable.

Companies House
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RECOMMENDATION 12

To reduce the risk of excessive profiteering during
emergency situations, the UK should:

¢ undertake profiteering evaluations,
particularly in emergencies. \When a crisis
may necessitate emergency procedures,
contracting authorities should protect against
suppliers seeking excess profits by:

e price-benchmarking offers of supplies

¢ considering the potential for undue profit
margins

¢ incorporating factors such as ‘company
size relative to contract value’ into their
assessments

¢ consider criminalising profiteering in
emergencies. The UK Government should
consider legislating against profiteering during
an emergency situation to dissuade companies
from taking advantage of any desperate and
urgent need for supplies. This has been done
in 37 US states.?”

¢ report prices and identify anomalies. The
UK Government should consider mandatory
public price reporting for key products during
emergencies, drawing on WHO guidelines and
US anti-price gouging laws, to make it possible
to identify and penalise excessive markups and
to increase transparency.

¢ standardise financial reporting and data
compilation. As soon as possible, Companies
House should require annual accounts to be
submitted in an electronic format and publish
them in structured data formats, so it is easier
for the public and relevant authorities to
analyse anomalies.

ISSUE 13: OPAQUE SUPPLY CHAINS

When big profits are possible, along with intense
competition and unreliable supply chains vulnerable to
fraud, there may be an increased temptation for suppliers
or their agents to secure products from manufacturers
through bribery. At least one case suggests that bribery
did occur in the PPE supply chain. It is not clear how
contracting authorities considered such risks when
allocating contracts. This should be part of any future
crisis preparedness and response plans.

Furthermore, while the Procurement Act 20283 includes
many mandatory grounds for excluding suppliers involved
in economic crimes, it does not include companies failing
to prevent bribery (Section 7 of the Bribery Act).?® Given
that this is a key offence under UK anti-bribery legislation
and the equivalent failure to prevent tax evasion offence
is included as a ground for mandatory exclusion, the
omission of Section 7 seems illogical. Adding this would
act as a strong deterrent, as it would bar suppliers from
substantial public contracts if their associates commit
bribery and they fail to prevent it.

RECOMMENDATION 13

To better detect and deter bribery in emergency
supply chains, the UK should:

e assess corruption and bribery risks in
crisis situations. Contracting authorities
should incorporate bribery and corruption risk
assessments and mitigation strategies into their
procurement practices for crisis responses.

¢ include Section 7 of the Bribery Act 2010
as a ground for mandatory exclusion.
The UK Government should amend the
Procurement Act 2023 at the earliest
opportunity to incorporate Section 7 of the
Bribery Act 2010 as grounds for mandatory
exclusion, enhancing its ability to deter
downstream bribery.

Transparency International UK



Lack of preparedness for
COVID-like emergencies

ISSUE 14: LACK OF PREPAREDNESS
INCREASING CORRUPTION RISK

A lack of emergency preparedness, such as not having
stockpiles, means that there is more urgency and
spending to acquire goods. In other words, it increases
the potential gains from corrupt deals and leads to
contractors expediting or omitting processes designed to
guard against impropriety.

The UK had only around two weeks’ worth of stockpiles
of PPE when COVID-19 hit. The UK Government has
since committed to stocking sufficient supplies for 120
days.?® However, there'’s a concern that commitment
might decline as we get further away from the crisis
rendering the initial promise meaningless. Vigilance is
therefore key as is the stockpiling of other vital goods.

There is little public evidence to suggest that there was a
concerted effort prior to 2020 by UK public authorities to
proactively map pandemic-related supply chains or set
up frameworks for COVID-like emergencies. The former
option should identify contingency plans and potential
supply chain bottle necks, while the latter should enable
authorities to have a list of pre-vetted qualified suppliers
for critical products. These should be incorporated into
the UK Government’s lessons learned exercise from the
pandemic.

The significant use of non-competitive procurement by UK
authorities highlights the need to better assist contracting
authorities in determining whether their specific
circumstances meet the criteria required for justifying
non-competitive procedures. Given that uncompetitive
contracting can significantly increase costs, it would be a
prudent investment of resources to reduce its use where
reasonably practicable.

BEHIND THE MASKS

RECOMMENDATION 14

To help reduce the risk of high-risk procurement
during future pandemics, the UK should:

¢ sustain stockpiling. The UK Government
should ensure consistent and long-term
commitment to stockpiling essential
supplies, irrespective of the immediate threat
environment, to pre-emptively address future
health emergencies.

¢ develop emergency frameworks. The UK
Government should develop pre-planned
emergency frameworks for purchasing goods
(such as PPE) and pre-vet suppliers that meet
the needs of a long emergency.

¢ proactively map supply chains.
Governments across the UK should
systematically map critical supply chains
to pinpoint bottlenecks and vulnerabilities
that may pose challenges during extended
emergencies. Additionally, they should identify
suitable alternative suppliers and develop
contingency plans, such as for when local
manufacturing can be repurposed.

¢ provide advice and guidance. The UK and
Scottish Governments should supplement any
regulation justifying emergency procedures
with additional guidance to mitigate excessive
use, including:

¢ dynamic emergency procurement lists:
routinely updated lists of products, services
and works that contracting authorities
can justify procuring under emergency
conditions on the basis of historical
patterns and the evolving nature of crises

¢ helpdesk for contracting authorities:
in an emergency, the UK Government
should equip a helpdesk focused on swiftly
assisting contracting authorities that are
uncertain about whether their situation
allows for non-competitive procurement
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Inadequate protections against
misconduct in public office

ISSUE 15: WEAK SAFEGUARDS
AGAINST MISCONDUCT

COVID-19 procurement has become synonymous with
corruption. The cavalier approach to securing critical
goods and services sometimes went beyond ignoring
processes and procedures, seemingly breaching ethical
codes and the law. Not only has this episode caused
untold damage to the UK’s reputation as a beacon of
good governance, but it has also cost the taxpayer tens
of billions of pounds and put lives at risk.

It is clear that the current safeguards against impropriety
in public office need strengthening. The independent
adviser on ministers’ interests is independent only

in name, subject to the Prime Minister’s patronage

and lacking adequate powers to carry out their role
effectively. Lobbying across the UK remains woefully
opaque, providing cover for inappropriate advocacy,
including by parliamentarians, to secure lucrative
government contracts for those with privileged political
access. There also remains a gap in criminal law, leaving
the most egregious behaviour to go unchecked.

Unfortunately, much of this was known before the
pandemic. For years, Transparency International

UK and others in the UK Anti-Corruption Coalition
have been calling for change. Sir Keir Starmer has
committed to restoring public service in politics,
which includes establishing a new Ethics and Integrity
Commission to ensure probity in government. This
should form part of a package of reforms that would
rebuild confidence in our political system’s ability to
deliver for the people.

RECOMMENDATION 15

In order to better safeguard against misconduct
connected to the award of public contracts,
the UK should:

¢ deliver on commitments to introduce an Ethics
and Integrity Commission. The UK Government
should deliver the Labour Party’s manifesto proposal
to introduce a new, independent body responsible
for executive ethics oversight with:

e statutory footing

* an open and competitive appointments process
e operational independence

* adequate resources and powers

Parliament should consider an alternative backstop
arrangement for imposing sanctions where ministers
repeatedly and egregiously engage in misconduct
without adequate action from the Prime Minister.

¢ strengthen the UK’s anti-corruption laws. The
UK Government should bring forward legislation for
a new statutory offence of corruption in public office
to replace the current unclear common law offence
of misconduct in public office.

* improve government transparency disclosures.
Governments across the UK should take steps to
improve the timeliness and meaningfulness of their
transparency disclosures covering discussions with
outside organisations about official business.

¢ bring the UK up to modern lobbying
transparency standards. The UK Government
should legislate for a comprehensive UK statutory
lobbying register, including transparency over the
activities of those trying to influence the award of
public contracts.

At the earliest opportunity, the UK Government
should bring forward amendments to the
Procurement Act 2023 to:

¢ clarify the rules for when suppliers convicted
of wrongdoing can contract. The amendments
should remove Section 58(1)(c) of the Procurement
Act 2023, which currently gives contracting
authorities discretion to continue engaging
suppliers who should be excluded, merely on the
grounds that the supplier has made commitments,
rather than taking action, to avoid engaging in
wrongdoing again.

¢ include critical offences. The amendments
should expand the grounds for mandatory exclusion
to encompass critical offences from the Money
Laundering Regulations 2007.

¢ Allow for evidence-based exclusion. The
amendments should empower contracting
authorities to exclude suppliers based on
substantial evidence of wrongdoing, rather than
solely upon conviction.

Transparency International UK



INTRODUCTION

The COVID-19 pandemic, an unprecedented global crisis, put immense pressure on governments
worldwide. The UK faced the ordeal of mobilising vast resources in response. The financial
expenditure was staggering, as was the need to rapidly procure essential goods in tumultuous
markets defined by soaring demand and constrained supply. Yet amid this chaos, an often-asked
question was ‘To what extent did the urgency compromise integrity?’

This report builds on our previous publication, Track and
Trace: Identifying Corruption Risks in UK Public Procurement
for the Covid-19 Pandemic, which focused on procurement
between February 2020 and November 2020. Our initial
study took place during the pandemic’s most volatile phase
and captured a period rife with heightened corruption risks.

In this updated report, we include contracts that authorities
signed in 2020 but released too late to be incorporated into
our original dataset. Our analysis now extends to February
2023, covering two extra years of procurement data and
integrating findings from investigations by journalists,
parliamentary committees and the National Audit Office
(NAO). We have also updated and refined our methodology
for identifying corruption ‘red flags’.

This report presents an unbiased, data-informed analysis
of procurement corruption risks in the UK during the
pandemic response. It identifies issues for further
investigation by the relevant authorities (including the
COVID-19 inquiries), recommends measures to mitigate

1. Overview of UK COVID-19 procurement:

summarises the spending patterns in UK
COVID-19 procurement over three years.

2. Opaque accounting of public
expenditure:

problems that hinder the public’s ability to obtain
information on how money is spent through
procurement.

3. High-risk and improper contracts:

summarises the different types of corruption risk,
how experts assess those risks, and how the
risks presented during procurement of goods and
services related to COVID-19.

| examines the broader systemic and performance
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challenges in future crises, and proposes changes
to strengthen the transparency and accountability of
procurement more generally.

We sourced the procurement data for this research

from five different portals: Public Contracts Scotland,
Sell2Wales, Contracts Finder, Tenders Electronic Daily
and the Find a Tender service. The procurement notices
from these sources provide structured data with essential
details about contracts and award processes. In addition,
we incorporated company and financial data extracted
from Companies House, and we triangulated our data
with that provided by Tussell, a company specialising in
public procurement analysis. Although we are confident in
the near-completeness of this dataset, we acknowledge
the presence of ‘known unknowns’ — elements we are
aware of but that remain unaccounted for in our data. We
include details of these, along with our full methodology
and data sources, in Annex 1.

The content is organised into five main sections:

4. Lack of preparedness for COVID-like
emergencies:

reflects on the link between corruption risk

and preparedness, and suggests strategies

for mitigating the risk of corruption in future
emergencies.

5. Inadequate protections against
misconduct in public office:
evaluates the existing measures designed to

prevent wrongdoing in procurement and in high
office, and ways to enhance their effectiveness.
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OVERVIEW OF UK COVID-19 PROCUREMENT

Public procurement is the process by which government agencies, in this context ‘contracting
authorities’, purchase goods, services and works from external suppliers. This process
underpins the public services and infrastructure we use daily — it determines who builds our
schools, who repairs our roads, and who supplies our medicines.

UK public procurement costs averaged £341 billion a
year from 2018 to 2023,%° and they make up one-third
of all public sector expenditure.®' When COVID-19
arrived in the UK, governments quickly escalated
contracting efforts to secure urgently needed goods and
services. In this section we present spending patterns

in UK COVID-19 procurement by using official data from
February 2020 to February 2023 (for details on how we
derived these figures, see Annex 1).

From data available on official procurement portals, we

identified £48.1 billion related to the pandemic response.

This spending involved:

e 430 buyers
e 2,556 suppliers
e 5,035 contracts

As shown in Chart 1, the value of UK COVID-19
contracts peaked in 2020 at a total of £29.1 billion for
the year, exceeding the total for subsequent years. This
expenditure gradually declined through 2021 before
decreasing to a minimal level by mid-2022 and staying at
this low rate until February 2023.

We can divide the types of goods and services bought
into six main categories, as shown in Table 1. The
combined expenditure on personal protective equipment
(PPE) and testing was £38.1 billion, or 79 per cent of

the value of all COVID-19 contracts. The contracting
authorities awarded almost all the PPE contracts during
the period from February to November 2020. Meanwhile,
contracts for testing were awarded more consistently over
a two-year span from February 2020 to December 2021.

Chart 1: COVID-19 contract award value (£ millions) by quarter, February 2020 to February 2023
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Table 1: COVID-19 procurement spending by goods and service category

Value of contracts Proportion

Goods / service category (£ billions) of overall spend (%) Examples of goods and services

Testing kits and components,

Testing 23.6 49.1 . :
surveying, contact tracing

PPE 145 30.1 Face maskls, sanltlger, gloves,
gowns, freight services

Patient care 3.9 8.2 Ventilators, hospital services,

hospital beds

Quarantine and isolation
Other 3.4 7.2 services, media outreach,
awareness raising

Vaccination services, vaccine

Vaccination 1.9 3.9 .
supplies

Food boxes, voucher schemes,

Vulnerable support 0.8 1.6 : :
social services

An important note is that our data underrepresents the
value of vaccination contracts. The then Department
for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategyi published
award notices for COVID-19 vaccine supply contracts
on behalf of the UK Vaccine Taskforce. Yet due to
commercial confidentiality these do not show the value
of each contract, and therefore our data does not
include them.®? The National Audit Office (NAO) reported
that by October 2021 the Vaccine Taskforce had spent
£2.8 billion on COVID-19 vaccine supply contracts — a
figure that will since have increased significantly.®®

Five contracting authorities signed 85 per cent
(£41 billion) of COVID-19 contracts by value:

e Department of Health and Social Care (DHSC):
£27.6 billion

e Collaborative Procurement Partnership LLPVii (CPP):
£4.7 billion

e UK Health Security Agency (UKHSA), which
includes its predecessor, Public Health England:
£3.4 billion

* NHS England (NHSE): £3.3 billion

e Crown Commercial Service (CCS): £2.1 billion

vii Now the Department for Business and Trade.
viii A commercial procurement company wholly owned by NHS trusts.
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Chart 2: COVID-19 contract award value (£ millions) by quarter and contracting authority,
February 2020 to February 2023
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As shown in Chart 3, the CPP, UKHSA and NHSE each focused principally on one specific category of goods or services
— PPE, testing and patient care, respectively. The DHSC and the CCS, in contrast, had more diverse procurements across
several categories. These five contracting authorities did not sign large contracts for supporting vulnerable groups;
these were instead held mainly by the Welsh and Scottish Governments and the UK Department for Education.

Chart 3: Proportion of contract value allocated to different product / service categories by
UK contracting authority, February 2020 to February 2023
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The contracts in our sample varied in size. Contracting Within these huge contracts, an even smaller subset of
authorities signed 112 contracts worth over £100 million suppliers played a disproportionate role in procurement
each, which together accounted for around £30.4 billion spending related to COVID-19, as shown in Chart 4.

(63 per cent) of the total allocated to all COVID-19 Out of more than 2,000 companies, just 10 received
procurement. Just over £25.3 billion of these mega- £14.9 billion between them — making up nearly one in
contracts fulfilled immediate needs for PPE and testing, every three pounds of COVID-19 contract spending. The
primarily in the first year of the pandemic. The largest of US-based Innova Medical Group Inc. leads this list with
these, valued at up to £1.7 billion, was for various types contracts valued at £4.2 billion, all for testing products.

of PPE supplied by Full Support Healthcare Limited. The
10 largest contracts, altogether valued at £9.5 billion,
accounted for a fifth (20 per cent) of all awards by value.

Chart 4: Top 10 suppliers by contract value (£ millions) split by product / service category,
February 2020 to February 2023
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OPAQUE ACCOUNTING OF PUBLIC EXPENDITURE

Transparency is integral to trust and fairness in the public procurement market, in the UK and
globally. This foundational principle acts as a shield against corruption and helps make sure public
funds are used responsibly. In theory, all procurement by public bodies is published in a timely
manner in accessible locations. However, in practice, several problems prevent those outside
government from following the money from tender to transactions with suppliers. This section
provides a detailed analysis of the opacity of the UK public procurement jigsaw, and outlines how
this can be improved to provide an end-to-end view of contracting by the public sector.

Open contracting is a system that makes all stages of
the contracting process available for public scrutiny, from
the decisions made before awarding a contract to those
made after the contract ends. It focuses on publishing
high-quality data and information in a consolidated and
accessible way.

More than 50 governments have open contracting
programmes in place,® and global institutions such as the
World Bank?®® and the G7% have endorsed its importance.
These programmes have shown a variety of benefits, from
promoting market competition to improving civil society’s
engagement in decision-making about public services.®”

Open contracting enhances oversight by consolidating
data from diverse, often isolated, internal systems for
public access. For example, this enables contracting
authorities to check a potential supplier’s procurement
history and compare prices with those of its counterparts.
Watchdogs can oversee entire systems for any indications
of malpractice. The public and journalists can identify

and monitor issues that official agencies miss or that fall
outside their usual remit. Collectively, open contracting
contributes to building systemwide resilience to corruption
and malpractice.

During much of the COVID-19 pandemic, procurement in
the UK was primarily governed by two sets of legislation:
the Public Contracts Regulations 2015 (PCR 2015) for
England, Wales and Northern Ireland, and the Public
Contracts (Scotland) Regulations 2015 for Scotland.
These regulations incorporated EU directives and the
World Trade Organization’s multilateral agreements into
UK law. In October 2023, the UK Government replaced
the PCR 2015 with the Procurement Act 2023, which also
applies to some public authorities in Scotland.®®

At the heart of each of these pieces of legislation

is the importance of transparency. The regulations
require contracting authorities to clearly, openly and
publicly disclose their procurement rules, procedures,

opportunities and outcomes. This includes publishing
bidding opportunities as well as contract information,

such as the value, the date the contract was awarded
and the contracting authority.

The governments of the UK have made great strides

in compiling this data and making it accessible to the
public. They have embraced open data initiatives,
including by launching websites where the public can
easily find information about contracts. The UK National
Action Plan for Open Government 2021-2023 lists open
contracting as its first commitment.®® Furthermore, the UK
Government’s Cabinet Office is actively engaging with civil
society to improve how it provides data, and the Scottish
Government has committed to improving accessibility to
procurement and associated spending data.*

Despite these positive steps, we have found there are

still significant challenges with implementation that are
preventing the public from following the money trail.
Although UK laws and policies make publishing the
information a requirement, the published data often exists
in separate, unconnected systems and is beleaguered

by serious quality issues. The consequence is poor
accounting and accountability over the use of public
money, which can act as a cover for corruption and other
crimes.

Below, we investigate two main categories of
transparency issues: systemic and performance.
Systemic issues are general problems in the UK’s
provision of procurement information. Performance issues
are those related to adhering to the rules, which became
more pronounced during the COVID-19 crisis.

Transparency International UK



Systemic issues

We found three major systemic issues in how contracting
authorities provide procurement information to the public:

* inaccurate and inconsistent data
e duplicate data
* missing data

These issues hinder people’s ability to hold decision-
makers to account.

ISSUE 1: INACCURATE
AND INCONSISTENT DATA

We found widespread human error in the
procurement data, some of which inflated the value
of contracts awarded by public bodies by tens of
billions of pounds.

By ‘human error’, we mean mistakes made by the
contracting authorities in the information they provide.
These errors, found in thousands of contract award notices,
vary widely — some are obvious, while others are subtle and
difficult to detect. Regardless, if they are not addressed,

they undermine the utility of public procurement disclosures.

We detail two common types of error in this section.

First, we found multiple names for the same entity. In our
original report, we noted that the DHSC appeared under
at least seven distinct names and the Ministry of Defence
had over 100 unique spellings. These inconsistencies
make retrieving and analysing data on contracting
authorities unnecessarily difficult. For instance, searching
for ‘Ministry of Defence’ will not yield notices listed under
‘Ministry of Defense’ or ‘MoD’. Given that name errors
appear in thousands of contract award notices, the

UK public will often capture only a fraction of the total
procurement activity when searching by just one name.

Second, we consistently found erroneous numbers and
dates. Take, for instance, a contract award that was
mistakenly entered as £27.6 billion when in reality it
was worth £27.6 million.*' One authority wrongly listed
a small company as the recipient of a contract worth
£97.5 million when the actual value was £975,000.42

If such discrepancies go undetected across various
contracts, they can quickly provide a highly misleading
picture of where public money goes.

Mistakes on their own may seem trivial to an outside
observer. Yet their regular occurrence and the significant
impact of even a single error mean that the user must
often clean the data before using it. Cleaning is a
demanding task, which often takes months and needs

BEHIND THE MASKS

specific skills in data management. This complexity deters
many potential users who could offer valuable insights,
such as corruption investigators or small businesses
trying to understand their market.

Stopping these human errors is neither difficult nor
costly. Implementing straightforward data entry controls
could significantly reduce the number of mistakes in the
contracting data. Adding a simple feedback mechanism
on procurement portals to allow the public to report
apparent mistakes would help increase the accuracy of
this key accountability data.

Introducing unique identifiers for each contracting authority
in award notices would resolve the issue of poor naming
conventions. With one code, akin to a company registration
number, users would be able to easily access all the related
procurement information for a particular authority. Aithough
contracting authority identifiers are already used, they are
not unique (for example, one authority can have several
identifiers). The UK Government recognises this problem
and aims to implement unique identifiers as part of the new
central digital platform for contracting introduced by the
Procurement Act 2023 and the associated regulations.*®

With the Royal Assent of the Procurement Act 2023,

the Cabinet Office plans to update the Find a Tender
service procurement portal. This update presents an ideal
opportunity to implement the changes mentioned in this
section. Any devolved procurement portals replicating
data from the central platform should include these
contracting authority identifiers to make it much easier for
the public to review contracting by public authority.

RECOMMENDATION 1

The UK Government should introduce safeguards
in the new central digital procurement platform
that will:

¢ reduce the likelihood of human error.
The UK Government should include data entry
controls in the new central digital procurement
platform to reduce the risk of error, and add
a feedback mechanism to allow the public to
report mistakes.

¢ enhance contracting authority identification.
The UK Government should work with
governments across the UK to incorporate a
unique identifier system for contracting authorities
across all procurement databases so that this
data is much easier to browse and search.
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ISSUE 2: DUPLICATE DATA

We found duplicate procurement notices across
the UK’s five accessible procurement portals that

together inflated procurement figures by £30 billion.

This second systemic issue relates to how easy it is to
access and compile data published on the various UK
procurement portals and then de-duplicate it for analysis.

Before leaving the EU, the UK published notices for high-
value contracts* on Tenders Electronic Daily (TED), the
online supplement to the Official Journal of the European
Union.** On 1 January 2021,% the Find a Tender service
replaced TED for high-value contracts in the UK. For

all contracts, whatever their value, authorities can also
publish contract award notices on one of four national
portals: Contracts Finder (primarily covering England),
Public Contracts Scotland, Sell2Wales and eTendersNI.

Therefore, to get a full view of the UK procurement data,
public entities and the UK public must sift through six
separate portals.

This would not be an issue if it were easy to combine
the data. In theory, most of the UK adheres to the Open
Contracting Data Standard (OCDS), which is intended to
make compiling procurement data simpler by providing
a consistent format and structure. In practice, neither
eTendersNI nor TED uses the OCDS, so it is difficult to
merge data from these portals with other UK datasets
that do follow the standard. Even among the OCDS
datasets, inconsistencies in data structures and fields
pose further challenges.

The biggest problem, however, is duplicated records.
Contracting authorities often publish award notices for a
single contract across multiple portals, creating several
entries for the same contract. During our preliminary
assessment of all the data on national portals in our
sample, we identified around 10,000 notices duplicated
on two or more portals. There were also numerous
duplicates of the same contracts on Contracts Finder.

Identifying duplicate entries is challenging because
there is usually no indication that a public authority has
published a contract award notice multiple times across
different transparency portals. The scale of this problem
renders manual verification impractical, necessitating

complex and time-intensive ‘de-duplication’ exercises.
This excludes many people from reviewing and deriving
insights from the data.

Taking the raw procurement data at face value
significantly distorts analysis. For instance, including
duplicates in our figures for COVID-19 contract values
would have inflated the total to around £77 billion instead
of the actual £47 billion — £30 billion worth of duplicate
entries. Such distortion provides a false and misleading
picture of how public funds are being managed, which
can conceal anomalies and make it harder to detect
corruption and contract mismanagement.

Having acknowledged these issues, the UK Government
has started developing a central digital platform, based
on the Find a Tender service, to host contract award
notices.*® This is a significant advancement: contracting
authorities will no longer have to publish on two different
systems, while the public and suppliers will be able to
benefit from a more comprehensive source of information.

Yet there are exemptions, and therefore there is a risk

that some contracting authorities will not publish on the
central platform or that they will publish the same contract
on it and on other platforms. In that case, getting a full
view of UK procurement will still require de-duplication,
albeit to a lesser extent. The UK Government could easily
negate this risk by ensuring that notices published by
contracting authorities on more than one platform contain
a unique identifier that links them.

RECOMMENDATION 2

To mitigate the risk of duplicate data, the UK
Government should implement cross-referential
identifiers for procurements published across
different transparency portals.

ix Contracts that exceed a financial threshold defined in law, normally hundreds of thousands of pounds. The current thresholds for high-value contracts are as follows. Supplies and
services: £138,760 (central government bodies), £213,477 (others). Subsidised services contracts: £213,477 (all bodies). Works: £5,336,937 (all bodies).

X Despite the change, some authorities continued to use TED to publish contract award notices. For example, NHSE issued a notice for a £474 million contract on TED only, more than

three months after it had been expected to switch to the new system.
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ISSUE 3: MISSING DATA

We found critical flaws in how public bodies publish
procurement data, meaning that the public do not
know how much has actually been spent against
£48.1 billion of identifiable COVID-19 contracts.

The third systemic issue relates to integrating different
sources of procurement data, a process made almost
impossible by missing key data. As shown in Figure 1, an
ideal scenario would feature a transparent and traceable
data journey through all the stages of procurement.
However, in reality procurement information from different
stages is often stored in separate databases. This makes
it challenging, if not impossible, to link data about a single
procurement activity across multiple sources. Here we
highlight two major pitfalls.

There are two main types of missing data: information
about payments under contracts, and information about
suppliers.

Figure 1: Joined-up contracting data*

First, we consider payments under contracts.
Understanding the actual expenditure on a contract

is crucial to determining if it is over or under budget.
Exceeding the budget may hint at various problems,
from administrative inefficiencies to potential fraud and
corruption.

A mixture of policy and legislation requires public

bodies across the UK to publish expenditure data. UK
Government policy requires most central government
departments to publish spending of over £25,000 a
month on the gov.uk website and data.gov.uk portal.
Under the Local Government Transparency Code 2015,
local authorities in England have to publish details on
every item of spend over £500.4¢ Both types of disclosure
should provide basic details about the supplier, payment
date and amount paid. However, importantly, the
requirements do not mandate disclosure of the specific
contract associated with a payment, and the supplier
names displayed in the contract award notices may not
match those in the expenditure data.
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Supply Chain Coordination Ltd contracts

with Full Support Healthcare

To illustrate the significance of missing procurement
data, consider the case of PPE supplier Full Support
Healthcare.

On 25 November 2020, the National Audit Office (NAO)
published a report stating that, at that time, Supply Chain
Coordination Limited had ordered the highest value of
PPE from Full Support Healthcare, worth £1.717 billion.”

On 21 May 2021, Full Support Healthcare wrote to the
Public Accounts Committee explaining that it had not
been awarded contracts but had received purchase
orders under existing frameworks, sometimes received
months in arrears. In total, it reported having received
purchase orders worth £1.85 billion for PPE equipment.i

On 16 June 2021, Contracts Finder published a contract
award notice from CPP on behalf of Supply Chain
Coordination Ltd to Full Support Healthcare for goods
worth £1.77 billion.¥" According to this disclosure, the
contract was awarded on 1 April 2020 and ran through till
27 April 2021.

In the same month, data released via a freedom of
information (FOI) request and published by the Good
Law Project suggests that Full Support Healthcare
had sent invoices totalling £2.5 billion to Supply Chain
CoordinationLimited (SCCL) between March 2020 and
December 2020.xv

Data released in July 2024 under a subsequent FOI
request suggests that the amount paid by SCCL to Full
Support Healthcare was nearer £1.3 billion, although
this does not include payments made after October
2020.* Yet when SCCL was asked via an FOI request
to provide a clear official figure of payments made under
this contract, it claimed that this would take too much
time to reconcile and was therefore exempt under cost
grounds.®

We contacted Full Support Healthcare and SCCL to
clarify how much money SCCL had paid to Full Support
Healthcare under COVID-19 contracts.

Full Support Healthcare did not respond to our repeated
requests.

SCCL confirmed that the total amount of purchase orders
received and paid under contracts with Full Support
Healthcare were £1.85 billion, which includes VAT. They
recognised this was significantly different from what

was recorded on their system at the time of the Good
Law Project’s FOI request, and should be viewed in the
context of the pandemic. Subsequent to the FOI, SCCL
undertook a verification process to check their actual
spend against these contracts, which is how they arrived
at the final figure of £1.85 billion.

SCCL stated its accounts, including its financial
transactions, are independently audited by the National
Audit Office.

Providing accurate data on spend against contracts
should take a matter of seconds. That it takes several
FOI requests to establish this basic fact, and yet still
contradictory and seemingly inaccurate responses were
received, shows the inefficiency of current procurement
methods. The consequence is that hundreds of millions
of pounds of public money seem to be unaccounted for,
and it is unclear whether the contracting authority spent
more or less than it had intended.

Xi NAOQ, The supply of personal protective equipment (PPE) during the COVID-19 pandemic, HC 961 (November 2020) p.38 https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/
uploads/2020/11/The-supply-of-personal-protective-equipment-PPE-during-the-COVID-19-pandemic. pdf

Xii https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/6057/documents/68191/default/ [accessed: 31 July 2024]
Xiii https://www.contractsfinder.service.gov.uk/notice/7fe90314-5806-4b4e-9247-99a53878bfa?origin=SearchResults&p=1 [accessed: 2 September 2024]
Xiv https://c project.org/gov-publishes-40-ppe-contracts [accessed: 2 July 2024]

XV https
XVi https:

atdotheyknow.com/request/ppe_contracts_with_full_support#incoming-2706739 [accessed: 23 July 2024]
sccl.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/F0I-Response-024_Redacted.pdf [accessed: 2 September 2024]
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https://bills.parliament.uk/publications/46429/documents/1767
https://bills.parliament.uk/publications/46429/documents/1767
hhttps://www.private-eye.co.uk/pictures/special_reports/profits-of-doom.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/terms-of-reference-for-the-independent-adviser-on-ministers-interests--2/terms-of-reference-independent-adviser-on-ministers-interests
https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/competition-and-procurement-key-findings_c6e6d5ae-en.html
https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/comment/government-end-risky-covid-procurement

Under Section 70 of the Procurement Act 2023,
contracting authorities must publish details of any
payment exceeding £30,000 under a public contract.*®
While this is a positive step, the Act and associated
regulations do not yet specify what contracting authorities
should include in these notices. The UK Government
should bring forward draft regulations on payment
transparency as soon reasonably practicable.

Second, there is the issue of missing company data.

A company’s history or ownership might indicate a
conflict of interest, financial instability or other risks when
awarding contracts. For example, identifying that a
company is relatively new, that its owners have a close
relationship with those involved in the procurement
process, or that its directors have run a succession of
failed enterprises would indicate that it might not be

a suitable supplier for a multi-million-pound contract.
Providing easy access to information about the individuals
and entities behind a supplier can unveil potential risks to
public funds.

Successive governments have recognised that easily
accessible and analysable company data is important
for tackling financial crime. Despite some issues with
data quality,>° which the Economic Crime and Corporate
Transparency Act seeks to address, Companies House
publishes exemplary data to enable this kind of rapid and
forensic analysis of this procurement risk. Procurement
during COVID-19 highlights the pivotal role of this data in
bringing matters of public interest to light.®’

Despite the importance of company data, only about

10 per cent of contract award notices contain official
company registration numbers.%2 These are unique
identifiers — like national insurance numbers for individuals
— that allow people to find out which company was
awarded what contract. These numbers are especially
important when two or more companies have used the
same name, either in the same jurisdiction or over multiple
jurisdictions.

Without these registration numbers, discerning the
direct beneficiary of a contract is complicated. Instead
of directly matching identifiers in procurement data with
corporate records, analysts must match supplier names
—a process that is far from straightforward, much more
time-consuming, and prone to error. In procurement data,
authorities often abbreviate supplier names, condense
them or loosely base them on their official moniker. To
make the task of data matching even more complicated,
multiple contractors may share a similar name or have
identical names with other companies incorporated in a
different jurisdiction.
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Our research shows that many companies that were
awarded a contract changed their names shortly
afterwards and set up a subsidiary using their previous
names. This led to several false positives when matching
procurement data with Companies House data, which we
only identified through our quality assurance process. It is
conceivable that companies could employ such name-
changing tactics as a deliberate strategy to obfuscate
their activities and hinder public scrutiny. Mandating that
all procurement data includes company numbers for
suppliers would increase certainty about where public
funds are going and significantly reduce the time it takes
to follow the money trail. This should not be a time-
consuming task, given that authorities collect registration
numbers as part of the contracting due diligence
process.®®

The UK Government is taking a positive step by
developing a single supplier registration system.®* New
regulations mandate unique identifiers for suppliers, which
should include company registration numbers. There are
few, if any, instances in which companies will not have an
official recognition number allocated by their corporate
registry — whether they are incorporated in the UK or
abroad. This number should be the main unique supplier
identifier on the new central digital procurement platform.

RECOMMENDATION 3

To improve the quality and utility of public
procurement data, the UK should:

¢ unify procurement data. The Cabinet
Office should ensure the consistent inclusion
of identifiers for all contracts, as well as
supplier and contracting authority identifiers,
in spending data published to meet the
requirements of the Procurement Act 2023.

¢ enhance supplier identification. The UK
Government should require suppliers’ official
company recognition numbers to be collected
on the central digital platform, and work with
governments across the UK to link with their
transparency disclosures.
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Performance issues

Performance issues arise when public bodies fail to
comply with good practice in procurement transparency,
which is often enshrined in UK policy and law. We found
three prevalent examples during COVID-19:

e l|ate publication
e non-publication
e stonewalling requests for information

We look at these in detail in this section.

ISSUE 4: LATE PUBLICATION

We found 124 high-risk contracts, worth 11.8 billion,
that were published after the legal disclosure
deadline, six of which, totalling £706.8 million, were
only published a year after their award.

Late publication of high-risk contracts reflected a more
general collapse in compliance with legal timelines

for disclosure, with public bodies reporting a total of
1,764 high-value contracts, with a combined value of

£30.1 billion, after the 30-day legal deadline (63 per cent
of all COVID-19 contracts by value). ®* One hundred

and forty-one of these, worth a total of £5 billion, were
published more than a year after their award.

Compared with the UK’s performance, during the peak
of the crisis on average it took Ukraine less than a day to
publish information on 103,263 COVID-19 contracts that
were awarded.%®

As illustrated in Chart 5, the delays in publishing high-
value contract award notices were most prominent

in 2020. The trend persisted into 2021, though with
diminished severity, while 2022 saw further improvement,
with all five high-value contracts in 2023 published within
the 30 days legal deadline.

Similarly to the late publication of contract awards, there
were issues with timeliness in publishing payments data.

As mentioned in the previous section, the UK Government
requires its departments to disclose monthly spend details
on procurement exceeding £25,000 within 30 days of the
end of the month.5” However, even before the pandemic
there were consistent delays in publishing this information.

Chart 5: Timeliness for publishing contract award notices by days (range) and year,
from February 2020 to February 2023, as a proportion of all contract notices
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Chart 6: Number of days from the last day of the month taken to publish spend data, by month,
from January 2019 and May 2023 (Sources: gov.scot and gov.uk)
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We noted in Track and Trace that from February 2020, the
DHSC lagged significantly, neglecting to publish payment
data for three consecutive months by 3 December 2020.
As shown in Chart 8, this delay was most pronounced
during the first year of the pandemic, but it was still
above pre-pandemic levels when we collected the

final dataset for this report,* with June 2023 being the
latest published data. By 1 October 2023, NHSE had
not published any expenditure data for the 18 months
following March 2022. Similar lengthy delays before
publication happened in 2021.%°

In Scotland, performance was not much better. On
average, the Scottish Government’s delay for publishing
expenditure seems to be worse than that of the DHSC -
although uncorrelated to the COVID-19 emergency. As
of 7 September 2023, there was no available data on the
months past March 2023.

Late publications are not just minor bureaucratic lapses;
they significantly hinder real-time insights and undermine
accountability. For example, our original report, which
analysed procurement data from February 2020 to
November 2020, missed 422 high-value contracts
(worth £7.3 billion) because of delays to publication by

xvii 7 September 2023
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the contracting authorities. Moreover, NHSE'’s failure to
publish expenditure data for two consecutive years meant
that the Centre for Health and the Public Interest could
not ascertain the actual cost to taxpayers of a COVID-19
contract for private hospital provision valued at up to £2
billion.#°

Easy access to information of this kind can be vital

for decision makers in chaotic situations. In the case

of Ukraine, hospitals and healthcare entities had the
advantage of accessing information about contracts
within 24 hours of their being agreed, enabling
contracting authorities to find suppliers who could meet
their urgent needs swiftly. By contrast the UK'’s approach,
seemingly organised substantially via emails, was far more
siloed and inefficient.
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In a crisis such as a pandemic, occasional delays in
publishing contracts are understandable — saving lives is
a justification given for neglecting ‘bureaucracy’. However,
when delays become a pattern, they:

¢ fuel suspicions of corruption and hidden agendas

¢ make the public sector market more opaque,
hampering 