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PUBLISHING SCOTLAND 

WRITTEN SUBMISSION  

Established in 1974 as the Scottish Publishers Association and restructured in 2007 to 

form Publishing Scotland, the organisation is the network, trade and development body 

for the book publishing sector in Scotland, with over 100 members, comprising 

publishers and bodies representing booksellers, authors, agents, printers, libraries, 

cultural organisations, and the publishing arms of national institutions such as the 

National Galleries of Scotland, the National Museum of Scotland, SNH, RCAHMS, and 

the Forestry Commission. 80% of the publishing members publish digital titles as well 

as printed material. Publishing is an integral part of the creative industries, highlighted 

as a key sector by the Scottish government.  

The organisation works to promote the publishing industry and cultural and educational 

aims, both at home and overseas. As a body, we have been actively engaged with 

procurement issues on behalf of our members and have raised issues directly with 

Scotland Excel, elected representatives, and with officials in the Scottish government.  

The tenders we have been involved with are the school textbook and library book 

provision tenders. The value of the current contract (awarded 13 Nov 2013) has been 

estimated, based upon figures from Scotland Excel, at £13 million per annum for the 

next 2/4 years depending on the extension of the contracts beyond the initial two-year 

period. 

The profile of the book publishing industry (and that of the creative industries in general 

in Scotland) is overwhelmingly made up of SMEs and micro-businesses. (As a side 

note: the definition in the Bill of an SME as a business with no more than 250 

employees would cover about 99% of the publishers in Scotland. 75+ employees would 

constitute a large company in Scottish creative industries terms.) This sector has found 

it difficult in the past to compete for public sector contracts and the measures required 

to address this should ideally be sensitive to the nature of both the companies and their 

products. By their very nature, creative companies produce unique content that cannot 

be replicated by other companies – in the case of publishing, where they are protected 

by copyright laws – and this makes the provision of cultural and creative content more 

subjective and less easily fitted in to notions of ‘best value’.  

We have seen some progress in the past few years where contracts have been more 

finely-tuned to suit the circumstances and have generally found Scotland Excel to be 

willing to listen to our concerns, but there is still some way to go and therefore we 

welcome the overall stated six themes behind the Scottish Government Procurement 

Reform Bill Consultation, Section 9 of the bill outlining the duty for sustainable 

procurement, and Sections 19, 20 and 21 on Community Benefit Requirements, 

provided that the conditions do not implicitly exclude SMEs due to their size. The 

explicit aims of lessening the administrative burden on this category of businesses and 
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reducing the complexity of the processes ought to result in better and more direct 

access to procurement by SMEs.  

It will be instructive to see how the detail and the practice of the social, economic and 

environmental benefits will be applied to the procurement processes in the future but 

we believe that procurement can be a powerful strategic lever if it focuses on cultural, 

creative, social and other aspects of local economies, and, if used correctly, could have 

the potential to stimulate the creative industries, without prejudicing the free movement 

of goods. 

If there is indeed a responsibility under the Social Value Act 2013 to consider the 

social, environmental and economic benefits of contracts at the pre-procurement stage, 

then we would suggest that contracting authorities work with trade bodies and others 

working in specific sectors before the tenders are drawn up 

Our specific issues are:  

In common with other sectors, our smaller companies have found it difficult to compete 

with bigger UK ‘national’ companies as the lots (or aggregation of lots) to be bid for are 

often too large. While we recognise that some need to be large in order for efficiencies 

to be made and in some sectors such as construction and utilities they are necessarily 

structured that way, the creative industries work to much smaller scales. 

We have seen some progress in this area where bidders can bid for supplying one local 

authority or many, and would not be disadvantaged in the scoring system by only 

having bid for one. The number of lots has, in the most recent tender, been increased, 

allowing smaller companies to bid for smaller, more local provision. This is very 

welcome and should be encouraged. 

The bureaucracy surrounding the application process is too onerous and time-

consuming, although there has been progress in the SPQQ to allow the same 

information to be entered once only, for example. The further use of a standard, 

simplified process and sensitivity to smaller companies in terms of qualifying 

requirements/insurance etc would be welcomed. 

Schools have largely lost the ability to buy direct from publishers or smaller booksellers 

meaning that the discounts are less advantageous to the schools. The unique, specific 

nature of books and other content, particularly educational and creative content, is such 

that the material is not readily available elsewhere from other providers and other 

countries. The discounts given by wholesalers and school suppliers are no better than 

those given in the past to schools ordering direct and in some cases are not more 

advantageous. This does not seem to us to represent value to the taxpayer and has 

simply added another layer to what was a fairly straightforward process. We fully 

understand the need to make life simpler and more cost-effective for schools but on the 

ground, this is not always the consequence. 
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For publishers, taking away the direct contact with schools makes it difficult to know 

who is ordering what, who is supporting which title or textbook series, who is reordering 

etc: there is therefore less market intelligence. In order for publishers to develop the 

best resources for students and teachers, it helps to get as much feedback as possible, 

and speaking to schools when they are ordering, and following up on these orders was 

one of the most valuable ways of doing this.   

In the case of the library book supply, our members had concerns about whether 

Scottish material was being adequately represented in the system, given the dearth of 

Scottish-based library suppliers, and therefore we had suggested having a percentage 

of spend set aside from the main framework for Scottish cultural material but we’re not 

convinced this is being communicated to libraries effectively and/or local authorities or if 

it is being monitored. (There are provisions for categories of ‘specialist’ material to be 

sourced ‘off-contract’ at present but it is a grey area as there is no clear definition of 

what constitutes specialist material.) Better communications with the existing library 

suppliers has helped to facilitate better representation. 

If the economic, social and environmental benefits tests are applied to the library supply 

process, it may be that a determinedly strategic mix of sourcing direct from the 

producers and smaller bookselling businesses as well as wholesalers will result in a 

more sustainable outcome for all parties – libraries, readers, publishers, local 

bookshops, and the taxpayer. 

There is an argument that is possibly outside the scope of this present Bill with regard 

to the provision of cultural goods but it is worth mentioning here. As far as we can 

ascertain, there is a cultural derogation to state aid prohibition embodied in the Treaty 

of Maastricht, {Article 87(3)(d)EC} looking at support measures targeting the cultural 

sector and stating that the EU has a duty to take cultural matters into account in its 

actions: in ‘aid to promote culture and heritage conservation where such aid does not 

affect trading conditions and competition in the Community to an extent that it is 

contrary to the common interest’. This does raise more questions perhaps than it 

answers but we respectfully submit the suggestion to the committee. 

In summary, we realise there is a balance to be struck between obtaining best value for 

the public purse and efficiency in the supply chain on the one hand, and the need to 

support indigenous businesses, and support other policy objectives on the other, but 

we believe that that balance has not been struck, as small and local businesses, in 

rural areas particularly, have lost out to larger companies who have little or no stake in 

local communities and who, after the period of the tender has elapsed, can exit, leaving 

behind a dearth of provision. In our view, mixed provision – larger companies and 

SMEs - can enhance sustainability and efficiency across the sector. 

PUBLISHING SCOTLAND 

27 November 2013 

 


