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Guide 
to Tendering
FOR PUBLIC SECTOR CONTRACTS 

Disclaimer

This Guide is not intended to be a legal interpretation of the public procurement rules. It is intended 

simply as a means of assisting Irish suppliers in addressing public sector procurement markets.
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About this Guide

With vastly improved information technology and communications Irish suppliers
are now competing successfully in worldwide markets. At the same time Irish 
suppliers are extremely keen to maintain and expand the level of business they
carry out in their home market, a market which holds significant scope for
increased business, particularly within the public sector.

In order to successfully address public markets in Ireland, it is essential for 
suppliers to understand how the public sector operates and how to respond 
effectively to its needs.

Firstly, the public sector comprises some 300 buying agencies and many 
thousands of buyers, and can appear complex and difficult to comprehend.
These agencies employ many different procedures in awarding their contracts.

Secondly, the public sector environment differs substantially from that of the private
sector due to the regulation and control exercised on the public sector. In common
with the private sector however, the public sector seeks to achieve VALUE for
MONEY. There is an onus upon the public sector to behave in a prudent and 
diligent manner because they are spending taxpayers' money.

The public sector observes certain fundamental principles in all dealings with 
suppliers. This Guide explains these principles and sets out to assist suppliers in
understanding the public sector market. It describes the essentials of the market
and the needs of buyers operating within it. Above all, it gives practical advice on
how to access the market and how to make the most of opportunities.

INTRODUCTION
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The Irish Public Sector

Ireland’s 300 public sector organisations are responsible for a combined annual 
expenditure on goods and services in the region of IR£3.5 billion.

These organisations are responsible for the delivery of all the public services, 
e.g. from health to education to public housing to social welfare and public 
administration. They also provide the utility services of water, gas, electricity 
and transport. As a result, the public sector purchases everything from paperclips 
to passenger cars and from catering to consultancy services.

The sector may be sub-divided into groups on the basis of shared activities or objectives
as follows:

A full listing of these organisations is provided in Appendix 2 of this Guide.

OVERVIEW AND CHARACTERISTICS OF THE PUBLIC SECTOR MARKET
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Chapter One

Central Government Departments and Agencies  
e.g. Departments of Finance, Foreign Affairs, Education & Science, The Office of
Public Works, The National Gallery, An Garda Siochána, Government Supplies Agency
etc.

The Health Sector 
e.g. Hospitals, Regional Health Boards, Clinics etc. 

The Educational Sector
e.g. Universities, Institutes of Technology, Schools and Colleges etc.

The Local and Regional Authorities
e.g. Corporations, County Councils, Urban District Councils etc.

State Bodies, Commercial and Non-Commercial
e.g. Enterprise Ireland, FÁS, Údarás na Gaeltachta, Coillte, An Post, Bord Fáilte etc.

Utilities (Energy and Transport Services)
e.g. Aer Rianta, Bord Gáis Éireann, Bord na Móna, ESB, Irish Rail, Dublin Port
Company etc.



The Variety of Goods and Services

The buying agencies issue tens of thousands of orders for an immense variety of goods
and services, ranging in value from a few hundred to many millions of pounds.

Supplies

Supply contracts are for the procurement of goods or products, and may include siting or
installation. These are generally contracts for financial value and are normally confirmed
in writing by a PURCHASE ORDER and can be for the purchase, lease, rental, or 
hire-purchase of products. Examples of these are:

• Ambulances

• Batteries

• Clothing

• Electrical supplies

• Food 

• Furniture 

• Office equipment and consumables

• Software

• Telecommunications equipment

• Vehicles 

Services

Service contracts are also for financial value and are generally confirmed in writing.
Contracts are awarded for services of every description, examples of which are:

• Advertising 

• Catering 

• Computer 

• Engineering 

• Financial 

• Maintenance and repair

• Management consultancy

• Market research 

• Office cleaning 

• Publishing and printing 

• Security 

The supplies and services procured by the public sector offer a readily accessible market
for Irish small and medium enterprises (SMEs). It is important for SMEs to identify the
various methods employed by the different organisations to source goods and services
namely: 

• Advertisements in the press

• Advertisements in the Official Journal of the European Communities (OJEC) – for large
contracts over the EU thresholds

• In-house lists drawn up by public agencies
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The Principles of Public Sector Buying

Due to Ireland’s membership of the European Union, the award of public sector contracts
is regulated by the European treaties and by European directives and national rules.
Member States of the European Union are also party to the World Trade Organisation’s
Government Procurement Agreement (known as WTO). This opens the public 
procurement market on a reciprocal basis to many of the world’s leading economies.
Underpinning the public procurement rules are four basic principles. These are as follows:

• Equal Treatment

The principle of Equal Treatment requires that all suppliers be treated equally and with 
the utmost fairness at every stage of a contract award procedure. This means that the 
selection of candidates to tender, the receipt of tenders and the treatment of tenders
must be carried out in a scrupulously fair manner. A breach of equal treatment would
occur where a supplier suffered discrimination because of location or nationality or
bias of any description.

• Transparency

The principle of Transparency requires that information regarding forthcoming contracts
and the rules to be applied should be readily available to all interested candidates. 
It requires that candidates be informed of the rules that will be applied in assessing their
applications for tender lists and the criteria to be used in the evaluation of tenders. In the
absence of this information, it would be impossible for a competitive tendering process to
be carried out properly. A breach of transparency would arise where a contract was
awarded without publicity of any description or in the absence of award criteria
being available to tenderers.

• Proportionality

The principle of Proportionality requires that the demands placed upon suppliers should
be both relevant and directly related to the contract being awarded. For example, 
suppliers will be quite prepared to provide information about their company and their
products when they are aware that such information is necessary for commercial 
decisions to be taken by buyers. A breach of proportionality would arise where
excessive conditions were placed upon prospective suppliers. A typical 
example would be where a buyer insisted on a minimum turnover of 
£10 million when awarding a contract for £10,000.

• Mutual Recognition

The principle of Mutual Recognition requires that the standards, specifications and 
qualifications in use throughout the EU should receive equal recognition, on condition
that the products or services are suitable for their intended purpose. A breach of this
principle would arise in a case where a suitably qualified service provider was
rejected due to non-recognition of their qualifications.

While the foregoing are the main principles applied in the public sector, there are several
others, all of which are intended to provide for complete openness and fairness in the
operation of the European Internal Market.

8



National Rules

Irish Government Contract Regulations1 apply all of the above principles and require that
competitive tendering should be used throughout the public sector. In addition, they lay
down rules in order to ensure a level playing pitch for all suppliers and to ensure that true
competition takes place in the award of public contracts. Important aspects of the 
regulations include rules on tendering such as:

• Maintenance of tender lists

• Advertising of contracts

• Tendering timescales

• Receipt and opening of tenders

• Confidentiality of information

• Evaluation of tenders

• Debriefing of unsuccessful tenderers

European Rules

For larger contracts (above the EU thresholds) the rules of the European Procurement
Directives apply. These directives prescribe the various actions that must be taken by 
the public sector in carrying out their contract award procedures, e.g. the publication 
of notices in the OJEC, the appropriate procedures to follow and the timescales to
observe, etc.

Both sets of rules are designed to help suppliers in addressing market opportunities 
arising in the public sector.
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Thresholds for Application of European Directives

The thresholds vary depending on the type of contract and whether the contracting entity
is Central Government, another Public Authority or a Utility. Contracts below the EU
thresholds are subject to competitive tendering under the national rules. 

The thresholds are illustrated in figure 1 below.
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GOVERNMENT 
DEPARTMENTS

UNDER £109,717
Competitive Tendering with at 

least 5 tenderers

IN-HOUSE LISTS 
AND ADVERTISING IN 

NATIONAL PAPERS

Press advertisement 
or 

Press advertisement 
or 

GROUP A

LOCAL & REGIONAL 
AUTHORITIES, HEALTH & 
EDUCATION SECTORS, 

STATE AGENCIES

Access to Suppliers from 
EU, EEA and WTO* States*NOTE:  WTO states include: 

Canada, Hong Kong, Israel, 
Japan, Korea, Singapore, 
Switzerland and USA.

UNDER £168,795
Competitive Tendering with at 

least 5 tenderers

GROUP B

UTILITIES

UNDER £337,592
Competitive Tendering with at 

least 3 tenderers

OVER £109,717
ADVERTISE IN OFFICIAL 

JOURNAL

OVER £168,795
ADVERTISE IN OFFICIAL 

JOURNAL

OVER £337,592
ADVERTISE IN OFFICIAL 

JOURNAL

GROUP C

IN-HOUSE APPROVED 
TENDER LISTS

(Except Utilities)

Figure 1: Thresholds for Application of European Directives

The following chart provides an overview of the thresholds that apply throughout
the public sector and the means by which tenders are sought.
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Competitive Tendering

By definition, a tender is:

"an offer in writing to supply goods or services at a fixed price"

Competitive tendering is used by public sector bodies throughout the European Union
and provides all suppliers with the opportunity to sell their products and services in 
competition with other interested parties. Competitive tendering is used because the
process enables the public sector to source products and services from the best 
suppliers at prices that reflect true market conditions. The process is based on tenderers
quoting against specifications that satisfy the buyer's requirements.

Competitive Tendering Procedures

Competitive tendering involves the buyer operating one of a number of different 
procedures chosen for the contract in question. For contracts above EU threshold levels,
a notice (call for competition) must be placed in the Official Journal of the European
Communities (OJEC).

The OPEN Procedure, which is commonly used, enables all interested parties to 
submit tenders. This does not mean, however, that all tenders received will be evaluated.
The reason for this is that tenderers may be required to meet minimum standards 
regarding their financial and business standing and their technical capacity.

The RESTRICTED Procedure provides for selected candidates to be invited to tender. 
The selection of candidates is based on criteria and rules for selection, which are made
available in advance to interested parties. Under the rules of tendering, generally between
5 and 20 candidates will be invited to tender.

A third procedure, the NEGOTIATED Procedure, is sometimes used. This is not a routine
procedure for public authorities, as it may only be used in certain circumstances. 
Utilities however, are free to use the negotiated procedure and regularly do so. Under 
the negotiated procedure, a buying organisation consults candidates of its choice and 
negotiates the contract with them.

These procedures are illustrated in figure 2 on page 12.
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Press advertisement 
and / or 

Notice in the Official Journal of the  
European Communities (OJEC)

Using OPEN procedures

Everybody who replies receives 
an invitation to tender

Tenders received and opened  
together

Selection criteria are 
applied in order to determine 
the candidates meeting the 

minimum requirements

Using RESTRICTED procedures

Selection 
criteria are applied in order 
to draw up the tender list.  

These will have been stated in 
the advertisements

Invitations 
to tender issued to short listed 
companies (usually between 

5 and 20)

Tenders received and 
opened together

Using NEGOTIATED procedures

Selection 
criteria are applied in order to 
select participants to submit 

proposals / tenders

Tenders recieved — followed 
by negotiations with one or more 

participants

Decision made to award contract

Purchase order / contract issued

Unsuccessful 
candidates and participants 

(if any) informed 

Tenders evaluated against the 
award criteria*

Successful tender selected

Purchase order / contract 
issued to winning tenderer

Unsuccessful tenderers advised

*Shortlisted tenders may be interviewed 

Figure 2 : An Overview of the Competitive Tendering Procedures
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Chapter Two
EVALUATING THE MARKET AND DETERMINING YOUR APPROACH

How to Approach the Public Sector Market
The most effective way of approaching public sector buyers with a view to winning 
contracts is to adopt a multi-stage approach. For example you have to identify the 
public sector buyers interested in your products and / or services before making contact
with them. The ultimate objective is to receive a tender invitation and win the contract.

Suppliers should have the minimum background knowledge of the buyer’s organisation
and standard practices.

Stage 1  Analysing the Market 

The following steps should be taken when looking at a new public sector market or 
organisation for the first time.

Information Gathering

STEP 1 • Identify which organisations buy your products and services

• Find out how much they spend

• Find out how often they award contracts

This can be achieved by examining all the available information and through
direct contacts.

By using the Enterprise Ireland Directory of Public Sector Buyers which gives
some information on what they buy 

Or 

By analysing notices which appear in the press or OJEC 

STEP 2 Decide on whether to target the sector as a whole or an individual part of it. This
decision will depend on the type of product or service as well as the resources at
your disposal.

If targeting a sector such as health or education for the first time, why not target
the local office, hospital, school or university in your area?

STEP 3 Having decided on your target organisation(s), you must then identify the key
people involved in terms of their role in the buying process, i.e. are they a buyer,
a specifier, a user, or a senior official?

Once again, the Enterprise Ireland Directory contains contact details for buyers
and so also, do the various organisations’ websites. Another option is to phone
the main organisation and ask for the relevant purchasing contact.

STEP 4 Determine if they operate a centralised or decentralised purchasing activity 
for your products or services. With a centralised activity one section normally 
controls all purchasing for the organisation, whereas decentralised means that
individual departments or units purchase on their own behalf. If they operate 
a centralised activity, they may award larger contracts. However, a decentralised
activity may provide more opportunities to enter the market.

STEP 5 Determine who the current suppliers are and how long they have been supplying
the product / service. Also, find out who the other players are. It is essential to
know what level of competition you have to contend with.

STEP 6 Consider the potential this organisation offers you as a supplier, compared to 
others you might target.

Only when you are satisfied that the target organisation provides a real opportunity for
your company should you proceed to Stage 2 and introduce your company.
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Stage 2  Introducing Your Company

This stage is aimed at ensuring the buyer / specifier becomes aware of your company and
the products / services you provide. It is an opportunity for you to "sell" your company and 
to highlight the benefits to them, if you are awarded a contract. This section outlines a 
recommended approach for introducing your company.

Firstly, write directly to the most relevant person(s) in the organisation selected.

Do not phone an organisation without first providing them with some idea of your 
company and your products / services. If they are not familiar with your company, it is 
more likely that they may refuse to meet you.

Making Contact

STEP 7   Write to the Purchasing Manager, Specifier or User giving the following:

• Introductory letter about your company

• Outline of your products / services 

• Brochures

• Samples (if relevant)

• Details of successes to-date

• What you can offer

Request a direct meeting or provide an invitation to visit your plant / facilities.

STEP 8 Phone the organisation within 2 weeks of your letter and request a meeting. If the

person is not available or relevant for your particular product / service, seek

advice on the appropriate person. Ask them if it is possible to arrange a meeting

for you with the recommended person.

Perseverance is recommended at this stage. If you don’t succeed, don’t be afraid to phone
the organisation repeatedly. Alternatively, use some of the organisations (see Appendix 3)
that can work on your behalf to try to arrange a meeting. Also, use every opportunity to
attend events / seminars where your target buyers may be present. This can be an ideal
way to make contact.

Stage 3  Meeting The Buyer

This is the most important stage outside of tendering in targeting public sector contracts.
Use the opportunity to the utmost, don’t waste it. Make sure to leave the buyer with a good
impression of you, your company and your products / services and after-sales service. 
The old adage "first impressions are lasting" is very apt for this situation.

When you get the opportunity to meet directly with the Buyer or Specifier, prepare well. 

Decide who should attend – it is recommended that not more than 2 persons from your
organisation should attend.

Draw up an agenda for your meeting, keep it short and focussed. Write down each of the
questions that you need to ask. Don’t rely on remembering them at the meeting; the buyer
may be under time pressure, so get the most important questions in first.

At the meeting, ask clear questions relevant to your product / service and provide the buyer
with comprehensive information. Bring samples if appropriate. Bring along copies of 
relevant documentation, e.g. quality certificates, awards, details of recent contracts and 
of course brochures. Focus on the "added value" your company can offer.

Remember this is your first opportunity to confirm their real and immediate interest 
in your products or services.
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Identify Buyer’s Requirements

STEP 9 Find out who are the specifiers and users and other relevant personnel for your

product / service.

STEP 10 Identify the volumes / quantities / intervals of purchase.

STEP 11 Identify the locations where the product / service is used, i.e. is it at one or 

several locations throughout the country and would they require delivery to one

or several locations?

STEP 12 Identify the main elements of the buyer’s requirements from a supplier of this 

product / service.

STEP 13 Ascertain the level of satisfaction with the current supplier.

STEP 14 Focus on the benefits your company can provide if awarded the next contract.

Tendering Information

STEP 15 Identify when the next tender is likely to issue and what method of 

advertisement will be used.

STEP 16 • What tendering procedures are used by the organisation?

• Is competitive tendering always used and is it via OPEN (all can tender) 

or RESTRICTED (limited numbers invited) procedure?

• Are ongoing lists of suppliers kept and are they regularly updated?

• For special projects / once-off purchases, are there special procedures?

• Where are tenders advertised – Press or the Official Journal (OJEC)?  

• Do they use direct invitations in addition to open tendering?

• How many do they normally invite to tender?

• What do they look for from suppliers – details of experience, financial 
standing, technical capacity?  What rules do they use regarding these 
criteria?

• For larger EU contracts what special rules apply?

STEP 17 Would the buyer accept samples of the product for testing?

STEP 18 Would the buyer accept an invitation to visit your premises?

STEP 19 Will the buyer include you on the tender list – how can you ensure you will be

included?
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Summary

As indicated, it is recommended that you draw up a list of well thought out questions

prior to your meeting. It is also recommended that you send your questions to the buyer

prior to the meeting, if possible, so that they can have an opportunity to 

prepare answers.

There is a commonly held, but mistaken belief that buyers never change suppliers and

that public sector markets are all but impossible to sell to. Meetings with buyers will

enable you to dispel this belief. In most instances, you will discover that buyers are 

constantly evaluating their supplier base in order to achieve greater value for money,

while providing a quality service. However, it must also be said that the buyer, in seeking

tenders, is usually responding to a demand from an internal customer. It is essential to

get to the buyer early in the tender process (i.e. months and even years before the tender

process commences). This is so that the buyer can evaluate the options and be fully

armed with an alternative supplier(s) to meet the current requirements. Therefore, at the

meeting you should grasp the opportunity to convince the buyer that you have the

resources, capability and desire to become a valued supplier.

Remember it may require some effort to get on tender lists and be in with a chance of

winning a contract, but it is important to persevere.
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This section summarises the basic requirements of the public sector buyer. While the
public sector is diverse, these organisations have a lot in common, i.e.

• They award similar types of contracts

• They aim to achieve value for money

• They aim to provide a quality service to the public 

Characteristics of a Good Supplier
In order to meet the requirements of their own organisation however, buyers must 
carefully evaluate suppliers. Here is a summary of what a buyer seeks from a good 
supplier:

• Value for money

• Compatibility and adaptability to required use

• Overall response times and quality of service

• Security of supply

• Quality of product 

• Consistency of product

• Delivery times and schedules consistently met

• Ability to supply in required quantities / pack sizes

• Ability to deliver to required locations

• After-sales service

• Ability to hold spares

• Flexibility to new / additional requirements

• Courtesy and co-operation

Selection of Suppliers for Tender Lists
Public sector buyers look for similar information when evaluating suppliers for tender
lists. The requirements may vary in detail and structure, but can be summarised as 
follows:

• Financial and Economic Information

• Information Supporting Technical Capacity

Financial and Economic Information

For Suppliers of Products

Evidence of financial and economic standing – this is usually ascertained through 
the provision of:

• Balance Sheet Information

• Turnover over the previous 3 financial years

• Turnover in the relevant product area over the same period

• Alternatively, any other document which the Public Sector Organisation 

considers appropriate.

WHAT THE PUBLIC SECTOR BUYER REQUIRES

Chapter Three
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For Service Providers

Equivalent evidence – usually provided through:

• Bank Statements

• Balance Sheet information

• Evidence of overall turnover and turnover in respect of services to which 

the contract relates, over the previous 3 financial years

• Relevant professional risk indemnity insurance

These requirements have to be specified either in the advertisement (newspaper or
OJEC) or in the invitation to tender documentation.

Information Supporting Technical Capacity

Evidence of technical capacity, as with financial and economic standing, may be 
furnished through various means specified in advance by the buyer. These may include
the availability of resources or other aspects.

Tests of technical capacity will relate to the nature, quantity and purpose of the products
or services to be supplied and should be confined to the subject of the contract.

For Suppliers of Products

• A list of principal deliveries effected over the previous 3 years with details of amounts,
dates and recipients (whether public or private organisations).

• The supplier's technical, quality assurance and research facilities.

• The technicians or personnel responsible for quality control or compliance with other
standards.

• The technical bodies responsible for monitoring your quality control and conformance
with other standards.

• Samples, descriptions or photographs of the products, authenticated if required.

• Recognised third party certification of conformity of the products to given specifications
and standards.

• For complex or special products, a possible check on the supplier’s production capacity,
study and research facilities or quality control measures carried out by an official body in
the supplier's country of establishment.

• Information on Health and Safety aspects.

• Information on Environmental Controls.
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For Service Providers

The key aspects are their skills, efficiency, experience and reliability.

• The educational and professional qualifications of managerial staff and of those 
responsible for providing the services.

• A list of the principal services provided in the past 3 years with amounts, dates and 
recipients (whether public or private organisations).

• The technicians or personnel responsible for quality control or compliance with other
standards.

• The technical bodies responsible for monitoring your quality control and conformance
with other standards. 

• Average annual manpower and the number of managerial staff for the last 3 years.

• The tools, plant or equipment available for the carrying out of the services.

• For complex or special purpose services the technical capabilities of the service provider
with regard to study and research facilities and / or quality control measures may be
checked. 

• An indication of the proportion, if any, of the contract which the service provider intends
to sub-contract.

• Quality assurance standards referring to EN29000 European Standards series.

• Any supplement to the certificates or documentation or any clarification of them.

• Information regarding service providers’ registration on official lists.

CONFIDENTIALITY 

You have the right to protect your legitimate interests as regards technical or

trade secrets. You should clearly state this in your tender response.
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Tendering Tips

Here is some information to assist you should the circumstances arise:

• You do not have to be established in any particular location (although you must have the
ability to meet the response times of the buyer). Your place of establishment is strictly a
decision for you.

• If you have tendered to the same buyer recently, you should not have to re-supply 
information which is already objectively available to the buyer. However, you should 
clarify this prior to any relevant closing dates.

• You do not have to have a permit issued by a government department or be on an 
"official list" in order to apply for a contract. However, these should not be confused with
tender lists, which the public sector commonly use when seeking tenders. It is your aim
to be on the list!

• When tendering, you can do so on the basis of availing of the resources of other 
suppliers. All you need to prove is that you have a relationship or arrangement with the
other supplier, i.e. you may be required to show evidence that you have their resources
readily at your service. 

• Specifications must not favour or eliminate certain candidates or standards.

• Specifications must not mention goods of a specific make, source, process or 
trademark or patent. However, if it is absolutely essential to describe something by 
these terms, the words "or equivalent" must be used.

• You will not be permitted to sub-contract an entire contract to another supplier.


