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SMEs, contract opportunities
and the defence supply chain

2013 has been a year of big announcements for everyone involved
in the defence industry. MOD DCB reporter Paul Elliott spoke to Mike
Maiden, Chairman of defence trade association NDI, about what it
all means for SMEs and what measures can be taken to improve
access to defence contract opportunities for smaller companies.

he announcement in January 2013
of the Ministry of Defence’s ten-
year Defence Equipment Plan was
important for everyone involved in

the defence supply chain. It was significant
in that for the first time the Government had
set out a fully funded equipment plan,
totalling almost £160 billion.

The plan, covering 2012 to 2022, has been
welcomed by defence trade association NDI.
NDI is a membership organisation of around
200 companies, mostly SMEs, involved in the
defence, aerospace, space and security
industry sectors, largely as part of the supply
chains of higher-tier businesses.

NDI Chairman Mike Maiden said both the
Government and the MOD should

be applauded for developing
a ten-year plan that will

be updated regularly.
However, he feels
there is work to be
done within
industry itself to
increase the
visibility of
opportunities
from the
equipment
plan to the
lower end of
the defence
supply
chain.

Mr Maiden said: “Inevitably, the plan has to
be at a fairly high level. It gives a broad sense of
direction for all of us and it gives a more detailed
sense of direction for the prime contractors who
are interested in major programmes.The bit that
it isn’t able to do – and this isn’t a criticism, it’s
just a statement of fact – is give a degree of
detail that would allow small and medium-sized
enterprises in the third and fourth tier of the
supply chain to understand what it means for
them.I don’t think the MOD can actually do that
because they don’t have the visibility or the
means of talking to the whole of the defence
supply chain.

“So, the ten-year plan is good, it’s an
important step forward, but what we need is for
prime contractors and higher-tier companies to
help their suppliers understand what it means
for them.That is happening; different companies
do it in different ways, and some companies do it
better than others, but I think the cascade of the
information within the business plan, and it
being interpreted so it is meaningful for smaller
companies, is an ongoing process.As a direction
it’s absolutely right.”

The visibility offered by the Defence
Equipment Plan allows companies throughout
the supply chain to be proactive to at least
some extent in finding opportunities.For NDI,
anything that adds to the amount of
information that is provided either by the
MOD or by higher-tier companies to help
smaller companies plan,given they only have a
finite amount of resource, is vitally important.
That extra visibility is key and arguably it needs
to come from a collaborative effort across the
supply chain.

Mr Maiden commented: “I think everyone
recognises that without SMEs the supply chain
doesn’t work.The reality is that you’ve got to
regard it as an enterprise. For programmes to
be successful, for the Armed Forces to get the
equipment they need at a price they can afford
to pay, and for industry to have a sustainable
business that delivers returns for shareholders,
you need the supply chain to work together.
Now I think that reality in principle is
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recognised by everybody but the main thing
we focus on is trying to get as much
engagement as possible between SMEs and
higher-tier companies.

“For a small company it’s often very
difficult to find who to talk to. If you
approach a big company, finding the right
person to talk to is often extremely difficult.
Boeing, who are one of our stronger
supporters and who we have a very good
relationship with, provide us with a link into
their organisation that can help us navigate
the right way through. Not all companies do
that. So engagement is where more work
needs to be done, and I think it’s by industry
rather than the MOD.”

The benefits of such collaboration can be
realised at both ends of the supply chain.
Enhanced communications and strengthening
the bonds throughout the supply chain can
only benefit all parties involved.And there will
always be improvements that can be made in
this respect.

Mr Maiden added: “If they make the
opportunities for that engagement easier,
less expensive and less time-consuming for
small companies, then the primes will have a
better chance of finding that gem of
capability, manufacturing or technology or
the bright idea that’s there in the supply
chain even though they may not know it. So
the engagement process brings benefits to
both sides; it creates business opportunities
for smaller companies and allows higher-tier
companies to find capabilities that they
otherwise wouldn’t know are there.”

Mr Maiden is highly positive about the
work the MOD is doing for SMEs and
believes things are moving very much in
the right direction. He believes that from
Minister for Defence Equipment, Support
and Technology Philip Dunne downwards,
as from MOD Commercial Director Les
Mosco in his role as SME Champion, there is
a genuine attempt to make opportunities
for smaller companies easier to access
through more widely disseminating
defence contract information. Heavily
involved in this is the Defence Suppliers
Forum (DSF) SME group. NDI is part of this
DSF group, chaired by Philip Dunne, which
meets three times a year to discuss the
issues specifically affecting SMEs working
in the defence industry. It’s an important
opportunity to hear from the Minister and

senior officials how they see the defence
industry developing.

Mr Maiden explained: “Having the chance
to question and understand the direction the
MOD is taking, from an inside point of view, is
really valuable. The opportunity is there to
suggest other ways of doing things – I think
all the members are keen that it isn’t the
place they go to complain; it’s an opportunity
to be constructive.

“I regard it as a forum to discuss things
that we think could make a difference for
SMEs, to improve their business with the MOD
and offer benefits to the Department. You do
get situations where you’ve got a point of
contention. The opportunity exists in an
informal environment to say ‘we think we’ve
got an issue here and we’ve got to try and
solve it’. Philip Dunne has been very good in
saying ‘OK, we’ll have a look at that’. The DSF
may not have the answer and that’s
something we’ve got to live with. It’s still

relatively new, and we’re still finding out how
to use it, but I think for us the forum is adding
real value.”

Another of the year’s big announcements
came with the recent publication of
Securing Prosperity – A strategic vision for the
UK Defence Sector by the Defence Growth
Partnership (DGP).This initiative sets out a
programme of work developed jointly
between government and senior business
leaders across the industry. It aims to build
on the UK’s strengths in air capabilities and
intelligent systems, with a strong focus on
international business, technology and
enterprise. The DGP aims to support these
sectors through a highly skilled workforce
and diverse supply chain. With government
and industry working in partnership, the

ambition is to promote a competitive,
sustainable and globally successful UK
defence sector to support both the UK
Armed Forces and the international
customer, as well as bringing wider
economic benefits to the UK. The objective
is commendable, but how will the work of
the partnership affect those SMEs who are
members of NDI? 

Mr Maiden said: “I don’t know the answer
yet. I’m very keen that NDI from an SME
perspective should play a constructive role
both in trying to develop what the Defence
Growth Partnership should be and then in
exploiting it and passing the benefits to our
member companies.

“At the moment we’re still trying to work
out quite how we plug in. It may be that we’re
not part of the formal architecture but I’ve
made it clear to everybody who will listen
that we want to be a helpful part, and so I
hope we’ll be able to be involved to ensure

that the SME view is represented and if
possible taken into account, and so that what
comes out at the end in terms of actions
really does take into account what SMEs need
and will deliver value to them.“

While these major developments within
defence are ongoing, new opportunities
will be grasped across the industry. The one
thing that is widely acknowledged is that
SMEs play a vital role in the defence supply
chain and their needs will help shape
whatever form the sector takes in the
decade ahead.

www.contracts.mod.uk  :: Vol 11 No 19  :: 2 October 2013  :: MOD DCB 

Further Information
For more information, visit:
www.ndi.org.uk

“Without SMEs the supply chain doesn’t work. For
programmes to be successful, for the Armed Forces
to get the equipment they need at a price they can
afford to pay, and for industry to have a sustainable
business that delivers returns for shareholders, you
need the supply chain to work together”

Mike Maiden, Chairman, NDI


