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From: John Kirkpatrick 
Senior Director, Advocacy 

  
20 June 2016 

 

Detecting and deterring bid-rigging 

 

Every year, billions of pounds are spent procuring goods and services in the UK, 

particularly by the public sector where local government alone spends around £60 

billion1 every year. Where businesses compete to win contracts, purchasers get fair 

prices, good service and choice, including more innovative products or services. 

However, if companies collude when bidding for contracts, purchasers end up 

spending more than necessary. 

   

The CMA is publishing this open letter to highlight what procurement and supply 

professionals should look out for, as well as a range of tools and advice that can help 

with spotting and stopping anti-competitive activity during a tender process.  

 

What you need to know  

 

Bid-rigging is a form of cartel – businesses collude when tendering for contracts, 

driving up the price for the winning bidder. The CMA has produced a short video that 

explains what bid-rigging can look like in practice.  

 

This is a particularly serious type of anti-competitive activity. It removes the incentive 

for companies to compete to win a contract, which in turn means purchasers do not 

get true value for money. Evidence suggests that cartels often result in overcharges 

of 10% to 20% (and more), costing taxpayers millions of pounds.    

 

What are the types of bid-rigging I should look out for? 

 

Bid-rigging can come in a variety of forms. Some of the most common are: 

 

Bid rotation   

 Companies agree to take it in turns to have the most attractive bid on a 

project, thereby ensuring that they all have an agreed share of the market 

 This is usually done in conjunction with cover pricing and/or bid suppression 

 

 
1 Local government financial statistics England 2015, Department for Communities and Local Government 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PjoQvDKW28U&index=4&list=PLJREEEp2I-xekJrmVFH-X21S-uHTG_R4x
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/local-government-financial-statistics-england-2015
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Cover pricing 

 Companies that don’t intend to win the contract communicate with their 

competitors and agree to submit inflated prices for the job so that another 

(often pre-arranged) bid from another company looks much better value.  

 

Bid suppression 

 Companies agree not to submit a bid at all, which means other firms face less 

competition to win the contract.  

 This is normally done in exchange for some kind of payment, or as part of an 

arrangement where the winning bidder then sub-contracts part of the work out 

to the non-competing firm. 

 

Tools to help you  

 

There are a range of tools and advice on the CMA’s website to help procurers spot 

different types of bid-rigging and protect against it, including: 

 

 A free-to-use e-learning tool designed specifically for procurers  

 A 60-second-summary of advice for public sector procurers 

 Animated videos that explain behaviours that are illegal under competition law 

 A guide on competition law risk, which includes case studies and examples of 

businesses that have been fined for anti-competitive activity  

 

We hope they prove useful to you, and welcome feedback on them. 

 

How to report it 

 

If you suspect a business of engaging in illegal cartel behaviour, such as bid-rigging, 

then you can report this to the CMA. Contact the cartels hotline on 020 3738 6888 or 

email cartelshotline@cma.gsi.gov.uk. 

 

Competition between businesses can help you achieve the best value for money, 

and can help local authorities secure the best outcomes for their residents.  

 

But it is important to be alert to those who may be trying to game the system, that 

you take simple steps to detect and deter wrongdoing and that you report it if you 

think something looks suspicious. Only then can you be confident that you are 

getting the best deal and making the best use of limited resources. 

 

Yours faithfully, 

 

John Kirkpatrick 

Senior Director, Advocacy  

http://builtintelligence.com/pages/learn-how-to-spot-bid-rigging
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/bid-rigging-advice-for-public-sector-procurers
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/video-guides-on-illegal-anti-competitive-activities
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/competition-law-risk-a-short-guide
mailto:cartelshotline@cma.gsi.gov.uk

