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Summary
Departments have made extensive use of consultancy firms in support of their
preparations for Brexit, spending at least £97 million by April 2019. Departments have
been overly secretive about what the consultants are doing, as they have been before in
providing information on other aspects of the Brexit preparations. When departments
have published information on consultancy work, usually later than they should have,
they have failed to meet the government’s own transparency standards. Departments
took too long to publish information on the contracts being let, and some contracts
were over-zealously redacted before publication.
While we welcome the Cabinet Office’s establishment of a central call-off framework
to help departments access consultants for Brexit work, the Cabinet Office seems
overly relaxed that 96% of the work by value has so far gone to just six large companies,
despite its own aspirations for more government work to go to small and medium-sized
enterprises. Too much of the work procured to date appears to have been focused on
“thinking and shaping” rather than getting practical things done. This only compounds
our concerns over the speed of preparations for Brexit across Whitehall.
There is a widening gap between the Cabinet Office’s analysis of data on overall
spending on consultancy services, not just to support Brexit, and expenditure reported
by departments. It appears that different departments are choosing to categorise their
spending on consultancy services in different ways. The Cabinet Office’s failure to
agree a common definition of “consultancy with departments and get to grips with this
long-standing issue threatens its ability to exercise effective control over spending on
consultancy and related services.

3

4

Brexit Consultancy Costs

Introduction
As part of government’s preparations for the UK to leave the European Union, departments
have used consultants to fill specific skills gaps and meet immediate staffing needs, for
example to provide programme and project management support. Each department is
responsible for deciding whether to use consultants and how to use them. The Cabinet
Office is responsible, however, for improving the efficiency of all spending on consultancy
across government and has an approval process for any contracts above certain limits. In
April 2018, the Cabinet Office set up a central call-off arrangement to help departments
access consultancy services to support their preparations for Brexit. The Cabinet Office
analyses overall government spending on consultancy services as part of its broader role
of helping to improve the efficiency of the use of these services.
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Conclusions and recommendations
1.

Departments have again proved overly secretive with their preparations for
Brexit, taking far too long to publish details of their consultancy contracts and
then failing to meet their own basic standards of transparency. In February
2018 we reported that the shortage of information in the public domain about
what departments were doing to support Brexit, including information on their
workstreams, was undermining scrutiny of progress. Even now, 18 months on,
departments are taking on average 119 days to publish basic details of their EU Exit
consultancy contracts, and in some instances as long as 237 days, compared to a
government guideline of 90 days. Some contracts have not been published at all, and
at the time of our evidence session those contracts which had been published were
all significantly redacted, again despite a government expectation that contracts
should be published in full. There were key components of the contracts which
were not publicly accessible, despite being advertised as such: it was not until this
Committee formally requested that the statement of requirements for each contract
was published that the Cabinet Office made them accessible online. The Cabinet
Office acknowledges the delay in publishing contract details but attributes this
to administrative oversight. Delays coupled with the extensive redactions again
demonstrate a marked reluctance by departments to be transparent about how they
are preparing for Brexit.
Recommendation: The Cabinet Office and the Department for Exiting the
European Union should commit to making the government’s preparations for
Brexit transparent; this should include making information on the degree of
progress made against the various workstreams available and timely publication
of details on contracts awarded to support Brexit.

2.

The skills accessed through the Cabinet Office’s consultancy call-off arrangement
suggest departments had been more focused on developing strategy than
seeking support for practical implementation. We welcome the Cabinet Office’s
establishment of a centralised call-off arrangement to facilitate departments’
access to consultancy services so it is quicker, more efficient and lower cost. The
call-off framework allows departments to access consultancy services to help
think through, shape and deliver Brexit preparations. So far, however, most of the
consultancy services accessed have tended to fall under the category of thinking and
shaping rather than delivering, despite the former traditionally being considered a
strength of the Civil Service. We reported in February 2018 that the Department
for Exiting the European Union had not been quick enough to move departments
beyond planning for Brexit and onto getting things done, and we are concerned that
departments continue to be slow to move into implementation. The Cabinet Office
acknowledges that it took some time for departments move into the implementation
phase.
Recommendation: In its Treasury Minute response to this report, the Cabinet
Office should set out the extent to which departments are now using consultants
to support implementation and delivery of preparations. It should also include a
breakdown of how much has been spent as of July 2019 on Lot 1 (“thinking and
shaping), Lot 2 (“further shaping and moving towards delivering”) and Lot 3
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(“delivery”).
3.

We are concerned that the bulk of Brexit consultancy contracts by value have
been awarded to a small group of big firms and that the Cabinet Office seems
overly-complacent about this despite previous government commitments to
contract with more small and medium-sized enterprises. By value, 96% of
consultancy work via the Cabinet Office’s arrangement has so far gone to just six
firms. All of these firms are major global companies and the Cabinet Office told us
that the distribution is not surprising as these firms possess deep pools of expertise.
We have reported previously that the Cabinet Office’s arrangements for procuring
consultancy tended to benefit large firms, and that across all contracts there was
minimal use of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs)—despite government
aspirations, led by the Cabinet Office, for much more government work to go to
SMEs. It is therefore of concern that almost none of the Brexit consultancy work has
gone to SMEs.
Recommendation: The Cabinet Office should write to us within three months
setting out what it will do to incorporate a wider range of consultancy firms,
including SMEs, in future frameworks.

4.

There is a longstanding and widening discrepancy between Cabinet Office and
departmental data on consultancy spending across government. There is an
increasingly large gap between what departments report they have spent overall
on consultancy services, not just on Brexit, and the total based on the Cabinet
Office’s analysis of invoices. For 2017–18, the Cabinet Office’s figure of £1.5 billion
compares to a total of departments’ figures of just £0.3 billion. The Cabinet Office
confirmed that it and departments have not all been working to the same definition
of consultancy. We have highlighted issues with the definitions before and suggested
action on this in 2016. Despite this finding, the Cabinet Office tells us that it only
spotted the problem at the end of 2017, and that in response it revised its criterion for
approving consultancy contracts in April 2018. However, its 2018 plans to address
the underlying problem of defining expenditure properly did not go ahead, due to
work on Brexit taking priority. The data problems have still not been resolved and
there is still no clear picture of how spending breaks down across consultancy and
related services.
Recommendation: The Cabinet Office must urgently address the increasing
inconsistencies in the reporting of consultancy and professional services spending
across government, ensuring that its own overall spend matches up with that
reported by departments. In its Treasury Minute response to this report, the
Cabinet Office should clearly set out the reasons for the discrepancies and the
accurate figures.
The Cabinet Office should work with departments to establish a shared definition
of consultancy, ensuring that this is sufficient to exercise effective control over this
area of expenditure.
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EU Exit consultancy arrangements
1. On the basis of a report by the Comptroller and Auditor General, we took evidence
from the Cabinet Office about the government’s use of consultancy services to support its
preparations for the UK leaving the European Union.1
2. Departments have used consultants to support a range of EU Exit activities. These
services have typically involved work to support the development of departments’ strategy
and processes for EU Exit, including support for programme and project management,
and providing specialist information or advice to enable decision making. By April 2019,
departments had spent at least £97 million on consultancy services to support EU Exit.2
3. Each department decides whether to use consultants and how it uses them. The
Cabinet Office is responsible for improving the efficiency of spending on consultancy
across government. It operates a spending control whereby it must approve all contracts in
excess of £1 million. The Crown Commercial Service, an arm’s-length body of the Cabinet
Office, helps departments procure consultancy services. In April 2018 the Cabinet Office,
through the Crown Commercial Service, established a call-off arrangement to enable
departments to engage consultants. The Cabinet Office told us that the framework had
been established to ensure departments could access the right skills in a timely manner.3

Transparency of contract arrangements
4. Departments are expected to comply with the transparency requirements that form
part of Public Contracts Regulations 2015, for example by publishing information about
the award of contracts within a reasonable time. The government’s own guidance suggests
that this is done no later than 90 calendar days after the contract is awarded.4
5. The Cabinet Office and other departments have failed to follow the guidance on
publishing contracts for consultancy in support of EU Exit. For the 40 contracts awarded
across government, the average time taken to publish contract information was 119
days, which exceeds the target of 90 days and compares with an average of 82 days for
all consultancy contracts. For the nine contracts which made up the initial phase of the
Cabinet Office’s central framework, it took 237 days to publish details of the contracts. The
Cabinet Office offered no explanation for the delays other than it being an administrative
oversight and expressed disappointment that it had let itself down by not publishing them
earlier.5
6. Where departments have published details of contracts, they have still often failed
to meet expected levels of government transparency. Government guidelines set out that
departments are expected to publish contracts in full, although redaction is permitted
in line with exemptions that are set out by the Freedom of Information Act. For work
on EU Exit preparations, departments have published information about the award of
contracts but often not published the contract itself. Where they have published contracts,
these are frequently heavily redacted. The Cabinet Office told us that the redactions it
1
2
3
4
5

C&AG’s Report, Departments’ use of consultants to support preparation for EU Exit, Session 2017–2019, HC 2105,
7 June 2019
C&AG’s Report, para 3.6, 3.10–3.11
Q 13; C&AG’s Report, para 2.4, 2.11 & Figure 2
C&AG’s Report, para 3.15
Qq 1–5; C&AG’s Report, paras 3.16, 3.17
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requires are for example personal details, supplier rates and in some cases some specific
details of the proposals. However, the redactions we saw had made some of the documents
meaningless.6
7. After the evidence session, the Cabinet Office submitted further evidence, pointing to
revisions to the published versions of its contracts which now provide further information
on the work covered by the contracts. However, the details of many contracts from other
departments are still not publicly available to the extent required by government guidelines.
And those guidelines do not require departments to publish details of the individual
engagements covered by the contract framework, making it difficult for taxpayers to
find out what public money is actually being spent on.7 The Committee has requested
confidential sight of these individual engagement letters, in the interest of sufficient public
scrutiny.
8. Until the Committee raised it with the Cabinet Office, there were also key components
of the contracts which were not publicly accessible, despite being advertised as such. For
example, it was not until we formally requested that the statement of requirements for
each contract was published that the Cabinet Office made them accessible online.
9. We have reported previously on the shortage of information in the public domain
about what departments are doing to prepare for EU Exit. In February 2018, we expressed
concern that Parliament had been given no information on the government’s EU Exit
workstreams, which of these were high priority or when projects were expected to be
implemented by.8 The Committee had to push for this information and faced resistance.
The Cabinet Office told us that its approach was to be as open as possible and pointed to
the information available on gov.uk.9 The Cabinet Office agreed to let the Committee see
non-redacted copies of the consultancy contracts.10

The focus on ‘shaping’ rather than doing
10. In February 2018, we reported that it would be critical that the civil service had the
right people, skills and resources in place to manage the UK’s exit from the EU. We found
that the Department for Exiting the European Union (DExEU) and the Cabinet Office did
not have a robust enough plan to identify and recruit the people and skills needed quickly,
and that DExEU needed to pick up the pace of work and move other departments on to
getting things done.11
11. In April 2018, the Cabinet Office set up a framework to provide departments with
rapid access to additional consultancy skills to support their preparations for EU Exit.12
The call-off arrangement includes three ‘lots’ for different purposes. Lot 1 is for thinking
and shaping, Lot 2 for further shaping and moving towards delivering, and Lot 3, which
was only introduced in February 2019, is for delivery. Up to April 2019, departments had
6
7
8
9
10
11
12

Qq 6–10; C&AG’s Report, para 3.18
Letter from John Manzoni, Cabinet Office, to Chair of the Committee, letter dated 24 June 2019, Letter from
John Manzoni, Cabinet Office, to Chair of the Committee, letter dated 10 July 2019; C&AG’s Report, para 3.18
HC Committee of Public Accounts, Exiting the European Union, Eighteenth Report of Session 2017–19, HC 467, 7
February 2018
Qq 36–38
Qq 39–41
Committee of Public Accounts, Exiting the European Union, Eighteenth Report of Session 2017–19, HC 467, 7
February 2018
Q 11
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used the framework lots 151 times for engagements for consultancy support; this included
18 times for Lot 1 engagements and 131 times for Lot 2 engagements. Lot 3, the deliveryfocused stage of the framework, had been used only twice.13
12. We questioned why consultants had been more used often to support thinking and
shaping, which is traditionally considered a civil service strength, rather than delivery.
The Cabinet Office told us that the preparations for EU Exit had taught government a lot
about bringing policy making and delivery together. It defended the use of consultants
to think and shape preparations, citing for example the need to think through the
arrangements for the stockpiling of medicines and setting up the associated governance
and accountabilities. It acknowledged however, as it had done previously before this
Committee, that it had taken some time for the civil service more generally to get to the
doing phase.14

SME access to consultancy contracts
13. In 2016, we found that the Cabinet Office’s procurement agreements for consultancy
tended to benefit large firms, and that there was minimal use of small and medium-sized
enterprises. At the time we found that the largest six suppliers had received three quarters
of assignments let through the Crown Commercial Service’s consultancy agreements. In
contrast, small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) had received only 9 per cent of work
through the agreements.15 Also in 2016 we reported on how momentum had been lost in
Cabinet Office-led efforts to increase government procurement spending as a whole with
SMEs, and how it remained too difficult for SMEs to access government business.16
14. Large consultancy firms have since taken an overwhelming share of the consultancy
work in support of EU Exit. By April 2019, six large consultancy firms had received 96% by
value of EU Exit work under the Cabinet Office call-off arrangements. Six of these firms
were primary suppliers to which the Cabinet Office allocated most of the work: Deloitte
(22%); PA Consulting (19%); PricewaterhouseCoopers (18%); Ernst & Young (15%); Bain &
Company (11%); and Boston Consulting Group (10%).17 The Cabinet Office told us it was
not surprised by this as these are global firms with deep pools of expertise. It told us that
other firms had had the chance to bid. It suggested that the firms included in the third,
and most recent, lot were different from the major global consultancies, reflecting a shift
to more specialist requirements.18

Data discrepancies
15. We questioned the Cabinet Office on a widening disparity between its analysis of
overall spending on consultancy services, not just on EU Exit, and the spending reported by
departments. The Cabinet Office analyses spending on consultants across all government
work as part of its wider oversight of spending on consultants.19 Its analysis of invoices
13
14
15
16
17
18
19

Qq 13–15; C&AG’s Report, Figure 4
Qq 12–16
Committee of Public Accounts, Use of consultants and temporary staff, Thirty-sixth Report of Session 2015–16,
HC 726, 22 April 2016
Committee of Public Accounts, Government spending with small and medium-sized enterprises, Forty-second
Report of Session 2015–16, HC 882, 18 May 2016
Q17; C&AG’s Report, Figure 7
Qq 17–20
C&AG’s Report, paras 1.5–1.9
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across government suggested that spending on consultancy during 2017–18 was £1.5
billion, compared to the £0.3 billion reported by departments in their annual reports.20
The gap between these data sets has widened in recent years. The Cabinet Office told us
that it had noted the problem at the end of 2017 and had made changes to its process for
approving consultancy contracts in early 2018 in response, but it had been unsuccessful
in closing the reporting gap.21
16. We asked the Cabinet Office whether departments were under-reporting their
expenditure on consultancy services. The Cabinet Office attributed the disparity to
departments and the Cabinet Office using different definitions of what is a professional
service, of which consulting is a sub-heading.22 We have highlighted issues with the
definitions before and suggested action on this in 2016.23 The National Audit Office found
departments using different definitions in both 2010 and 2016.24 The Cabinet Office told
us it had to solve this issue and assured us that it is now onto it. It had intended to sort out
the issue by mid-2018 but EU Exit work had taken priority.25

20
21
22
23
24
25

C&AG’s Report, Figure 3
Qq 22 & 23
Qq 26–28
Committee of Public Accounts, Use of consultants and temporary staff, Thirty-sixth Report of Session 2015–16,
HC 726, 22 April 2016
C&AG’s Report, Use of consultants and temporary staff, Session 2015–2016, HC 603, 13 January 2016; C&AG’s
Report, Central government’s use of consultants and interims, Session 2010–2011, HC 488, 14 October 2010
Qq 21–23
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Formal minutes
Monday 9 September 2019
Members present:
Meg Hillier, in the Chair
Sir Geoffrey Clifton-Brown

Nigel Mills

Caroline Flint

Gareth Snell

Draft Report (Brexit Consultancy Costs), proposed by the Chair, brought up and read.
Ordered, That the draft Report be read a second time, paragraph by paragraph.
Paragraphs 1 to 16 read and agreed to.
Introduction agreed to.
Conclusions and recommendations agreed to.
Summary agreed to.
Resolved, That the Report be the One hundred and twelfth of the Committee to the House.
Ordered, That the Chair make the Report to the House.
[Adjourned till Wednesday 16 October at 2:00pm
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Witnesses
The following witnesses gave evidence. Transcripts can be viewed on the inquiry publications
page of the Committee’s website.

Wednesday 12 June 2019
John Manzoni, Permanent Secretary, Cabinet Office, Charles Roxburgh,
Second Permanent Secretary, HM Treasury, Melanie Dawes, Permanent
Secretary, Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government, and
Nick Walkley, Chief Executive, Homes England

Q1–49
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HC 464
(Cp 79)

Brexit Consultancy Costs
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Eighty-Fourth Report

Bank of England’s central services

HC 1739
(Cp 97)

Eighty-Fifth Report

Auditing local government

HC 1738
(Cp 97)

Eighty-Sixth Report

Brexit and the UK border: further progress
review

HC 1942
(Cp 113)

Eighty-Seventh Report

Renewing the EastEnders set

HC 1737
(Cp 113)

Eighty-Eighth Report

Transforming children’s services

HC 1741
(Cp 113)

Eighty-Ninth Report

Public cost of decommissioning oil and gas
infrastructure

HC 1742
(Cp 113)

Ninetieth Report

BBC and personal service companies

HC 1522
(Cp 113)

Ninety-First Report

NHS financial sustainability: progress
review

HC 1743
(Cp 113)

Ninety-Second Report

Crossrail: progress review

HC 2004
(Cp 113)

Ninety-Third Report

Disclosure and Barring Service: progress
review

HC 2006
(Cp 151)

Ninety-Fourth Report

Transforming rehabilitation: progress
review

HC 1747
(Cp 151)

Ninety-Fifth Report

Accessing public services through the
Government’s Verify digital system

HC 1748

Ninety-Sixth Report

Adult health screening

HC 1746
(Cp 151)

Ninety-Seventh Report

Local Government Governance and
Accountability

HC 2077
(Cp 151)

Ninety-Eighth Report

The apprenticeships programme: progress
review

HC 1749
(Cp 151)

Ninety-Ninth Report

Cyber security in the UK

HC 1745

One-Hundredth Report

NHS waiting times for elective and cancer
treatment

HC 1750

One Hundred and First Report

Submarine defueling and dismantling

HC 2041

One Hundred and Second Report

Military Homes

HC 2136

One Hundred and Third Report

Planning and the broken housing market

HC 1744

One Hundred and Fourth Report

Transport infrastructure in the South West

HC 1753

One Hundred and Fifth Report

Local enterprise partnerships: progress
review

HC 1754

One Hundred and Sixth Report

Eurotunnel

HC 2460
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Brexit Consultancy Costs

One Hundred and Seventh Report Consumer protection

HC 1752

One Hundred and Eighth Report

Emergency Services Network: progress
review

HC 1755

One Hundred and Ninth Report

Crossrail

HC 2342

One Hundred and Tenth Report

Sale of public land

HC 2040

One Hundred and Eleventh Report Funding for Wales, Scotland and Northern
Ireland

HC 1751

First Special Report

Chair of the Public Accounts Committee’s
Second Annual Report

HC 347

Second Special Report

Third Annual Report of the Chair of the
Committee of Public Accounts

HC 1399

Third Special Report

Fourth Annual Report of the Chair of the
Committee of Public Accounts

HC 2370

