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Decision: Commissioning of additional mental health services for adults, and children and 
young people during the Covid-19 outbreak.

Dates between 
which decision will 
be taken

 Earliest date: 24.4.2020

 Latest date:  27.4.2020

Public Health and 
Communities Cllr Tim Harman

Key Decision Yes

Background 
Papers

Public Mental Health and wellbeing and Covid-19; Local Government 
Association and Association of Directors of Public Health (March 2020): 
https://www.local.gov.uk/public-mental-health-and-wellbeing-and-covid-19

Location/Contact 
for inspection of 
Background 
Documents

See above. 

Main Consultees Director of Public Health and relevant GCC support services. 
Gloucestershire Clinical Commissioning Group.

Planned Dates The services will be rolled out at the earliest possible date given the urgent 
need to respond to the Covid-19 outbreak. 

Divisional 
Councillor

All

Officer Claire Procter, Lead Commissioner (sexual health & mental wellbeing)

01452 328603

Claire.procter@gloucestershire.gov.uk

Purpose of Report 
To seek Cabinet Member approval to commission additional mental health 
services for adults, and children & young people in response to the Covid-19 
outbreak.

https://www.local.gov.uk/public-mental-health-and-wellbeing-and-covid-19
mailto:Claire.procter@gloucestershire.gov.uk


Recommendations That the Cabinet Member for Public Health and Communities delegates 
authority to the Director of Public Health to: 

1. award to the supplier known as Xenzone, without further competition 
(i.e. direct award), a contract for the provision of an online mental 
health support service for adults (known as “Qwell Digital”). Such 
contract shall continue for an initial period of 9 months and include an 
option to extend its term for a further period of not more than 3 
months.

2. award to the supplier known as Xenzone, without further competition 
(i.e. direct award), a contract for the provision of an online mental 
health support service for young people (known as “Kooth Digital”).  
Such contract shall continue for an initial period of 9 months and 
include an option to extend its term for a further period of not more 
than 3 months.

3. award to the provider known as Gloucestershire Counselling Services, 
without further competition (i.e. direct award), a contract for the 
provision of counselling services.  Such contract shall continue for an 
initial period of 9 months and include an option to extend its term for a 
further period of not more than 3 months.

4. award to the provider known as Plan4Sport, without further 
competition (i.e. direct award), a contract for the provision of online 
mental health training resources and wellbeing support for community 
volunteers. Such contract shall continue for an initial period of 6 
months and include options to extend its term for not more than two 
further 3 month periods.

5. transfer funding to Gloucestershire Clinical Commissioning Group 
(“GCCG”) (in accordance with the terms of a Section 76 Agreement  
between the council and GCCG) for the purpose of GCCG 
commissioning the provision of a mental health helpline service for 
young people (for a period of 12 months) under a contract with the 
supplier known as Teens in Crisis (TIC+).  

Reasons for 
Recommendations The COVID-19 pandemic presents an unprecedented and developing 

situation requiring swift and robust action by the Council.



Reports published by the World Health Organisation and Public Health 
England highlight the impact of traumatic situations, such as the current 
pandemic on population mental health and wellbeing, particularly among 
vulnerable groups. There is an urgent need for the Council to ensure 
sufficient capacity within the system to respond to an anticipated increase in 
the need for mental health services and community based support. The Local 
Government Association have also recognised that ‘effective responses to 
the public mental health and wellbeing impact of Covid-19 will be essential to 
sustain the measures necessary to contain the virus and aid recovery’1. 

The services procured in accordance with this decision will ensure that 
additional mental health support is made available to Gloucestershire 
residents as quickly as possible. 
 
Regulation 32 (2) (c)  of the Public Contract Regulations 2015 provides that 
the Council may award a contract without competition (i.e. direct award) 
where an unforeseeable situation of extreme urgency exists and where it is 
not possible to observe the usual time limits.  

Owing to the extreme urgency and the subject matter of this decision, it will 
not be feasible to undertake a procurement process and therefore the direct 
contract awards described in this report are recommended.    

Resource 
Implications

The combined value of the four proposed contracts and the proposed funding 
transfer to GCCG described above is £335,923 provided the terms of the four 
said contracts are not extended beyond their initial 9 month periods and no 
additional capacity is required.  

If the council elects to exercise all of its above-mentioned extension options 
and/or additional capacity is required within the services, their combined 
value will be capped at £531,881. It is unlikely that spend will reach this 
maximum value, but we require flexibility to be able to adjust the level of 
service procured should demand exceed initial projections. 

The funding will come from a combination of the Public Health grant and 
Covid-19 emergency expenditure. The contract values agreed will be 
monitored and reported in year as part of the revenue financial reporting 
cycle. 

The minimum and maximum value per contract is as follows:

1. Proposed contract with Xenzone Limited for Qwell Digital: The value 
of this contract shall be £59,850 provided its term does not extend 
beyond its initial 9 month period and additional capacity is not 

1 Public Mental Health and wellbeing and Covid-19; Local Government Association and Association of Directors of Public Health 
(March 2020): https://www.local.gov.uk/public-mental-health-and-wellbeing-and-covid-19

https://www.local.gov.uk/public-mental-health-and-wellbeing-and-covid-19


required. If the council elects to exercise its 3 month extension option 
and/or additional capacity is required, its value shall be capped at 
£106,100.

2. Proposed contract with Xenzone limited for Kooth Digital: The value of 
this contract shall be £96,000 provided its term does not extend 
beyond its initial 9 month period and no additional capacity is required.  
If the council elects to exercise its 3 month extension option and/or 
additional capacity is required its value shall be capped at £154,000. 

3. Proposed contract with Gloucestershire Counselling Service: The 
value of this contract shall be £45,792 provided its term does not 
extend beyond its initial 9 month period and no additional capacity is 
required.  If the council elects to exercise its 3 month extension option 
and/or additional capacity is required its value shall be capped at 
£100,000.

4. Proposed contract with Plan4Sport Limited: The value of this contract 
shall be £22,500 provided its term does not extend beyond its initial 6 
month period) and no additional capacity is required. If the council 
elects to exercise both of its 3 month extension options and/or 
additional capacity is required its value shall be capped at £60,000.

5. Proposed contract between GCCG and Teens in Crisis: The proposed 
transfer of funding from the council to GCCG shall equal £111,781 for 
the purpose of funding an enhancement to the existing Teens in Crisis 
service for a 12 month period.



MAIN REPORT CONTENTS

1. Background 

1.1The COVID-19 pandemic is an unprecedented situation. There is recognition at 
the national and local level that the current situation (and the attendant social and 
financial impacts) is likely to have an adverse affect on population mental health in 
the short and long-term. The behaviours and environments needed to curtail the 
spread of COVID-19 are known risk factors for mental health difficulties. This is 
substantiated by reports published by the World Health Organisation and Public 
Health England. The Local Government Association have also recognised that 
‘effective responses to the public mental health and wellbeing impact of Covid-19 will 
be essential to sustain the measures necessary to contain the virus and aid 
recovery’.

1.2 There is a need to ensure sufficient capacity within the local system to respond to 
an anticipated increase in need and demand for mental health support services to 
help those whose mental health has been affected as a result of the pandemic, 
specifically those likely to be more vulnerable. There is also an urgent need to adapt 
the way we deliver services to take account of social distancing requirements (e.g. 
online or telephone provision; rather than face to face); and to increase accessibility 
(i.e. self-referral options which don’t require a referral by a health professional).

1.3This new emergency package of support put in place to respond to the pandemic 
will work alongside existing mental health services commissioned by the County 
Council and Gloucestershire Clinical Commissioning Group to ensure a joined-up 
care pathway. The Lead Commissioner for Adult Mental Health Services (a joint 
appointment across GCC and GCCG) has been consulted on the proposed services; 
and involved in the development of the proposal. 

1.4 Regular activity monitoring will take place for each service. Data on uptake will 
enable the Council to better understand the impact of the pandemic on population 
mental health in order to guide future commissioning decisions. 

1.5 The services are as follows:

Qwell digital platform and Kooth digital platform (provided by Xenzone Limited)

1.5.1 These twin services will provide access to online mental health support for 
adults (aged 18 plus) and children and young people (aged 11-18 years) with lower 
level common mental health issues (such as anxiety). Qwell is the adult platform and 
Kooth is the young person’s platform. The platforms include self-care resources, and 



access to trained online counsellors. They have the benefit of being open access 
meaning that users will not require a referral from a health professional (thereby 
reducing pressure on existing services). The services can also operate ‘at scale’; 
ensuring rapid access to support 7 days a week from an individual’s own home. The 
services will be specifically targeted at groups or individuals, likely to be at higher 
risk of poor mental health. 

1.5.2 Xenzone Limited is an existing Gloucestershire provider of an equivalent 
service within the Community Advice, Links and Mental Health Support (CALMHS) 
contract.

1.5.3 While the digital platforms are open to all with no limit on users, usage of the 
online counselling function is guided by the number of counselling hours purchased 
by the commissioner. As the current situation is unprecedented, it is difficult to 
accurately model need/demand for the service. Commissioners have agreed an 
initial allocation of counselling hours per calendar month; and activity levels will be 
reviewed on a monthly basis. The contract will include a formal review point and the 
option to scale up capacity if required. On this basis, approval is being sought for a 
higher maximum value of spend to enable the service to increase provision if 
required.

1.5.4 The contract with Xenzone Limited will be for 9 months with an option to 
extend for a further three months. The inclusion of a ‘break clause’ at 9 months will 
enable the Council to end the contract if need/demand for enhanced mental health 
support (triggered by Covid-19) reduces; and there is sufficient provision within 
existing mental health services to accommodate any ongoing demand. 

Programme of funded 1:1 counselling (provided by Gloucestershire Counselling 
Service).

1.5.5 The service will provide access to a programme of up to 12 funded counselling 
sessions with a trained counsellor, for adults whose mental health has been 
adversely affected by the Covid-19 outbreak (for example through the exacerbation 
of existing mental health issues, bereavement, and changes in financial or family 
circumstances). It will be targeted at individuals who would not normally be able to 
access and self fund counselling.

1.5.6 Commissioners have agreed an initial allocation of counselling places per 
calendar month; and need/demand for the service will be reviewed on a 3 monthly 
basis.  Again approval is being sought for a higher maximum value of spend to 
enable the service to increase provision if required. 



1.5.7 The contract with Gloucestershire Counselling Service will be for 9 months with 
an option to extend for a further three months. The inclusion of a ‘break clause’ at 9 
months will enable the Council to end the contract if need/demand for enhanced 
mental health support (triggered by Covid-19) reduces; and there is sufficient 
provision within existing mental health services to accommodate any ongoing 
demand.

Provision of an anonymous mental health helpline for young people (provided by 
Teens in Crisis; TIC+)

1.5.8 The service will provide an open access, anonymous helpline for young people 
aged 9-21 years struggling with mild or temporary emotional wellbeing and mental 
health issues due to the impact of the Coronavirus pandemic.  The service will be 
provided by Teens in Crisis (TIC+) and run alongside their existing online and video 
counselling programme and their Parent/ Carer Advice Line. Face to face 
counselling will be reintroduced when circumstances allow.

1.5.9 The service will be commissioned by Gloucestershire Clinical Commissioning 
Group as an enhancement to their existing contract with Teens in Crisis for a 12 
month period. The Council will transfer funding under a Section 76 Agreement. 

Provision of online training and emotional support for volunteers (provided by Plan 4 
Sport Limited)

1.5.10 The service will provide self-guided online mental health awareness training 
and Psychological First Aid training to equip community volunteers and other first 
responders to act as mental health champions. The service will also provide 
Volunteer Emotional Support (VES) for those involved in community-led support 
activities; reflecting the need to also look after the emotional wellbeing of the wider 
volunteer workforce during the outbreak.

1.5.11 The VES element of the service will be run as a pilot, and the contract will 
allow for the Council to scale up provision of this element if required. Approval is 
being sought for a higher maximum value of spend to enable this to be done at pace 
if necessary. The contract with the provider will be for 6 months, with options to 
extend its term for not more than two further 3 month periods.

2. Options

Not to direct award the contracts
2.1 This option is not recommended as the Council would risk not having sufficient 
provision in place to respond to anticipated increases in the need for mental health 



support as a result of the Covid-19 outbreak with adverse short and long term 
impacts on the mental health of the local population.

Undertake a procurement process
2.2 This option is not recommended due to the urgency of the situation and the 
identification of suppliers who can undertake the work.

Proceed to commission the services as outlined above (recommended option)
2.3 This option provides the Council with a greater assurance that there is sufficient 
capacity within the system to respond to the anticipated increase in mental health 
issues triggered by Covid-19. Mechanisms will be built into contracts to ensure 
regular review of need/demand; and to provide for capacity to be scaled up if 
appropriate. The option not to exercise the extension clause also enables the 
Council to end contracts if demand reduces to levels which can be adequately 
managed within existing service provision.

3. Risk Assessment 

Risk of inadequate capacity within mental health service to respond to a potential 
increase in mental ill-health arising from the Covid-19 outbreak 
3.1 Risk is considered low. The provision of these services included within this 
decision will help ensure a temporary increase in mental health support within the 
county to respond to a potential increase in need and demand triggered by Covid-19.

Risk of over provision of mental health support
3.2 Risk is considered managed due to the mitigations in place. The unprecedented 
nature of the current situation makes it difficult to accurately project demand. 
Contracts will be based on an initial minimum level of activity, with the option to scale 
up if required within the specified limit. The Council also has the option not to 
exercise extension clauses, and end contracts if demand reduces to levels which 
can be adequately managed within existing service provision.

Risk of challenge to the decision to direct award the contracts
3.3 Risk is considered low. The direct award will be conducted in accordance with 
the “extreme urgency” justification set out in Regulation 32 of the Public Contracts 
Regulations 2015. The contract length is reflective of the time to mobilise and roll out 
services with the unknown length and impact of the pandemic.

3.4 The identified suppliers have the skills and capacity to deliver and will be 
required to meet the Council minimum requirements on GDPR and information 
management, safer recruitment and safeguarding.



4. Officer Advice

4.1 Strategic Procurement is supportive of the approach which is appropriate given 
the COVID-19 pandemic.

4.2 Legal Services is satisfied that the justification for the proposed direct contract 
awards falls within the requirements of Regulation 32 of the Public Contracts 
Regulations 2015

5. Equalities considerations

5.1 A due regard has not been completed due to the urgency of the situation and the 
need to implement services at pace. It is not anticipated that the decision will have 
an adverse impact on individuals with protective characteristics. Rather it seeks to 
enhance the provision and accessibility of mental health support in the county; and 
ensure that support is available from a range of sources. While some of the services 
have age restrictions; services will be open to all irrespective of their gender, sexual 
orientation, religion/faith; race or marital status. Services will also be open to 
Individuals with a disability.

5.2 The new services will complement the mental health services already provided in 
the county. This will help ensure that individuals, for example those with disabilities, 
are able to access support through a variety of channels and find one best suited to 
their needs. The contract will require providers to comply with the Equalities Act 
2010.

6. Consultation feedback 

6.1 In view of the urgency of the decision, a formal consultation process has not 
taken place.

7. Performance Management/Follow-up 

7.1 Providers will be required to submit regular performance data to enable 
commissioners to monitor activity levels and outcomes. Mechanisms will also be built 
into contracts to provide for the formal review of uptake levels. This will enable 
commissioners to understand need/demand within the system linked to Covid-19 to 
inform commissioning decisions. 



Report Title Commissioning of additional mental health services for adults, and 
children and young people during the Covid-19 outbreak.

Statutory 
Authority

Section 1 of The Localism Act 2011

Public Contracts Regulations 2015

Relevant County 
Council policy

Sustainability 
checklist:

Partnerships n/a

Decision Making 
and Involvement

n/a 

Economy and 
Employment

A number of the services will be provided by local VCS providers 
thereby supporting the local economy. The services will enhance 
support for mental health in the county with a positive impact on the 
wellbeing of the local population. This in turn has attendant socio-
economic benefits. 

Caring for people The services will enhance support for mental health in the county with 
a positive impact on the wellbeing of the local population. 

Social Value The services will enhance support for mental health in the county with 
a positive impact on the wellbeing of the local population. This in turn 
has attendant social benefits. 

Built Environment n/a

Natural 
Environment’ 
including Ecology 
(Biodiversity)

n/a 



Education and 
Information

The services will provide individuals with access to support and 
information to enable them to look after their mental wellbeing. 

Tackling Climate 
Change

Carbon Emissions Implications? Neutral

Vulnerable to climate change? No

Due Regard 
Statement

Has a Due Regard Statement been completed?    No in view of the 
urgency requirement, but the impact on protected characteristics is 
considered in the main body of the report. 

Human rights 
Implications None

Consultation 
Arrangements

None 

 


