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I hope that your new year has started well. We have a lot ahead of us in 2011 — we’re moving in the
right direction (some would say: finally!), but there’s tons more to do. In this month’s Notes, I want
to bring together some of our varied initiatives, because it may help to see the consistency and unity
in our efforts.

The central theme for 2011 is improving communication. We are especially focused on promoting
early, meaningful, and results-oriented communication. Let’s look at a few examples of how that
plays out within the government, and then, somewhat differently, between the government and
contractors.

Within Government

Our contracting professionals need to have a “seat at the table.” This is an issue that we in
OFPP will be raising whenever we meet with agency leadership, to be sure that the message
gets through, and gets translated into reality. Contracting staff need to be consulted early by
users in the program offices, so that we can use our knowledge to help shape the acquisition
in a way that will meet the users’ needs, while complying with all the other requirements that
we know best — notice, competition, small-business issues, and so forth. It happens too often
that users come to the contracting officer too late, and the result is frustration all ’round. Of
course, our contracting professionals need to be responsive and helpful to the users — people
need to see the value that we add — which should help ensure an even earlier invitation to the
table for their next acquisition.

We need Integrated Program Teams (IPT), especially on large procurements. The IPT
approach, which was highlighted in the 25-Point IT Reform Plan, can be a great example of

communication and collaboration. In IT acquisitions, the IPT will include, at the least, a
representative from the contracting, the IT, and the program (user) offices. Too often, each
of those three offices is working in a silo, which means we risk working against one another.
We need to have the contracting and IT shops focused on delivering a product that meets the
users’ needs, and we can’t do that without constructive and close collaboration. One measure
of our contracting professionals’ success is customer satisfaction: did we deliver the best
acquisition solution in the timeframe and at a cost consistent with what we had told them?

The Contracting Officer’s Technical Representative (COTR) role needs to be strengthened.
As I’ve heard from many people in many agencies over the past year, the role of COTR is
critical, but was woefully neglected for years. Now, we are finally getting more people
trained as COTRs, we’re beefing up the courses and the certification process, and we should
see some progress — but we’ve got a lot of work ahead of us, if our COTRs are going to be
the “eyes and ears” of the contracting officers, as they are meant to be. The COTR is the key




link between the contracting shop, the program office, and the contractor, and his/her role is
critical to effective contract management. Every contract needs at least one COTR, and the
larger the acquisition, the more important it is that the COTR(s) be trained, experienced, and
available to fulfill that key role.

Success in strategic sourcing depends on improving communication across government. For
too long, agencies — and components within agencies — have done their own buying, without
considering what other agencies have done. In fact, one of the most unfortunate
developments of the last 15 years is that we’ve added a one-agency overlay on top of
government-wide contracts, by negotiating agency-specific blanket purchase agreements
(BPAs) based on GSA’s Federal Supply Schedule (albeit with prices sometimes much better
than the FSS prices). With the recent office supplies BPAs in the Federal Strategic Sourcing
Initiative (FSSI), we are moving back to a government-wide approach, so that any federal
employee paying with a government purchase card now gets the FSSI discount. We only got
there by GSA listening to the buying agencies and structuring the FSSI BPAs to meet the
users’ needs — a classic example of the benefit of better communication across government.

Between Government and Contractors

Acquisition planning for any large procurement calls for meaningful communication with
industry. Especially when we are buying in a dynamic market — IT is a good example, but
not the only one — we need to be sure that we have defined our requirements in a way that
will get the best solution to the users. Of course, defining requirements is not something our
contracting professionals can do; instead, it’s a classic example of an area that depends on
collaboration across the agency’s stakeholders. Whether viewed as market research or
simply common sense, outreach to industry can help in defining requirements, in particular,
in preventing situations where a contract calls for unrealistic or outdated requirements. OFPP
is working with industry and agencies (including agency attorneys) to prepare a “myth-
busters” document that will go beyond saying what we can ’t do, and will make clear what we
can do by way of talking with industry during our acquisition planning. We’ll be following
up with short fact sheets and FAQs, and maybe a webinar, to get the message out: listening
to industry is OK, and it can help the government buy smarter. We will be encouraging
program officials to collaborate with the contracting officers early and often so that the
contracting officers can help shape the procurement to get the best solution, which includes
vendor engagement.

Outreach can help us reach our small business goals. Despite progress that’s been made, we
need to work harder to achieve our small business goals, both the overall 23 percent goal, and
the specific goals for 8(a)s, HUBZones, and women-owned and service-disabled-veteran-
owned small businesses. Outreach to those small businesses can make a difference, and

you’re going to see a big push in the coming weeks for more communication with small

businesses, so that we end the fiscal year with success in meeting our goals.




Don'’t be afraid of discussions. Time and again over the past few months, I’ve heard from
agency officials — both in the contracting shops and the general counsel’s offices — that
contracts are being awarded based on initial proposals without good reason. Whether it’s
fear of bid protests or anxiety about the time involved, we are often leaving money on the
table, or losing out on what could be a better solution for the government, when we make
award on the basis of initial proposals. Even though conducting discussions can take time,
and impose the extra burden on our Technical Evaluation Panels of evaluating another round
of proposals, we can’t afford not to, where it’s the right business decision. That’s the key: if
making award without discussions is the smart call, we should do it — but where the
contracting officer’s business judgment is that holding discussions will probably pay oft for
the users and the taxpayers, that’s what we should do. It’s that business judgment, and the
familiarity with the rules and the process, that are part of the added value a good contracting
professional brings to the table.

Each of you could probably add more examples to both lists — one of my OFPP colleagues pointed to
the sharing of past performance information across government, for instance. Of course, naming
examples isn’t the same thing as doing the deed. Practical obstacles can get in the way of improving
communications, from resource limitations to shortage of time. But it helps to know what we want to
do — and why: communication isn’t an end in itself, but rather a way for us to get the best value for
our users and for the American taxpayers. To that end, we welcome your suggestions on ways we
can improve communication to get the best value. Please share your ideas, and your success stories,
with any OFPP staff member, or online at https://max.omb.gov/community/x/00CyHQ.

And, on that subject, another means of sharing acquisition success stories is the Acquisition
Excellence Awards, presented by the Chief Acquisition Officers Council. The deadline for
nominations for the 2011 awards has been extended to January 26, 2011. If you know individuals or
teams that have had successes in effective acquisition partnering, risk reduction, or small business
contracting, consider sharing their successes with our entire community and submitting a nomination.
More information can be found at www.caoc.gov.

If you have questions or feedback, or want further information on something you have read here,
please contact me (dgordon@omb.eop.gov) or Jeremy McCrary (jmccrary@omb.eop.gov).

Thank you for your good work.

D,

Daniel I. Gordon
Administrator for Federal Procurement Policy




Issues of Notes from the Administrator are available online for any employee of the executive branch
in the Acquisition area of the MAX Federal Community. The MAX community is open to Federal
government employees with a valid .gov, .mil, or .fed.us email address, and you can register here:
https://max.omb.gov/maxportal/registrationForm.do.

Once you’re registered, you can find the Notes from the Administrator here:
https://max.omb.gov/community/x/cYJ2I.
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