0

ACQUISITION
SOLUTIONS’

This Advisory dis-
cusses the challenges
ahead and shares les-

sons learned and creative
thinking regarding how
the promises of the recent
economic stimulus legisla-
tion can be realized.

@
s AAVISO
DIRECTIONS

ISSUES AND ANSWERS FEBRUARY 2009

Managing the Business
of Economic Recovery

Creative Ideas, Successful Practices,
and Lessons Learned

By Catherine Poole

Reinvestment Act into law on February 17, Acquisition Solutions assembled a
group of six federal acquisition and program executives along with six of our own
former federal acquisition officials to discuss the challenges ahead, share lessons
learned, and engage in creative thinking around how the promises of the act can be
met, given that the size of many agencies’ discretionary budgets will have grown many
times over in the blink of an eye. Together, the group represented defense and civilian
agencies, program offices and contracting organizations, as well as grants and financial
assistance organizations.
The result is a compilation of collective lessons learned, successful practices, and
creative ideas worth considering. We share the group’s thoughts and observations as
follows, without attribution.

As President Barack Obama was signing the $787 billion American Recovery and

Get visibility into what is coming. Based on our discussions with a variety

of agencies, it is clear that some agencies already have good visibility into the

projects they will be pursuing, while others have much less current visibility into
the specifics. As one participant noted, “You've got to start with an understanding of the
expectations and the objective.” The ultimate high-level objectives are twofold: (1) cre-
ate jobs, as quickly as possible, and (2) achieve outcomes in support of the agency’s
mission. An interesting question raised in the discussion: “To the extent that there is not
clarity or specific direction required or provided, what should the vetting process be for
determining which projects to pursue?” The group concluded that the primary difference
between “recovery” spending and all other spending is whether the project meets the
goal of creating jobs in the short-term. In other words, are the projects “shovel-ready”?

Use the existing investment review structure to prioritize investments.
Agencies will need a way to quickly prioritize the specific projects they will pur-
sue with the economic recovery funding. For example, construction spending
for many agencies comes with the requirement that the spending occur quickly and for
projects that are either in backlog or shovel-ready or both. But which projects should
be pursued first? Which ones will provide the best return on investment in terms of
potentially creating new jobs and satisfying an agency need? One suggested strategy
is to “leverage the investment review boards that your agency already has in place.”
One participant noted, “One best practice is to use the existing [chief financial offi-
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cer] structure to rack and stack the potential discretionary
projects.” Many agencies have review boards in place for
information technology investments as well as construc-
tion investments. For a project to get funded, it must be
approved by the appropriate investment review board.

Identify the metrics of success. It is important

to understand—both in the selection and manage-

ment of the projects—what metrics of success the
Offices of Inspector General (OlGs) and oversight boards
will be using a year, two, or three from now when they
evaluate the government’s performance on the recovery
initiative. As one participant asked, “How will we know if
we are successful? How does the administration and its
oversight community intend to measure success?” It will
be important in your planning efforts to ensure you de-
velop clear and appropriate measures of success for each
program and project and incorporate them into each con-
tract along with the appropriate reporting requirements.
For example, if one measure of success is the creation
of “x” number of jobs, make that clear, and indicate the
reporting requirements against that metric.

Engage in intense strategic acquisition plan-

ning. This was one of the key “lessons learned” in

our review of many of the post-Hurricane Katrina
Government Accountability Office reports: While speed is
important, before you run full speed ahead, pause for a
moment to be strategic and to develop a clear roadmap
and plan of action. Take a reasonable amount of time to
assess the collective needs, the required timeframes, and
the overall objectives, to map a strategic plan for acquiring
the full range of requirements. There may be ample op-
portunities to combine requirements, accelerate require-
ments that were planned for next year, or at a minimum,
to be strategic in advertising the requirements via a single
solicitation with the anticipation of multiple awards.

Engage all stakeholders. This was a theme

stressed by many at our forum discussion. In an

initiative as significant as this one, it is impor-
tant—rather, absolutely critical—to engage all agency
stakeholders in the planning and execution of the agency’s
plan. One participant specifically and positively referred to
the stakeholder organizations as “partners,” stressing the
practice of “bringing in our in our partners from environ-
mental, congressional affairs, and other organizations” in
standing up the new program management organization
(PMO). “Bringing in our partners and all making real-time
decisions is going to be the model,” he noted. Another
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participant told a similar tale of meetings already being
held in which “every major support function is represented
in that meeting. It is amazing collaboration.” The stakes
are high. “People are so worried about this that they are
being really honest brokers at the table!”

Engage the field offices in the planning efforts.
The forum participants agreed that it is important
to start planning at the point of execution. One
participant noted, “We can sit in headquarters and devel-
op implementation plans and launch them in the field and
then watch them fail. If they didn’t start at the execution
point and work their way back, they weren’t going to be
successful. Starting at the point of execution, inviting the
procurement office in the field into discussions about vehi-
cles they can use, and talking to them about the resource
challenge at the execution point is all important. It is going
to be the field procurement office that is the heart of this.”
One forum participant noted that his organization had
developed a data form and asked the field offices to pro-
vide detailed information on their envisioned contract
pathways. As a senior procurement executive, he has
personally engaged in meetings, discussing every ma-
jor transaction through which a significant amount of the
funding will travel. “We want to ensure that where they
are putting huge sums of money, that it is legitimate. We
are going to bring a bunch of smart people into a room,
analyze each requirement and assess the definitization
path.” Another participant, thinking back to post-Katrina
concerns, suggested that the data sheet collect informa-
tion on how many jobs each contract was expected to cre-
ate and where.

Reexamine your internal review processes.

Take the opportunity to assess your internal re-

view processes and be prepared to strategically
modify them in the interest of agility. One forum participant
noted that his agency is already looking at its internal re-
view processes, with an eye toward implementing revised
requirements that are meaningful and value-added to the
current situation without hampering productivity. “We are
able to look at the approaches and agree as to what de-
gree headquarters’ review requirements will apply. For
example, with block grants, we will review those in real
time. We will waive certain pathways and reviews up front,
and agree with the field office that if you perform a certain
way, we’ll remove some of the process, without giving up
some of the rigor that is needed. This will provide an ap-
propriate level of control that will also save resources and
save time”
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Invite your OIG to the table. The oversight that

will be associated with recovery spending will be

“unprecedented,” but what exactly will that mean?
And what will your agency’s OIG be focusing on? One way
to find out: Ask. One forum participant noted, “We'd like to
see the OIG come to the table and talk to us about what
they envision improved oversight to mean. Really, | think
this is one case in which the OIG ought to step up and
help the agencies before the horse gets out of the barn
door” Another participant noted, “When Hurricane Ka-
trina called, | had a pretty good OIG at the department.
| called the OIG on August 30 and said | was about to
do some pretty interesting things, why don’t you send some
people over to watch? Not that he was part of the solutions,
but he was observing the process, and it did make a lot of
difference. We found it useful to engage the OIG early, so
he could understand the context of the issues.”

Carefully (but speedily) flesh out your require-

ments. While time is of the essence in all eco-

nomic recovery initiatives, it is critical that the ob-
jectives of each project be clearly solidified before moving
forward. What are the outcomes the agency is seeking,
beyond creating jobs? One forum participant noted, “We
are going to have 25 to 30 simultaneous project starts; our
challenge is getting the user to lock down their operational
requirements of what they want their ports to do. We've
already had a session to try to collect their requirements,
and to a major extent we did that. We now need to deliver
those requirements to the end users to ensure they are on
board. Imagine if we started these requirements and they
didn’t have the latest requirements of the user.”

Develop design standards for repeatable

projects. For major projects that require re-

petitive implementation or in multiple locations,
“design once, build many” is a good mantra. One forum
participant stressed the importance, efficiency, and overall
effectiveness of prototype design standards: “Having pro-
totypical design standards, which we now have, is going to
be the key. If people are relocated from station to station,
people will recognize it” Also aim for scalability: “the basic
standard design can be used at small, medium and large
ports without much additional effort.” This philosophy has
potential widespread application to infrastructure projects.

Strive for fixed-price contracts, using com-
petitive procedures. Be prepared to develop
the requirements in such a way that they can
be fixed-price. The economic recovery law retains a pro-
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vision included in the House version of the bill that man-
dates that contracts funded under the act be awarded as
fixed-price through the use of competitive procedures,
to the maximum extent possible. Contracts that are not
fixed-price and not awarded using competitive procedures
must be posted on a special section of the Recovery.gov
Web site.

Ensure your employees are well versed in

FAR flexibilities and contracting process

specifics. The Federal Acquisition Regula-
tion (FAR) offers a lot of flexibility in how services can be
acquired. The key is to ensure your team is fully aware of
the various regulations and understands their appropri-
ate application and associated documentation. One forum
participant specifically pointed to the “fair opportunity”
provisions of FAR subpart 16.5. He recommended, “Do a
deep analysis of fair opportunity, ensure you’ve got your
employees trained to look at and understand the level of
documentation required for fair opportunity, for sole source
justifications, etc. ... make sure you are not going to have
a landmine there””

Maximize the use of existing competitively

awarded contracts that provide for compe-

tition at the task level. Don’t act so quickly
that you rush into the mode of establishing a new con-
tract. Take the time to do the market research to identify
potential existing vehicles against which you may be able
to conduct a limited, but effective, and much more speedy,
acquisition. Ensure your acquisition team is well versed
in procedures and documentation required when ordering
from existing contracts—whether government-wide ac-
quisition contracts (GWACS), multiple-agency contracts
(MACs), or your own agency’s indefinite-delivery, indefi-
nite-quantity (IDIQ) contracts.

Shop around for acquisition support pro-

viders. There was a collective expectation in

the room that most agencies would be heading
to the General Services Administration (GSA) for surge
acquisition support. There also was recognition that GSA
might not be able to meet the full demand, so some cre-
ative thinking is in order. One participant noted, “We have
a long history with GSA, but with other stimulus activity,
we think they will have capacity challenges. We are going
to be competing with other users of their services. We
want to creatively explore our own internal capacity to do
design-build contracts. We want to be smart but quick.”
Another attendee noted, “By the time you execute an in-
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teragency agreement, and educate another agency on
your requirements, you are not going to be moving as
quickly as you need to be.”

Think creatively on filling your need for hu-

man resources. Many agencies will need ad-

ditional human resources to assist with the in-
creasing workload. Yet agencies across the government,
and particularly those in the Washington, DC, area, rec-
ognize that there simply aren’t enough acquisition profes-
sionals around to meet the need. One forum participant
suggested, based on recent shifts in his agency, “thinking
geographically” While the Washington area has a limited
pool of resources and minimal extra capacity, there may
be field offices or acquisition centers in other areas of
the country that either already have additional capacity
or might be in a better position to recruit quickly. Another
participant cited an example that supports this position. “In
our DC office, we’d get less than a handful of applicants
for 10 vacancies. When we moved the positions down to
Huntsville, we’'d get 30 applications for 2 vacancies.”

A similar suggestion: if there is extra capacity in a field
office, leverage those individuals remotely for a short pe-
riod of time. “There is no need to have them travel to DC
to do the work. We can easily handle these transactions
remotely. If you can find a couple of people during a surge
period, [depending on the organization], that may be all
that you need to do to get through the surge situation.”
Another possibility: Reach out to retired annuitants. Even
if they have moved outside the area, they might be willing
to work remotely for a short time to help through the surge
situation.

Recognize that there will be compet-

ing goals and you may have to prioritize.

Achieving small business goals is a perpetual
challenge for many agencies, but achieving the same
percentage goals relative to a significantly higher volume
of funding poses a huge challenge . . . and some ques-
tions. One participant noted that his agency has been
challenged to meet the small business goals in the past.
“Now we’re adding $40 billion more dollars to that, most
going to financial assistance, but there is still a lot going
through contracts. That will impact our goal in a significant
way. We are not going to be able to award contracts to
small businesses in many of these deals. The result is that
we’re going to tank on our 6 percent small business goal.
This is an example of the attendant baggage that we are
sweating just as much as getting the money out the door.”
A key question to ask is this: “At the end of the day, how do
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we determine whether we’ve been successful here?” With
this initiative, the key outcomes are related to job creation
and accomplishment of the program and project objec-
tives. Yet small business contracting remains an ancillary
objective that must be factored into the decision making
as well.

Beware the hidden costs of transparency.

A special Web site—Recovery.gov—went live

on February 17 to promote transparency re-
lated to the economic stimulus initiative. The site will be
managed by the Recovery Accountability and Transpar-
ency Board, which will ensure that the recipients and uses
of all recovery funds are transparent to the public, and
that the public benefits of these funds are reported clearly,
accurately, and in a timely manner. The details of what
exactly will be posted on the site are still in flux, how-
ever. One participant noted, “At one time, the requirement
was to physically put copies of every financial assistance
award on recovery.gov. That went away. There were lots
of proposed requirements that had hidden costs, making
implementation problematic. It is the ‘add-ons’ that are
nontraditional that we are not set up to handle. And the
sheer volume makes this problematic.”

Similar concern was expressed around the impact of
transparency on protests and their associated workload.
One participant noted a 20-fold increase in protests for
the previous fiscal year, stating, “We were successful in
every one. In fact, many struck me as ridiculous, but they
are ‘desperation’ protests. In OMB’s guidance, there is
one new thing, if we issue a change order, we have to
advertise it on FedBizOpps before we issue it and once
we award it. We are getting protests just because people
are aware of it, they are interested. Now we’re going to get
protests because more people will know about it. This ad-
ditional transparency is going to hurt us from a workload
standpoint. Of course, people have a right to protest, but
from the agency perspective, it takes a lot of resources to
accommodate this level of transparency and we are not
able to hire people to help us with this increase in trans-
parency-related workload.”

Request to OFPP: Be reasonable and re-
alistic with contracting guidelines and re-
porting requirements. The group engaged
in thoughtful discussion around some of the guidelines,
processes, and reporting requirements that the Office
of Federal Procurement Policy (OFPP) currently is con-
sidering but has not yet finalized. The primary sentiment
is that this situation will be challenging enough, without

ACQUISITION SOLUTIONS RESEARCH INSTITUTE"



added constraints, such as additional or duplicate report-
ing requirements, that may lead to a need to pull people
from executing awards to fulfill a higher level or frequency
of reporting requirements. One participant commented
on a potential interpretation of draft guidance that would
require even small purchase card orders to be entered
into both the Federal Procurement Data System and the
Recovery.gov Web site. Another participant summarized
the concerns about the potential increase in workload as-
sociated, noting, “There are valid concerns that this whole
thing could get choked. This whole idea of transparency
is what is new. We need to try to implement in a way that
doesn’t slow everything else down.”

Conclusion

The ink is barely dry on the economic recovery act and
many agencies already are well into assessing their ca-
pabilities and developing their strategies, while others are
just getting started. What is clear is that the acquisition
community—albeit already challenged with heavy work-
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loads and limited human resources—is determined to do
its part, and do it well, in support of the economic recov-
ery efforts. The key is to strike the right balance, so that
you can move both strategically and swiftly, while ensur-
ing adherence to a full range of statutory and regulatory
requirements.

For acquisition and grant professionals, this is an oppor-
tunity to use the science and art of acquisition to meet
some very important objectives: in this case, job creation
and economic recovery for the country, while achieving
programmatic objectives of the government. Our recom-
mendations: Keep the objectives in mind at all times, use
good business judgment, look for opportunities to update
your policies, practices, and reviews in a way that can fast-
track acquisitions while maintaining a reasonable level of
control; and maximize the flexibilities inherent in the FAR
to achieve the objectives.

We express our thanks to the many acquisition pro-
fessionals who came together to share their ideas and
lessons learned in the interest of more expedient, yet ef-
fective, acquisition for all. ¢
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