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Our Chat With

JOHN ADLER 
Vice President of Procurement, Dallas Area Rapid Transit

EDITED BY RYAN BURKE 

NCMA Executive Director  
MICHAEL FISCHETTI recently  

interviewed JOHN ADLER to 
discuss the challenges faced 

by state and local government 
contracting professionals in 
today’s environment, as well 

as what it takes to succeed 
in the profession. 

›  MICHAEL FISCHETTI:
Thank you very much for participating in this interview.  

Please tell us a little bit about yourself.

›  JOHN ADLER:
My public procurement career started 43 years 

ago. Before I joined Dallas Area Rapid Transit (DART)1 

as vice president of procurement, I was the chief pro-

curement officer for the State of Arizona. 

In addition to serving on the NCMA Board of Advisors, I am 

a past president and life member of the National Association 

of State Procurement Officers (NASPO), member of the National 

Institute of Governmental Purchasing (NIGP) Board Policy Commit-

tee, and on the Advisory Board for the Dallas Chapter of the Institute 

for Supply Management (ISM). 

In addition, I am on several committees for each of these organizations, I’m a Certified Public Procurement 

Officer, certified trainer, author and coauthor of several procurement papers and coauthor of two procurement 

textbooks. I was also on the Universal Public Purchasing Certification Council for nine years.
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What is DART all about? What is it 
responsible for, and how does it meet those 
responsibilities?

DART is a regional public transit agency serving 13 North Texas cities, 

including Dallas. My team is responsible for about $500 million annual 

operating and capital spend, including parts and supplies, construc-

tion and design services, employee benefits, rail and bus operation, 

facility maintenance contracts, and operating service contracts. 

DART has the longest light rail system in North America, shares 

ownership of the Trinity Railway Express commuter rail system, and 

manages the Dallas modern streetcar system. We have a fleet of 167 

light rail vehicles, 9 locomotives and 25 passenger cars, 2 streetcars, 

and more than 700 buses. DART also provides door-to-door transpor-

tation for the elderly and disabled and a van ride sharing program.

Given the current budget scenario for the 
State of Texas and its local governments, 
what are your key initiatives to support 
customer efficiencies, mission changes, and 
acquisition policy?  

We have a number of challenges that seem to be converging at 

once. Our workload is up with a number of major projects, including 

new light rail line sections, a second downtown light rail alignment, 

streetcar expansion, and retail payment system. All of our contracts 

are becoming more complex—especially in technology, employee 

benefits, and construction. We are dealing with intellectual prop-

erty issues, cybersecurity, revenue-generating contracts, public-

private partnerships, performance-based contracts, a transition to 

the cloud and software as a service, global sourcing, and many other 

issues and risks that did not exist 10 or 20 years ago. In addition, 

our customers continue to demand more efficient and faster service 

following a 30-percent staff reduction four years ago.

Fortunately, we have a very smart, agile, and energetic team of pro-

curement problem-solvers, excellent seasoned leaders, and a very 

aggressive strategic plan. We recently upgraded our technology and 

most of our sourcing and contract management is done online. We 

implemented a number of process improvements to accompany the 

new technology. We also reorganized around our customer depart-

ments and established commodity/service managers for key portfo-

lios like employee benefits, technology, construction, and energy.

Our three-year continuous improvement goal is to reduce trans-

actions by 10 percent annually by moving spend to catalog-type 

contracts and blanket agreements and by aggregating contracts into 

service agreements with key suppliers. 

We also just completed an update to our procurement regulations, 

which are based loosely on the Federal Acquisition Regulation (FAR), 

Federal Transit Administration (FTA) guidelines, and the American 

Bar Association (ABA) Model Procurement Code. We initiated our 

strategic sourcing program for key commodities several years ago.

What previous experience have you been 
able to leverage and bring forward into your 
current position? How did your previous 
roles prepare you for your current leadership 
position? 

You would think in over 40 years in this profession I would have 

contracted for nearly everything government buys, but it is the chal-

lenge of something new every day that keeps me going. I started my 

career as a parts buyer for the Arizona Department of Transportation 

and ended my state service as the chief procurement officer for the 

State of Arizona. Now I get to buy trains, buses, and design-build 

contracts for rail tunnels.

Procurement is all about solving problems. Our clients bring us their 

requirements and it is up to us to find a way to fulfill them. It sounds 

relatively easy, but each procurement comes with an inherent set of 

challenges—quality, safety, environmental, political, financial, busi-

ness, and legal. It’s up to us to sort through these challenges and 

build a procurement plan and contract to solve them.

We can never stop learning. I chased my business degree at Arizona 

State University at night, which gave me the opportunity to immedi-

ately apply concepts to my procurement day job. Since then, I have 

always been a student of procurement and supply chains, focusing 

both on government and business best practices. It is important for 

us to stay grounded in the legal side of public procurement, but we 

must also challenge old concepts and keep up with new and emerg-

ing practices. 

For me, the best way to stay on top of the profession is through 

writing and teaching. I think I learn more from my students than 

they learn from me. There is at least four hours of research for every 

classroom hour. 
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How does DART measure the effectiveness 
and efficiency of procurement? Are there 
metrics or tools you use to assess and 
measure customer satisfaction? How do you 
engage with your stakeholders and know if 
your team, and DART overall, is performing 
well?

We measure performance through a set of dashboards. One dash-

board measures workflow, requisition aging, and processing time so 

that we can maintain balance, measure process improvements, and 

keep track of workflow. Another dashboard tracks our supply chain, 

including supplier performance, corporate card transactions, and 

vehicles out of service waiting for parts. 

We are currently measuring our progress in reducing transactions. 

We measure dollars committed to disadvantaged, minority, and 

women-owned businesses. 

My favorite report lists my top-10 late suppliers in terms of numbers 

and days. This report is an excellent motivational tool for both sup-

pliers and staff.

About five years ago, we implemented a project management tool 

that we use to plan each sourcing event. Our contract specialists 

work out a specific plan with their client for every large contract. We 

use this tool to track progress and flag and address problems.

We engage with our clients through regular meetings, and they 

have access to our dashboards and planning tools. We host training 

sessions for our customers, suppliers, and contracting officers. We 

do anonymous customer and supplier satisfaction surveys twice 

each year. Each March, we celebrate “National Purchasing Month” 

with an open house and a full day of workshops for our customers 

and procurement people.

Although we have a long way to go, we were very pleased to hit 

nearly 91-percent customer satisfaction in September 2015, more 

than $20 million in earned savings, and over 40 percent minority 

and women-owned business participation for the fiscal year. We also 

earned the AEP Award from the National Purchasing Institute and 

received “no findings” in our FTA review. All in all, fiscal year 2015 

was a pretty good year.

What cultural, organizational, policy, and/
or workforce examples exist in your 
organization that assist in improving your 
performance? 

What impressed me first about DART is the business approach. DART 

is a government agency that operates like a business, and every 

executive department is involved and aligned with the strategic 

plan. Procurement reports at the “C” level and is highly respected by 

peer departments.

DART relies on a 20-year financial plan that accounts for the op-

erational and financial cost of every business decision and capital 

acquisition. When my contracting specialist negotiated the electric-

ity contract, we immediately realized an $18 million improvement in 

our financial plan.

Like a business, DART can be a very demanding environment as 

executives and customers expect solutions, not excuses. My staff is 

very good at sorting through the information, defining the problem, 

and finding solutions that conform to our rigid legal requirements.

In every niche of the profession, today’s 
procurement workforce is being challenged 
to meet their mission in this new era 
of economic austerity. What message 
would you like to convey to your federal 
government and industry colleagues and 
customers regarding how you are managing 
these challenges?

When the economy turned bad, our department took a 30-percent 

staff reduction. Other departments took similar hits, and some 

countered by contracting out services. At the same time, we took 

on some additional capital acquisitions, like the Dallas Streetcar 

program. This was all compounded by the increasing complexity of 

our requirements and contracts. In other words, we had to handle a 

much larger and complex workload with fewer people.

Through our continuous improvement program and implementation, 

and later upgrade of an e-procurement system, we were able to cut 

our administrative staff. We cut the number of transactions through 

implementation of catalog contracts and blanket order agreements 

and we aggregated requirements and consolidated contracts. We 

increased our use of cooperatives like the General Services Adminis-

tration and the Texas Department of Information Resources, which 

gives us access to NASPO ValuePoint contracts and other coopera-
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tive purchasing contracts.2 Finally, we are setting up a procurement 

staff augmentation contract that will allow us to tap specialized 

procurement resources when necessary. 

Workforce training is often highlighted as 
an area of concern and solution to real or 
perceived problems in today’s procurement 
system. What are your thoughts on the 
importance of training?

With the rate of change in our evolving business environment, we 

cannot get enough training. We need to keep up with technology, the 

environment, what we buy, and public- and business-sector best prac-

tices, not to mention the basics of public procurement, ethics, com-

munications, leadership, negotiations, and all the other basic skills.

Each of my team members has a career development and training 

plan and is required to attend 30 hours of training each year. The 

training plan is tailored to the needs of the specific employee and 

the employee’s career path and is updated each year.

The best procurement training comes through our professional 

associations. Every staff member is required to join and be active in 

a professional procurement association. We are doing well with the 

“join” part, but we could improve the “be active” part. Although 

there are many variations among 80,000 state and local govern-

ments, the basics of public procurement are pretty much the same. 

We all draw from the FAR and ABA Model Procurement Code. Associa-

tions like NCMA, NASPO, and NIGP provide education from a reliable 

and consistent body of knowledge. Our professional associations 

also offer many convenient choices for delivery of training, including 

classroom, webinars, and self-paced online training using certified 

instructors.

One of my big worries is succession planning. Although I have a 

very agile and diverse team, most of us are within a few years of 

retirement age. This is largely the result of emphasizing experience 

in our hiring decisions. I am very impressed with the talent coming 

from the local supply chain management programs and one of my 

objectives this year is to bring in one or two recent graduates. I am 

in a mentor program for graduate students and find they make up 

for their lack of experience with energy, fresh ideas, and tendency to 

challenge the norm.

Another big focus for us is to achieve 100-percent professional 

certification through a recognized national association. Having staff 

certified by NCMA and ISM brings diverse perspectives to our team.

What do you like to do when you’re not 
working? What sorts of hobbies or family or 
family activities keep you busy?

Kids and grandkids keep me young. I have one son in the U.S. Army, 

one daughter in Phoenix, another son and daughter in college, and 

five grandkids.

As a member of so many professional associations, it seems like I am 

always working on a paper, workshop, or other assignment on the 

weekends. My wife and I love to travel and we accompany each oth-

er to our respective association conferences. I also work on old and 

classic cars and do a little welding and woodworking on weekends.

I am a history buff and I love to write. Maybe there is another book 

in my future.

What are your goals in the near future for 
DART, and what would you like for your 
legacy to be after you’re gone?

Continue to improve. One-hundred-percent professional certifica-

tion. Upgrade our technology and get paperless. We are also work-

ing on an environmentally preferable procurement policy.

I want to leave behind a team of professionals who share my enthu-

siasm for the profession.  

You have had a successful career in 
procurement. What advice would you like to 
share for those just entering this field or who 
are relatively new to it? 

Don’t get stuck in a rut. Our profession is very rule- and process-

oriented. It is too easy for us to blame the rules and say “no” when 

confronted with a challenge. There is always a solution to every 

business problem.

Ask why. Challenge the status quo. Explore alternatives. There is 

often more than one solution. We should choose the best one rather 

than the easiest one. We need to go beyond the guidance level I 

call “procurement lore,” which are long-held beliefs on how things 
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should be done—“This is how it’s always been done,” and so on. 

These beliefs stifle innovation.

Stay on top of developments in our profession. Watch the business 

sector—public procurement tends to lag 5–10 years behind. There 

have been tremendous business-sector advances in strategic sourc-

ing, supply chain management, environmentally preferable purchas-

ing, and global sourcing. We need to close the gap.

Get active in our professional associations. The best way to network 

with colleagues is to be involved. Join a committee, teach a work-

shop, write a paper, mentor a colleague, and give something back to 

the profession.

Finally, get certified. Certification is the essential benchmark of a 

profession.

Your participation in this interview and 
Contract Management Magazine is an 
integral part of the learning component 
for our 20,000 members around the world. 
Please share a few of your thoughts on 
the importance of professionalism in 
contracting, such as outside activities, 
advanced learning or degrees, or any other 
perspective.

Procurement is a profession. A four-year or advanced degree and 

certification form the foundation of any professional within a profes-

sion.

Do you support your employees becoming 
involved and taking advantage of 
professional development opportunities 
through NCMA or other similar organizations 
(e.g., joining a chapter, speaking at or 
attending training forums, writing articles for 
Contract Management Magazine, etc.)? How 
can NCMA, as a professional organization for 
contract management, better help you meet 
your responsibilities and challenges?

Absolutely, I support active involvement in NCMA and our other 

professional associations. Staying active has provided me with a net-

work of the brightest people in our profession. It was awesome to 

meet some of the top federal agency procurement leaders through 

NCMA. CM

ABOUT JOHN ADLER

JOHN ADLER is the vice president for procurement for Dallas Area 

Rapid Transit (DART). He is the former state procurement director for 

Arizona and has nearly 40 years’ experience in government contract-

ing. He is a member of the ISM Dallas CPO Council, vice chair of the 

American Public Transit Association’s Procurement and Materials Man-

agement Committee, past president and lifetime member of NASPO, and 

also serves as the NASPO representative to the NCMA Board of Advi-

sors, assisting to ensure that NCMA provides contract management 

programming and education that is relevant and of interest to state and 

local contracting and procurement professionals. 

Send comments about this interview to cm@ncmahq.org.

ENDNOTES

1. Editor’s Note: Created in August 1983, DART is a regional transit agency 
authorized under Chapter 452 of the Texas Transportation Code. It operates 
buses, light rail, commuter rail, and high-occupancy vehicle lanes within its 
service area, which covers 700 square miles and consists of 13 cities in the 
North Texas region: Addison, Carrollton, Cockrell Hill, Dallas, Farmers 
Branch, Garland, Glenn Heights, Highland Park, Irving, Plano, Richardson, 
Rowlett, and University Park. 

2. Editor’s Note: The “NASPO ValuePoint Cooperative Purchasing Organization” 
is the cooperative purchasing arm of NASPO, and provides an avenue for 
public cooperative contracting by leveraging the leadership and expertise of 
all 50 states, the District of Columbia, and the organized U.S. territories 
with the purchasing power of their public entities. Joining together in 
cooperative multi-state/multi-entity contracting achieves cost-effective and 
efficient acquisition of quality products and services. For more information, 
visit www.naspovaluepoint.org.
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