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U.S. Department of Education

Vendor Communication Plan

On February 2, 2011, the Office of Management and Budget issued a memorandum titled “Myth-Busting”: Addressing Misconceptions to Improve Communication with Industry During the Acquisition Process.  This memorandum required agencies to develop a plan to reduce barriers to vendor engagement. 

In accordance with this requirement, the Department of Education developed a Vendor Communication Plan describing efforts to reduce barriers and increase engagement with industry.   By communicating and collaborating with vendors, the Department positions itself to obtain and deliver the best products and services possible.   This plan is incorporated into the Department’s Acquisition Procedures Manual, which provides internal guidance to the acquisition workforce.  The plan is also posted on the Department’s website, which is available to the public, including the vendor community.  

The senior agency official responsible for promoting vendor engagement is the Senior Procurement Executive, Hugh Hurwitz.  The senior agency officials responsible for promoting vendor engagement in the contracting activities are Jim Ropelewski, Head of the Contracting Activity for the Department of Education excluding Federal Student Aid (FSA), and Pat Bradfield, Head of the Contracting Activity for FSA.  

If you have any questions regarding this vendor communication plan, please contact Andrew Sullivan for the Department of Education excluding FSA or Denise Roberts for FSA.    

Andrew Sullivan:  Andrew.Sullivan@ed.gov, 202-245-6450
Denise Roberts: Denise.Roberts@ed.gov, 202-377-3070
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U.S. Department of Education

Acquisition Procedures Manual

Chapter 10.002 – Vendor Communication

I.
Purpose:  This chapter establishes the Department of Education’s (Department) vendor communication plan.

II.
Applicability:  This chapter applies to all procurement actions exceeding the simplified acquisition threshold.

III.
Authority:  Federal Acquisition Regulation (FAR) 10.002(b)(2), FAR 15.201, and Office of Management and Budget’s February 2, 2011, Memorandum, “Myth-Busting”: Addressing Misconceptions to Improve Communication with Industry During the Acquisition Process
IV.
Policy  

The Department is firmly committed to the prudent expenditure of appropriated funds.  Inherent in this commitment is a responsibility to improve acquisition outcomes by reducing unnecessary barriers to communication with industry.  This Vendor Communication Plan provides clear and consistent, high-level, direction to the Department’s workforce and industry partners about Departmental engagement with industry prior to the award of contracts.  

To increase and improve vendor communication, the Department shall: 

A. Operate in an open and transparent environment;

B. Provide clear direction to the acquisition and program workforce on permissible communication with industry;

C. Communicate early, frequently, and constructively with industry, including small businesses and vendors the Department has not worked with in the past; 

D. Identify in the published procurement forecast opportunities likely to involve additional communication possibilities; 

E. Prioritize the use of resources for high-risk, large dollar, complex programs or those that fail to attract new vendors during re-competitions; and      

F. Protect non-public information and the Department’s source selection information.

V.
Roles and Responsibilities  

A. Senior Procurement Executive
1. As the senior agency official responsible for promoting vendor engagement, accountable for overall efforts to improve engagement with businesses and increasing awareness of the need to communicate with industry.

2. Coordinate and evaluate feedback on engagements to improve the Department’s outreach efforts on a regular basis.
B. Heads of the Contracting Activities

1. As the senior agency officials responsible for promoting vendor engagement in the contracting activities, accountable for promoting vendor engagement and adherence to this plan within their respective activities.  
2. Seek feedback on engagements to improve the contracting activities’ outreach efforts on a regular basis.

C. Contract and Investment Review Boards
Consider the engagement strategy early in the review process.  If the engagement strategy is inappropriate for the acquisition, the action should not be approved until an acceptable vendor engagement strategy is submitted.     

D.  Contracting Officer (CO)
1. For each appropriate acquisition, establish the timing, frequency, and degree of vendor engagement necessary to appropriately develop requirements, acquisition strategy, and performance metrics. 

2. Recommend appropriate means of communication (one-on-one meetings, vendor days, draft solicitations, teleconferences, or combination of these methods).

a. Consider methods that would generate new entrants to the market to increase competition.

b. Work with the Office of Small and Disadvantaged Business Utilization (OSDBU) and Small Business Specialists to identify the best ways to reach out to small businesses.

c. Use the Small Business Central Event Listing on www.fbo.gov.
3. Collaborate with the OSDBU (as appropriate), Program/Project Manager (PM) and Contracting Officer’s Representative (COR) to determine who will conduct vendor engagement efforts and how these sessions will be conducted.
a. Encourage the PM and COR to communicate appropriately for pre-solicitation efforts.

b. Be the focal point for vendor communication after the solicitation is issued.

4. Be as knowledgeable as possible about the content of the procurement forecast.
E. Program/Project Officer and Contracting Officer’s Representative
1. As soon as a need is identified, inform the CO about the level of vendor engagement needed to help the PM and others conduct effective market research.

2. Assess the need for introducing new entrants to the market and recommend to the CO ways to do this.

3. Discuss vendor engagement activities with the CO prior to the meetings – the CO may not attend but should be aware of all communications.

4. Be as knowledgeable as possible about the content of the procurement forecast.
F. OSDBU and Small Business Specialists

1. Promote overall efforts to improve engagement with small businesses and increase Department-wide awareness of the need to communicate with industry.

2. Coordinate vendor engagement activities with program and acquisition teams
.

3. Coordinate and collaborate with interagency colleagues and the business community regarding vendor engagement activities with the OSDBU and acquisition teams.

4. Serve as the Department’s primary contact for engaging prospective small businesses. 

5. Collaborate with the CO and the contract specialist to ensure a clear understanding by the acquisition team of the contents and importance of the Department’s procurement forecast.
6. Publicize outreach and training opportunities using a variety of vehicles including the Small Business Central Event Listing on www.fbo.gov.
7. Lead the effort to assess the need for introducing new entrants to the market and recommend to the CO ways to do this.

8. Lead the effort to conduct market research to identify small businesses capable of meeting the Department’s needs.

9. Lead the effort to identify opportunities to establish prime contractor mentor and small business protégé agreements.
G. Small Business Liaisons (in the contracting activities)
1. Assist acquisition teams in developing and executing vendor engagement strategies.

2. Coordinate vendor engagement activities with acquisition teams.

3. Assess the need for introducing new entrants to the market and recommend to the CO ways to do this.
4. Conduct market research to identify small businesses capable of meeting the Department’s needs.  Assist the CO and PM to encourage setting aside procurements for small businesses.
5. Assist acquisition teams in identifying opportunities to establish prime contractor mentor and small business protégé agreements.

H. General Counsel
Advise the CO and team so they understand what is considered appropriate communications in terms of content, delivery methodology, etc.   

I. Ethics Officer
Ensure ethics training clearly explains what is permissible in addition to what is prohibited.

J. Acquisition Career Manager (ACM)
Provide COs, PMs, COTRs, and others with information on training or awareness activities to improve vendor engagement.

VI.
Requirements
  

A. General Requirement for Vendor Engagement
1.
COs, PMs, and CORs are encouraged to consider pre-award vendor input in all acquisitions.  A vendor engagement strategy should be developed for acquisitions in which the Department will benefit through early and meaningful engagement with the vendor community.  The engagement strategy is to be tailored to the specific requirement, providing maximum engagement opportunities and flexibilities, commensurate with the cost, risk, and history of the acquisition.   

2.
A comprehensive vendor engagement strategy is required as part of the acquisition plan for procurements:

a.  
Expected to exceed $5 million over the life of the contract.
b.
For goods or services which were previously awarded with a limited source justification or which received only one offer in a previous competition.  

3.
A comprehensive vendor engagement strategy should include at least one industry day, a pre-solicitation or pre-proposal conference, allow for a reasonable amount of one-on-one engagement; and allow time for discussions during proposal evaluation.  A written justification shall be prepared for the file and incorporated into the acquisition plan if a determination is made that none of these steps are necessary.
B. Efforts to Reduce Barriers and Promote Engagement
1. Lack of industry awareness of engagement opportunities:  To overcome this barrier, the Department will create “special notices” posting on www.fedbizopps.gov for all vendor communication opportunities.          

2. Inadequate identification of capable firms through market research:  This barrier prevents engagement to some degree, as the firms with which to engage are not identified.     To overcome this barrier, the Department will hold vendor industry days, small business outreach sessions, pre-solicitation conferences, and public question and answer sessions to generate interest from known and unknown vendors.  The Department also provides the public with access to its annual Forecast of Contract Opportunities via the agency’s external website.  Additionally, the Department uses webinars to reach out to more vendors and increase competition.  Webinars provide the opportunity for industry to give the Department feedback on requirements in order for the Department to better define requirements.  Using technology helps the Department to improve communications with industry to produce better planning, better requirements definition, a more efficient acquisition process and enhanced competition.  The Department will also be providing in-house training on market research.
3. Restrictive requirements documents and short proposal response times:  To overcome these barriers to competition, the Department will be offering in-house training on writing performance-based statements of work and best practices for providing sufficient proposal response times.  The use of pre-solicitation engagement efforts and webinars, mentioned above, are also strategies that help overcome these barriers.
C. Plans to Follow Up
Within six months of posting this Acquisition Procedures Manual (APM) Chapter, post-award surveys of COs, PMs, CORs, and offerors will be used to determine the effectiveness of the Department’s acquisition communications.  This information is to be used to further refine and improve future efforts. 
VII.
  Links to Department of Education Contracting Information include:
Doing Business with ED: 
              http://www2.ed.gov/fund/contract/about/booklet1.html 
Department of Education Acquisition Regulation (EDAR) – 48 CFR Chapter 34 http://www2.ed.gov/policy/fund/reg/clibrary/edar.html 

ED Contract Opportunities                                                                                  http://www2.ed.gov/fund/contract-opportunities.html 

Forecast of ED Contract Opportunities
http://www2.ed.gov/fund/contract/find/forecast.html 

Office for Small and Disadvantaged Business Utilization http://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ods/osdbu.html 
Procurement Small Business Goals:                        http://www2.ed.gov/policy/fund/reg/clibrary/sbgoals.html 

Service-Disabled Veteran-Owned Small Business Initiative http://connected.ed.gov/index.cfm?office=ocfo&cid=1B3346E6-B61B-5164-51D4-B050DD932220 

�     FAR 1.102(c) states: “The Acquisition Team consists of all participants in Government acquisition including not only representatives of the technical, supply, and procurement communities but also the customers they serve, and the contractors who provide the products and services.”  For the purposes of this chapter, the team consists of the CO, CS, PM, COR, OSDBU, Small Business Specialist, Small Business Liaison, and others in Section V. A-J as appropriate.





Page 7 of 7

