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Department of Veterans Affairs

Office of Acquisition, Logistics, and Construction (OALC)

Vendor Communication Plan
1) Statement of agency commitment
The Department of Veterans Affairs' (VA) mission to serve Veterans and their families requires us to transform into a high performing 21st century organization. To effectively transform, VA must partner with the private sector, since approximately a third of VA's budget is expended through contracts. By communicating and collaborating with industry, we position ourselves to obtain and deliver the best possible services for our nation's Veterans. VA is committed to constructive communication with industry partners. Communication shall be early and frequent in the procurement process; keeping in mind small businesses and subgroups of small businesses shall be included in these communications. Acquisition professionals shall strive to include vendors who they have not worked with in the past to ensure a continually growing base of vendors. Acquisition professionals shall also identify those procurements which are likely to involve opportunity for additional communication with industry as part of the published procurement forecast. While the VA is committed to promoting constructive communication with our industry partners, acquisition professionals also have a duty to protect non-public information including vendors' confidential information and the agency's source selection information, and to ensure compliance with all applicable ethics standards.
2) Identification of senior agency and bureau (if applicable) official responsible for promoting vendor engagement;
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3) Brief description of efforts undertaken or planned to reduce barriers and promote engagement;

VA already engages in significant outreach to industry as part of its acquisition process, and this will continue. VA provides opportunities for vendors to participate in pre-award conferences, to ask questions and network with other attendees who may be potential teaming partners. VA has used Webcasts as a means to facilitate small business participation, allowing small firms to save money and avoid paying the costs of travel and still obtain the benefit of the information shared. VA recently conducted two Industry Innovation Competition sessions to identify, evaluate, and fund promising new solutions in the information technology area. The second competition, still underway, resulted in 260 concept papers, of which 68 offerors have moved to the second stage of the competition (submission of a full proposal). Information on future opportunities, when available, may be found at: www.va.gov/vai2.

VA also is conducting a Supplier Relationship Transformation (SRT) initiative. The changing dynamic for Veterans in the 21st century mandates VA accomplish its mission more effectively and efficiently. Delivering the right services at the right time to the growing and ever-changing population of Veterans will require cutting edge information technology, innovative and improved acquisition processes, a far-reaching transformation of the VA workforce, and end-to-end innovations in management.

VA recognizes the supplier community is a critical component to its success in meeting the challenges of supporting Veterans in the 21st century. VA has embarked on a transformation of the end-to-end acquisition process which will capitalize on industry expertise as an effort to improve the VA acquisition process as a whole.

SRT Program Goals 

•
Improve relations with VA's supplier community

•
Improve transparency, collaboration, and participation in the acquisition process

•
Increase VA's access to industry innovations

•
Work with suppliers and internal customers to identify and address contracting and delivery barriers

•
Improve VA's ability to deliver products and services to Veterans at the right place, the right time, and with the right quality
4) Criteria for identifying which acquisitions must include vendor input in the pre-award phase.   
At a minimum, acquisition plans for high-risk, large-dollar, and complex programs, such as those for major Information Technology (IT) systems that need to attract new entrants to ensure adequate competition and acquisitions which require the use of an Integrated Product Team (IPT) as required by VA Information Letter (IL) 001AL-09-05, dated October 9, 2009, should include a comprehensive vendor engagement strategy that:

· Includes at least one industry day or a pre-solicitation or pre-proposal conference; and 

· Allows for a reasonable amount of one-on-one engagement; and 

· Allows time for discussions, as needed and in accordance with FAR Part 15, during the proposal evaluation process; or

· Requires a written justification as to why those steps are unnecessary

Acquisitions which seek vendor input should include re-competitions of prior procurements where (1) the requirement did not provide the solution needed, either due to nonperformance of the awardee (especially if it led to termination) or due to inadequate definition of the requirement; or (2) a competitive solicitation was issued but only one offeror responded, and market research suggests more than one vendor is available to perform the requirement.
5) Publication of engagement events to include industry days, small business outreach sessions, pre-solicitation conferences, Request For Proposal (RFP) question and answer sessions, etc.  These shall be posted and updated regularly using the existing “special notices” function on www.fedbizopps.gov and on other sites as identified by the agency.  

VA will provide notice of these events on FedBizOpps as a single portal of information for interested firms.
6) Brief description of roles and responsibilities of the – 
a. Contracting Officer (CO)
· Determine the plan for each appropriate acquisition (especially high-risk or complex acquisitions); and establish the timing, frequency, and degree of vendor engagement necessary to appropriately develop requirements, acquisition strategy, and performance metrics.

· Identify means, and recommend appropriate means of communication (one-on-one meetings, vendor days, draft RFPs, teleconferences, or combination of these methods).

· Increase competition; consider methods to generate new entrants to the market.

· Work with the Department of Veterans Affairs Office of Small Disadvantaged Business Utilization (OSDBU) and small business specialist to identify the best ways to reach out to small businesses.

· Communicate to the agency team, and set expectations with the Program Manager (PM) (and Contracting Officer's Technical Representative (COTR) if appropriate) about who will conduct vendor engagement efforts and how these sessions will be conducted.

· Encourage the PM and COTR to communicate appropriately during pre-solicitation efforts.

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

· Document the file as appropriate.
b. Program Manager (PM)
· Obtain continuous insight on market developments.  Meet with vendors before an acquisition is under development, to understand changes in technology, identify opportunities for new solutions, and consider streamlined or more cost effective alternatives to current practices.
· Coordinate with the CO as soon as a need is identified, to inform the CO about the level of vendor engagement necessary to conduct effective market research.

· Evaluate expected level of competition; assess the need for introducing new entrants to the market and recommend to the CO ways to effectively do this.

· Notify the CO; discuss vendor engagements activities with the CO prior to the meetings—the CO may not attend but should be aware of all communications
c. Contracting Officer’s Representative (COR)/Contracting Officer’s Technical Representative (COTR)
· Focus on post-award opportunities; identify ways to improve communication after award, such as award kick-off events, and vendor boards (for multiple award contracts).

· Keep the CO informed and document vendor interaction as appropriate.

· Be cautious; don't let communications with the contractor evolve into constructive changes to the contract, which could cost money and time.

d. General Counsel

· Encourage communication to the maximum extent practicable; advise the CO and team so they understand what is considered appropriate communications in terms of content, delivery methodology, etc.

e. Ethics Officers

· Include vendor communications in annual ethics training; ensure ethics training clearly explains what is permissible, not only what is prohibited.

f. OSDBU and Small Business Specialists
· Focus on the agency procurement forecast; ensure the CO and the contract specialist understand what is in the agency's procurement forecast.

· Use the Small Business Central Event Listing on FedBizOpps to publicize opportunities; this functionality helps small businesses find outreach events and promotes competition.

g. Other Officials

· Agency Outreach POC

· Promote vendor engagement. This senior agency official is responsible for the agency's overall efforts to improve engagement with large and small businesses, increase awareness of the need to communicate with industry, and seek feedback on engagements to improve the agency's outreach efforts on a regular basis.

· Use the community of practice (COP). Seek information and provide best practices to the COP to leverage other effective tools.

· Acquisition Career Manager (ACM) 
· Keep everyone informed of training or related opportunities.  Provide COs, PMs, COTRs, and others with information on training or awareness activities to improve vendor engagement.

7) Training and awareness efforts for employees and contractors

On October 12, 2010, VA issued guidance on proper meetings with industry to ensure awareness and compliance with ethical standards. Agency personnel can read the general policy as well as sample questions and answers (Q&A) to identify "red flags" and ensure compliance with Administration policy on contacts with lobbyists, interest groups, and industry representatives. Having a clear understanding of these limitations also helps provide clear guidance on when such contacts are entirely appropriate.

VA is holding conferences to provide relevant training to VA personnel and contractors. Recent outreach to industry included a conference in Chicago, Illinois, on May 25, 2011. Department of Veterans Affairs' (VA) Acting Chief Acquisition Officer sponsored training for acquisition personnel in June, and distributed Office of Management and Budget (OMB) guidance on "Misconceptions and Facts about Vendor Communication" (Attachment 1 of the

February 2, 2011 memorandum) to attendees. VA will also host a National Veteran Small Business Conference and Expo in New Orleans, Louisiana, in August 2011.
VA's OSDBU conducts monthly vendor counseling sessions for potential contractors interested in learning how to do business with VA.
8) Links to existing policies
VA's Office of Acquisition, Logistics, and Construction publishes its internal guidance (Information Letters and other related policy material) on its Webpage (http://www1.va.gov/oamm/oa/ars/policyreg/index.cfm). VA will consider establishing a specific Webpage for vendor communications and the potential for deploying social media. 

9) Supplier Relationship Transformation (SRT)   

The first fiscal year 2012 semi-annual Department of Veterans Affairs’ (VA) Supplier Perception Survey (SPS) will be sent to approximately 7,500 companies January 10, 2012, with a closing date of January 31, 2012. Initial survey results from this third iteration of the SPS are expected to be available by February 20, 2012.
Planned SRT Activities
· January 10, 2012:

Third VA SPS commences
· February 6-7, 2012:

Industry Advisory Group quarterly meeting
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