SCRIPT: 2 GETTING IT RIGHT:  PROCUREMENT INTEGRITY FOR GRANTEES

 AS SHOT FROM THE PROMPTER IN THE STUDIO  

	NARRATOR VO: There are times when doing it right in the first place can save problems later.  You know what we're talking about.

	The same principle applies to following procedures for spending the funds received from the Assistance to Firefighters Grant Program.  Let's see what you can do to get it right from the beginning and keep it right throughout the term of the grant. 

	Because, as you know as well as anyone, doing it wrong just won't cut it.  

	

	

	

	

	So, what is going to help you get it right, from the beginning?  ....Well, the Federal Emergency Management Agency, FEMA, which administers the AFG program, requires awardees follow procurement processes and standards as outlined in the Code of Federal Regulations, or CFR, when making grant-funded purchases.  These standards are listed in your award agreement.  So, what do these standards say to do?

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	Simply this.  They instruct grantees to follow their own local government's or organization's procurement policies and procedures when making grant-funded purchases, provided they also follow Federal standards. Wherever the grantee's procurement procedures differ, the Federal standards should be followed, assuming the Federal standards are more restrictive. 


If you don't have formal procedures for making purchases, or are unsure whether your procedures meet the Federal standards, you can refer to the regulations online at www.fema.gov/firegrants, or contact the AFG Help Desk for assistance.

	BREAK

	Make sure that your procedures, formal or otherwise, comply with the Federal requirements so that you don't put your department's grant at risk.

	There are Four Key Principles of Procurement Integrity:                    Promote fair competition, collect and retain adequate documentation of procurements,           develop clear specifications, and avoid even the appearance of a conflict of interest.   

	Your written procurement policy for your grant purchase should address each of these four principles.  They will help you to work with both grant writers and vendors with the least amount of hassle while staying within the requirements for Federal grantees.  

	Having a written procurement policy is required, and it also helps to reduce the chances that some of your grant costs will not be allowed or not reimbursed.                        ..Let's take a look at each principle separately.                BREAK

	

	

	

	Competition. It's healthy for the process and you are expected to promote it fairly in your procurement practices.  This means you should encourage full and open competition when procuring goods and services to be paid with Federal grant funds.  You do this by requesting bids or price quotes from an adequate number of qualified sources.  It should be at least two or more qualified sources.

	You may have been doing business with B&B, Inc. for the last 30 years.  After all, he's always treated you fairly.  So why can't you continue to do business with him?  Why do you need to go out to bid for the equipment when he has it right here in town?  

	..We understand that you may be used to dealing with a few specific vendors, but for your Federal grant purchase, you cannot limit competition to B&B, Inc., or any local companies with whom you are used to dealing.  Federal regulations require you to give an adequate number of vendors an opportunity to provide bids on the products or services funded by the grant.   BREAK

	Some grantees write their specifications including geographic requirements, such as requiring that bidders be located within 25 miles of their department.  The fact is: that for your grant items, you can't make unreasonable demands for firms to do business with you.  This includes eliminating any requirement that the vendor, services, or products come from your hometown, state, or other specific geographic area.  This eliminates the chances of all other companies that are located outside of the specified radius.

	However, you can write your purchase requirements so that vendors must be able to provide you with the necessary services or accommodate your department's needs within a reasonable amount of time.  For example, your specifications might state that the vendor has to be able to provide onsite mechanical assistance within 4 hours.          BREAK

	We understand that your time is in great demand.  Who has time to request bids for grant purchases?  Why not just go on the internet and copy some cost information that you can use to compare costs and get a good price? The problem is that obtaining a few price quotes from the internet,  does not encourage competition.  And because this is a Federal grant, you have to follow certain Federal standards and laws.  These require that you give vendors the opportunity to compete for your grant dollars.   

	However, there are Federal standards that provide specific criteria for "sole source" procurements.  You may prefer a specific brand of bunker gear and want to buy the same brand for everyone in your department.  But if comparable brands are available, you cannot restrict competition to a specific brand just because you already own that brand.  For example, you may have 30 sets of bunker gear from one vendor and want to buy another 10 sets from the same vendor.  But you may not do that with grant funds as long as there are comparable brands of those items available. 

	If you decide that you have a legitimate reason to use a non-competitive procurement for your grant, you must document this decision in your grant file.  It is strongly recommended that grantees obtain preapproval from the AFG before seeking a sole-source procurement.   Should a grantee fail to compete a procurement, and it is later deemed that a competitive purchase process was available and appropriate, then the grantee may be required to return those funds.

	It is expected that you will make your purchases from the vendor whose bid is responsive to your solicitation, and is most advantageous to your needs when price, quality, delivery timelines, and other factors are considered.  ..Nothing complicated there. Note that price is not the only factor to consider; it is one of several criteria used to find the bid with the best overall value.            BREAK

	Let's discuss documentation.  This principle requires that you save and file copies of all documents and information related to your grant and grant purchases, including the factors used to support your purchase decisions. 

	You also should document the process and evaluation criteria used to select the vendors who will provide grant-funded products or services. This includes any prequalified lists of vendors. Having this documentation will not only help to prevent unintentional bias from creeping into your procurement process, it will prove that your process was completely fair and open.    

	For example, you should keep copies of all your organization's procurement procedures, cost analysis, solicitations, and price quotes.  And of course you are going to keep copies of your award documents, receipts for grant purchases,                         all grant and procurement-related correspondence, and grant reports.                     BREAK

	One simple way to maintain your grant documentation is to place copies of all your grant-related documents in a single three-ring binder used solely for this purpose.  Then place the binder in a locked room or locking file cabinet.  Make sure all of the people who are official Points of Contact on the grant know how to find it and access it.

	Store all your grant documents in a central location that is secure and convenient.  It is easy to lose track of your records and have some in your financial office,              some at headquarters,           and maybe some at home.   You will need to store these records for 3 years after your final closeout report is approved.  ...So make it easy on yourself.  Pick a secure, central location for your grant documents.  

	You should also do your best to document the specification process. That means keeping copies of all documents related to the solicitation of bids for grant purchases.  If you don't, your grant purchases may be questioned, or even disallowed.  ..And who needs that?

	Bottom line?  Keep all documents concerning your grant, ...from specifications through the cancelled checks for grant purchases.   BREAK

	Your specifications should be developed based on the requirements identified in your grant application and project request.  But meeting procurement integrity standards for obtaining those specifications gets a little more complex.

	First, the specifications cannot be written in a way that does not meet the current technical standards. For example, emergency vehicle specifications should always meet the most current NFPA or GSA standard for the type of vehicle you plan to buy.

	You are responsible for ensuring that your specifications describe all of the requirements and standards that your new vehicle must meet. Of course, the specifications have to clearly describe the requirements of the product to be purchased or contracted. But they can't be so narrowly written that they unfairly limit or eliminate competition from vendors of similar products.

	Sometimes you might need technical assistance to prepare your specifications before you send them out to bid. Your buddy may have given you the exhaust system specs his company hands out at trade shows.  He may have suggested that you use these specs in your bid solicitation so that his company will have a better shot at getting your department's business. You are encouraged to obtain technical assistance and information from multiple sources.  However, remember that you must create the technical specifications to be used in your bid document.  You should not simply copy them from what a manufacturer gave you.  

	FEMA is specific about advising grantees not to copy a manufacturer's proprietary specifications and paste them into your project specifications.  FEMA also advises against inviting a vendor or manufacturer to write, edit, critique, or provide any direct consultation on your grant application.  ..By doing so, you not only have given that vendor an unfair advantage over other potential vendors-you have pushed that vendor out of the competition entirely, specifically because that unfair advantage would exist!                         BREAK

	If this is sounding like a lot of "you cant's," ...well it is.  But here's a "you can." You can talk to vendors about new product features.  For example, you can invite several vendors to provide advice on specifications for a new fire truck you plan to buy with grant funds.     

	Now, you may use general specifications obtained from a vendor at a trade show.  But they can't be so narrow that only one vendor can comply with the requirements. 

	You want to avoid specifying brand name products because these obviously limit competition.  But if you have no other way to describe a product other than to use its brand name, in your solicitation you must state that you want to purchase the brand name or an equal product.  This leaves room for other vendors to compete by suggesting alternative products you may not realize exist.             BREAK

	So, exactly what is a conflict of interest?   Well, in broad terms, it's a situation in which a person or organization has a private interest that appears to conflict with their public duties.    

	To ensure objective vendor performance and eliminate any real, or even apparent, unfair competitive advantage or conflict of interest, the Federal government has some set some pretty tight guidelines.

	First, employees, members, volunteers, officers, family members, and grant writers for your organization may not benefit from an award made with grant funds.  This means they should not accept money or gifts from current or potential vendors during the application period or during the bid and procurement cycle.  

	You may have a history of buying fire trucks from Joe's Fire Truck Builders, but if you receive a Federal grant to purchase a truck, you must follow an open bid solicitation process.  This process must be thoroughly documented in writing and be advertised and distributed in your community so that many different vendors may compete for the opportunity to build the grant-funded truck.  

	We know that many fire departments have members that work for fire service vendors.  Or they have family members or friends that do.  It's natural that they will want to help you write the grant application.  But this also is a conflict of interest.  It gives the appearance that the vendor will receive preference, regardless of whether this is true or not.                BREAK

	Here are the facts about conflict of interest and your department members.  Anyone who is employed by a current or potential vendor-or who is related to someone who is--should recuse, or disqualify, himself or herself in writing from the following:  working on the grant application, developing specifications or requirements, drafting statements of work or requests for proposals, and participating in any procurement activity involving items to be bought with grant funds.  

	If they do any of these things, that particular vendor would be considered ineligible to receive the procurement contract because of the potential for conflict of interest. Again, it is all about avoiding even the appearance of conflict of interest and encouraging open competition.

	Finally, -- and we know this is a long list, but it's critical to avoid conflict of interest on these grants -- grantees who buy items from vendors who employ any of their volunteers or members must document how they avoided a conflict of interest during the procurement process.                    BREAK

	Procurement integrity is more than a fancy title for a grant policy or a video.  People will view your grant and how it is spent as a reflection of how well their Federal tax dollars have been invested. 

	Making sure you follow all the Federal procedures is not only right; it's the best way to work. And if you ever have a question about what you are doing and if it is following the rules of good procurement integrity, talk to your regional FEMA representative or call the AFG help desk and speak with a Fire Program Specialist.

	For more information on this topic, please see the Procurement Integrity page found on the AFG website at www.fema.gov/firegrants.  The AFG website contains a number of resources, including the AFG Guidance and Application Kit, AFG Grants Management Tutorial, and contact information for AFG Regional Representatives.

	FADE OUT


