Quality Partnership Council Meeting Minutes

March 3, 2009
Location:  Arlington, VA
Chairperson:  Mario Insenga, The Refinishing Touch
Chairperson Mario Insenga (standing in for Pete Dallessandro of InterfaceFlor) introduced three new board members:
· Scott Peiffer, DAPS

· Alison Azevedo, GSA Public Buildings Service, Great Lakes Region

· Rhonda Hammack, Kimball Office

Welcome:  John Pitchford, Deputy Regional Commissioner: Federal Acquisition Service, Mid-Atlantic Region

Mr. Pitchford welcomed attendees to the 73rd Quality Partnership Council (QPC) meeting.  He touched on the Integrated Workplace Acquisition Center’s (IWAC) reorganization process, as well as highlighted the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) and the opportunities it will present to the center as well as its industry partners.
He then introduced the newly-elected chairs for the QPC:

· Rhonda Hammack, Industry

· Allison Azevedo, Customer

· Marcelles Barr, GSA

Mr. Pitchford thanked the chairs for their willingness to serve the membership, and then introduced the 2008 Evergreen Award.

2008 Evergreen Award

The Evergreen Award presentation provided attendees an overview of the program, which recognized industry partners’ efforts in environmentally-friendly business practices.  Pitchford introduced GSA Deputy Administrator Barney Brasseaux, who presented the award to the recipients.  IWAC Center Director Mark Dunkum gave an overview of the green business model used by the recipients.   Each company and representative was introduced as they came forward to receive the award.  Award recipients for 2008 included: Kyocera Mita (Technologies and Electronics), Teknion (Furniture), and Bentley Prince Street (Furnishings)

Remarks from GSA Deputy Administrator Barney Brasseaux on the Evergreen Award
Mr.  Brasseux stated that under the ARRA, GSA’s Public Buildings Service (PBS) would receive $5.5 Billion, and $4.5 Billion would help in the conversion of existing buildings to become high-performance energy buildings.  He also said that PBS has identified another $2.5 Billion that other agencies have be allocated that PBS can provide assistance.  Overall, there is $350 Billion that FAS can assist other agencies in buying goods and services.   This is a big opportunity for GSA to show the administration the role that the agency can play to spend efficiently and leverage the buying power of the federal government.   He highlighted that the real success that the Evergreen Award shows are the real steps that companies have made to make environmentally-friendly business decisions an integral component of its way to do business.

Green Initiatives:  Houston Taylor, Director:  Program Analysis Division,

GSA Office of Acquisition Management
Mr. Taylor noted the White House Closing the Circle Award that industry should be aware of.  According to Fedcenter.gov, the award “recognizes outstanding achievements of Federal employees and their facilities for efforts that resulted in significant contributions to, or have made a significant impact on, promoting environmental stewardship.”  Mr. Taylor also noted the EMS: Environmental Management System, the architectural design or game plan in FAS as a result of the executive order from the previous administration, and he anticipates an expansion from the new administration.  EMS will be tailored around the ISO standard, a commercial standard.  The role of tracking, evaluating and communicating the standards is not consistent and the IWAC will be a benchmark for this.

Mr. Taylor said that EnergyStar products and language have been discussed with the Office of Management and Budget (OMB), and language is being drafted for the Federal Acquisition Regulation (FAR) as policy or supplement.  FAS is working to ensure that the language and policy is fair, and is cognizant of industry standards and practices.  
Executive Order 13423 established an Environmental Executive (EE).   A permanent EE has not been selected, but the Acting EE, Joe Cascio, is very knowledgeable.

Mr. Taylor acknowledged that Department of Energy may not be able to handle the influx of business, so GSA can assist.   GSA will also need to partner with the Defense Logistics Agency (DLA) and the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA).  An overflow of business is a real possibility, as few agencies can do it as smoothly as GSA.  In order to accommodate this overflow, Mr. Taylor wants to ensure that what we are showing on the website and policy that is established is accurate.  

Mr. Taylor touched on the ARRA.  He noted that agencies of all sizes will need assistance.  He noted that state and local government purchasing of green products will provide also opportunities.  

Mr. Taylor emphasized green purchasing training for GSA’s acquisition workforce, customer agencies, and industry partners.  Updated training will be coming soon.  The training plan will be a very informative and useful document that can help drive purchasing behavior.

Statement from the audience:  The symbols in GSA Advantage! Do not reflect the furniture industry.  There are many that are applicable.

Response:  All input is appreciated and this is helpful as we move forward.

Trade Agreements Act:  Meredith Murphy, Procurement Analyst/Project Manager, GSA Office of the Chief Acquisition Officer

Ms. Murphy noted that the Office of the Chief Acquisition Officer (OCAO) is on the fast track on new regulations for FAR Part 25 – Foreign Acquisitions.   Countries will be added as fast as they can when agreements are complete.  Taiwan is in the works, as well as Oman and Peru, as part of the FAR process.  

Ms. Murphy stated that designated countries and substantial transformation is controlled by US Customs and Border Patrol (CBP), and that they are having trouble with this definition too.  

To illustrate the Trade Agreements Act, Ms. Murphy cited an example case of the National Juice Products Association versus the United States, which involved the “processing” of orange juice concentrate and orange juice.

Question:  I was told a product was substantially transformed in the US, can it be labeled “made in the US”?

Answer:  No.  This only applies to products manufactured in the US.

Question:  Who determines if a product meets the criteria of “substantial transformation”?

Answer:  CBP makes the determination if asked.  There is no hard and fast test, no 51% of components rule like in the Buy American Act.  

Question:  If you’re not in compliance, what are the action steps taken by the government?

Answer:  If you say that you complied have in your certification, CBP says the company can be punished by the law if it is discovered later the company is not in compliance.  Most Contracting Officers will take you at your word.  Vendors can (and have a tendency) to “rat each other out.”
Question:  How does this apply to services?

Answer:  FAR 22.408 (a) services are assumed to originate from the country where service is originates.   Interpretation can vary, even within offices.

Question:  Do all agencies agree with this interpretation?

Answer:  Everyone but NASA SEWP [an Information Technology contract].   GSA got the language from the US Trade Representative.  NASA SEWP allows the individual contracting officer decide, and don’t say if it’s applicable or not applicable.

Question:  Are there any rulings on assembly/processing?

Answer:  Processing can be assembling, mixing, etc.  It depends on the degree of assembly.

IWAC Director Mark Dunkum gave an example of an item that taken out of a box from one country and assembled, which was determined to be non-compliant.   On the other hand, a product with parts from various locations and then assembled is considered compliant, as you can’t determine a single country of origin.

Question:  TAA vs. tariff shift approach being considered by CBP.

Answer:  This has not finalized, and it will not affect the substantial transformation test.

**NOTE:  For more information on the tariff shift approach, visit http://www.google.com/search?q=tariff+shift&sourceid=ie7&rls=com.microsoft:en-US&ie=utf8&oe=utf8&rlz=1I7GGLL_en
Business Opportunities with the Veterans Administration:  Pamela Blumenstein, National Account Manager, GSA Customer Accounts and Research (CAR)
Ms. Blumenstein outlined the CAR structure and its functions.  She noted that the VA’s name has since changed from the Veterans Administration to Veterans Affairs, and that it is the second largest agency.  She gave an overview of the agency, components, functions, and services.    

The agency is ranked 7th in the strategic accounts listing.  The VA spent $82 Million with GSA in FY2008.  This is discretionary funding.  Management challenges include veteran healthcare, shortage of trained acquisition personnel, etc.

Ms. Blumenstein described the opportunity profile that was developed for GSA and matched it to our offerings.  She also described the Customer Service Director (CSD) network and how it works closely with the agency.  The claims backlog the VA has means that they will need more space, as they will have more people.  FAS solutions include schedules, as well as use of IWAC Assisted Procurement services.

She noted that the ARRA website can be found at recovery.gov, and that it contains detailed information.  She hopes that facility improvements will lead to the need for more furniture.  All procurements done by GSA will be done in GSA e-Buy.  She asked industry partners to update their e-mail address in GSA Schedules e-Library to ensure that they receive notice in GSA e-Buy when these opportunities become available.   All Recovery Act opportunities will be announced in FedBizOpps, regardless of where the opportunity will be posted.

Ms. Blumenstein highlighted the 23 Veterans Integrated Service Networks (VISN) in the Veterans Health Administration.  She recommended that industry partners meet with the VISNs because this is where the designers and program managers are located.  She also suggested that attendees visit the VA website.

Ms. Blumenstein emphasized the adherence to Executive Order 13360 – Contracting with Service Disabled-Veterans’ Businesses.  The VA has asked GSA to include more SDVOSBs to the schedules.  In the exploratory stages is a training and matchmaking event at GSA Expo for SDVOSB and current schedule holders.  The event will be free to SDVOSBs.  

Question:  If an organization had multiple designations that cause a problem when uploaded in FPDS, only one would show.  Has this been solved?

Answer:  Ms. Blumenstein noted that she would check into this issue.
Question:  Are there any other initiatives that GSA is doing for women owned businesses?

Answer:  There are small business matchmaking events are for all socioeconomic groups.   GSA tends to follow Congressional lead as to which ones to setup.

Business Development Update and Conclusion:  Mark Dunkum, Director, GSA Integrated Workplace Acquisition Center.

Mr. Dunkum presented Mario Insenga and Scott Wick with plaques for their efforts as members of the QPC board.

He described the reorganization of the IWAC since the last meeting.   Funds Management and IWAC CAR have a dotted line report to Mark Dunkum.  He then introduced Linda Valdes as the new branch chief in Philadelphia and the schedules in Philadelphia.  He also told the group about Juanita Blassingame’s position as a MAS Branch Chief for the Household Furniture, Special Use Furniture, and Floor Coverings Schedules, as well as Marcelles Barr’s role as Projects branch chief.  He noted staff loss, but also staff gains by hires through the Federal Career Intern Program.  

Mr. Dunkum showed the schedule sales growth for FY 2008 and the expectation of similar growth for FY2009.  He also showed sales by schedule.  He noted that IWAC anticipates reducing the number of schedules to five or six by combining all of the 71 and 72 schedules together.  

He stated that although new contract offers are up 22% and contract modifications are up 13%, the number of staff to work offers and modifications have decreased.  It will be important this year that are modifications to existing contracts and options/renewals are done in a timely manner.
Mr. Dunkum spoke about two new programs:  packaged childcare and packaged fitness centers.  

He highlighted the upcoming GSA Expo, which will be June 9 – 11, 2009 in San Antonio, TX.  Booth space is been sold out.  QPC will be formatted different this year at Expo:  there will be a combined industry session in the morning, then an IWAC QPC breakout after lunch in the afternoon.  The 2009 NeoCon World’s Trade Fair, the world’s largest commercial interiors show, is the week after GSA Expo.  The IWAC will be at both shows.

Mr. Dunkum noted that CID is in full operation.  He asked industry partners to send their paper modifications to the IWAC office, not the assigned Contract Specialist.  This will allow the center to properly track modifications.   Mandatory e-Mod is coming.  Some centers already use this for its all of its modifications.   If the pilot is successful, IWAC will convert to this program in October.

The deviation to FAR Part 51 (Use of Government Sources by Contractors) is awaiting signature at GSA Central Office.  Once signed, contractors that have fixed-price contracts with the customer agency will be able to buy from schedule for construction projects.  

