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Perfecting Procurement 

By Joshua D. Filler

Most homeland security operators don’t want to even try to fully understand their procurement process. The rules are often a cumbersome morass built incongruently atop each other, with many rules written because someone did something foolish in the past that must be prohibited in the future. Despite the unpleasantries of procurement, designing an effective procurement strategy is essential to acquiring the products and services needed to protect the homeland. 

First, build an acquisition force that truly understands homeland security. Often, the procurement office is knowledgeable in the rules governing the process of buying but knows little of the substance of homeland security. Understanding the rules of buying without a concomitant understanding of the homeland security needs of a jurisdiction will undermine that jurisdiction’s ability to acquire what it truly needs. Therefore, buyers must understand operations, logistics and plans that procurements are intended to implement. 

Second, value, and not simply price, should guide decisions. “Best price” alone often leads to inconsistent or inferior quality. In a mission as important as homeland security, getting a “cheaper” product or service may undermine an agency’s ability to perform during mission critical times, adding more cost in the form of time and money and—God forbid—lives. What responder wants to have the cheapest chem/bio protective equipment when going into a hot zone? “Best price” often hides newer technology or a better, more efficient solution. In the end, you get what you pay for. When a contract vehicle is part of the best value, that vehicle often establishes a ceiling price that allows for built-in negotiation. 

Finally, know the benefits of just-in-time contracts for disasters in lieu of or in addition to stockpiling. A disaster is no time to starting reading the procurement rules. Many will find that, in a disaster, the rules are out the window anyway. Having just-in-time contracts in place for states and local jurisdictions is an excellent way to both save money and ensure that much-needed goods and services will be available under contract during a disaster. These contracts alleviate storage costs and can also ensure that the buyer gets a pre-disaster price during a disaster, as opposed to going shopping during a disaster when prices invariably rise. 

Stockpiling carries the risk that products will fall to obsolescence or be pilfered and that products’ integrity will decline the longer they sit on the shelves. Also, a conservative approach says the cost of storing product on shelves is 20 percent. Just-in-time contracts would provide the end user with more up to date, compliant and ready items. 

Here again, value is much more important than simply price. In a disaster, the state or local jurisdiction must have vendors under contract who can actually deliver when most others cannot. Awarding a just-in-time contract for disaster management to a firm based simply on a cheaper price for a product that ultimately cannot be delivered in a crisis is worthless. 
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