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It is my pleasure to provide written testimony on behalf of the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) and our efforts to comply with Section 308 of P.L. 108-183, The Veterans Benefits Act of 2003, signed by President Bush on December 16, 2003.  This act provides statutory authority for agencies to make it easier to meet the government-wide annual three percent procurement goal for service disabled veteran-owned small business (SDVOSBs) by allowing contracts to be restricted and set-aside for these firms. 

First, I would like to say USDA is committed to achieving and surpassing the designated goal of three percent for SDVOSBs through the efforts of our Office of Small and Disadvantaged Business Utilization (OSDBU) working in concert with USDA agencies nation-wide.

Immediately after the signing of P.L. 108-183 we developed and began implementing improved strategies and initiatives to assist the Department in increasing its SDVOSB contract awards.  One of our first acts was to assign a Program Manager within the OSDBU to aggressively promote the new SDVOSB provisions and focus on improving the Department’s results for these businesses. 

A Secretary’s Memorandum has been drafted for my signature, which is now in the final clearance process.  Through this memorandum, I am sending a message to all USDA contracting and program personnel that I fully support P.L. 108-183 and I expect to see positive results as soon as possible.
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USDA has and will continue to participate in major conferences that target SDVOSBs.  Members of the OSDBU staff serve as panelists, speakers and exhibitors as a means for these businesses to obtain information for successfully securing procurement opportunities at USDA. Some recent events USDA participated in are:

The Department of Health and Human Services Conference held in Washington, D.C. in April 2004, where over 200 SDVOSBs were in attendance; and

The General Services Administration and Veterans Affairs Conference held in Washington, D.C. in May 2004, where over 500 SDVOSBs were in attendance 

OSDBU sponsors a monthly First Tuesday Meeting for trade associations.  These monthly briefings bring together association representatives, small businesses and special government small business officials to discuss and exchange information impacting small businesses.  The February meeting focused on the new SDVOSB provisions.

We have scheduled a Vendor Outreach Session reserved solely for SDVOSBs on July 14, 2004.  The purpose of this session is to provide SDVOSBs the opportunity to meet with and market their capabilities to USDA contracting officials.  At these sessions, USDA is introduced to new businesses that our procurement offices may use to increase their small business resource base.  We will learn more about the resources available in the SDVOSB community, and provide the SDVOSBs an opportunity to learn about USDA and the variety of products and services we purchase.
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Each of our twelve major procuring agencies are required to submit annual outreach plans that address any underutilized procurement areas and recommendations for correcting any shortfalls during the previous fiscal year.  USDA agencies will be monitored closely to ensure that SDVOSBs receive contracting opportunities.  To demonstrate my resolve for every department agency to aggressively pursue and obtain contracting opportunities for SDVOSBs, the committee should consider the department’s largest agency, the Forest Service.  

The Forest Service manages 192 million acres of national forests and grasslands across the country, in addition to running the world’s largest forestry research organization in the world and providing technical and financial assistance to state and private forestry agencies.  The agency’s approximately 600 procurement professionals, including Contract Specialists, in the Washington Office Headquarters, nine Regional Offices, five Research Stations and numerous Forest Supervisor’s and District Offices manage the procurement of a wide variety of services and supplies, such as the construction and maintenance of facilities and roads, wildfire fighting and support activities, computer equipment and environmental assessments.  In FY 2003 the Forest Service reported total procurements (excluding purchase card) in the amount of $976,184,350, with $5,746,300 (0.59%) in awards to service-disabled veteran-owned small business (SDVOSB).  
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The Forest Service has taken steps to alert and educate its procurement community of the 

new law and strongly encourage them to utilize the new procurement authority.  To assist in that effort, SDVOSB information available on the USDA Procurement website, and

 the internet links to the Contractor Central Registration (CCR) and the VetBiz Registry have been provided.  The topic has also been discussed on a conference call with Regional Acquisition Management Directors.  Due to the dissemination of information in  regards to the legislation, the concurrent changes in the  Federal Acquisition Regulation and the Small Business Administration Regulation; and availability of web resources to find SDVOSBs, we anticipate a significant increase in the awards to SDVOSBs.    The results, so far, have been encouraging.  In FY 2004, thru July 7, 2004, the percentage of procurement awards to SDVOSBs has risen to 0.83% ($1,486,715 out of a total $180,277,690).  

In order to address the Department’s need to improve its utilization of SDVOSBs, OSDBU has been reaching out to veteran organizations, the Department of Veterans Affairs, the United States Small Business Administration and other federal agencies, to identify more SDVOSBs so that we may engage them in contracting activities.  

During our recent small business awards program (June 2004), we presented two awards to SDVOSBs.  This was the first time that SDVOSBs were part of the awards program but it will not be the last. 

-4-

Also, our OSDBU office meets regularly with SDVOSBSs and has been instrumental in identifying contracting opportunities for these firms.  We are indebted to service disabled veterans for their sacrifices on behalf of our country and we will continue to aggressively pursue and obtain contracting opportunities for SDVOSBs.
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