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A)  About BIFMA

Mission is to lead, advocate, inform and develop standards for the North American office and institutional furniture industry.  BIFMA has 140 member organizations.

BIFMA is a not-for-profit organization that provides an effective forum for Members to cooperate and collaborate on appropriate industry issues.
The Canadian Furniture Task Group (CFTG) was formed in 2006 to represent the industry in Canada.  There are 111 members representing 75 companies the majority of which fall into the SME category.

B)  BIFMA concerns regarding recent procurement for Freestanding Furniture Request for Standing Offer (RFSO).

1. Current Public Works philosophy has moved from historically inclusive process to a perceived exclusive process.
a. The RFSO resulted in a reduction in contract awards from 36 manufacturers to 5.  

b. Competition has in fact been reduced with a real chance the Crown will see costs increase not decrease.  In 3 of the product categories only 2 bidders were qualified meaning Requests for Volume Discounts (RVD) on larger procurements will see little competition.
c. Historically Public Works provided opportunities for bidders to clarify bids and submit additional information as required.  This RFSO processes saw most bidders receive no communication from Public Works and no opportunity to clarify bid submissions.  Some bidders were disqualified for simple typographical errors in their bid submissions.  Others for issues that could have been clarified very simply if the opportunity had been provided.

d. Vast majority of unsuccessful companies are SME’s who have expended tens of thousands of dollars to prepare their bids.  
e. Successful SME entities face real risks in managing their contracts related to annual volumes and the typical surge in year end government buying.
f. Service levels to Crown clients will be at risk as the small number of successful bidders experience extended lead times due to surge in government volumes, especially at fiscal year end.

2. Procurement process failed despite the best efforts of the industry to collaborate with the Crown through the Government Office Furniture Advisory Committee (GOFAC).
a. When formed in 2007 GOFAC’s role as an advisory committee bringing together Public Works, government user departments and industry representatives succeeded due to a true commitment to collaboration focused on achieving positive results for all parties.

b. As a result of significant changes in Public Works membership GOFAC has now become an adversarial environment where industry and user input is selectively responded to.

c. GOFAC advised Public Works of several potential pitfalls in the current procurement process that were ignored to the detriment of the Crown.  This resulted in several bid requirements that were misaligned with standard and common industry practices.
d. Several mandatory requirements of the bid were not reviewed with GOFAC preventing the kind of collaboration that would have improved the bid document and the procurement process.

3. The resultant procurement process for the Freestanding Furniture RFSO was the most complex, costly and challenging bid document our industry has ever seen.
a. The bid contained several onerous mandatory requirements that added significant cost and opportunity for error.  This included the need for an “editable” price list and complex product technical forms and documentation.

b. There was massive confusion and ambiguity on how the industry was to respond to several mandatory bid requirements and the delay in receiving clear answers from Public Works created extensive cost due to re-work and increased the opportunity for error.  The final significant amendment was published on Nov 18 a mere 7 days prior to the original bid closing.  A one week extension did little to alleviate the time related issues with the bid.

c. The bid timeline of 47 calendar days was insufficient to allow bidders to properly formulate their submissions.  Only on release were the final mandatory basket of goods and technical requirements provided.  Only then could you determine if your attempts to pre-test your product were sufficient.  If not, you had to develop a test plan, manufacture product, ship to the test lab and complete testing.  In the event of any test failures, you would have to redesign or reengineer a product and repeat the entire test process.  The lack of sufficient time and capacity in the certified product test labs left bidders incapable of completing mandatory product testing in time.

d. The original time line for this RFSO discussed in GOFAC meetings was for a July bid release and a fall closing.  This would have provided 4-5 months which would have been adequate had this schedule been met.  Significant delays in the release saw the response time compressed so much that the industry could not adequately respond.

C)  Concluding comments

Our industry remains committed to working collaboratively with the Crown to achieve procurement reform that is positive for all parties involved.  Public Works does not seem as committed to this process as we are and regularly blames the industry for issues in the procurement process.  Comments have been made frequently regarding the “poor quality” of the bid responses without regard to the concerns frequently raised about the complexity of a bid that does not seem to align with the standard industry approach to business,
Public Works has apparently confirmed the shortcomings in the freestanding process by extending the active bid for Systems Furniture 4 months to provide an adequate time frame for the industry to provide quality responses.  Had this procurement provided a similar time line many of the issues and challenges could have been overcome by bidders.
The industry has made several suggestions to Public Works on how to simplify the bid process and reduce the costs associated with same.  Given the move to “closed” contract dates versus the previously “open” contract dates many companies will expend tens and even hundreds of thousand of dollars unsuccessfully bidding on government opportunities.  Simple decisions could be made to delay some of the most costly requirements to apply only to successful bidders.  Other decisions could be made to reduce the total cost of the bidding process making it easier for SME’s to pursue business opportunities and allow all industry members to pass the savings onto the Crown.
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