Community Forestry Perspectives on 

Contracting and Procurement on Public Lands

Summary of Issues and Recommendations

We believe

· Rural communities, businesses, and workers are vital to the success of restoration efforts, particularly in meeting the goals of the National Fire Plan and the Stewardship Contracting program.

· Ecological restoration, fire hazard reduction, and fire suppression all need well-trained workforces and healthy businesses located near national forests to succeed.  

· Fostering local and micro-business involvement in ecological restoration, hazardous fuels reduction and by-product utilization will: 

· Improve fire suppression and prevention;

· Reduce hazardous fuels and restore fire-adapted ecosystems; 

· Create jobs that enable local knowledge to be utilized on-the-ground;

· Create high quality work opportunities in which micro-businesses can be economically competitive;

· Build capacity in rural communities to strengthen long-term economic viability and a stewardship role in the forest.

Challenges for Local and Micro-Businesses in Contracting

· Inadequate funding of restoration work, which hampers the Forest Service’s ability to offer a consistent program of restoration and maintenance. This instability makes it difficult for businesses to stay afloat and to invest in equipment and training. 

· Contracts are offered in increasingly larger packages, which makes it impossible for rural micro- contractors to compete.  

· For example, in Oregon and California, isolated rural counties dominated by federal ownership typically capture 10-20% of the value of contracted Forest Service work and 0-5% of the value of BLM contracted work performed on federal land in those counties.  The majority of the work is contracted to larger, national firms.

· Long lag-time in Forest Service payments to contractors creates a barrier to smaller enterprises that don't have the cash flow to support paying workers and other operational expenses while waiting for income from federal projects to flow in.

· The switch to on-line procurement contract solicitations is making it more difficult for smaller businesses to track contracting opportunities.

Challenges experienced by local and micro-businesses that create barriers to effective forest restoration and management

· Limited and inconsistent funding does not allow for comprehensive and effective landscape-level restoration and maintenance.

· Quality restoration is hampered when larger, national crews have limited site-specific knowledge of the place.  Similarly, if a local workforce is not developed to provide for long-term stewardship of the land, it will hamper quality work getting done and drive up costs.

· The Forest Service does not make full use of existing best value authority provided in service contracts, and underutilizes the special authorities provided through the National Fire Plan and the Stewardship Contracting program.  As a result, their dependence on lowest bid (for service contracts) and highest bid (for timber sales) limits the quality of the restoration work.  
Creating Opportunities by improving Access to Restoration Work

Improving rural and micro-business access to contracts is critical to restoring the health of our forests and rebuilding our rural economies.  The following are some suggestions for improving service contracts and timber sale contracts. 

[note: There are many activities associated with forest restoration, including understory thinning, culvert replacement, road obliteration and weed eradication.  For the purposes of this document, thinning and fuels reduction will be discussed.]

Suggestions related to service contracting and timber sales

· Create a percentage target for local and micro-businesses to capture hazardous fuels reduction contract dollars.

· Define ‘Micro businesses’ as having fewer than 25 employees, as per the Small Business Administration definition.

· In collaboration with communities, agencies at the district-level should develop a working definition for ‘local’. 

· In collaboration with community partners, develop a monitoring program to determine impacts to the environment and community 

· Contracts should not be awarded at prices below government estimate.

· Direct all agencies and regions to use the local benefit criteria, as permitted in the National Fire Plan appropriations language.

· Direct contracting officers and other field staff to use best value contracting when awarding work related to hazardous fuels reduction, the National Fire Plan and the Stewardship Contracting program.

· Match contracting structures to local contracting capacity.

· Create a small business fuel reduction set aside program with special eligibility requirements focused on assisting small, rural-based businesses.

· Direct managers and contracting officers to use agreements authority to build worker and contractor capacity.
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