TESTIMONY OF THE DC JOBS COUNCIL

BEFORE THE COUNCIL OF THE DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA

COMMITTEE ON GOVERNMENT OPERATIONS & THE ENVIRONMENT
ON IMPROVING TRANSPARENCY: OPEN GOVERNMENT IN THE DISTRICT
 
Marina Streznewski, Coordinator

Wednesday, October 14, 2009

Good morning. I am Marina Streznewski, coordinator of the DC Jobs Council. I would like to thank Chairman Cheh and the members of the Council of the District of Columbia Committee on Government Operations & the Environment for convening this hearing to address ways to improve transparency in the District government.
The DC Jobs Council is a coalition of service providers, funders, researchers, business people, and others concerned with workforce development in the District of Columbia. We use the combined expertise of our membership to ensure city leaders make an effective and efficient workforce system a city priority. We ensure that every DC resident has the job training and education opportunities necessary to succeed in jobs that pay self-sufficiency wages and that meet the skill needs of employers in the District of Columbia. Further, we work to ensure economic development decisions facilitate the creation of jobs in the District in fields that provide career ladders to family-sustaining wages.

The members of the DC Jobs Council are concerned about a lack of government transparency in two specific areas. First, we, like many other concerned citizens, are frustrated by the opacity of the District budget. It is challenging – even impossible – to determine precisely how funds are spent on certain activities, such as adult job training and adult literacy. Second, we are troubled by the lack of transparency in the District’s RFP and contracting processes. It is difficult to determine precisely what is expected of an organization responding to an RFP, and to assess whether it makes financial sense to submit a proposal. Many organizations have submitted successful proposals, only to learn, once the contract is signed, that they are expected to provide more services than they had been led to believe.
I will address budget transparency first. As DC Jobs Council members have noted in prior testimony, the performance-based budget documents released by the Mayor are insufficiently detailed to support meaningful analysis. For example, we are unable to comment on the adequacy of funding for adult literacy because we cannot accurately determine what that level of funding is. So our first request is for more detailed information, and clear answers to two questions: how much funding will be available to support a particular program, and how will that funding be used?

It would also be helpful to have federal funding included in the District budget, presented in such a way that a reasonably intelligent person can determine how much of a program is supported by federal funds, and how much by local funds. For example, if we were to see how much Workforce Investment Act funding the District expects to receive, we can determine how much additional funding will be necessary to assist the more than 50,000 District residents in need of job training and workforce readiness services. How can we solve a problem if we do not have a clear, complete picture of the dimensions of that problem – and the resources available to facilitate a solution?
Third, there is a disconnect between what DC budget documents show, and what most taxpayers want to understand. Residents and advocates care most about specific programs. These programs are frequently part of larger agency budget categories and do not show up as separate line items in the budget. This makes it hard to know if specific programs are getting more, less, or the same amount of money over time. It is equally challenging to determine whether investments in particular programs are bearing fruit.

Finally, a clear map of intergovernmental transfers will be equally helpful to all of us concerned with ensuring the District’s budget is balanced fairly, and that the most critical needs of citizens are addressed.

Let me say here that we sincerely appreciate the leadership of the Council of the District of Columbia in clarifying and expanding on available budget information. We thank you for that. 

The second major concern on the part of the members of the DC Jobs Council is the RFP and contracting process. We believe that leadership of the Office of Contracting & Procurement (OCP) attempts to be as open as possible, but that District law constrains both transparency and efficiency. Current contracting law inhibits creative problem solving; for example, funding for multi-year workforce development projects cannot be procured, when a multi-year commitment is clearly necessary to help our most vulnerable under- and unemployed neighbors overcome lifelong barriers to sustained employment.
We wish to offer one suggestion that does not require new legislation. To address the most critical challenges facing smaller organizations – particularly nonprofits – seeking to do business with the District government, we suggest that OCP work with the contracting agencies, such as the Department of Employment Services (DOES) or the Department of Human Services (DHS) to develop RFPs in conjunction with the kinds of organizations they expect to ultimately perform the work. Such pre-solicitation conferences are not a new idea; they are used successfully in other jurisdictions. These conferences will result in RFPs that are clearer, and that ensure the District is asking for proposals to do the precise work they want to accomplish, and for which they are planning to pay. For example, a pre-solicitation conference can help develop an RFP for job training and placement that pays providers for providing BOTH training and placement.
A recent RFP required both, but only paid for job placement, making it difficult for providers to cover their costs. One DC Jobs Council member who attended that pre-proposal conference noted:
While I understand the District’s desire to put the emphasis on retaining and not just obtaining a job, my own experience with employment counseling has led me to believe that a great deal of the work a participant does to increase the probability of retention occurs well before the job is obtained:  skill-building, soft-skills, contingency plans for childcare and transportation, etc. Giving short-shrift to the initial phases of the program may be setting the participant and the program up for failure when it comes to the retention piece. 

We also would like to take one moment to suggest that the District re-examine its performance-based contracting system. While we believe that community-based organizations (CBOs) can and should be evaluated according to their ability to perform as requested, a strictly performance-based contract places an undue financial burden on a small organization. Whether the enterprise is nonprofit or for-profit, it is difficult for a small organization to perform all of the required work before receiving any substantial payment. 

We believe this issue can be resolved with the implementation of a hybrid contract – an idea that would require legislation. In a hybrid contract, a percentage of the contract – perhaps 50 percent -- would be paid on a cost-reimbursement basis. Vendors would submit invoices for expenses incurred each month, to be paid within 30 days. The balance of the payment would be made as the vendor achieves certain benchmarks, such as placement of clients in employment. Payment would be due 30 days following submission of evidence that the vendor has achieved the required benchmark. This hybrid structure would ensure that the vendor meets the performance terms of the contract without incurring high costs before reimbursement.

In closing, the members of the DC Jobs Council appreciate this opportunity to discuss ideas for improving government transparency. In so doing, we hope to contribute to efforts to make the District’s government more responsive, more efficient, and more effective.
Thank you for this opportunity. I will be pleased to answer any questions.

1

