FDPIR Regional Vendor Distribution Pilot: Overview

Introduction

The method currently used to purchase and distribute food for FDPIR is not ideal because it does not provide program participants with the freshest possible food, does not provide significant opportunities to incorporate local and traditional foods into the FDPIR food package, and has high costs associated with transporting and storing food.  FNS intends to pilot an alternative distribution model, starting in calendar year 2012.   

Under the current model, USDA buys food, which is sent to two USDA-contracted warehouses, both in Missouri.  From there, food is distributed to ITOs/State agencies that administer FDPIR.  This is known as the National Warehouse Model.  

Under the proposed pilot, USDA would contract with a regional vendor or vendors.  The vendor(s) would buy USDA-approved items and distribute them directly to FDPIR ITOs and/or State agencies.  This would be known as the Regional Vendor Model.

The anticipated benefits of the Regional Vendor Model include fresher products for participants, greater opportunity to buy traditional foods from Native American producers, and eliminating the need for FNS to directly pay storage and transportation costs for the National Warehouse Model, possibly resulting in cost savings.

Previous Attempt To Implement Regional Vendor Model

FNS conducted a Regional Vendor pilot in approximately 10 years ago.  Though very popular with program operators, it was not cost-effective, relative to the National Warehouse Model.  For various reasons, such as potential fuel cost savings, improvements in commercial just-in-time warehouse practices, we think the Regional Vendor Model would be cost-effective now, but there is no guarantee.
Tribal Participation in the Pilot

To adequately test the theory that local/regional vendors can improve program service, FNS proposes selecting a limited number FDPIR programs to participate in the pilot, and that these be “grouped” in one geographic area.  There are several natural “groupings” of FDPIR programs throughout the nation, which may overlap.  

Prior to implementing the pilot, FNS will consult with Tribal leaders and/or their designees, to discuss the pilot’s potential design, and which ITOs and/or State agencies would be interested in participating.  FNS has scheduled two consultation sessions to discuss the pilot, which may be attended in person or by telephone: July 19, 2011, in Denver, Colorado; and July 21, 2011 in Washington, D.C.  

In addition to a letter and phone call inviting Tribal leaders and/or their designees to attend these consultation sessions, FNS is sending follow-up letters to gauge interest in the proposed pilot.



Traditional and/or Local Foods

FNS intends to add traditional and/or local foods to the list of items that comprise the FDPIR food package, for the Tribes participating in the pilot.  Tribes participating in the pilot and USDA would use a modified version of the procedures used by the Food Package Review Workgroup to identify potential changes to the food package.  Factors that would help determine whether an item is added to the food package include, but are not limited to, cultural significance, availability, and cost.    

Vendor Participation in the Pilot

After identifying the FDPIR programs to participate in the pilot, USDA would solicit bids from vendors.  Such bids would be accepted on a competitive basis (i.e., accounting for cost, proposed plan of operation, etc.), and need to conform to all programmatic requirements, which would be described in the Request For Proposal (RFP).  We anticipate that the RFP will be drafted and released sometime in Fall of 2011; bids will be accepted and a contract awarded in early 2012, and that the pilot will actually begin in Spring of 2012.   

Questions We Need Answered At (or Shortly After) Consultation

1. What concerns and/or suggestions do the Tribes have about how a pilot would operate?  
2. Which Tribes are interested in participating?
3. Are those tribes authorized to participate (by Tribal leaders)?
4. Of the Tribes that are interested and authorized, are there “groupings” that make geographic sense?
5. Are those viable groupings, in terms of finding vendors?
6. How long do we envision the pilot running?
7. Should we expand the pilot to CSFP?  When?  At the start?  Or after it is proven successful?
8. Would it be acceptable to use modified Food Package Review Workgroup procedures during the pilot?
9. Would vendors be required to use WEBSCM?  Or would Tribes have to use the vendor’s systems?  What kind of logistical challenges might these issues raise?  


