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MEMORANDUM 

TO:  Long Range Planning Committee 

FROM:         Walt Wrede 

THROUGH:     Donna Schantz, Executive Director 

CC:    Amanda Bauer 

DATE:   August 30, 2017 

SUBJECT:     Board Member Orson Smith’s Proposal on Contracting 

Introduction 

At the last Board meeting in Valdez, Board member Orson Smith introduced a proposal to revise 
PWSRCAC’s contracting procedures using the University of Alaska Sea Grant program as a model. This 
topic was not on the regular agenda but was discussed during Board comments. It was suggested by 
Board members that Orson develop his proposal further and bring it to the Long Range Planning 
Committee for consideration. In the interim, Orson provided President Amanda Bauer with a refined 
proposal which included his reasons for recommending the change. A copy of his proposal is included in 
your packet. We have also included a copy of the Alaska Sea Grant Announcement of Funding 
Opportunity for 2018-2020 for your information.  

The Alaska Sea Grant program issues Announcements of Funding Opportunities for grants in four 
broadly defined subject areas on a two-year cycle. The subject areas are Healthy Coastal Ecosystems, 
Sustainable Fisheries and Aquaculture, Resilient Communities and Economies, and Environmental 
Literacy and Workforce Development. The 2018-2020 Funding Announcement stated that there was 
approximately $500,000 available for grants in these subject areas. The Announcement solicited 
preliminary proposals and estimated that ten to fifteen respondents would be invited to submit a full 
proposal. Principal investigators must be associated with a university, a two-or four-year college, a 
museum, or a research laboratory. Proposals undergo a peer and panel review and the average grant 
award is $100,000.  Alaska Sea Grant’s solicitation and grant award process is fairly typical of academic 
and foundation grant programs. It is also standardized in the sense that, for each funding cycle, proposal 
selection schedules, content requirements, selection criteria, reporting requirements, and other 
components of the process are the same.  

In Orson’s proposal, he suggests that adopting the Alaska Sea Grant model, in full or in part, could 
benefit PWSRCAC because it might result in: 

• An expanded pool of experts and proposers
• New, fresh ideas on projects
• Standardization of the RFP process to make it easier on staff
• A reduced number of sole source contracts
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Discussion  

Donna and several staff members have reviewed Orson’s proposal and the Alaska Sea Grant program so 
that we can provide informed and meaningful comments and perspective to him and to the Long Range 
Planning Committee. The Finance Committee will also be discussing Orson’s proposal at its next regular 
meeting. 

In short, we agree with Orson that following the Sea Grant model, at least parts of it, in certain 
situations, could result in tangible benefits to PWSRCAC. The benefits include some of the bullets listed 
above that Orson identified in his proposal. However, when evaluating this proposal, there are several 
considerations that should be factored into the decision-making matrix. They include, but are not 
limited to: 

• There is a basic difference between why Universities issue Announcements of Funding 
Opportunities and why PWSRCAC issues RFPs. Universities are generally interested in expanding 
knowledge for the sake of expanding knowledge in a given research area. PWSRCAC has a very 
specific and relatively narrow mission defined by OPA90 and its contract with Alyeska. Its RFPs 
are necessarily more focused, directed, and prescriptive. 

• PWSRCAC does not offer grants and is not permitted to do so under its IRS classification. There 
are significant differences between academic grants and project contracts with very specific 
benchmarks, objectives and deliverables. 

• It definitely would be helpful to have a contract procurement schedule that was standardized 
for all projects. However, the reality at PWSRCAC is that project identification and the need to 
enter into contracts can occur at any time during the fiscal year due to the nature of the 
environment in which we operate. Alaska Sea Grant solicits preliminary proposals two years in 
advance of funding availability and is in a much better position to follow established schedules.  

• An expanded contractor pool would be valuable for a number of reasons. However, it is 
important to note that there will still be times when sole source contracting is in the overall best 
interest of the organization. For example, unforeseen circumstances can dictate that the 
organization has to get someone under contract quickly. Consistency in the research methods 
and data analysis used is beneficial to the Long Term Environmental Monitoring Program. That 
makes using the same scientists and labs year after year desirable.   

• Given PWSRCAC’s mandate, relatively narrow focus, and need for specific and targeted 
expertise, there are often only a few recognized subject matter experts available. Naval 
architects with an expertise in oil tanker escort tug design is a good example. In cases like that, 
going through the formal RFP process can be a waste of time and resources. 

• The Sea Grant Program offers grant amounts that are, on average, larger than most PWSRCAC 
contracts. Larger grant awards and fewer predetermined specifications regarding the scope of 
work and deliverables may naturally provide Sea Grant with access to a larger pool of proposers.  

• PWSRCAC routinely seeks new ideas and proposals from agencies, universities, industry, and 
other partners through our Long Range Planning process. 

• PWSRCAC has used the Request for Qualifications (RFQ) process to expand its pool of 
contractors. It currently has a pool of contractors available for C-Plan review and comment that 
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was established using the RFQ process. An RFQ is currently being advertised on the organization 
website. 

• PWSRCAC already issues RFPs that are more general and less prescriptive within a given subject 
area. A current example is the Youth Involvement Program. It has also issued these types of 
RFPs in the Environmental Monitoring Program.  

• A good portion of the Sea Grant Announcement of Funding Opportunity addresses things like 
selection schedule and process, proposal guidance, selection criteria, etc. Much of this 
information is targeted to an academic grant program and is not directly transferable to 
PWSRCAC. These types of details are covered in the existing contracting manual which is 
tailored specifically to PWSRCAC.  

Initial Conclusion: 

The staff has reviewed Orson’s proposal, researched the Alaska Sea Grant program, and compared both 
to the PWSRCAC Contracting Manual and the specific needs and mandates of the organization. We have 
concluded that the considerations listed above prevent PWSRCAC from fully adopting and implementing 
the Sea Grant model. However, we think that implementing selected concepts and parts of the model 
could very well help us expand our pool of experts and proposers, generate new and fresh ideas on 
research and other projects, and reduce the number of sole source contracts. We especially like the Sea 
Grant requirement that proposals include an “Engagement Plan” which describes how stakeholders will 
be involved in, learn about, and benefit from the results of the project.  

At a minimum, PWSRCAC could adjust its current contracting procedures to achieve the benefits 
described above by:  

• Expanded usage of the Request for Qualifications process. As noted above, this process has 
been used and approved by the Board for C-Plan contractors. This approach could be expanded 
into other programs and could result in a larger pool of available contractors because the 
solicitation is for a much broader set of qualifications and is not tied to a specific project. 

• Expanded usage of RFPs that are less specific and prescriptive. This could result in fresh new 
ideas and research approaches. As noted above, this approach is currently being used in the 
Youth Involvement Program and has been used in the past in the Environmental Monitoring 
Program. Environmental Monitoring, in particular, appears to have the potential to implement 
some of the Sea Grant model. 

• Increasing its annual efforts to seek new ideas and proposals from universities, agencies, 
industry and other partners.  

• Expanded efforts to identify professional websites and social media sites like LinkedIn that could 
help cast a wider net for contractors.  

What is Next? 

If the Long Range Planning Committee decides to recommend that the Board take action, we would 
suggest two ways of going about it.   

One approach would be to establish a relatively small demonstration project to see how it works. This 
might involve a percentage of the overall project budget. Perhaps each committee could experiment 
with their own projects as they deem appropriate.  
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Another approach is that PWSRCAC could achieve many of the benefits associated with adopting the Sea 
Grant model by simply making some small and manageable administrative changes to what we are 
currently doing. In other words, adopt the portions of the model that work for PWSRCAC. Suggestions 
on how to do that are included in the above bullets. Perhaps some combination of both would be 
appropriate. 

We hope this is helpful and we look forward to discussing Orson’s proposal with him and with the Long 
Range Planning Committee. We really appreciate Orson bringing the Sea Grant model to our attention 
and stimulating a discussion about PWSRCAC contracting policies and procedures. Every organization 
should take a step back every now and then and reevaluate what it is doing and why.      
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