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December 2, 2004

Dear Federal Executive:

We first want to commend you for your work on planning for the migration to the eTravel system.  It is important that as your agency considers its migration strategy that it carefully and fully consider the importance of the travel services and travel expertise offered by the various travel agencies that have been fully qualified by the GSA to provide such services to the Federal Government.   Many of these qualified travel agencies are small businesses, small disadvantaged businesses, and small women-owned businesses  - a vital part of our economy as President George W. Bush has emphasized.     In my position as Chairman of the Technology Committee for the Society of Government Travel Professionals (SGTP), I have prepared the following information for your consideration and action.  This letter and the information in it has been approved by SGTP’s Board of Directors as SGTP’s official position.

Our position is that the selection of your travel agency through the use of the Travel Services Solution (GSA) schedule contract, prior to, or in conjunction with, the selection of your eTS system provider represents a more important and more valuable option to Federal Agencies. Use of the TSS schedule will enable your agency to fully consider the spectrum of services offered by many different qualified travel agencies; fully consider the past performance ratings of all entities providing services to your agency; and enable you to fully consider the use of small businesses to meet your agency’s subcontracting goals.   

As you may know, the eTS system includes more contract line items (CLINs) related to the use of the system than it does in regard to the various travel services which your agency and travelers may have already been receiving from your current travel provider.  For example, the eTS contract does not specifically provide for such services as Reconciliation of Centrally Billed Credit Card Accounts, tracking of unused paper tickets (an issue on which the Government Accountability Office has issued recent reports), meeting planning services, and executive travel.  If these services are important to your agency, then it is important for your agency to first consider the use of the TSS schedule to obtain all your travel service needs.

Secondly, use of the TSS schedule contract to select your travel service provider, independent of the eTS system provider, will enable you to carefully consider the past performance record of all of your contractors, instead of reliance on the past performance rating of the eTS vendor alone.  

Lastly, but most importantly, Federal agencies need to be aware that small businesses are specifically identified as such on the TSS site, along with all other TMCs that qualify to serve the Federal Government.  While the eTS providers are required to have a small business-subcontracting plan in terms of what subcontracting each plans to do, this subcontracting plan does relieve the federal agency of the responsibility to give fair consideration to small businesses by selecting them directly from the TSS Schedules, or by employing a travel management company who includes in its offer a provision for small business within the guidelines of the TSS selection process.

We understand that the TSS contract is an open, non-mandatory and unrestricted schedule.  We also understand that GSA believes that the responsibility for providing opportunities to small business is upon the Federal Agencies themselves who are primarily responsible for meeting the statutory goal of 23% of contract awards to small businesses.  We also understand, and have seen in the eTS presentation materials, that GSA has advised federal agencies of this responsibility.  Again, while we understand GSA’s position, we do believe that more can be done by GSA and the Federal Agencies to fully consider travel service opportunities for small business.  Several Federal agencies such as the Department of Agriculture and the Department of Transportation have crafted strategies within their respective eTS task orders to place travel service within small businesses.

Our belief in part is based upon the recent experiences of many of the small businesses within SGTP’s membership.  Our discussion with these small business travel agencies produced a wide range of responses, from “I have not been invited to submit a proposal for any Federal Agency under TSS” to “TSS is working and my travel company has received a number of inquiries”. On the issue of working with the eTS system vendors the responses range from “I contacted the eTravel provider and they were not responsive” to “I was contacted but no definitive business has been promised.”  The diversity of response, however, seems to indicate an overriding concern on the part of small TMCs that they are not consistently receiving the full attention they feel they deserve. 

We do understand that GSA has placed the focus on the selection of an eTS vendor.  We also understand that GSA has stated that each eTS vendor was required to develop a subcontracting plan of its own as part of the evaluation criteria. However, the subcontracting plan developed by each eTS vendor could include a vast array of products and services and did not include any requirement to focus on travel services.  Furthermore, these subcontracting plans do not alleviate each Federal Agency of its responsibility to maximize opportunities for small businesses which the TSS schedule contract provides as a useful contracting vehicle.  Each federal agency has the right under eTS to select their own travel service provider, separate and apart from the embedded eTS travel service provider.

Using the roadmap system as you move toward selection or implementation of the eTS system, we want to emphasize the following points of interest for your consideration:

1) Each Federal Agency has the obligation to maximize opportunities for small businesses and to specify their own subcontracting goals and requirements.

2) Many small businesses have unique capabilities that may enhance a Federal Agency travel system.  Such features and services should be considered by all respective Agencies.

3) Federal Agencies have the option to select the travel service provider of their own choosing and may choose more than one.  Federal agencies can go to TSS schedules directly and select a travel service provider in order to fulfill their own small business goals.

4) The eTS contract does not include under its provisions all of the travel related services that have been provided by travel agencies in the past.  It is important that each Federal Agency carefully consider the use of the TSS schedule contract to ensure it receives all of the services needed for its travel management program.

5) Federal Agencies should closely review the subcontracting plan of their eTS vendor and provide input into the selection process to ensure the inclusion of small TMCs.

6) Some eTS vendors have indicated that they support selected GDS Systems, and inferred that small businesses must accommodate their selection.  This is not in accordance with GSA’s certification of the eTS vendor, which required  compatibility with any and all of the four major GDS providers.  All eTS vendors should assist in accommodating small businesses with any GDS system.

In summary, an issue that is this important to small businesses should be addressed at the agency level, and not left to the eTravel selection process.

Since its founding in 1983, SGTP, the national, non-profit forum for all components of the $20 billion government travel market has been in the forefront of the federal eTravel project. I am pleased to report that it continues to move forward with positive results.  From the inception, SGTP has acted as a roadmap providing guidance on eTravel information and services to the respective Government Agencies.  In addition, the SGTP Board has appointed a task force that is charged with facilitating the transition to eTravel, which involves working directly with Government Agencies, suppliers, and TMCs.  This task force has met with GSA officials on several occasions to resolve issues that will aid in a smooth transition.

I encourage you and your associates to discuss this in more detail with GSA and SGTP representatives, before the fast-approaching deadline for Travel Agents and eTS provider selection.  Also, you are encouraged to participate as our guest in the next SGTP Conference February 9-11, 2005, at the Hilton Alexandria Mark Center.  

We will contact you by December 10, 2004, to make arrangements for a conference call about the issues described in this correspondence.  Should you want to contact me personally you can reach me via:  telephone- 304-357-0808; fax 304-343-5059; or email:  tedlawson@nationaltravel.com.

Sincerely,
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Ted R. Lawson

Chairman, SGTP Technology Committee

cc:  Marc Stec, SGTP President
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