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We are publicists for people,
products and places and the differences are
very apparent in supplying clients in the two
sectors.When responding to a public sector
Request for Proposal [RFP] there is no nego-
tiating; no discussion; no leniency; no ßexi-
bility.You can ask for clariÞcation Ð but thatÕs
it. One of the Þrst times we responded to a
RFP for the Ontario government, we didnÕt
get the contract, so I called the government
contact person for a debrief.To this very day
I never forget to number the pages Ð that
was one of the primary reasons we didnÕt get
the contract. At the time I was astonished,
but I subsequently understood that it had
nothing to do with numbering the pages; it
had everything to do with precision, detail,
the keeping Òeveryone on the same pageÓ
that is endemic to government.On the other
hand,our focus for our private sector clients
is on furthering their bottom line, and in
doing so, furthering our bottom line. In the
spirit of entrepreneurship, we can negotiate
the work, the fee and the terms to our mutual
satisfaction. We grow our business and our
corporate reputation together based on the
quality of our work and relationship build-
ing. The successful completion of contracts
frequently means more contracts without
having to prove our worth all over again.

Anything you can do I can do better

Regardless of whether they work in
government or industry, the essence of the
purchasing professionalÕs role and contri-
bution to their organization is remarkably
similar. But for a lack of greater mutual
understanding, not to mention innovative
employment interchange opportunities,
purchasing within the two sectors is more
similar than most realize or care to admit.
Purchasing professionals in both sectors
routinely deal with a wide variety of de-
mands and constraints in their efforts to do
their job and deliver value to their organi-
zations.While the source of these pressures
may very well be different, the professional
challenges they present are not.

As a public sector supplier, we
know that we need to be standing on solid
moral and ethical ground with a complete
understanding that we are an extension of
the government office that hired us. Public
sector contracts require us to adhere to the
same formalized protocol, responsibility,
accountability, liability,Freedom of Informa-
tion and Protection of Privacy restrictions
that apply to the government and public ser-
vants. We understand that we are working
ultimately for the taxpayer and that these
practices are warranted. The private sector
offers different contractual freedoms and
opportunities. Our private sector clients are
concerned about market share,visibility and
competitive advantage and our contracts and
fees measure our ability to achieve these
things. Once we have proven our corporate
professionalism to a private sector client,we
have established our credibility and we can
contract and commit to building mutually
beneÞcial long-term relationships.

Inextricably linked to account-
ability is ethical behaviour as embodied in
our codes of conduct Ð we live and die on
our reputations in this industry and know-
ledge of improper behaviour spreads rapidly
in public buying,among our colleagues and
often in the media Ð as the recent MFP
scandal in Toronto testiÞes. Tied to this no-
tion of ethics is politics. In private industry,
examples of internal political behaviour
include territorial actions between depart-
ments. In public service, politics is a more
formal fact of life, wherein we report and
present regularly to our elected officials and,
more informally, justify business recom-
mendations in an atmosphere of interest
and constituent groups who put pressure
on their incumbents to make decisions in
their favour, not necessarily for the public
good. Our role is that of the educator in
matters of ethics Ð the answer is not always
the obvious one when it comes to fairness
and equity.

Chatting back

John Bott, CPPO, District School Board of
Niagara (DSBN) on Customer Relations
Management (Chatroom, December 2002)

M
ost of the VASPs [Value-added Ser-
vice Provider] mentioned in Decem-
ber’s Chatroomcharge vendors for

their information, some of which they pick
up at no cost from the Ontario Public Buyers
Association’s (OPBA) Internet advertising ser-
vice. The OPBA bid advertising service is free
to all public agency members of OPBA as
well as to all vendors. The use of the word
Ontario in the name of the association does
not limit the service geographically, since
membership is open to anyone who spends
public money anywhere and the web service
provides worldwide access.

Further, at DSBN (www.dsbn.edu.on.ca/
purchasing) I believe that we have pioneered
sending and receiving bid requests/tenders
over the Internet and we can do it all in Mic-
rosoft Excel. Completed tenders are returned
to us by e-mail. Our vendors are advised to
request receipt confirmation and open con-
firmation of their email to make sure that
their bid’s integrity is maintained and that it
was, in fact, received. We are not using this
just yet for very large tenders (with two no-
table exceptions) or for public openings. The
idea of using email, which is password pro-
tected, as a signature has not been tested
in court yet but I am confident that it will go
the same way that fax legality went in its ini-
tial stages. This concept is now being picked
up by the City of Niagara Falls and the St.
Catharines Hydro Electric Services Inc.

Chat back at us (info@summitconnects.com) 
and we’ll track your comments in the next issue,
at the same time as we introduce a new theme.
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