�


Department of Veterans Affairs


Veterans Benefits Administration


Washington DC  20420








October 29, 1999





									


VBA Letter 20-99-76						In Reply Refer To:  20T�fillin "refer"� �








Director (00)


All VACO Services and Offices and All Regional Offices and Centers








SUBJ:  Procurement of Video Conferencing Equipment





Video Conferencing Equipment is Controlled





The procurement of Video Conferencing equipment is now classified as centrally controlled.  This means that no station or facility may purchase Video Conferencing equipment without the Office of Field Operations (OFO) review and authority.





Applicable Regulations





The Office of the Assistant Secretary for Information and Technology (005) controls the purchase of Information Technology (IT) products and services.  It has granted us general authority to acquire IT resources whose costs do not exceed $250,000.  That office must approve acquisitions exceeding that threshold.  It has been made very clear by 005 that “Fragmentation of a project to circumvent these requirements is strictly prohibited.”





Background





The Under Secretary for Benefits (20) and Chairman, Board of Veterans’ Appeals (01) executed a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) on September 14, 1998.  The purpose of the MOU was “To delineate the roles, responsibilities, and procedures for the integrated acquisition, scheduling, and use of existing and future televideo capabilities between the Veterans Benefits Administration (VBA) and the Board of Veterans’ Appeals (BVA).”  The agreement encompassed compatible video conferencing equipment for their respective headquarters and 22 field locations that already existed; 40 additional locations were planned for installation during the 1999 Calendar Year.  The agreement also included all future capabilities.
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The BVA/VBA joint project to expand our Video Conferencing capability exceeds the $250,000 cost threshold established by 005.  Thus, in accordance with 005's direction, a Requirements Analysis and Cost Benefit Analysis were prepared and submitted to the Associate Deputy Assistant Secretary for Policy and Program Assistance (045A) for review.  Because of the high visibility of this project, the House Veterans' Affairs Committee (HVAC) and the General Accounting Office (GAO), 045A initially asked for the project to be submitted via the Capital Investment Board (CIB) channels.  The time necessary to accomplish this would have resulted in the loss of year-sensitive funds and would have had a major negative impact on our mission objectives.  Thus, 005 agreed to allow the project to continue outside the CIB process but required periodic reports as if it were a CIB project.  This will remain true during the five-year life of this program.





Limited Approval was Granted





In a Memorandum dated June 11, 1999, the Associate Deputy Assistant Secretary for Policy and Program Assistance (045A) informed BVA/VBA that the Principal Deputy Assistant Secretary for Information and Technology (005) had granted IRM approval to proceed with procurement and training activities for purchasing a network of video conference systems nationwide. However, the approval was limited to the purchase of 40 new systems and maintenance for all systems (existing plus new).  They did not approve the purchase of additional future systems and made the approval for them “... contingent based upon review by this office....”  All future procurement requests must be submitted to 045A for their review and approval before procurement action is taken.





Other Oversight Activities





In addition to internal oversight from the IRM organization, the HVAC has shown continued interest in VA’s purchase and use of Video Conferencing.  To assist them in this effort, the HVAC has requested the GAO to gather information from VA and assess the data.  Recently, the Office of Congressional Affairs received a request from GAO for end-of-fiscal year 1999 information on VA’s investment in and utilization of Video Conferencing equipment.  GAO’s request for specific information includes items such as acquisition and utilization data, anticipated future investments in Video Conferencing equipment, and estimates on travel cost avoidance as a result of use of Video Conferencing equipment.  BVA/VBA must respond to these requests as accurately and completely as possible.
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What Must be Done





The Principal Deputy Assistant Secretary for Information and Technology fully supports our efforts to improve the information infrastructure at VA facilities nationwide.  However, IT investments must be planned, acquired and managed methodically to ensure the best use of our IT resources in fulfilling the Department’s goals and objectives.  Further, it is important that appropriate procedures for obtaining IT investments are followed and the appropriate documentation maintained to support each IT investment.  To this end, the following procedures that address Video Conferencing equipment must be followed:





Requirements for Video Conferencing must be identified and justified.


SDN leaders should forward the request for Video Conferencing equipment to their respective Office of Field Operations (East or West).


OFO will prioritize the requests and verify budget availability.


OFO will forward the requirement to the Office of Employee Development and Training (20T) for action.


20T will provide the necessary information to 045A to obtain procurement approval.


Upon receipt of IRM approval, 20T will initiate a request for FTS ISDN service (the circuit) and contract action with York Telecommunications, Inc., our current vendor (the equipment). 





For More Information





Morgan Breeden, Office of Employee Development and Training (20T) has been designated as the VBA primary point of contact for Video Conferencing.  He can be reached at 202-273-8099.  Questions may also be referred to George Wolohojian (20T) who can be reached at 202-273-5446.








          /s/							        /s/





Patrick Nappi					Nora E. Egan


Deputy Under Secretary for Operations		Deputy Under Secretary for Management
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