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P R O C E E D I N G S



(9:07 a.m.)



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  Good morning, everyone, and welcome to our Interagency Task Force on Veterans Small Business Development.  I'm Marie Johns.  I have the honor of chairing this august group, and want to welcome everybody for being here today.  A number of my colleagues are in the audience, so I appreciate you being here.  We'll be hearing from some of them later.



We have a very full agenda, and this is such important work that we do in terms of ensuring that our federal partners are working ‑‑ that we're all working together as closely as we can to ensure that we're providing the optimal support for our veterans, that our veterans have the best possible support to do what they often do very well, and that is start great businesses and cause businesses to row and create jobs.



So our priority today, among others, is to make sure that we've got a good process in place for our next report.  As we all know, the first report of this task force was sent to President Obama last fall, and we are at the point in time in our year where we need to set our sights on having another strong report ready for the President.



So I want to highlight a few things this morning.  And first of all, I want to talk about some recent travel.  I was in Las Vegas about a week and a half ago for an urban economic forum.  And Anie Borja is here, who's a senior advisor in our office of field operations and has been instrumental in the design and execution of our urban economic forums.



And at that particular one, we hosted a veterans roundtable, which was quite a good opportunity for us at the SBA to hear directly from veteran business owners what are some of the issues that they are facing, and ways that we can support them more effectively.  But it was a very good conversation.



And then earlier this week, the administrator Karen Mills and I, along with several of our other colleagues, met at the White House with ‑‑ well, Matthew was there, and Jiyoung, a number of us around the table ‑‑ to talk about small business procurement across the federal agencies.



We are looking very carefully at the numbers, and the purpose of that meeting was to make sure that we're sharing best practices, that the SBA is hearing directly what more support we can provide to agencies so that we can really make the very best effort to reach the government's goal of 23 percent procurement with small firms.



So I wanted to also talk about a couple of companies that I've had the pleasure of meeting recently.  I often say that one of my favorite parts of this job is to travel around the country and meet small business owners.  They are amazing people, always inspiring.  And I met two veteran‑owned firms recently that were particularly of interest that I wanted to share.



One was Dillon Brothers Concrete.  Mr. Dillon is a veteran.  He is an Army veteran, African American business owner in New Orleans, Louisiana.  He started his company, a very small company, in the wake of Katrina in helping to rebuild the city, and since that time, he has grown.



He's used SBA loans.  He's added several new ‑‑ he's added two new trucks.  He's built a new plant.  He's added ten employees, and is doing very well.  And he has done this with much support from the SBA.  He's had two SBA loans, and he was just great to meet and to talk to.  And he's also currently in the process of applying for his 8(a) certification.



Then I met a young man, Warren McKee, in Iowa as part of our Young Entrepreneurs Initiative, and Warren is probably about 21 years old.  He started a new company, Ironclad Systems, LLC, and he's part of an incubator, a very innovative incubator, that is operating under the aegis of the economic development organization in Des Moines.



Warren was a military police officer in Baghdad, and so I guess he's got ‑‑ he was there for six years, so he's got to be older than 21.  But he looks 21 to me.  But a really great young man, and a big vision for his company, and he's off to a great start.  And he's used SBA services as well.



So I just wanted to highlight those two companies because they were just great examples of veteran‑owned businesses who are, fortunately, using SBA services and growing their businesses.



So I don't want to take up much more time with my introduction because I want to get to something very exciting, and that is to introduce our new colleague, Lieutenant Colonel Rhett Jeppson.



Rhett is the new associate administrator for our Office of Veterans Business Opportunities.  Rhett comes to the SBA with a very distinguished career.  U.S. Marine Corps.  He's been in Germany for the past two years.  And he served as the chief of joint national training capability for the U.S. European Command.



Rhett's been here about, what, two weeks?  How long has it been?



MR. JEPPSON:  This is the end of my second week right now.



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  Two weeks, and he's already hit the ground running.  And we're just so very happy that he's joined the SBA.



So with that, it's my pleasure to introduce Rhett, and he's going to give a few opening remarks.



MR. LENEY:  He's already grown his hair out.



(Laughter.)



MR. JEPPSON:  I'm glad to be here today.  I just thought I might take a few minutes and just kind of introduce myself a little bit, give you a little bit of my background, where I come from, and a little bit of my perspective on how I see things and where I'm at.



Coming out of the University of Florida, I joined the Marine Corps.  I went through the OCS program there, and was an infantry officer in the Marine Corps.  Right after Desert Storm, my father, who owned a small construction business in northwest Florida, he had relapsed from acute myelogenous leukemia and was in need of a bone marrow transplant.



So I left active service at that time and went and ran the family business while he underwent that bone marrow transplant.  And I'd like to tell you that I grew the business and was very successful, but that wouldn't be accurate.



I managed to keep the business afloat.  I will tell you that as a young guy coming out of the service, it was difficult.  I didn't know a lot.  And in retrospect, and even in the two weeks I've spent here, some of the resources that are available here ‑‑ the tools, the lessons learned ‑‑ if I would have had those, I would have been much more successful, you know.



So it was a difficult, difficult period.  But we managed to keep the business afloat, managed to put my sisters through college, and turned the business back over to my father after he recovered from the bone marrow transplant.



I then had an opportunity to go back to Special Operations Command, which was probably the funnest job I've ever had in my life.  We got to travel the world and do what we call cool guy stuff, which was really enjoyable.



After about four years of that as a Reserve officer, I had the opportunity to work in the State of Florida.  And one of the positions I had there was director of procurement, so I learned to appreciate the difficulties of contracting with the government, of government procurement, from both sides of the fence.



I know that it's difficult for small businesses that have to deal with the government, the regulations and some of the difficulties we face there.  But also, the government procurement official, you know, he has a lot of rules and regulations that he has to meet, and I know that it's difficult for them.  So a little bit of experience in that background.



Then, in the wake of 9/11, I got recalled to active service, where I spent time first at Marine Forces Europe, then at Special Operations Command for an extended period of time.  Did a tour in Poland for a year, where I helped them stand up their special operations command.



Immediately after that, I did a year in Afghanistan as the Deputy Director of Operations for U.S. Forces Afghanistan.  And then after that, the Marine Corps said, hey, we've got a deal for you.  We'll send you to Europe for a while. So I spent the past two years working at the U.S. European Command.



So I have a little bit of ‑‑ I might say I'm that guy.  I've been a small business, not sole owner but proprietor, and ran the family business.  I've done the government procurement thing.  And I've been that veteran.



And as a veteran coming back from active service, I realize the difficulties and the hard times, because I've been there, that you go through as you go through as you go through that transition process.



So as we begin to focus on one of the exciting things that I think that we're focusing on right off the bat here, is we're looking at the servicemember as he transitions out of the service ‑‑ that's one of the things that the Administration's really focused on right now ‑‑ and one of the key elements of the process that they're developing is focusing on those who desire to start businesses.



So I'm really excited to be able to give my input and to be part of that process as we move forward.  And I think that later in the meeting here, one of my colleagues, Michael Chodos, will actually speak about where we're at on the Boots to Business process.  And I look forward to working closely with him on that.



Just a quick story.  As I mentioned earlier to ‑‑ I think it was to Mr. Wilfong, that I'm still on active duty.  I'm on terminal leave right now from the Marine Corps.  I was just recently ‑‑ two weeks ago, I flew back from Germany.



While I was there, I drove up to one of the bases to see my son perform in a concert.  And the next morning, we went over to the PX, the military shoppette, and in there, there was this magazine.  And it was for veteran entrepreneurs.



And I opened up the magazine and I started getting pretty excited about things.  And then I looked at about halfway through the magazine, and there was a picture of Bill Elmore in there, my predecessor.  And it listed this long list of accomplishments that he had in his tenure here.



And so I realized all of a sudden, hey, I've got really huge shoes to fill here.  So there's been a lot of great work that's been done before me, and I look forward to working to building upon that good work that Bill and his team did.



As we go through this journey together, I look forward to working with each of you and learning from the years of experience that are in this room here in regards to veterans and building the success of their small businesses.  I look forward to working with each of you, and I hope to meet each of you individually in the next coming weeks and to have the opportunity to learn from you.



So with that, Marie, I'll turn it back thank you.  Thank you.



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  All right.  Thank you, Rhett.



So I'm sure you can see now why we're so excited that Rhett has joined us.  We're going to really be able to keep, as Rhett says, building on the good foundation that Bill and team built, and we've got a lot of exciting initiatives and important work ahead.  So thanks again, Rhett.



There has been much work done in concert with the VA and DOD, a task force that's looking at rebuilding the TAP experience.  And so certainly SBA is playing a role in that.  We are all partners in that effort, but Andre Gudger is here this morning to give us an update on what's going on in that critical process.



MR. GUDGER:  Thank you, Marie.



DOD and the VA co‑lead a task force for veteran employment.  And it stood up last year after the President announced a need to create a task force in August, and said, hey, we need to tackle this issue, with the sole, or primary, focus of the young men and women aged 18 to 24 returning back from the wars as the drawdown happens.



So Department of Defense P&R, led by Pat Tamburrino and the VA, led by Mr. Gingrich, our executive steering committee, and it's a lot of collaboration between all the agencies.  Although it says DOD and VA, it's everyone at the table working through this, from the White House across the Labor, OPM.  SBA's involved.



And Tom Leney and I, we co‑lead the entrepreneurship track.  There are four tracks.  It started out with four tracks ‑‑ a transition track, an entrepreneurship track, an education track, and an employment track.



So Tom and I lead the entrepreneurship, and we're looking at how to make good recommendations.  And we were so fortunate to meet a very smart man in SBA hamed Mike Chodos, who's here ‑‑ you're going to hear from him shortly ‑‑ so he's kind of like a third co‑lead.



We are looking at making strong recommendations.  And we recently, about two weeks ago, had a very successful briefing with the Deputy Secretary of Defense, Dr. Carter, on the recommendations we'd like to put forward to the Secretary of Defense and the Secretary of the VA and the White House.



So things are moving, and we look forward to submitting a strong package that we're all excited about.  So I don't know if, Tom, you have anything you might want to add, or Mike, but ‑‑



MR. LENEY:  If I could.  I just want to showcase something that's very unusual in the government, that the DOD/VA Interagency Task Force on Veteran Employment built on the strong work of this task force; and, rather than going off in a dark room and operating independently and coming up with reinventing wheels that had already been invented, the great work done here was the foundation for the entrepreneurship portion of that task force.



So we're seeking to utilize the interest and engagement of major agencies to really leverage what's been done already.  And again, unfortunately, that's more unusual than usual.



MR. GUDGER:  With that being said, since Tom and I and Mike are co‑leading the entrepreneurship task force, we've looked at the full gamut of recommendations.  We've talked to many.  We've taken all ideas in.  We've talked to academics.  We've talked to the veteran community.  We've combed the government, and I think we've put together a good, rock‑solid set of recommendations.



And like Tom said, to echo him, it was not new work all the way.  It was a lot of work that was done in this task force that was great, and it should be part of ours.  This is a quantum leap in the right direction by tying the two task forces together and really having some real outcomes in the near future.



And with that being said, that's it.



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  I had one question.  Did you happen to mention when the report is DOE?



MR. GUDGER:  Well, right now, it's evolving.  So we are looking to submit the recommendations to our Secretaries here in the next coming few months from the task force for their approval.  So there's no actual due date, hard line, right now because it's more about getting it right than getting to the finish line.  I think it's been a good approach.  So we're close.



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  Any questions from task force members?



(No response.)



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  Any questions from the public?



(No response.)



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  Okay.  Thank you, Andre.  Thank you, Tom.



Now it's my pleasure to invite my colleague, Michael Chodos, to the microphone.  Michael is our associate administrator for the Office of Entrepreneurial Development.  And it's fitting that Michael's report follows this update on the VA/DOD task force because Michael is leading the effort at the SBA for an initiative that we're very excited about that is related to expanded entrepreneurial development and opportunities for servicemembers.



So Michael?



MR. CHODOS:  All right.  Thank you, everyone, for the opportunity to come speak to you this morning.  Thank you, everyone.  I look forward to chatting with you.  And thank you, Marie, for inviting me this morning to talk to the task force about what we have in mind.



Andre and Tom, I want to say a special thank you to you.  What I'm here to talk about is sort of a piece that fits into the overall redo of TAP that Tom and Andre have been leading on behalf of the entrepreneurship piece.  And let me just discuss a little bit what this is about.



Of course, one of the recommendations of this body, starting from well over a year ago, was that entrepreneurship play a stronger role in the education and support that we provide to our returning servicemen and women.



That was taken to heart.  Andre and Tom championed that idea with the DOD/VA task force that was tasked with redoing TAP as a whole.  So it wasn't just about entrepreneurship; it was the overall redo of TAP.



But that became part of the thinking about what to do in order to provide an option for our servicemen and women so that they could have support as they started their businesses and then went on to grow them.  But let me talk a little bit about what that has shown up to be like and what the challenge is.



As we all know, the most basic statistic that we all hear all the time is that two‑thirds of all net new jobs are created by small businesses, and that over half of all of the working men and women in this country either own or work for a small business.



Having said that, there is still resistance at various places in the world, and including in DOD and VA, around the value of entrepreneurship training, and that shows up in various ways.  Part of it is just we're in tight budget times.  But part of it shows up like this.



These are young men and women coming out of the military, coming out of their active service, for the most part.  Not all of them are young men and women, but most of them are.  And there are those of very good intention who say, we are worried about somebody coming in and pumping a bunch of ideas into the head of a, you know, young serviceman or woman, saying, you can go off and be the next Mark Zuckerberg, or you can go off and start the next Apple.  And they aren't really ready to do that yet.  And so we are worried about somebody giving them false hope and false ideas.



There has been a little bit of that as we've gone through this process.  And let me explain what we have been telling folks.



Many of our returning servicemen and women are going into business regardless of whether they receive training or support from us.  They are going back and taking over family businesses.  As Rhett told you from his own personal experience, every day in every place around the country, young men and women are going back and starting businesses because the job market does not provide other opportunities, because their families have existing businesses.



In some cases they had existing businesses before they went into active service, especially at the Reserve components, and they're going back to take those over.  Or they are starting franchises, as we know our vets way over‑index in starting franchises.  Or they are going back to start small businesses of every type imaginable around the country.



We are committed not to having young men and women start businesses that they are not prepared to start.  We are committed to having them be prepared to start those businesses that they want to start so that they can be successful, so that they can not only provide for themselves but they can provide for their families.



So really, at the end of the day, starting a business either happens in one of two ways.  It happens when you're prepared to do it, or it happens when you're not prepared to do it.  We want to make sure we do everything we can so that when they start, they are prepared.



Now, as most everybody in this room knows, SBA has a massive network out in the country already.  It has partners in our SBDC, our Small Business Development Center, our Women's Business Center, and our SCORE chapters all over the country that help small businesses start and grow throughout their life cycle, no matter where they are, no matter what type of business they're in, no matter their income level when they start, no matter their preparedness level when they start.



We also have partners at various colleges and universities across the country, including, for example, Syracuse with the institute for military veterans and their families, that are extremely experienced through the EBV, the Entrepreneurial Book Camp for Veterans Program, and other similar programs, including our own VYs and endure and grow programs.  Very experienced at providing entrepreneurship training for young men and women who are transitioning out of military service.



Right now, today, all across the country, our resource partners provide entrepreneurship training in connection with TAP Programs across the country.  It happens on an ad hoc basis.  It happens because of connections and collaboration and coordination with local base commanders.



But we have all been working together to come up with a way to provide this kind of effective, meaningful, impactful entrepreneurship training to all of those who are considering entrepreneurship at a high quality level, at a reproducible level, at scale all across the country.



So I have here something I want to show you, which is a curriculum.  I'll just sort of display it for everybody else.  This is called the Operation Boots to Business curriculum from service to startup.  This is an example of the materials that we're going to have available to our young men and women when we all roll this out.



The concept is essentially this:  that a lot of these young men and women are considering entrepreneurship.  We intend to expose them, first and foremost, to an invitation to learn about entrepreneurship, to actually understand what it means for them and their families.



We intend to tell them what the challenges, the opportunities, and the risks are of entrepreneurship.  And then we need to tell them what entrepreneurship planning and business planning actually means so that you can not just have an idea; you can actually have a plan about how to implement your idea, and find out if it's the right idea with the right support and the right materials and the right resources in order to make it happen.



So we're prepared to roll that out.  We plan to roll out a pilot program for this at various places around the country to test things out and see what works best.  And we are planning to be prepared to roll out across the country when the new transition GPS version of TAP is ready to go some time around September/October/November, in that time frame.



So I just wanted to give everybody the update, let everyone know that we have been in place working with the services, working with all of our partners, getting the materials, the people, and the program ready to go.



So with that, we look forward to keeping everything updated on the progress of that program.  But what I really want to say most of all is, this for the SBA is part of a life cycle support for small businesses.  As young men and women transitioning out of the military choose entrepreneurship, we intend to tell them about what that means and to provide them with support and resources.



And we don't intend to drop them after transition GPS.  If they start, we plan to be there with our resource partners and all of our partners in order to support them at every stage of their businesses all along the way throughout the rest of the life of that business.



So with that, I'll answer any questions if anyone has any.



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  Thank you, Michael.



Any questions?  Donald?



MR. GRAVES:  I guess you partially answered my question in the focus on the life cycle.  But it would seem to me that a large percentage of the veterans who are starting their own small businesses, the critical piece for them is not just the beginning, before they launch their business or take over their family business, but it's soon after they've started their business or they've been running this business, where they actually see what it's like to operate the business, encounter difficulties, have questions.



And I'm just wondering if your Boots to Business Program also has that early‑stage business component, almost like a ‑‑ maybe it's in partnership with SCORE or some of your other partners.  But do you have ‑‑ are you developing something that's a little bit on the back end, but it's in the early stage of the rollout of the business?



MR. CHODOS:  It's a wonderful question, and it is the fundamental piece of this program.  So this program is going to involve an introduction to entrepreneurship, essentially an invitation to learn about entrepreneurship in the form of a video that will be available to all of our returning servicemen and women through TAP.



Those who are interested in entrepreneurship will then have a face‑to‑face opportunity to meet with one of our resource partners in a classroom experience in order to learn about entrepreneurship, to learn about, as I said, the opportunities, the challenges, and the realities of entrepreneurship.



They will then be introduced to the Resource Partner network.  They will then have a chance to go through a more intensive implementation plan to really learn about the feasibility of their business.  That will also be face to face, also with our resource partners.



And if they intend to launch, they will then be able to go through an eight‑week online business plan builder course, where they will end up with their own customized business plan for their business.



But at each step along the way, they're going to be introduced to our resource partners and invited to connect into the resource partner network, wherever they go back after they transition out of their base, wherever they go back home, to connect in with their local SCORE chapter, their local SBDC, and their Women's Business Center back at home.



And as you know, the first question that any vet, and in fact any small business owner, asks after they learn about the realities of business planning is, how do I get my first loan?  Where do I get my first bit of financing?  What do I do in order to get that first bit of friends and family financing, then perhaps a microloan, then connect with my local CDFI, perhaps, then connect with, when I'm ready, one of the members of our lending network and begin to move through the different stages of business development?



Our resource partners act as the concierges to all those programs and services, not just in the SBA but at SBA, at Treasury, at Ag, and all across the federal government.



One of the key advantages to this is that we always face the challenge of letting people know that we're here to help them.  We're here to help them at every point along the way.  This gives us the chance to introduce these youth men and women to all of the things that the federal government has to offer them in order to support them as they move back into their communities, and then to introduce them to all of the state and local and other economic development support that exists for them back home.



So we think that this opportunity to bring them into the network and form that lifelong connection is one of the key benefits of the program.



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  Earl?



MR. PEEK:  Michael, I have to say that this is an excellent report, an excellent presentation.  A question is, how is the corporate and the private sector embracing the resource partners?  Are they a part of that reference to help the nation embrace, on the public and private side, our returning veterans?



MR. CHODOS:  Thank you for the question.  As you know, the private sector is extremely engaged in issues of veterans entrepreneurship.  Many of our partners work every day with local public and private sector partnerships in order to deliver this kind of training locally.



You will be hearing more as we go along about specific examples of that.  Obviously, the Entrepreneurship Boot Camp Program run out of Syracuse is one of those shining examples of how you have public/private support to make this kind of training effective.



But at the end of the day, what our job is to do is to get these young men and women back into their local communities where that kind of local economic development ecosystem is in place and is customized.  So most of this is not going to be driven nationally.  It's going to be this introduction and this framework that they can take with them back into their communities as they start those businesses.



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  Jim?



MR. WILFONG:  Thank you very much, Michael.  Very good.  I just would like to comment that General Chuck Henry and I first called on the TAP Program at DOD in 2001 and suggested that we get this going.  That was a long time ago.  I think you remember that, Tom.



So I couldn't be happier.  You know, sometimes government moves slowly, but it moves.  And this is terrific.  I'm glad to hear that this program is set up.  I can tell you that I was involved in setting up an entrepreneurial education program in Maine 20 years ago, where we started offering certificate, community‑based entrepreneurial education, and it's very effective.  So this will have a real impact.



And I also would just lay to rest any concerns that anyone might have about young people having foolish ideas put in their head about starting a business.  I teach a high school entrepreneurship class in Maine, and these juniors and seniors have really great ideas.  And they run everywhere from restaurants to tech companies to solar companies ‑‑ you name it.



And they sit down and, over the course of a year, put together a business plan.  And they're very realistic and they're very engaged.  And they're just high school kids.  They haven't been through all the experiences that somebody who's been involved in the military has been.



So my congratulations to DOD and VA and yourself for helping make this a reality.  It's great.  Thank you.



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  Any other questions from the task force?



(No response.)



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  Questions from the public?



MR. EILAND:  Yes, ma'am.  Tony Eiland, GSA.



I have applied to the TAP program.  I'll let you know that right now.  So I am a very strong supporter.  But what I did not hear, and I'm just kind of curious ‑‑ you probably have already done it and just didn't say anything ‑‑ what's your involvement in bring in service organizations and bringing in like the Wounded Warrior Program to support not just the physical aspects of entrepreneurship but the emotional effects of entrepreneurship?



MR. CHODOS:  All of the members of the veterans serving organization community are in place and are working very hard in communities across the country.  And so our resource partners ‑‑ and I know that your organization works closely with our SCORE chapters and our SBDCs at various places, as well as our VBOCs, our Veterans Business Opportunity Centers, at various places around the country.



I believe that Rhett mentioned a few minutes ago the work that has been done by Bill Elmore and our Office of Veterans Business Development for many, many years in trying to bring together those pieces of the support community for our vets as they get back into their local areas.



What we are doing ‑‑ really, I think, for the first time ‑‑ in TAP is providing a resource guide.  And one of the key things that we're going to be providing these young men and women is a resource guide for how to navigate that sometimes kind of black box of available resources when they get back home.



So our resource partners act, as I said before, as concierges to introduce people into each of these things.  But we want these young men and women to know that there is help, not just for learning how to develop a business plan; there is help for learning how to deal with all of the issues that face a returning servicemember when they get back home.



There is sometimes a feeling, as I know you know, that once they leave the TAP Program, they're a little bit on their own.  And so part of this is to say, if you're starting a business, there is help across the spectrum that you might want to access about starting that plan, getting access to the capital you may want, and also dealing with all the social services that you're going to need as well.



So really, a lot of times we have these programs in the federal government and at the state and local level and folks just don't know.  And so this is part of an effort to plug that by saying, you can learn who it is that you should call right here on day one before you even leave, through TAP.



MR. EILAND:  Thank you.



MR. JEPPSON:  If I could follow on with that, though, this program in and of itself is kind of some of that emotional support, I think.  And so I think that's a great point, and somebody that we probably ought to reach out to for inclusion in some of this is some of the Wounded Warrior organizations that are out there.  Great people doing great things.



But the program in and of itself, as a guy who, as I mentioned earlier, has gone through that, having that network of partners out there can help you through that difficult process.  For those of you that have transitioned, you know that from that high pace activity you've been in, now you find yourself in that lull, kind of that dead space, figuring out where you're going to go.



Having that support team out there and that network that Michael and the rest of SBA run is going to be of real value, and we get those returning veterans tied into those.



If I could just also for just a moment, you know, the false hopes that you addressed earlier that Mr. Wilfong mentioned earlier, those dreams are in those guys already.  They're already thinking about that.  To me, that's kind of a nonsense statement, almost.



What we're doing is empowering those guys, and there's real value in that.  And we're going to prevent the problems that that person indicated; just through this program alone, it'll go a long way to preventing that.  So I'm pretty excited about the program that you guys have got started with the Boots to Business.



MR. CHODOS:  Well, I want to just encourage everyone here to be an ambassador for this particular idea.  I will just let everyone know that while all of the things that we are discussing are both true and important, two weeks ago I had a report about one of the gentlemen at a base ‑‑ won't name it ‑‑ who is in charge of helping young men and women decide which track to take in the local existing TAP Program, and was actively discouraging any of the young men and women from taking the Entrepreneurship Program that was available that we're doing ad hoc right now with our local resource partners for just this reason, that they were going to get crazy ideas put in their head and go off and do something wild.



So it is still there.  I'd view it as just a question of educating the base personnel in addition to dealing with our actual entrepreneurs.  So we still have a job to do.  I think, at the highest level, there is tremendous support for this program.  And at various places throughout the bases, there's also support.



But there are some others who just don't know yet what this means.  And each of us here can go a long way to helping to alleviate that problem by letting people know what this really looks like and what this kind of help can really do for a young man or woman who's starting a business.



MR. WYNN:  Good morning.  Joe Wynn.



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  You're going to need a microphone, Joe.



MR. WYNN:  Joe Wynn with the Vet Entrepreneurship Task Force.  And I also manage a veterans training program here in D.C.



A couple things I was going to ask.  One was the resource guide that you're referring to and making it available to other resource partners throughout the country.  How soon would that become available?



And also, is there some discussion in there about two things?  One, oftentimes, particularly when we are here in the federal sector and we're working with veterans who are interested in entrepreneurship, so often the emphasis is on doing business with the federal government.  But, you know, there are many veterans who are interested in doing business in their local communities.  So hopefully, this resource guide will kind of address the differences between the two.



Also, the other thing, you're probably aware that there are some issues in doing business with the federal government with being verified of your status as being a veteran.  I was glad to hear you mention that there's some reference in there about the social support network because, you know, persons like myself who work with veterans across the board, there's the importance of not only just educating them about starting their own business, but also about where they can get support for them and their family throughout the community.  So that's good as well.



But this whole thing about once you start your business, if you're going to do business with the federal government, you know, that access to just being able to do it seems like it's becoming such an issue right now with just whether or not you can even be verified to do business with the federal government.



MR. CHODOS:  Well, I'm happy to address that, if you'd like.



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  Well, the time frame for the resource guide in particular.



MR. CHODOS:  Sure.  So the resource guide is going to be ready very shortly, so just in a matter of a few weeks.  And as you see, it is essentially almost ready now.  We just want to make sure that all of the different folks who want to have input into things in it do have that chance so that we can get the kinds of resources in there that you were describing a moment ago.  So it will be done shortly.



And I think the second half of your question implicitly is, is this going to be available more generally, or is it just going to be available to those servicemen and women who are going through TAP?  And of course this will be available to anyone who can make good use of it.  So if you want to have an opportunity to use this in your own training facilities and that sort of thing, we'll just have to figure out what's the best way to make it available for that to happen.  So yes.



Beyond that, the SBA has been working with the VA over the course of the last year, and indeed longer, to address questions of certification programs in connection with procurement, both in connection ‑‑ we have our own service‑disabled veteran organization certification that SBA has for the government‑wide set‑aside for SDVO organizations.  And the VA itself has been working extensively on the certification issues around veteran status for all of the veteran procurement set‑asides that the VA itself runs.



So this is an issue that's been on the plate for a while to get it right and to get it fixed.  And I know ‑‑ and perhaps Tom will want to discuss more ‑‑ I know the VA has been working on this issue.  But it is at the top of everyone's list.



But I will say, many of these vets are going to be not only dealing with the government but also working in their local communities and doing procurement with local and state and county‑level communities.  So understanding how procurement works and dealing with procurement, whether it's government or otherwise, is one of the key parts of this process.



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  We have time for one more question, if there is one.



AUDIENCE MEMBER:  Did I just understand you to say that SBA has a certification program for veterans?



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  You know we have our Service‑Disabled Veterans Government Contracting Program.  That's what Michael was referencing.



AUDIENCE MEMBER:  Oh, that certification?  Okay.



MR. CHODOS:  It is actually a self‑certification.



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  A self‑certification.  The Service‑Disabled Veteran Contracting Program.



AUDIENCE MEMBER:  Thank you.



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  Michael, thank you very much.



MR. CHODOS:  Thank you.



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  All right.  Now we'll here from Tom Leney, to give us an overview of the National Veterans Conference.



MR. LENEY:  What I'd like to do is just take a few minutes to talk about some things that we're doing in June in Detroit that I think will have a lot of benefit to veteran small businesses.  I'm just going to run through some slides to give structure to this conversation.



Last year in New Orleans, we adopted a new paradigm of engagement with small businesses, particularly veteran small businesses, at the VA and at the federal government.  And it's in line with the White House's effort to promote direct connection between small businesses and those people within the federal government who are responsible for procurement.



We've expanded that effort considerably ‑‑ next slide, please ‑‑ we've expanded that effort considerably under the thinking that much of our work here on this task force, much of our work in the government, that is around veteran entrepreneurship at the end of the day is also around veteran employment.



How do we create situations ‑‑ and as Michael mentioned, one of the drivers behind veteran entrepreneurship is the ability of veterans to be employed in other situations.



So what we've done this year in Detroit is we have combined three major activities that are related to veterans and their ability to be employed.  The first piece of this is the Veterans Small Business Conference, where our goal is to promote the partnerships between veterans' businesses and the government.



Secondly, we are expanding access of veterans to services and benefits.  We've got Veterans Open House, not just with VA benefits but benefits across the government, and from the private sector as well.



And third, to connect veterans directly to job opportunities via a hiring fair.  Next slide.



The National Veterans Small Business Conference, we are seeking as an interagency effort to make it the premier veteran business event of the year.  We seek to bring in about 5,000, as our target for this year, veteran small business owners, provide them with some capacity‑building.



In fact, I would note that Michael mentioned the TAP Program; we'll be showcasing the two‑day portion of the TAP Program at the National Veterans Conference.  This Boots to Business into Entrepreneurship model, we'll be conducting it out there in the National Veterans Conference.



But the real focus of the small business conference is directly connecting small business to procurement decision‑makers.  Next slide.



In addition to this small business conference, we are looking to bring 10,000 veterans into the Veterans Open House and 10,000 veterans into the hiring fair.  And I'll speak more about those at the very end.



But let me ‑‑ next slide ‑‑ this, right here, this is the key element to Detroit, is the ability for a small business to do something that they often don't get the opportunity to do, which is to connect directly to the procurement decision‑makers within the federal government who set the requirements, set the procurements.



Many small business people spend their time talking to small business liaisons and small business representatives.  The goal of Detroit is to connect them directly to the decision‑makers.



As an example, the Department of Veterans Affairs is bringing 250 procurement decision‑makers to Detroit.  The entire leadership of the department will be there.  This is contracting officers.  This is program managers from all of our major initiatives.  People ranging from construction.  All of our VISNs.  Our networks will be represented by multiple procurement decision‑makers.



And, most importantly, this is not a random engagement event.  We have structured Detroit to enable small businesses to not only connect but begin to build the relationships that are vital to doing business, not just in the public sector but the private sector.



So each of the procurement decision‑makers that is coming is being asked to carry a heavy engagement schedule.  You see the list of things that they'll be doing.  They'll be leading business requirement sessions, where they lay out their requirements.  They'll be hosting tables at the partnering sessions.



All of our plenary sessions are really what we call Dining with Decision‑Makers; they'll be hosting tables at those sessions.  They'll be engaged in the receptions.  And the idea being, we also have an electronic system whereby you can tag the procurement decision‑maker that you connected with, and they know that they connected with you and you know that you connected with them.



And our people are there for four days.  So this isn't somebody who blows in, gives a speech, and blows out.  They're there in Detroit for four days, and their mission is to connect with small businesses.



We are recruiting and have recruited engagement from our other department colleagues.  The DOD, I want to report, is just ‑‑ Frank Kendall has signed up to trump the VA by bringing 300 procurement decision‑makers from DOD.  And we think, as a result, this will be an unprecedented event.



We encourage those in the audience, if your a small business person and you want to do business with the federal government, this is the place to be.  Next slide.



Key to this is ‑‑ this is a very slide.  Just suffice it to say there's going to be a lot going on that week.  It will be a very target‑rich environment.  Next slide.



It's linked to our open house.  This is not just for veteran businessmen, though last year we had about 2,000 veteran business people attend this open house because all of them are not only business people, but they're veterans.



And the last piece that we've added this year ‑‑ next slide ‑‑ is a hiring fair.  We are working with all of the agencies and the private sector to bring jobs to veterans.  And I want to make very clear, this is not a job fair.  This is not an event where people come and drop their resumes with a junior HR person from a private sector or an agency.



The purpose of this event is to have hiring managers will be at the hiring fair, will be conducting interviews at the hiring fair, so that people walk away from the hiring fair having made significant progress on the job front.



I can speak personally.  We did one of these in January in my own organization.  I hired five people out of that fair.  They were working in my organization 30 days later, which is, again, unprecedented.  For those of you who are familiar with federal government hiring practices, unprecedented.



So we think by putting these three elements together, we will be doing a veteran event that has scale, where we get some good synergy between the employment, the entrepreneurship, and veteran benefits.  Because all of these things, as you've heard here today, we think fit together.



Can I take questions?



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  Please.  Yes.



MR. LENEY:  Any questions?



MR. WYNN:  A quick question.  First of all, the organization of the conference last year in New Orleans I thought was very good, very well‑organized.  And it seems like you are going to continue in refining and making improvements in the conference coming up this year.



A couple of questions.  One, are there going to be some other agencies?  Were you able to get some other agencies besides DOD to participate in bringing some hiring ‑‑ I mean, not some hiring but contracting people to the conference this year?



And also, veterans service organizations, I noticed last year they had that section that talked to veterans about services outside of the business realm.  And I take it you're going to have that again this year as well.  And I was just wondering, were any of the veterans service organizations invited to participate?  You know, maybe have an information booth there as well.



MR. LENEY:  We have invited veterans service organizations to participate, both in the small business conference, where they offer services.  I might add that one of the new things that we're doing this year related to the issue of verification, which I'll speak to at more length a little later, we have partnered with the American Legion, the National Association of Veterans Small Businesses, and the PTAPs to provide verification education assistance.



We'll be having booths where people can get help with the verification process.  We're also having VSOs at the open house because many of the VSO programs are about helping the veteran, more as a veteran, as opposed to as a small business person.  And that's been greatly expanded.



The change from last year to this year is last year was essentially a VA open house, VA benefits and programs.  Now we're encouraging VSOs, both public and private sector organizations that have veteran programs, to be present at the open house.



I would use this forum to encourage my colleagues from the other agencies:  We not only welcome, we encourage your commitment of procurement decision‑makers to this conference, and we will accommodate them, and make sure that they have the opportunity to do all these things at the conference to connect with small businesses.



To be frank, it's a very big challenge for the offices of small business throughout the government to do the direct connection.  I will tell you what's happening in the VA.  Tom Leney is unable to make that happen.  I think I'm an important person; I find out I'm not.



We are bringing 250 procurement decision‑makers from the VA to stay four days in Detroit to do all these things to connect with small business because the Secretary of the VA thinks veterans small business people are important.



And so he sat with all of his under secretaries and directed them.  And to quote him, "The last week in June, if you're not in Detroit, you're in the wrong place."  And then that trickles down through the system.



And we got a commitment from Frank Kendall.  Again, Andre Gudger, as important as he is, isn't making 300 procurement decision‑makers happen from DOD; Frank Kendall is.



So it's a commitment of the highest level in these agencies that are really making this happen.  And I would assert this is a paradigm shift.  This is different.  And when you talk to the small businesses, 28 percent of the small business people who went to Detroit (sic) ‑‑ we did a survey after it was over ‑‑ their connections they made in New Orleans directly resulted or had an outcome of a procurement, which is a phenomenal statistic.



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  Thank you, Tom.



Any other questions for Tom?



(No response.)



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  Thank you very much.



MR. LENEY:  Thank you.



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  All right.  So now we're going to move on to our subcommittee updates.  And since this is Rhett's honeymoon meeting, I'm going to make a couple comments about access to capital and then ask our colleague, Don Graves from Treasury, to give us an update on some of the work that's going on there.



We had a record year in lending at the SBA, over $30 billion in lending to small businesses, over 60,000 small businesses around the country.  And when we stratify that to see how we're doing in different categories, we had one of our best years ever in terms of lending to veterans.



In fiscal year '11, we supported over 4,000 loans totaling $1‑1/2 billion in our primary lending programs, our two largest lending programs, I should say, 7(a) and 504.  So last year was a good year in terms of SBA lending as we are continuing on the economic recovery.



However, we know that there are still gaps in access to credit, and we're very focused on those through our Underserved Markets Initiative.  And we've got a couple of things coming up that we think are going to be particularly advantageous for addressing those gaps.



One is, we've introduced a loan, Small Loan Advantage, about a year ago.  And, quite frankly, it hit the marketplace with a thud.  Banks didn't like it.  They were using it just in minimal circumstances.  And so that was a wakeup call to us.



We convened conference calls with lenders around the country and got their feedback on what was wrong.  What do we need to do to fix this loan product?  Because it was focused on that lower‑dollar lending tranche, 250,000, $300,000 and less, which is where we have still a tremendous need for additional capital.



If a small business needs a million dollars or $2 million, there are a lot of banks who would be very happy to write that kind of loan.  But if a small company needs, you know, $50,000 or $100,000 or something in a smaller range, then that's been harder to find.  And our Small Loan Advantage loan product was designed to address that part of the market.



Well, we have listened to the lenders.  We have retooled the ln.  I see OCA has joined us, from our Office of Capital Access.  And we are poised in the next few days now to re‑launch this Small Loan Advantage.  And it's a vastly improved product, and we know that it's going to be a very important response to filling in, as I mentioned, the gaps in our capital continuum.



So that is an update on what we are doing at the SBA.  And I'll now turn it over to Don Graves from Treasury.



MR. GRAVES:  Thank you for that, Marie.



I'll just say that we've made significant progress since we last reported to this task force, broadly around access to capital.  We have three different parts of Treasury that are focused specifically on access to capital.



The first is the CDFI fund.  The CDFI fund really has a few different mechanisms for providing access to capital to small businesses broadly.  One is through the core CDFI Programs; our financial assistance and technical assistance awards provides funding.  This year's budget was a little over $240 million of FA/TA awards to CDFIs.



CDFIs are community development financial institutions.  These are financial institutions that serve the needs of small businesses and communities, low and very low income communities.  It's really getting at the gap that the traditional lenders, the banks, are not able to get to.  So it's really getting at ‑‑ for the micro businesses, the types of businesses that are just below the threshold for many of the larger financial institutions.



We provided just over $240 million in support to those CDFIs, which then are seeing, I think ‑‑ this is anecdotal more than actual data ‑‑ but are seeing a default rate of around 3 percent, which, if you compare it to many of the larger financial institutions, is a pretty tremendous utilization of those dollars.  They're getting a good return in value for the taxpayers' investment, and it's getting to the types of businesses that are not able to get traditional financing.



The other two programs that ‑‑ well, actually, let me just say that there's one other program at the CDFI fund that is getting at, I think, some of the veteran‑owned businesses, particularly in underserved communities.  That's the New Markets Tax Credit Program, which allows for these businesses to attract additional investment into those businesses, particularly at earlier stages.



It's not been as strong a program on business development.  But we're going through a process right now ‑‑ the IRS is about to ‑‑ well, relatively soon ‑‑ about to release new regulations around the New Markets Tax Credit Program.  The President has asked for an increase of that budget, from $3.5 billion for the program to $5 billion.  So we're very excited about that.



One of the other two Treasury programs which we oversee is the State Small Business Credit Initiative; it's a billion‑and‑a‑half dollar program that is providing support to existing and new innovative credit programs at the state level, and for those states where they did not apply for the funding, municipalities, as well as the territories and the District of Columbia.



We have already allocated $1.4‑plus billion of that funding.  It's gone to 47 states.  It's gone to all of the territories and the District of Columbia.  Anchorage, Alaska has just received their first tranche of their allocation.  They applied on behalf of the state of Alaska.



We are reviewing the applications by municipalities in Wyoming and North Dakota.  As soon as they get approved, they will receive the allocation on behalf of those two states.



What we're seeing ‑‑ it's very early because the dollars are just going out ‑‑ but we're seeing really good results so far.  In the state of California, for example, we've already done about a thousand loans in the state.  It may not sound like a lot, but considering that these are programs that are just essentially being launched, that is tens of millions of dollars that have already flowed out the door.  North Carolina has had several hundred loans that they've already made as a result of the program.



And the thing about these programs is that they are again getting at the niche of small businesses that are not able to go to banks and get traditional types of loans or lines of credit.  The program also supports equity programs across the country.



The other program that Treasury implements is the Small Business Lending Fund, which got a lot of the attention leading up to the passage of the Small Business Jobs Act.  It's $4 billion of investment capital to community banks across the country.  And we know that community banks provide the largest share of lending to small businesses.



This $4 billion, some said, well, is that actually going to do a whole lot?  Well, we've seen in just the few months since the program has been implemented an increase by the participants of the Small Business Lending Fund, so those community banks that actually did receive the support and the CDFI loan funds that did receive support ‑‑ we've seen an increase in their small business lending above their baseline.  And their baseline is the four quarters preceding the standing up of the program.



We've seen an increase in the third quarter of last year, an increase of $3‑1/2 billion worth of small business lending above their baseline.  And then in the fourth quarter, it was a $4.8 billion increase in small business lending.



So we think that, given that the program has only been fully implemented in the last five or six months, that a $4.8 billion increase in small business lending is a pretty good track record for a $4 billion investment.  We've actually already saved the American taxpayer, we project now ‑‑ not a cost to the taxpayer, but a savings ‑‑ of $80 million.  So we're making money for the taxpayer.



You may ask, well, how do the participating banks in the program compare to the banks that did not participate in the program?  We are seeing about a 21 product increase in small business lending, median increase across the Small Business Lending Fund, versus a 1.1 percent increase in small business lending for all the other ‑‑ for community banks that are similarly situated.  So we think it's a pretty substantial increase.



I should say that I made a commitment back at the very first meeting of this task force that we would also do our very best to utilize veteran‑owned businesses, small businesses, in the program.  And I'm happy to say that both the Small Business Lending Fund and the State Small Business Credit Initiative have significant participation by veteran small businesses.



I can't remember the numbers off the top of my head, but it's significant in the SBLF.  I believe it's around 15 or 20 percent.  In the State Small Business Credit Initiative, the prime contractor for that program ‑‑ so I think it's something like 90 percent of the business for that program ‑‑ was a veteran disabled small business.



So we've stood by that commitment.  It's something that the Secretary and the entire department believe in, and we will keep pushing that goal in all of our programs.



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  Thank you.  Thank you, Don.



Any questions from the task force?



(No response.)



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  Questions from the public?



(No response.)



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  Okay.  Thank you.



Jiyoung and Andre, federal contracting.



MS. PARK:  Good morning, everyone, and thanks for the opportunity to give an update.



I want to start with, you know, just like the Treasury update, with some of the numbers just to let you know where we are right now and to give a sense of how much we've done, but then how much more work we have to do.



So government‑wide, as of today, we have as a federal government awarded $2.8 billion to service‑disabled veteran‑owned small businesses.  And so that is significant, and it represents 2 percent of total eligible dollars.  And as you all know, the government‑wide goal is 3 percent, so we have quite a bit of work to do.



GSA represents a percentage of that.  We've awarded $30 million to service‑disabled vets, and that's 2.5 percent of our eligible spend.  So just a quick update in terms of how we're doing and how much work we have to do.



Of course, GSA's role in federal procurement is much larger than the funds that we spend for our own agency, of course.  We represent a tenth of federal spend government‑wide through our acquisition vehicles.  And so we definitely focus on where we can help the federal government with our vehicles.



So a couple of different ways we're doing that.  I did want to give an update kind of on three dimensions that are very key to the whole big picture.  One is what we're doing with agencies, then what we're doing with industry, and then what we're doing with the acquisition workforce.



So starting with agencies, certainly there's a new tool available, given the Small Business Jobs Act, to set aside orders on schedules and other multiple work contracts.  And we're providing a lot of training in working with the ordering agencies to make sure that they're aware of how to use that tool, and they can use it for service‑disabled veteran‑owned small business set‑asides in particular.



Next we have our veterans GWAC, which is an IT vehicle.  I've been having some individual conversations with my colleagues ‑‑ I won't name them ‑‑ but those who have significant IT requirements coming up who are not necessarily that familiar with the vets GWAC, and their contracting officials in their agencies aren't really trained or have the delegated authority to use that yet.



So we are moving swiftly to address that so that these upcoming ‑‑ that two large procurements out of two particular agencies can perhaps utilize either the vets GWAC or the IT‑70 schedule with the service‑disabled veteran‑owned small business set‑aside.  So a lot of work to be done there, but progress being made.



In terms of how we're working with industry, you know, we recently had the chance to go to the VET‑Force meeting here in D.C. and are able to identify those venues, perhaps individual issues that are happening, and are creatively brainstorming together on ways to troubleshoot them; but right now, an electric vehicle procurement as well as a related procurement around leasing or really sitting down to see what we can do together to reduce barriers that are in the way of service‑disabled veterans succeeding in those areas.



And on a broader scale, we have set up a Veterans Business Advisory Council across GSA, where 18 senior leaders who are themselves veterans and who play different roles at GSA; whether in a role marketing and working with customer agencies on how to use our vehicles, or are in roles related to getting folks on the schedule, that they really are coming together, getting equipped with the information and tools and messages to really be an advocate across the country in GSA's 11 regions.



Last but not least, we've been working closely with the acquisition workforce.  There's a lot of training need we have identified.  And one way we've really addressed that is addressed the myths about doing business with service‑disabled veterans, addressed some of the confusion about the verification versus self‑certification that's out there.



We've done a webinar led by Tony Eiland and some of our contracting experts that has been really successful.  We reached about 300, I think, acquisition workforce professionals.



And we'll be rolling that training out at our Expo in May in just a few weeks, where we will be training ‑‑ well, there's an audience of thousands of acquisition professionals from across government.  And so we'll be doing that targeted service‑disabled veteran‑owned small business contracting training there as well, and we'll be recording it for broader dissemination thereafter.



So those are just a couple of highlights of how we really are looking to reduce barriers and engage agencies, industry, as well as the acquisition workforce, to reduce barriers.  We of course are very involved with the VA conference, and are sending our buyers and experts there to train.



So I think, overall, just a lot of work that we have to do still.  And with that, I'll hand it over to Andre to talk about DOD's efforts.



MR. GUDGER:  Thank you, Jiyoung.  It's kind of hard to follow her.  She said everything I was thinking.



But in the Department of Defense, we have taken significant strides.  One, you heard from Tom Leney earlier that we're planning to send a lot of people there who have real requirements and have real needs to be face‑to‑face with veteran small businesses.



Ourselves in the Department of Defense and the Secretary's office, we just awarded our administration contract to a service‑disabled veteran‑owned small business for OSD‑wide support.  So that was a big deal for us.  And that was just recently awarded last week.



We've taken ‑‑ many of you are familiar faces ‑‑ we've taken some significant strides on reducing the barriers.  We have a study that's ongoing.  We're planning to complete that here in the next few months.



But in the middle of that study, we realized that we needed to have another study so that we could kind of implement some of that.  And that was, how do we get market research best practices?  What do they look like?  Is it a tool?  Is it infrastructure?  Is it a process to follow that we can put our guidance as a standard?



So we just recently completed phase 1 of our market research Center of Excellence survey, and I'm excited about that because it will be the catalyst for us to continue to create opportunities.  It's how we will apply the set‑aside ability now that's out in the Federal Register that came out in November for us to set aside contracts.  It also is helping us look deeper into our simple acquisition threshold stuff, a lot of that.



It's a big initiative, a big focus for us.  I'm personally working, along with Linda Oliver, who's here, with our senior acquisition executives and head of contracts on how we can improve in that area because it's a big area for us.



We've talked to Marie about our efforts at DOD, making that happen.  So it's not us on an island; it's a real strategic approach towards something that should be done.



And we have moved it further on to accountability.  We're looking at how do we build accountability into reducing the barriers to ensure that, as you heard earlier from Mike, top‑level support in the department is great; it's so big and massive out in the field, maybe there's one loan person that may not be in line with that.



So not only have we developed training that we're requiring all of our program managers, before they receive their PMP certification, Program Management Professional certification, they now have to be trained in small business before receiving that.



So this is a way of getting updates to policy and law into the hands of those who need to know and not just the acquisition workforce, which the program managers are a part of ‑‑ or not just the contracting workforce, but the entire acquisition workforce.



So it's a big initiative.  It's been support in the Department of Defense.  And we will continue to do more things like that.



So with that, I'll take any questions.



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  Thank you, Andre.  Thank you, Jiyoung.  Any questions from the task force members?



(No response.)



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  Any questions from the public?  Come to the mike, please.



MR. HESSER:  I just want to comment.  The last time I was here for the task force, I brought up the thing about the bonding for the small amount.  Andre went right off the next day and talked to the Corps of Engineers and the general, and they are working on improving it within the law.



Of course, we still have to get the Administration to change the FAR; it was 150,000, now it's 50,000 by President Bush's administration.  It needs to be put back to 150,000.  But the thing is, I'd like to compliment the fact that action from the task force worked very quickly.



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  Thank you, Bob.  Appreciate that comment.



Any other questions from the public?



(No response.)



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  Okay.  Thank you.



Tom?  Certifications.



MR. LENEY:  Yes.  Thank you, Marie.



I want to report that we've made a lot of progress in certification based on some of the engagement we've had from the veterans stakeholder community, over the last six months.  We still have work to be done, but I'm pleased to report that we'll all start with some numbers.



Back in July of 2011, the average time to receive the initial determination of eligibility for the VA Vets First Program was in excess of 126 days.  Currently, this week, it's 56 days, against our target in the regulation of 90 days.



We have done some other things to improve the process.  One, we've expanded what we call our Second Chance Program, the request for reconsideration, that originally was focused on giving people a chance to determine whether or not we had made a mistake in an initial determination.  We've now evolved that into an opportunity to correct what errors existed to give all the small businesses a second shot at becoming eligible.



In order to reduce the number of firms that go through the process and are found to be ineligible, we've established a number of verification and assistance briefs to put in clear English what's required.



We've also launched a program, the Verification Education Program.  We started it at the council conference with the partners ‑‑ currently our partners are, as I mentioned earlier, the American Legion, some of the PTACs, the National Association of Veterans Small Businesses ‑‑ to work with them to provide verification counseling.  And we'll be rolling out some of that work at the National Veterans Conference.



A couple of other very big deals, hopefully within the next two weeks.  We are still working through the IT piece to this to make sure it doesn't fail on us when we roll it out.  It's a simplified re‑verification process.



For those firms who have been through the process under 111.275, we now have put into place the policy that will support a simplified re‑verification, where they're able to ‑‑ for those firms that have had no change, they don't have to go through the entire process again.  And they will be able to certify they have no change, and we'll be able to turn those around within seven days.



So we've made a lot of progress.  We still have work to be done, I think, on the process side, with those improvements.  We're now turning our attention to some of the policy issues.  As I said, I think, in my first appearance in front of part of this task force, our focus was on process initially, to implement effectively what is.



But we've now begun an outreach into the stakeholder community to look at the policy and determine what might be appropriate revisions to the policy that will lead to a change in the rule, a rule change.  So we've now started that process.



So again, I'm pleased to report we've made a lot of progress.  I won't say we're there.  But we do see the light at the end of the tunnel, and it's not a train.



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  Thank you, Tom.



Questions from the task force members?



(No response.)



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  Matthew?



MR. BLUM:  Thank you, Marie.



In our work group, we've had two tracks, as you know.  One is on effective and clear regulations, and the second is on effective use of technology.



A quick word on two issues related to regulations.  One is with respect to the use of order set‑asides on multiple contracts.  Marie and Jiyoung have both touched on this.  And I think the key that we all desire, of course, is to see changed behavior and sustained improvements in this area, which I think come from steady and measured progress.



And I think there are three points that are worth making that have happened since the last time we met and will be happening over the next several months.



One is leadership.  Marie mentioned that there was a White House meeting this week, which included both the administrator of SBA as well as the acting director of OMB.  One of the key issues that was talked about was having each of our deputy secretaries/heads of agencies working to carefully consider the guidance that's already been put into the Federal Acquisition Regulation in implementing the Jobs Act on the use of order set‑asides and to come forward with specific actions that they are taking to implement this and train their workforce.



Second is clarity.  As you know, the FAR rule was only the first step, and I take no credit.  But SBA has put a lot of work into putting together some additional implementing guidance; though for our part, we have engaged the Federal Acquisition Regulatory Council, so it's been a true partnership in coming up with this guidance.



It's difficult.  It's a new area.  We want to get it right.  And that includes come in with good definition and clarity that is workable and effective so that our acquisition folks will use it and understand it.



And we are going to further reinforce that.  The FAR Council is having, it seems ‑‑ amazing in this day and age that we haven't done one yet ‑‑ but our first webinar to get to the workforce at large in the field.  We're going to do a series of these, but the first one we're doing in June.  I apologize, I don't remember the exact date.  It will include discussion of a number of the small business initiatives, and will include a discussion on 1331.



And thirdly, a followup is also kind of critical to steady and measured progress.  There will certainly be followup both from the White House group, meaning that there will also be specific followup through Office of Federal Procurement Policy.  You may have heard us mentioned before.



We conduct periodic AcqStats, acquisition status reviews, which are essentially discussions where the agencies do self‑assessments of priority initiatives, which include small business contracting.  And we're going to follow up specifically with our senior procurement executives on how things are going in the use of the order set‑asides.



Well, steady and measured progress is ‑‑ one way to look at that is, do we see changed behavior?  And we certainly know that we have a lot left to do.  But I just want to underscore what Jiyoung said a moment ago.



I think probably even months ago some folks would still question whether or not we would actually see set‑asides being available on the schedules.  And I know within the last several months alone, there have been probably thousands of members of the acquisition workforce that have been trained on this tool.



So I think that's a good step.  It's not where we ultimately want to be, but I think that's a very good and important foundation.



Secondly, on the regulatory front, I also want to mention that, you know, we are very ‑‑ in terms of changing behavior, our typical process for evaluating regulatory burden, which is obviously critical for small businesses, usually occurs when we issue a proposed rule.



Whether it's through the Paperwork Reduction Act or the regulatory flexibility analysis, there's information provided in the preamble to the rule, and that's oftentimes the first time that the public is seeing what the analysis is f the burden that's on industry.



We are going to be doing a pilot where we pick a couple of areas, whether they are statutes that have been simply enacted or other initiatives where we actually reach out to the public when a case is first opened and invite a comment back in so that the public will have a chance to give us thoughts that we can consider as we're formulating the rule rather than waiting until the rule has already been developed.



A number of folks have mentioned that there's concern that once a team has spent a lot of time putting a rule together, they're wedded to that rule.  Well, I can assure you, there's full consideration of public comment.  We think there can be denial benefit through this extra step.  So hopefully, we'll have more to report on that in the coming months.



On the effective use of technology track, you have heard a number of my colleagues talk in the past about the development of Business USA as the creation of a one‑stop platform to make it easier in this context for veterans and other members of the public to be able to access the services that they need from the government, which certainly includes getting access to the government programs that provide entrepreneurial resources for this community.



I'm very pleased that Dennis Alford is here, who is the executive director of Business USA.  It's particularly exciting that I know, and we've talked it in concept and know a lot of hard work is done.  But now you can actually click onto the internet and see it live.  So Dennis, I will turn it over to you, and congratulations.



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  Thank you, Matthew.



Welcome, Dennis.



MR. ALFORD:  Thank you.  Good morning, everyone.  It's a pleasure to be here to talk to you a little bit about the evolution of Business USA.  Thank you for the introduction, Matthew.



Indeed, we are a new administration initiative to streamline access to resources.  Our early focus is around providing resources to small businesses and businesses of all sizes that wish to begin or expand exporting.



Maybe it would be easier if I stand up here so I don't have my back to everyone.  I do have a quick PowerPoint presentation for us today.



So our starting point is that obviously, it's a very complex space and a very expansive space to identify and access resources provided by the federal government.  Indeed, businesses are confronted with the need to navigate across more than ten different federal departments, providing literally hundreds of programs, products, and services that meet their business needs.



What we discovered is that there are also over 175 contact centers or call centers that are administered by 26 different departments and support business assistance activities.  Beyond that, there are over nearly 5,000 individual web domains that support about 11,000 websites that provide assistance across 56 different federal departments and agencies.



So as you can imagine, it's sometimes quite challenging and difficult to hone in and narrow in on the resources that are going to best address an individual business need.



And I should have introduced you to begin with.  Tamika Taylor is here today helping with navigation.  She's a member of the Business USA team as well.



So to address this challenge, President Obama directed the creation of Business USA as a means to streamline access to resources across the federal government.  The idea was to improve service delivery.  And he gave us a 90‑day period to stand up the initial down‑payment on this vision, which was a one‑stop web portal to access federal government resources.



So essentially, Business USA is designed to help small businesses and exporters navigate the federal space.  It is, as Michael said, a technology platform that allows us to bring all of those resources under one umbrella and streamline access.



And I don't want to spend too much time talking about the nature of the initiative.  I'd really like to jump right in and demonstrate the site to you.  So I'm going to go through these slides fairly quickly.  Tamika?



Essentially, the idea of no‑wrong‑door approach is that while we're providing a new front door to access all the resources across the federal government, that if you end up going through any other government portal, you can find your way back to the complimentary resources and services thought are provided.



So what you see here is a rather complex spaghetti diagram of all the different federal agencies, contact centers, field office, service providers, et cetera, across the federal space.



You can come through Business USA and you should be able to access all of those resources; but should you, let's say, go in through the third blue dot from the right, you can also find your way back to Business USA in a streamlined and effective manner so that you can then access complementary resources and services.



So let's say that you're a manufacturer, and you're looking for assistance streamlining your processes.  If you ended up going to a Manufacturing Extension Partnership office to learn more about the services they provide, but then you find that you also need financing resources, you should be able to go through that service center and come back to Business USA to then access those complementary financing services that you need.



Why don't we go ahead and jump into the website, and I can kind of navigate you around and give you a sense of some of the resources that are available.  I know when my colleague Tim McCrossan from OMB was here a few weeks ago, it was just a few days, I think, before we launched the website.  We've now been live for about eight weeks, and we're getting some very positive feedback on the site.



One of the things that the President directed was that we design the site with the user in mind.  And so we're really continuing to gather feedback on an ongoing basis so that we can continue to evolve the site.



So when you first land on the site, you're invited to sign up for email updates.  And I would encourage all of you to visit Business.USA.gov and sign up for updates.  We are continuing to evolve and add additional content and resources to the site all the time.



When you land on the site, there's a variety of different types of resources that are available.  There are two main ways to navigate the site to access what you need.  One is we've established a number of swim lanes based on the particular point in the life cycle that the business is in, or the particular business need that you may be trying to address.



We also have established, I think, a very robust search engine that is unique in the federal space.  Quite often when you go to access resources, you may be able to hone in on, say, procurement opportunities or grant opportunities through FedBizOpps or Grants.gov.



What we've done with Business USA is to aggregate a number of search engines and data sets across this federal space. So for the first time, you can search across all of those resources through a single search engine.  And I'll demonstrate that to you in a moment.



But why don't we start by jumping into some of the swim lane resources.  If you go to "Start a Business" and get started, what you see here is you land on a splash page that's been designed by subject matter experts to identify resources that, in their experience, are most useful to businesses that are at the point in their life cycle of trying to start a business.  So you see a number of, in this case, no surprise, Small Business Administration resources that would help a business get started.



You can also choose to customize the results based on your individual situation.  So if you want to narrow the result set a little bit further based on a particular situation ‑‑ why don't we go ahead and click on "Programs for Veterans" here.



This then narrowed down the result set to those resources that are the top results related to veterans.  And what you see is that we have a faceted navigation panel over here so that you can continue to refine and narrow down your result set, or expand it if you're not finding what you need.  Maybe jump back to the previous page.



In each of these cases, you can select complementary resources, so more resources that are similar to those that you're looking for.  Maybe click on "Inventors Assistance Program."  If you want more detailed information about a particular resource, we then have a program abstract that provides a brief detail.  It talks about the eligibility to access the resource, and then gives you a link back to the primary resource.



Now, again, we're continuing to refine and make the site more and more sophisticated.  But what we've also tried to do is make it a smart application so that people that went to access the Inventors Assistance Program also went to these similar programs that are related resources that they can use, or they access similar services that are related to this as well.



We're also gathering feedback from the users of the site so that we can continue to identify which resources are most valuable and elevate those in our future search results or add other complementary resources that also help to meet those needs.



So maybe let's try out the search engine and just pick a term ‑‑ maybe "solar."  Let's put the term "solar" in and see what type of results we return.



So what you see is that again, you have the option to do faceted navigation.  You're a business.  You're in the solar industry.  If you're interested in federal rules and regulations that are related to solar, you can narrow your search in that regard.  If you're interested in events that are coming up related to solar ‑‑ maybe you're interested in solar patents or other information ‑‑ trainings, data, information.



What you see here is a variety of things.  These are the top results that come up.  One is a tool.  Some program options.  A service.  If you keep panning down, Tamika.  Again, a success story that's related to a business that is in the solar industry and that has taken advantage of one or more of the federal programs that are available on the site.  In each case, you're able to narrow down your results and access more information.  Now we can go back.



Would someone else like to throw out a term that they might be interested in in finding out about what resources are available?  Yes?



A PARTICIPANT:  How about teaming and partnering?



MR. ALFORD:  Let's throw it in.  Make that "partnering."  Procurement partnering or ‑‑ maybe ‑‑ yes.  Let's try "partnering" and see what we return.



So international business matchmaking, exporting strategic partners.  In this case, we might need to narrow it down a little bit further to ‑‑ procurement partnering or contracting partnering or something else to refine our results.  But we can also use the faceted navigation to narrow that.  Yes, that's a great suggestion.



So, actually, that's a great example.  And every time I present on Business USA, I end up getting additional feedback.  And that's exactly the kind of feedback that we're hoping to capture through some of our feedback mechanisms on the site so that we can make the site more and more useful to businesses that want to use it.



So if one of the high‑demand areas ‑‑ and actually, we track very closely the search terms that are being put into that box.  So if we started to see trends related to partnering, teaming, you know, business partnerships, et cetera, we could then make sure that we're providing appropriate resources and continuing to refine them.  So that may be a good segue for me to talk about some of the ways that you can provide input to the site.



It is in beta version, so we do have a "Help us improve."  But we also have a link right here, "Feedback."  And there are three main ways that you can provide feedback on the site.



We have a swim lane that we've established for people to come in and provide suggestions.  You can join an online forum to discuss the resources that are available on the site.  And then there's also a White House‑supported threaded discussion or blog about Business USA and the types of business assistance resources overall that people would like to access.



A couple other features to show you quickly on the site.  I don't want to spend too much time.  One is "Discover Events."  This is actually a very popular aspect of the site.  It will allow you to see events that are located near you that are related to your needs.



You can also discover these, of course, through the search engine and then narrow your results.  But this will tell you the most contemporary events, and you can search them by location, event type, industry, et cetera.  This part of the site tends to drive a lot of traffic.



Also, the "State and Local" button ‑‑ here we've established a map that's very geographic‑specific.  And while I think we did a fairly good job capturing federal resources related to business assistance in the 90‑day period that we had to stand up the website ‑‑ we have over 350 federal programs, products, and services ‑‑ we're really just getting started with state and local.  So go ahead and click on any state.



What we've captured here are some of the ‑‑ we've begun to capture here some of the state and local resources that are going to be helpful.  We have resources related to financing, resources related to taxes and regulations at the state and local level, manufacturing assistance, and other areas.



This is a part of the site that we haven't had an opportunity yet to build out very much with additional faceted navigation that will allow you to narrow your results, add some things, or even really narrow in very closely at a kind of micro level about those resources that are closest to you.  But those will be enhancements that we hope to bring online at some point in the future.



Jump back to that home page for just a moment.  So what I've pointed out is really the tip of the iceberg.  There's a lot more that you can take advantage of on the site.  We have a blog link that actually aggregates blogs from across the federal departments that are working on business‑related issues.



So you can go to one place and see a stream of blogs related to pretty much anything related to business, from protecting your intellectual property to accessing procurement opportunities to resources to help train your staff or grow your business.



Likewise, we have a threaded Twitter feed that is coming in from Business‑related federal agencies and we're capturing on the homepage ‑‑ Tamika, in the bottom left corner.  And we invite people to subscribe to that and keep up with latest and what's happening in the federal space related to business assistance.



We have a lot of dated information.  We've created a Data.gov community where we have over 100 federal data sets that businesses can take advantage of and use to help them target and refine their marketing strategies, or for other business‑related purposes.  And we're continuing to add more and more resources every day.



So if we can jump back to the PowerPoint just to wrap up quickly, Tamika.  I think two things that I'd like to encourage you to do.  One, please visit the website.  Please join our community.  Please sign up for our updates.  And give us your feedback.



As I said, the President directed us to create this site with the customer in mind.  We'd very much like to have your feedback in helping us to continue to evolve.  As Matthew said, we are federal technology initiative.  We hope to create a next generation of Business USA that will bring in more sophisticated social media tools and other resources that businesses have been asking us about.



Hope to create communities of practice, perhaps related to things like partnering, procurement opportunities, perhaps related to other industries ‑‑ specific topics as well.



We encourage you to disseminate word about the site and have others join us in the community.  And I'd be happy to take any questions that you have about Business USA.



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  Thank you, Dennis.  Thank you, Tamika.



Any questions from the task force?



MR. GRAVES:  Marie?



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  Yes?



MR. GRAVES:  Rather than a question, I'll give you realtime feedback.  First off, it's great.  Thank you for doing it.  I will say I just used the keyword search to look for the State Small Business Credit Initiative, SSBCI in Treasury, and it's not yet on the website.



MR. ALFORD:  That's great feedback.  Realtime.



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  Good.  Good.  Just what we need.



Any other questions or comments?



MR. JEPPSON:  Just one question.  Is there any plan to go to the VA conference in June to maybe demo?



MR. ALFORD:  Yes.  In fact, I'm working to get on Tom's schedule right now so we can see about exhibiting or having some type of presence at the conference to make people aware of this resource and tool.



MR. JEPPSON:  That's great.



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  Yes.  Good idea.



Public questions?  Yes, sir?



MR. GOLDSMITH:  Mark Goldsmith.  I think it's a really great site.  One question:  Is it totally anonymous, or can I set up a profile for myself in such a way that it will allow me to get a more refined search?



MR. ALFORD:  That's a great question.  We're getting, actually, a lot of feedback about exactly that.  I will say that we considered that in the development, in the 90‑day development process, whether we could have individual profiles that would allow people to identify specific topics of interest, and just simply were not able to put that technology in place.



But we are exploring it as we consider what next innovations to add.  And I think that will be one of the refinements we'll see in the future as well.  Right now, when you sign up for updates from Business USA, you also have the option to sign up for updates from many of the participating federal partners.



So, for example, if you wanted to sign up for the Department of Labor's newsletter or the Department of Treasury's newsletters related to exporting and intellectual property, you can pick and choose which information you'd like to receive when you significant up at the onset.



But that's not quite the same as creating a profile and having us be able to push just that information you tell us is the most relevant to you.  And I think we'll get there in the future.



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  All right.  Thank you again, Dennis, and thank you, Matthew.



Maria?



MS. TEMIQUEL:  Well, the Department of Labor has also been updating its TAP employment workshop.  And we ran a pilot February through April, where we piloted the new curriculum at about 11 sites here in the United States.  And it represented all the services.  So it did represent all services.



We've gotten some great feedback from our facilitators as well as the TAP participants.  So now we're taking that information and we are refining the curriculum.  We're making changes.  We're making further improvements.  And we plan to continue with the rollout of the new curriculum throughout the summer and through the end of the year.



We are in the process of procuring a new contract so that we have 100 percent contract facilitators.  Right now, our facilitators are a combination of contract employees as well as state employees.  And we're going to be moving to a full 100 percent contract facilitation.  And so we're moving forward on those things.



As far as the website to incorporate information on small business and entrepreneurship, at Vets we are trying to improve our website.  It's pretty limited.  It's dated.  It's stagnant.  It hasn't moved.  I know it hasn't moved in the nine months that I've been with Vets, but it doesn't look like it has really quite in a number of years.



So that's an initiative we're undertaking, to make it more useful and more informative.  And that's where we're incorporating the entrepreneurship information on our website.



But I've also then reached out to our Small Business/Disadvantaged Business Utilization Office at the Department of Labor to ensure that they also have the relevant information on their website.  And we'll connect with that as well.



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  All right.  Thank you, Maria.



Last but not least ‑‑ oh, questions?  I'm sorry.  Questions from the task force members?



(No response.)



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  From the public?



(No response.)



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  James?



MR. WILFONG:  Yes.  As many of you know, we've been working with things to ‑‑ different ideas to improve federal support for veterans business development.  And we put forward quite an agenda the last time.  We intend to do it once again.



We're exploring a lot of different issues.  We don't like to shut off any ideas, especially at the beginning of this process, for the second round of ideas for the recommendations to the President.



There is one idea that I'd like to talk about today that we think is a pretty interesting one, and that's the idea of doing something.  It's kind of a "back to the future."



For those who think that government doesn't always do the right thing, I'm here to say that they many times do the right thing, and they did the right thing when they originally created Section 8(a) of the Small Business Act.



That section, with its original focus ‑‑ the minority section is 7(j) ‑‑ the 8(a) really gives the administrator a lot of authority.  And in the beginning, the administrator of the SBA set up a number of different industry gps and provided technical assistance and competitive set‑asides, which made it very ‑‑ it was a very successful model for helping small business to access federal contracts and to have it be competitive and to bring innovation forward.



And we would like to see that put forward once again.  We know there are some staffing issues that would go along with that.  But the administrator has all of that authority still left in the statute.  So there wouldn't be a need ‑‑ I went and talked to Darrell Harrelston last year about it, and it all remains there.



So we think that would be a very effective way to help not only veteran‑owned small businesses but all small businesses to kind of resurrect that portion of the law which was very effective in helping small business to achieve a greater share of the federal procurement business.  So we're going to take a real strong look at that and put forward a recommendation.



We're also interested in some things that deal with housing.  And some of the areas which have been hard‑hit by the economy, especially in the Midwest but in other areas, where they have been removing housing stock and business stock.



Perhaps it would be a good idea to look back at the way that veterans were kind of employed, if you will, after the revolution but after many of the wars that they participated in in the first hundred years.



And instead of tearing those down, why not set up a zone where they could go in with their business and how to maybe revamp that community?  Maybe the core group that comes back into the community.



It's just an idea.  We haven't really done all the research on it.  It's just an idea, though, that we've been thinking about and bringing forward.  And maybe it won't be a good idea; maybe it will.



So we want to be innovative in our thinking.  We want to be pragmatic in our thinking.  And so we're just beginning the process of trying to figure out what will work and what won't, and what might be something that the task force could focus on.



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  Great.  Thank you, Jim.



And that's an excellent segue, actually, to the wrapup of our subcommittee reports because I wanted to tie onto a comment that Rhett made in his operation remarks, and that is that he and I will be following up with each of our subcommittee leaders in the very near future to talk about the plan and to talk about the framework for our next report to President Obama.



As I mentioned, it's not that far away that we'll have to have that document.  And so we really want you to be thinking about what the next step for your subcommittee should look like.  What are the next sets of recommendations?  And certainly a discussion about deliverables based on last year's report.



But we'll be eager to have that detailed conversation with each of you over the very near future, so expect to hear from us.  Thank you.



MR. GRAVES:  Marie?



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  Yes, Don?



MR. GRAVES:  Thanks.  I just wanted to add ‑‑ I didn't mention this earlier because it didn't really fit with anything else ‑‑ but in my role as director of the President's Jobs Council, we are planning to hold a Jobs Council listening and action session at some point within the next month or two specifically focused on veterans and business opportunities and development.



So I would expect that much of what we learn from that listening and action session we will convey to the task force.  And obviously, we invite you, Marie, to be a part of that conversation as well.



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  Great.  There may be some ‑‑



MR. GRAVES:  And we're working with Joining Forces and other parts of the administration on that.



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  Okay.  Thank you.



All right.  So now we are running a little bit behind time, and I apologize for our late start.



But let's move quickly to public comment.  Are there any members of the public who wish to comment?  Not surprisingly, Bob has a comment.



(Laughter.)



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  It wouldn't be a task force meeting without a comment.



MR. HESSER:  That's my job.



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  Welcome to the microphone.



MR. HESSER:  Okay.  All of you have a VET‑Force document in front of you.  And this document was presented at the congressional roundtable on the 28th of March.  And it is put together by many organizations.  And each year or 18 months, we present this to ‑‑ generally, to Congress.



This time we changed it a little bit in the fact that we included the President's task force.  If you look at ‑‑ I think it's No. 10 and 11, we endorsed the 15 and 18 of your recommendations.  And we also put in there some other comments about it.



Also, differently from this one is the last four were strictly addressed to Congress, change of legislation.  This time it is putting them all together, such as the fact that we do want an oversight and reform committee investigation on GSA as to why they're treating small business the way they are.



We have testified since 1999 numerous times.  We've went to the Small Business Administration.  We've went to this task force.  And we've done everything, asking to have correctly addressed 8.404 and 13.0003 in the FAR, and other areas that they are hindering small business, and always have.



So we're now going to request an oversight committee because I think it's time that we actually find out why this isn't being done.  That's No. 1 and No. 2.



There's no reason for me to go through all these.  Some of them you've already been brought up to.  I do ask, Madam Chairman, that these are entered into the minutes for the Small Business Committee to the President's task force because it was also presented to Congress.  And it's been distributed very, very widely.  So if you'd like to take a look at it, I'd appreciate it.



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  Okay.  Thank you.



MR. HESSER:  The only other one ‑‑ I just really want to ask Mr. Leney a question.  Is it required, in order to get verified, that your name is in BIRLS?  Yes or no?



MR. LENEY:  No.



MR. HESSER:  We just had a letter issued from your office a couple days ago that is refusing to ‑‑ it's from VIP Program Participants, signed by Gardner Hanson, that says you must be in BIRLS.  This has got to be stopped.  It is hurting people so bad.  You know.  You've discussed this.  Somehow, your people don't have your word, all the way down to one person below you.



There's no date on the letter, but I'll tell you right now, I think it was on the 5th of April, 7th of April.  So please, that's something needs to be done.



MR. LENEY:  Just for your information, Bob, what we've done is ‑‑ and the policy is I can't speak to you.  You always love to bring up anecdotal examples, which I appreciate.



MR. HESSER:  I can't help it.



MR. LENEY:  And you and I can talk about this specific one.  But the current policy is, the regulation requires a person to have a DD‑214, and if they're going to be a service‑disabled vet, to have their service disability recorded in a DOD document or be in BIRLS.



For the purposes of the verification, it's important to us that we have people get included in BIRLS.  There is a process for doing that.  And the policy has been to notify a veteran if they're not in BIRLS and request that they get into BIRLS.  And we pursue the verification process while they do that.  But the regulation is clear.



MR. HESSER:  Correct.  I understand that.  Thank you.  We don't know how we get in BIRLS yet, but the letter here that tells you how to get into BIRLS ‑‑



MR. LENEY:  I would suggest perhaps VET‑Force become active in helping its membership learn that.  I'm happy to provide you with a fact sheet on how to get in BIRLS.



MR. HESSER:  I would like to know, seriously, because no one knows the answer to the question.  I got into BIRLS years ago by hammering someone on the head.  That's the only way it happens.



MR. LENEY:  I will be happy to provide VET‑Force with a fact sheet on how to get in BIRLS.



MR. HESSER:  Oh, thank you.



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  All right.



MR. HESSER:  And there was something else.  Oh, does the SBA and the verification program ‑‑ how do you say this?  If a company goes to the National Franchise Association, that we have ‑‑ VET‑Force has a memorandum of understanding signed with them, helping to help them get a smaller fee for the franchise.



But if they become franchised, can they be certified as a small business?  Of course then that would be a veteran‑owned small business or service‑disabled veteran‑owned small business.  Is there something that says, you cannot be for a franchise?



I ask this question because I've been told and I don't know.  I'm just the ‑‑



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  Let me make sure I understand.  You've been told that a franchise, by definition, cannot be defined as a small business?



MR. HESSER:  That is correct.



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  That is not true.



MR. HESSER:  Okay.  I was hoping that someone could help me get that because this just came up in the last couple of days.



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  We'll be happy to follow up with you ‑‑



MR. HESSER:  Thank you.



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  ‑‑ because of the franchising, I mean, small business definition is agnostic on what kind of business it is.



MR. HESSER:  Me, too.



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  But certainly there are many franchisees who are small businesses.



MR. HESSER:  We were told because they don't have control, complete control, unequivocal control of their company if they're a franchise.  Okay.



MR. LENEY:  Madam Chairman, can I just respond to that as will?



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  Yes.



MR. LENEY:  Currently, it is almost impossible for franchisees to be verified as eligible for the Veterans First Program because most franchises, the vast majority of franchises, the veteran does not have the level of control over the business that's required under 38 CFR 74.



Now, the good news is that there are very, very few ‑‑ I've run into very, very few franchises that are relevant to government contracting and relevant to the VA's Vet First Program. But right now, in terms of the Vet First Program and in terms of 38 CFR 74, quite frankly, I have yet to see  a franchise be declared eligible.



MR. HESSER:  Two answers.



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  Well, you asked me the question as it relates to the SBA.



MR. HESSER:  I know.  And I got exactly ‑‑



MR. LENEY:  Two programs.



MR. HESSER:  I got exactly the answer that I expected to get.  Thank you very much.  We can discuss that later.



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  All right.



MR. HESSER:  That's it for me today.



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  Okay.  Thank you, Bob.



Any other public comment?  Yes?



MS. COLLIER:  My name is Shirley Collier, and I'm the president of a small technology development company.



I want to know if the task force is doing anything to help veterans understand technology transfer and how to commercialize federal research to start and grow businesses.



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  Well, certainly, Ms. Collier, the SBA has resources.  We have our SBIR, Small Business Innovative Research Program, that is focused on just that, ensuring that federal agencies who have a certain amount of extramural research set aside, and a percentage of that research, those dollars, for small business commercialization initiatives.



So yes, we do have a strong focus on high growth, supporting small businesses that are in the high growth space.  And many of those are high technology firms.  So we'd be happy to provide you with some additional information about that program.



MR. GUDGER:  I'd like to add, Marie, in DOD, that has probably been a sole part of my focus with kind of modernizing our industrial base to not just focus on service‑based contracts but look at product‑based contracts.  Look at commercialization of tech transfer as areas of opportunity, as the decades‑long of double‑digit growth have come to an end.



It's certainly in our policy how we administer SBIR in Department of Defense and in our protege programs.  We've updated our policy guidance to include companies that are focused on creating innovational technology insertion.  Those are areas of the high bids for us.  We're looking at those, and areas of nanotechnology and cyber in particular, and operational energy.  So we put out a lot of guidance.



We just set up a large conference with many of the veterans.  Many faces in this room attended the operational energy conference back in March.  And we will continue to do more things like that to make it available so that, one, you can get not just training on how to commercialize or transfer technology, but you can also get training in specific industries that we're looking for as high growth.



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  Okay.  Joe, and then this gentleman.



MR. WYNN:  Thank you.  Just a couple quick questions.



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  And just please make sure you state your name for the record.



MR. WYNN:  Joe Wynn, VET‑Force.



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  Thank you.



MR. WYNN:  A couple of quick questions.



One, Tom, you mentioned the expanded Second Chance Program.  And I was just wondering, could you expand the definition on how that works?  Because we're still getting a lot of veterans who actually have been waiting months to get verified and come back to us, you know, showing what some of the reasons were.



But now, in many cases, it's not difficult for them to have made the correction, but they're having a difficult time getting back to make the correction or change so that they would be in compliance.



So I'm just wondering what that expanded Second Chance program is about and how that works.  And also, I guess we shouldn't have said we don't know how you get into BIRLS.  The system is ‑‑ what we keep hearing is that after ten years, if you haven't been active, that you can't just go back and apply to get back in the BIRLS system.



So we do need some clarification on that.  And also, why does a veteran, if they have a DD‑214 and a rating letter from the VA or Department of Defense about the disability rating, why do they even need to be in the BIRLS system?



And then also, my last question ‑‑ this is to you, Andre ‑‑ would you care to comment on the recent DODIG report regarding the certifications of service‑disabled vets in the DOD contracting program?



MR. LENEY:  Certainly.



MR. WYNN:  Thank you.



MR. LENEY:  Regarding the Second Chance Program, I call it that because when I first came to the VA, the request for reconsideration program as part of the verification eligibility was granted around whether or not the Center for Veteran Enterprise had made an error in its determination.



And we have modified our view of that to enable veterans who are determined to be ineligible, and there was no error in the determination, to get an opportunity to correct the errors that were identified and become eligible.



So it's a broad interpretation of what requests for reconsideration are.  This falls under the category of "No good deed goes unpunished" because what we had when we activated that process, we had a tsunami of firms that, as you might imagine, wanted to correct their problems.



And we require a full reevaluation of the file to make sure we didn't make a mistake.  We also require an everyone by our Office of General Counsel because the final determination does impose a six‑month waiting period before someone can reapply.  That process turns out to be more laborious than the initial determination was, although the regulation only allocates 60 days versus 90 days.



So yes, we ended up with a number of firms, at one point over a thousand, who were involved in this Second Chance Program.  And we provided priority.  Our priority was to make sure that the initial application that we got, that we addressed the issue of excessive time to do the initial determination.



And, as I said, we've had great success there because we put the priority there.  We went from 126‑plus days down to 56.  We also have now added a considerable amount of resources to the request for reconsideration process, and we are now shrinking that.



At one time that was in excess of 120 days once we had the ‑‑ like I say, the tsunami of second chance applications.  But that is now shrinking.  So I anticipate, certainly by the end of this fiscal year, we will be down below the target dates in both sides and be able to sustain that.



In reference to the birds, let me be clear.  There has been some confusion.  At one time the policy was, and it obviously hasn't been 100 percent implemented, that you had to be in BIRLS.  And we rejected people up front in the process if they were not in BIRLS.



We've gone through a review of the regulation.  The regulation, in my mind, is clear.  You are required to have a DD‑214.  You're required to have a statement of disability.  That statement of disability can come from DOD.  It can also come from the VA.



And the BIRLS, for those of you who are not VO 109.461 aficionados, it is a system within the VA in which we identify the disability status of veterans.  And it's central to the VA compensation and benefits program, which is one of the reasons I think the focus was on using BIRLS.



But we have changed the policy to make sure that you're not required to be in BIRLS.  That, by the way, is one of the policy adjustments that's also being discussed as to whether or not that's a ‑‑ you know, using DOD information is good because we don't have good connectivity to DOD.



And if someone is in BIRLS and we know that their situation has been certified, what we're dealing with now with the DD‑214s and the DOD statements of disability, someone sends us a piece of paper.  And right now, we're accepting that as truth.  We do have a process in place to audit those things, and if someone sends us either a DD‑214 or statement of disability that is not accurate, then they are subject to sanctions.



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  Thank you, Tom.



Andre, as quickly as you can, if you can respond.  We have one question pending, and we are well over our time.



MR. GUDGER:  Great.  So in the OSDBU report, there was a recommendation for the Department of Defense to make a like system that the VA uses for verification.  I only partially concurred with that.  We implemented all four of the other recommendations.  And it's simple.



I met with the veteran community.  I met a lot of businesses.  And I came back and I met with the American Legion, VET‑Force, the National Coalition of Veterans Small Business, and said, hey, you tell me if this will create opportunities for veteran businesses and will not create another barrier ‑‑ I'm looking at my recommendation here in the report to reduce them ‑‑ and if this will not harm you, I will take this recommendation on.



And it was unanimous that this was not a good recommendation, that it would be harmful to veterans small businesses.  It would create more barriers and red tape.  It wasn't in line with the Executive Order, writing things in plain English and plain language and making things easier for access.



So that is not a recommendation that I would fully implement.



That was as fast as I could go.



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  Thank you.



Yes, sir?



MR. BAKER:  My name is Charles Baker.  I'm the owner of MCB Lighting & Electrical, and also the chairman of the American Legion Small Business Task Force on Procurement.



First of all, I'd like to thank Mr. Tom Leney and Mr. Andre Gudger for providing very good support to the American Legion to take on some of our recommendations, and trying to fulfill some of the needs of the veteran community.  I'll try to be very quick also.



But I have a very important topic that we have discussed with both the VA and DOD that I think needs both SBA and OMB support.  And that is the issue of under $150,000.  We've found that more than two of three contracts that are mandated for small business ‑‑ and I mean mandated by USC 44(j) ‑‑ to actually be going to large business.



The issue is, there's a conflict between statute and policy.  You can give me all the encouragements you want from the senior management level about trying to increase this.  But as long as the FAR has created a loophole and allows large business to be awarded these contracts, the contracting community is going to continue to award these contracts to large business.



Now, the real issue is that within the veteran community, this is where the majority of veterans need contracts.  We don't need 6‑ and $10 million contracts because we get into the issue of not being able to have the capacity and capability and everything else.



What we need is an influx of small contracts, like other small businesses, where we can develop our businesses and create capacity and capability and be successful.  Not only is this a need of the service‑disabled veteran community, but it's also a need of the entire small business community.



Now, what I suggest that happens is that we have a meeting between SBA, OMB, and VA and DOD, and we talk about this issue and resolve the matter of conflict between regulation, which was given under authority from FASA to OFPP under their Act to create inapplicable laws to 644(j), of which isn't allowed in DOD, by the way.



But because these inapplicable laws apply, contracts are awarded.  And until this is eliminated through policy ‑‑ it doesn't needed a regulatory change; I mean, it doesn't need a law change, it just needs a change in policy, okay ‑‑ once the policy is changed, then I think we'll see a surge in small business awards.



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  Thank you, Mr. Baker, for your comments.  You're talking about contracts that are valued at $150,000 or less?



MR. BAKER:  Between 3‑ and $150,000.



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  Yes.  So you're referencing the simplified acquisition threshold.  And your question is very timely because we've spoken a few times this morning about the recent White House procurement meeting, where we had 20‑plus agencies represented.



The SBA administrator and myself were at the meeting, along with the head of the Office of Management and Budget, as Matthew mentioned, as well as a representative from White House, Valerie Jarrett, had a conflict, but she sent Chris Lu, who's the Cabinet Secretary.



The first item on the agenda ‑‑ and actually, I made the presentation ‑‑ was on the simplified acquisition threshold, to admonish all agencies that they have got to take a look at how they are performing there.  We are not meeting the mark.



And so part of the followup to the meeting will be that the SBA will provide to each agency what their results are in terms of the simplified acquisition threshold, and we'll be following up with them to get their plans for how they intend to improve their numbers.



Some agencies are doing better than others.  But we know that we have a great opportunity to improve our overall spend with small businesses if each agency just does better on the simplified acquisition threshold.



So I share that to say that at the SBA, we share your concern about ensuring that we take this very seriously, and that this is a great opportunity for us to provide more procurement opportunities for small businesses.



So we'll be watching this very closely, and the word has come forth from the White House that agencies have to do better.



MR. BAKER:  Well, I think my main concern is that, you know, we can set all the policy that we want.  We can create all the letters about, let's do it, maximum practical utilization, all the words that we want.



But as long as ‑‑ it all matters when you get down to the actual procurement person making the order.  And as long as they still have the authority, because of administrative convenience, to award to DLA and GSA and everybody else, you're going to see the same training.



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  Well, the difference here is ‑‑ there are two critical differences.  First of all, it's accountability from the White House.  That's a difference.



And the second thing is that the SBA has ‑‑ see, it's time for us to go ‑‑ the SBA had a report done to see what agencies were actually doing across‑the‑board in terms of the simplified acquisition threshold.  So it wasn't just us guessing how we were doing, but actually we have data.  And we can now do a better job of monitoring agencies' progress.



So those are two major differences, and we're very focused on getting an improvement.



Yes, Matthew?



MR. BLUM:  Specifically with respect to the regulations, the only exception that I'm aware of is the Rule of 10.  So unless the nature ‑‑ and there's a presumption, which I think we're alluding to in the statute, that the Rule of 2 is met, unless there's a determination, express determination made that there aren't the two businesses that are available that have the capability to do that work.



Park of what Marie is referring to, which is going to be part of the followup, is the fact that agencies are not consistently doing the determination and the documentation in the contract file.  That's part of this exercise, need that's part of creating the accountability of the regulations.  I have always expected.



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  Thank you for your question.



MR. WEIDMAN:  Hello.



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  Yes.  We all know you, Rick, but please state your name for the record.



MR. WEIDMAN:  Rick Weidman, chair of VET‑Force and executive director for policy and government affairs at Vietnam Veterans of America.



The first thing is that I wanted to just make a comment.  And it's related to what you and Charles Baker were discussing, and that is, oftentimes zeroing in on the OSDBU, you're going the wrong place.



You need to zero in on the acquisition people because they have the line authority.  It is a deputy administrator or the deputy secretary or whatever they're called in that particular agency, and it's the chief operating officer ‑‑



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  And if I may clarify, the meeting that we have referenced, those were the people at the table, deputy secretaries.



MR. WEIDMAN:  That's great.  But if you read the GAO reports, including the one on DOD, but the two about VA, it was the contract people who screwed it up ‑‑ technical term ‑‑ and not the OSDBU people.



And I think that's the key thing to let people in the White House know, is it's contracting.  As long as they don't pay attention, overdue due diligence on each and every firm, then it will continue to go wrong.



The second thing I wanted to just say is to once gain compliment you, Ms. Johns, about how you've managed this task over the last year and a half ‑‑ almost two years, I guess, now ‑‑ and that you have done everything in a public manner.



You've been in absolute conformance with the President's Executive Order on transparency and accountability.  And the illustration about how that's not done is the one on employment.  We have no idea in the veterans community what that one is going to say.



But they never met with the VSOs or any other veterans organization.  And that lack of transparency, that better be a very good report because if it's not, the veterans service organizations are going to go at it hammer and tongs.  And that message has already been communicated to the whole who put that together.



But I say that not to bash on the other, but to compliment the way in which you've run this task force as a model that all other presidential interagency task forces should be done.  I thank you for it.



CHAIRMAN JOHNS:  Well, thank you, Rick, for being here, and thank you for your comments, as always.  But I chair this on behalf of a great group of task force members, and it's my privilege to work with all of them.



So thank you all for being here.  As I mentioned, we'll be following up with all of our subcommittee leaders to make sure that we have the framework in place for building the report, 2012, the President Obama.



And I also want to thank Cheryl and Treva for their work, as always, in preparing for such a well‑run meeting.



So thank you all very much, and we will be in touch.  Please watch the website for our next public meeting.  Thank you.



(Whereupon, at 11:25 a.m., the task force meeting was concluded.)


*  *  *  *  *

