IN PRACTICE | INTERVIEW

WITH JACK PELLEGRINO

L

Mike Mucha, GFOA's deputy executive director, met up with Jack Pellegrino,
NIGP-CPP, CPPO, CPCM, the director of purchasing and contracting for the
County of San Diego, California, and past president of the California Association
for Public Procurement Officials (CAPPO). At the CAPPO 2023 conference,

Jack and Mike gave a presentation on the need for better coordination between

finance and procurement, and here they discuss the county’s approach to
customer service, the evolution of procurement, attracting new talent to the
profession, and the role of professional associations in developing employees.

Mike: I've heard you say that more than
$2 billion in purchasing transactions
flow through your office. Can you tell
us about the department and your role?

Jack: San Diego Countyisalarge
organization with 48 departments,
more than 19,000 employees, and a
budget of approximately $7.3 billion.
The Department of Purchasing and
Contractingis a single-point shop
forallthings procurement with the
county. We operate under avery
centralized model to support county
departments and havereally stressed
client-focused procurement and being
able to provide good customer service
to assistwith departments’ ability
toprovide services. The Department
of Purchasing and Contracting has
anoverall staff of 74 people, which
includes 64 procurement staff.

The procurement staff are aligned

to focus on county departments

by groups. Groups include health

and human services, FG3 (finance
and government), land use and
environment, and public safety.

Coming out of college, did you always
know you wanted to work in public
procurement?

Iearned an economics major and
business minor from Benedictine
College and like most people
currently working in procurement,
Isortoffell into the profession. Qut

of college, I started out working for
TRW Electronics and Defenseina
purchasingrole. They were involved
inthe aerospace industry and were a
supplier for the Department of Defense.
Iwasthen able to further developin
my career, moving up to higher-level
positions in procurement with two
other firms, Hughes Aircraftand
Science Applications International. I
really enjoyed how procurement was
able to play a critical strategic role
inthe firm. We were involved in key
decisions because each of those firms
understood that our ability to deliver,
as acompany, relied on our ability to
source materials and ensure a high-
quality supply chain. Our ability to
compete for business was based on how

well our supply chain worked. For me,
Talsoliked thatIhad an opportunity
togetinvolved in both sides ofa
deal—both securing new business
and helping to execute successfully.

What led you to switch to the public
sector and take a job with the county?

Ireally wanted to be connected to public
service. The county’s mottois “The
noblest good is the public good,” and
IcansaythatIfinditmore fulfilling
than just working for the business
bottom line.

What did you find was the biggest
difference in working in the public sector
versus the private sector?

The biggest change or thing to get

used toin moving from the private
sector to the public sector was the

level of transparency thatexistsin
local government procurement. Even
though we participated in procurement
processes for the federal government,
localgovernmentis different. In the
private sector, we were careful to treat
most of ourinformation as proprietary
to protect our competitive advantages.
Our approach to projects, pricing, and
even suppliers was that what we were
using was all confidentialinformation.
Thisisnotappropriate for public
entities, where justabouteverything
becomes public record. Iwould say that
another big difference was the speed of
the procurement. Because there wasn't
afocusontransparency, we were able
to move much faster and involve fewer
people, and therefore our processes and
procedures were notas robust.

I've heard many times that working in
the public sector is more difficult. Did
you find that to be true?

Attimes, itcanbe frustrating that we
aren'table to complete procurements
faster, butI completely understand
theneed for transparency and didn't
find that to be difficult. What was
mostchallenging forme, cominginas
department director, was navigating
the intersection between politics,
policy, and operations. In the private
sector the CEO or other managers are
authorized to make most decisions,

or atleast provide a vision for moving
forward—and so we could do so quickly.
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Ingovernment, there are many more
stakeholders involved in decision-
making, and importantissues need to
belooked atthrough a variety of lenses.
For example, what might be good for the
budget maynot serve our citizens or

be the approach favored by our elected
officials. Similarly, stakeholders may
disagree on an approach, and it takes
time to navigate the processtoreach a
final decision. Government often gets
abad name because of rules and our
bureaucratic process, but that's what
malkes our governments run, and that
process is essential when you consider
who we serve. We have afundamental
responsibility for fairnessin the
process and need to be good stewards

of taxpayer funding.

One challenge that we know governments
are facing across all functional areas, but
especially in finance and procurement,

is recruiting more people like you to

leave the private sector and take a role

in the public sector. Do you have any
advice for how governments can be more
successful in recruiting talent away from
the private sector?

Forme, itwas adesire to serve the
public. At the county, we provide
servicesin so many areas thatmake a
difference in thelives of our citizens.

In procurement, we help play arolein
supporting departments across the
county. Ireally think governments
need to do abetter job explaining our
work. Yes, ifanew college graduate is
justcomparing salaries, my guessis
that the private sector will likely still
behigher—and thatmight be important
ifthey have studentloans to pay off.
However, [ feel new hires may not
recognize thatgovernment procurement
careers can provide good salaries,
opportunities for career advancement,
strong benefits, and fulfilling work.
Foranyone comparing the public and
private sectors, I would suggest they
look at the other benefits or professional
development opportunities that can
come with government. T have been
fortunate to be a part of the National
Institute of Governmental Procurement
(NIGP) and the California Association
for Public Procurement Officials, where
Icanattend conferences and network

with leaders from other governments
who truly want to share their
innovations, ideas, and best practices.
Iknow Ihave been able tolearn from this
network, and thatlargely doesn't happen
in the private sector.

You mentioned that we need to focus on
the work. You've been at the county for
almost ten years. As you think about the
time you've put in there, what has been
the most rewarding experience?

Two things stand out. First, we were

able to focus the county purchasing
organization on “client service.” Ilike
tosay thisevery chanceIget. Ourjobin
procurementistoget the client what they
need, when they need it, and for a fair
price within the rules. We take seriously
ourrole to partner with departments and
help them find solutions. For example,
some departments may know what they
need butmay not know how to define

it. In other cases, departments may not
be aware of the rules that apply to their
purchase. Ourroleistobehelpful. To

do this, we need to know how we are
performing. When Iinterviewed for the
job, I presented my idea for customer

service and committed toaregular
survey of clients so we could learn what
we need toimprove. Thatisanimportant
partofservice and the culture we have
in the department.

From a project perspective, I think
the Southeastern Live Well Center that
we are building here in the county
isagreatexample of how the county
and procurement canreally serve the
community. The centerisa $74 million
projectin anunderrepresented and
under-resourced part of the community.
When we negotiated the construction
contract, we included specific provisions
thatrequired a setamount of spendingin
the four zip codes around the center and
additional requirements for workforce
participation. In the contract, we
required $6 million in spendingin the
community and atleast5 percent of the
workforce on the project coming from the
same area. Currently, based on the most
recentreport, the projecthas already
delivered $8.2 million worth of spending
inthe community and a community
workforce representation of 9.8 percent.
Thisis a project for the community, built
by the community!

Top: The Southeastern Live Well Center has already outperformed expectations for spending in the
community. The center is expected to employ approximately 238 people. Bottom Left: The SELWC
Contracting Team. Bottom Right: Jack Pellegrino signing the SELWC Toping Off Beam with
Abdur-Rahim Hameed, President /CEO National Black Contractors Association, of U.S.A., Inc.
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From being involved in both GFOA and
NIGP, | understand the importance

of procurement working together

with finance to deliver high-quality
services to both internal and external
stakeholders. What is your approach to
ensuring that procurement and finance
work collaboratively?

Ireporttothe county’s chief financial
officer, and purchasingis part of the
finance organization (finance and
government group). Fundamentally,
therole of purchasingisintegrated with
finance, and we need to work together
each and everyday. Therole of finance
ismore effective when they have
currentdata, and purchasing can help
with that. We canroutinely provide
information to assist with forecasting
and budgeting. For example, we talk
all the time about our purchasing

staff knowing their portfolio. This
informationis critical when pricingis
volatilein the inflationary period we
areinnow. Changesin pricing for some
industries can make abig difference
in the county budget. Iwould thinkall
finance officers would want to know
thatinformation, and procurement
officers should be in a position where
they can provideit.

When we speak at conferences, we
often hear about the siloed nature of
procurement and finance departments.
What makes the County of San Diego
different from other organizations,
where it seems that finance and
procurement are not as closely
integrated?

Forone, Ithinkour size makesa
difference. Procurement spendingis
asizable portion of the county budget.
Forthatreason, Ithinkitis viewed a
bitmore strategically. ButIalso think
that other governmentsdon’'thave

the same management philosophy.
I've seen managers not wanting to
give up control. In away, the approach
we take in San Diego County is more
ofthe approachIwasapartofinthe
private sector, where the organization
recognizes that strategic decisions
require input from procurement. I also
think that purchasing departments
that focus too much on compliance risk
notbeing available to help customers

solve problems. Often, thereisn't the
necessary collaboration. I believe that
purchasing needs to evolve to become
more strategic, and partnering with
finance is an example of doing that.

Your department conducts a survey of
its customers to evaluate satisfaction
with the services you provide. How is the
survey conducted, and what do you do
with the results?

Each year, we survey our customer
departments on how well we are
meeting expectationsand if we are
providing quality services. The survey
from last year contained only eight
questions, butit provided valuable
feedback on our ability to deliver
procurement services thatdepartments
view as timely, professional, and
knowledgeable. And probably most
importantly, it asks about our ability
to clearly communicate the policies
and expectations in purchasing and
ouralignment overall with the goals

of the department.

The County of San Diego’s Department

of Purchasing and Contracting customer
service survey is accessible to all county
employees and sent to contracting

officer representatives and departmental
contacts involved in purchasing. The
eight-question survey asks about the
following areas:

. Understanding procurement needs

. Questions are fully addressed

. Timeliness

. Knowledge

. Clear communication

. Consistent information provided

. Functional threading with departments
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8. Professionalism

Using the survey data from 2022,

the department identified areas for
improvement that included the need for
better consistency in process and service
levels, improved timeliness, and the need
to better communicate policies. Survey
results also recognized the county for
strong performance in professionalism,
a willingness to partner and help seek
solutions, general industry knowledge,
and an excellent approach to training and
work culture.

| have been fortunate to
attend conferences and
network with leaders
from other governments
who truly want to share
their innovations, ideas,
and best practices.

If San Diego County is serving as a leader
in recognizing the value of purchasing
becoming more strategic, how else do you
see the profession changing?

Technology hasreally had animpactand
Texpectthattocontinue. When Istarted,
we were using typewriters to send out
bids. Now, not only do we have virtual
platforms to help with the process, but
we've alsobeen able to eliminate much
of the paper. In our organization, prior

to COVID, all contracts were signed
manually. Now we use Adobe Sign, and
everythingis electronic. We've become
much more efficient now that we don't
have papers tofile. In the future, I

see technology becoming even more
important, and I'm excited to see what
artificialintelligence can do. Beyond
technology, procurement needs tobe
more solution-focused, and we need
tobe able to add value by bringing

more options and potential solutions
tothe table. Thereis definitely a huge
opportunity tolearn from vendors, create
abigger network, and be able to use that
networkin providing better services.
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As the profession changes, how do we
prepare staff to meet the challenges they
will face in the future?

Idothinkthere are opportunities to
better teach public procurement at
colleges and universities. Ideally, much
more would be done in an academic
setting to prepare newer staff. Irecently
joined the staff at the Supply Chain
Management Institute affiliated

with the Knauss School of Business
atthe University of San Diego. In the
past, the program has been focused
onmanufacturing for commercial
industries and developing students to
succeed at commercial sector firms but
not public entities who are the biggest
buyers of goods and services.

Building a bridge to a public
administration focus area will also help,
butin most other programs, you can
geta Master of Public Administration
degree and never take a classin
public procurement. Because of this,
Idon'tthinkthat strategies focused
on higher education alone will work.
Organizationslike GFOA, NIGP, and
CAPPOreally have arolein advancing
procurement tomeetneedsin the future.
These organizations were formed to
share best practices and the experiences
of practitioners, and I thinkmeeting
the challenges of the future depends on
having strong associations that can offer
networking, mentoring, and guidance on
how tonavigate the profession.

Which professional associations are
you involved with, and do you have any
recommendations for someone who may
be looking to get involved?
I've been amember of the National
Contract Management Association
ever since I started in procurement and
havebeenable tolearnalotthroughthe
training they offer. When Istarted at
the countyin 2013, Ijoined CAPPO and
NIGP. With CAPPO, Iwasinterestedin
buildingrelationships, soIjoined the
board soon after gettinginvolved with a
role focused on education. Ilater moved
into theirleadership cycle and just
completed a term as past president.
Each professional organization
offers something different. For
example, CAPPO is a California focused
organization and I've used connections

tobuild relationships within the state.
The organization focuses on education
and some of the unique ways we do
business in California. With NIGP,
they provide amuch broader focus
and abigumbrella to contain best
practices for the United States and
Canada.Ienjoybeinginvolvedin
both. WhenIcome toa CAPPO event,
Ican connectwith colleagues here.

I've also been able to build
relationships with procurement
officials who represent organizations
thatare similar to the county. For
example, through NIGP, I've met people
like Jennifer Olzinger, with City of
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania; Sean Carrol,
from the State of New York; and Cathy
Muse, from Fairfax County, Virginia.
I'vereallylearned alotfrom them.

Morerecently, I've attended a few
events from GFOA and look forward
toattending more. Organizationslike
GFOA can provide a broader perspective
about how procurement fits into
large finance organizations and how
having more procurement staff
involved would likely allow for greater
movement of staff between rolesin
finance, procurement, and budget.

Looking back, is there anything that
you would have done differently?
Any regrets that you haven't pursued
arole as a finance officer?

Ireallydon’'tthinkIwould do anything
differently. Throughout my career,
I'velooked out for opportunities where
Icantake on newresponsibilities

and make decisions based on what
Ithought was best for my family and
my professional growth. Ilove my job
and career!

Throughout the interview, you've made
a strong case for how rewarding it can
be to work in public procurement, but if
you're looking out for new opportunities,
is there a job out there that might tempt
you to leave the public sector?

I've been fortunate to workin two
industries in which procurement can
really make adifference, soI'mnotsure
thereis. On second thought, Iwould love
tobe the chief procurement officer for the
SanDiego Padres. Think of the logistics
involved in thatrole. Not only would you
have procurement responsibilities for

sourcing the equipment, supplies,
and vendors to operate Petco Park,
butyou'd also be facing the constant
challenges of supporting your team
of players, coaches, and staff as they
travel all over the country. &

Mike Mucha is the deputy executive
director of GFOA.

About CAPPO

The California Association for Public
Procurement Officials (CAPPO)

was formed in 1915 as a nonprofit
organization dedicated to maintaining
the highest standards of professional
behavior and ethical conduct in public
procurement. As the oldest public
procurement association in the United
States, CAPPO works to provide tools
to buyers in the public sector that will
help them develop their professional
skills for their benefit and the benefit
of their agencies. CAPPO helps cities,
counties, schools, colleges, universities,
special districts, and the State of
California build and strengthen fully
effective procurement departments.
CAPPO's ongoing educational programs
and high ethical standards have
provided substantial benefits to these
entities. Good government and good
procurement are mutually beneficial,
and CAPPO is dedicated to both. For
more information or to get involved in
CAPPO, please visit cappo.org.

About NIGP

The Institute for Public Procurement
(NIGP) has been developing, supporting,
and promoting the public procurement
profession through premier educational
and research programs, professional
support, technical services, and
advocacy initiatives that benefit
members and other important
stakeholders since 1944. NIGP's Certified
Procurement Professional designation
(NIGP-CPP) targets current and aspiring
leaders in the public procurement
profession. NIGP has developed a
strategic partnership with GFOA and
GFOA has relied on the organization’s
professional expertise to help develop
our certification content area and the
educational curriculum offered through
GFOA on procurement topics. GFOA
looks forward to continuing to build

on this relationship as we advocate

for greater procurement and finance
partnership. For more information on
NIGP, please visit nigp.org.
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