2024 AWARDS FOR EXCELLENCE

CITY OF LONG BEACH,
CALIFORNIA

ABOUT THE GITY OF LONG BEACH

The City of Long Beach,
Galifornia, provides a
full range of municipal

* services—including
nolice and fire, public health and
environmental Services, engineering and
nublic works, sanitation, and library, parks,
recreation, and related social services—to
approximately 450,000 residents. The city
also operates a harbor, convention center,
several beaches, and marinas. Overall, Long
Beach has 23 departments, approximately
5,300 employees, and an annual operating
budget of more than $3.5 hillion.

Summary

Aspartofits Extreme Procurement
Makeover, the City of Long Beach identi-
fied aneed to improve communications,
planning, and overall coordination of
procurement. By focusing on building
relationships between procurement and
the departmentsit serves, the city has
greatly improved competitive outcomes,
expanded contracting opportunities to
new businesses, and introduced a new,
human-focused, and fun approach to
procurement.

Past challenges—both real and perceived

Procurement had long been a perceived
pain point for the city. Staff, vendors,

and other stakeholders thought it was
difficult to navigate the city’'s structure,
hindering their ability to complete tasks,
get questions answered, make purchases,

Extreme Procurement Makeover

or facilitate competitive solicitations.
Michelle Wilson, the city’s purchasing
agent, identified the primary problem:
“The perception from departments

was procurement staff sitting behind
their computer doing little more than
rejecting purchase orders.” And it didn't
help thatlimited training resources
meant that many city employees were
often confused aboutrules, leading
them to provide incorrectinformation to
vendors—which led to mistrustamong
the vendor community. “Some vendors
didn'tfeel it was worth the effort to try
and work with the city,” Wilson said. The
process was overwhelming. As a former
department manager, Wilson knew that
she and other departments often did
what they could to avoid procurement.
In fact, that was one of the many reasons
she was hired. Tara Mortensen, the
previous purchasing agent and current
bureaumanager, saw the need for a
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The city’s procurement team has been focusing on outreach, organizing community events to talk to businesses and provide training on finding and responding to city solicitations.

culture shift and wanted someone from
the department side to fill her position. It
was thatkind of outside the box thinking
thatreally got the ballrolling.

Internally, the city knew there was an
opportunity toimprove internal commu-
nications. City departments knew about
projects, upcoming grant funds, and
contract expirations—yearsin advance,
sometimes—but they didn'thave an open
line of communication with the cen-
tralized Procurement Services Division
until the formal process started. Without
proper communication orinsightinto
the upcoming projects or their timelines,
the procurement process often became
rushed, and shortcuts were taken to meet
demanding deadlines. Thisled to flawed
procurements. Requests for proposals
(RFPs) were put together quickly and left
outimportant details. There wasno time
to do marketresearch, resultingin small
vendor pools and reduced competition.

And vendors had little time to address
solicitations, hindering responses.

Creating a better way

Transforming the city's approach to
procurement was going to take time,
but Long Beach started working on
improving communications and
planningright away. The city’s pro-
curement team initiated an effort to
prepare annual procurement forecasts
to strategically and accurately plan
upcoming procurements with city
departments. These meetings engaged
the procurement teams with the
departments they served to make

sure the departments knew who their
procurement representatives were.
Initially, departments were skeptical
about the meetings and viewed them
as punishment; however, the meetings
quickly turned into discussions on what

the departments buy, what they needed,
and how Procurement could better
assist. Openinglines of communication
changed the entire perception—in both
directions. Procurement was able to
provide suggestions to make the process
easier, and departments were able to
explain pain points and feel like they
were heard. As part of discussions on
future purchases, staff were able to
identify more opportunities for city-wide
solicitations that multiple departments
could collaborate with. The city was also
able to better coordinate procurement
resources to serve departments better.
Over time, these meetingsled to
ideas for hosting more formal training
sessions. To help get over negative
stereotypes with the request for proposal
(RFP) process, or the hesitation to go
through an RFP process, thecityledan
“RFP-a-thon” that provided an oppor-
tunity for instruction on developing
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The procurement team’s improved coordination and communications resulted in a significant increase in RFPs in 2024.

an RFP for department staff who may
only participate in one or two RFPs per
year, including hands-on opportunities
towork on writing an RFP together. The
city was also able to document processes
and policies throughout this process,
and itis now working on converting that
information to what will be the city’s
first comprehensive procurement policy
manual.

Tommy Ryan, an administrative
analystIII for the city, commented,
“These trainings and the policy manual
will help us be more proactive and
provide help on what'’s causing confusion
before itreally becomes a problemora
bad habit.” For organizations concerned
about staffinglevelsin procurement
and the time it takes to schedule and
conduct similar training sessions, he
said, “traininglike this becomes a great
investment. It can save you time because
youdon'thave to answer the same
question over and over.”

Inworking to create a better approach to
procurement the city focused on building
relationships. Wilson said that she tried
toemphasize to employees that they had
avaluablerole to play, but departments

needed to seeit. “Our customersin the
city’'s departments were trying to deliver
goods and services to the community
and theybelieved that Procurement
was making theirlives more difficult. In
reality, we were trying to make sure the
purchase was fair, equitable, competi-
tive, and all the other great things that
procurement can do.” The city realized
thatto create a better way in the future,
theyneeded to work on creating a better
perception. To this end, procurement
staff always have their camera on now
in virtual meetings. They hold office
hours toanswer questions and dedicate
time to providing training—and not just
training, but fun training, with music
and laughter. When the city first started
with this strategy, there was likely some
culture shockon both sides, butit helped
defeat the narrative that Procurement
wasn'tapproachable. “The first step was
justmaking ushuman,” Wilson said.
This shiftforced procurement staff
out of their comfort zones at times, but
italso pushed them to use different
skillsets. “We were able to figure out
what people were passionate about and
putthatenergy to good use,” Wilson

said. Some staff members were stronger
atworking with data, while others thrived
in public speakingroles or facilitating
groups. Wilson told a story about one staff
member who hated public speaking but
was excellent atexplaining conceptsina
mentoring role one-on-one. She was made
responsible for coordinating office hours
for city staff todropin, ask questions, or
work through problems.

More competition

Improved coordination and communica-
tions allowed the city’s procurement team
to better serve customers both internally
and externally and increase the use of
competitive solicitations. Competitive
solicitations using a best-value approach to
awarding contractsis a best practice that
canlead tomore than just better pricing.
RFPsadd value by ensuring thatthe
cityisreceiving quality services, taking
advantage of innovative approaches, and
better serving the community. In 2024, the
city saw a 30 percentincrease in RFPs, with
total RFP going to 36.2 percent, from 5.9
percent, of total procurement spend. The
city was also able to use administrative
resources more efficiently by combining
similar types of procurements. In 2024
alone, four new citywide contracts were
identified after it was discovered that
different departments were contracting

for similar services. Rather than perpet-
uating the administrative burden of each
department managing their own contracts
for the same thing, the procurement

team was able to centralize and manage
asingle contract, reducing staff time and
resources. Similarly, Procurement was able
toidentify 19 opportunities where multiple
departments came together to purchase in
2024, compared to only one the year before.

Community impact

Betterinternalrelationships made it
possible for the city toidentify ways

to better serve external customers.
Government procurement has an oppor-
tunity tohave animpact on thelocal
economy and toimprove relationships
with local communities—butonlyifitcan
be accessible to those whoneed it. Some
of the most vulnerable organizationsin
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“Some solutions don't require expensive resources. In this case we were able to open doors, increase
fransparency, and provide a better experience just by working fo improve our relationship.”

TOMMY RYAN, ADMINISTRATIVE ANALYST IIl

acommunity can do valuable workin
reaching underserved populations. Better
planning, better coordination, and more
proactive approaches to engaging the
community can catch the attention of
new firms thathave been left out of city
procurement.

The annual forecasts have transformed
the ways in which underrepresented
vendors do business with the city.
Forecasting and planninglead to an appro-
priate amount of time for thoughtful solici-
tations and targeted outreach plans, which
are easier for smaller vendors to respond
toand win the business. This focus on
equity has allowed the city toincrease
contract opportunities forlocal and
minority-owned businesses and nonprof-
its, and community-based organizations.
Response rates for American Rescue Plan
Act (ARPA) procurements doubled, with 92
percent being competitive. Similarly, 64
percent of vendors who were awarded Long
Beach Recovery Act contracts were first-
time vendors for the city. When surveyed,
100 percent of the proposers viewed the
forecasted procurements as transparent.

Because of the city’s successin
transforming the perception of procure-
mentinternally and itsinitial success
in expanding contracting opportunities
in the community, the mayor supported
funding for an additional position in
procurement to focus on outreach. This
new position is able to get outinto the
community, talk to businesses, provide
training on finding and responding to
city solicitations, and explain what to
expectin the process. The cityislooking
at options for combining knowledge of
procurement needs with businessesin
the community in hopes of matching
demand with supply. “We really want
togooutinthe community and bring
businessesinto the cityrather than
justalways pushinginformation out to
vendors,” Wilson explained.

Lessons learned for other governments

Other governments can establish annual
procurement forecasts with departments
quickly and without a substantial cost;
however, the city’'s approachisrelevant

for opportunities beyond procurement.
For the city, procurementis one part
of alarger financial management
function. The city's budget depart-
ment, also part of this group, has looked
intodeveloping training sessions that
are accessible across the whole city.
“Departments can see the culture
shiftthat occurred and realize that
work can be enjoyable,” Wilson said.
“Long Beach has always been a fairly
progressive organization, in the way
we think outside the box, but some
solutions don'trequire expensive
resources. In this case we were able
to open doors, increase transparency,
and provide a better experience justby
working to improve our relationship,”
Ryansaid. “For me personally, I can
say I'm amore well-rounded employee
and more confidentleadingin different
scenarios. I'm proud of that.”

Contacts

=» Tommy Ryan, administrative analyst IIT
= Michelle Wilson, purchasing agent
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