DRFP NNG05072010J 
GLOBAL MODELING AND ASSIMILATION OFFICE SCIENTIFIC 
SUPPORT SERVICES

 QUESTIONS/COMMENTS AND RESPONSES

1.  QUESTION :  Is this work to be done on site at GSFC?

RESPONSE:  The DRFP NNG05072010J, Section F, paragraph F.1 PLACE OF PERFORMANCE --SERVICES (GSFC 52.237‑92) (OCT 1988) specifies that the services specified by this contact shall be performed at the following location(s):  NASA/Goddard Space Flight Center and (TBP)Contractor's facilities).   
2.  QUESTION:  Is there an incumbent? If so, who is the incumbent?  

RESPONSE: The incumbent is Science Applications International Corporation (SAIC).

3.  QUESTION:  How many people do you estimate will support the research through the contract?

RESPONSE: Offerors shall assume that there are approximately 70 people on site that support the research through a contract.  Interested sources are invited to review our GMAO's website at http://gmao.gsfc.nasa.gov/ for additional information.   
4.  QUESTION:  Are you looking for people to mainly develop new climate/environmental models or use existing models, or both?

RESPONSE: Processing of the data that are assimilated by the models is a much larger component of the overall Statement of Work than is model development per se.  In this sense most of the work involves the use of existing models, although significant model development is also required.  The requirements for model development are given in Sec. IV.B.7 of the Statement of Work. 
5.  QUESTION:  I assume these models are data intensive in that they are to take large datasets as inputs. Is this true? If so, what are the typical input datasets (e.g. temperature profiles, ocean color, …), and how large are they?

RESPONSE: The most data-intensive system developed at GMAO is the atmospheric (GEOS) Data Assimilation System (DAS). The observations assimilated in the GEOS-4 DAS are described in Sec. 3.2.3 of “Documentation and Validation of the Goddard Earth Observing System (GEOS) Data Assimilation System—Version 4,” by S. Bloom et al. (2005), which is Volume 26 in the NASA Technical Report Series on Global Modeling and Data Assimilation. This document is available on the GMAO website at http://gmao.gsfc.nasa.gov/pubs/tm/, and is also available in the Proposal Library  described at Sec. L.6 of the Draft RFP. Roughly two million observations are assimilated per day of assimilation currently.

6.  COMMENT:  In Section M.4 the weights and scoring of the Mission Suitability place significance importance on the technical understanding and approach by giving a total of 625 points to Sub-factors A and B. A total point score of this size is understandable because the nature of the contractor support to the GMAO. The GMAO contract is mission oriented and requires the contractor to assume significant project management and scientific leadership responsibility in the execution and advancement of the work. 

RESPONSE: Correct. See, however, the response to Comment 17.  
7.  COMMENT:  For Sub-factor B, the RFP asks the offeror to propose responses to five representative task orders. These task orders are actual tasks that are being performed on the existing predecessor contracts. Consequently this is very duplicative with the response asked for in Sub-factor A. 

RESPONSE: The representative task orders are not actual tasks being performed on the existing predecessor contract. The RTOs are realistic in that they are similar to actual task orders placed under the current contract, but they are hypothetical tasks. Actual task orders placed under the current contract are available in the Proposal Library described at Sec. L.6 of the Draft RFP. Subfactors A and B are designed to be complementary rather than duplicative, with Subfactor A geared toward general, global understanding of the requirements, and Subfactor B geared toward more specific, detailed understanding. See also the responses to Comments 8 and 18.

8.  COMMENT:  We suggest an alternative approach to Sub-factor B that would be to have the offerors respond to fictitious tasks rather than actual tasks. By using actual tasks, the government is weighting heavily the status quo and the current modis operandi of the incumbent who has had time to address these tasks. By using fictitious tasks, the government can assess how the offerors will address new or future requirements and how innovative and resourceful the offerors will be. These fictitious tasks would allow the government to assess the technical creativity of companies including the incumbent by asking them to think outside of the box. 

RESPONSE: The suggestion is appreciated although, again, the RTOs are not actual tasks under the current contract. The RTOs as stated, along with the other Mission Suitability Subfactors, allow all offerors ample room to display innovation, resourcefulness and creativity. See also the responses to Comments 7 and 18.

9. QUESTION:  Section L.13.2:  states that “the Mission Suitability Proposal must be divided and presented by each Mission subfactor. . . .”  
Will the government confirm that tabbed divider pages are exempt from page count?
RESPONSE:  Yes, tabbed dividers are excluded from the page count.  
10.  QUESTION:  Section L.11(b)3 states that, “title pages and tables of contents are excluded from the page counts . . . .”  

Are tables of figures also excluded?  
RESPONSE:  It is unclear what is meant by "tables of figures".  However, only title pages and table of contents are excluded from the page count.
11.  QUESTION:   Section L.13.3(a) states that, “the offeror shall also provide position descriptions, including the minimum number of years of relevant experience and/or education levels proposed by the offeror in Attachment F.

 Is it the government's intent that position descriptions be included only in Attachment F or in both Attachment F and in the Mission Suitability Volume?  If the latter, please exclude position descriptions from page count.  

RESPONSE:  Yes, include the information in both Attachment F and the Mission Suitability Volume and this will be excluded from the page count.  
12.  COMMENT:  Section L.13.3(a) states that, “the offeror shall also provide position descriptions, including the minimum number of years of relevant experience and/or education levels proposed by the offeror in Attachment F.

Please indicate if the rate information on Attachment F will be considered by evaluators of the Mission Suitability Volume.

RESPONSE:  Yes, the rate information on Attachment F will be considered by evaluators of the Mission Suitability Volume.  This consideration will result in a cost realism adjustment as described in Section M.4.  
13.  QUESTION:  Section L.15(f) states that, “Your Cost Proposal must clearly state the ceiling rate proposed for each of the offeror's direct expense pools."  

Did the government intend for ceiling rates to apply to indirect pools rather than direct?

RESPONSE:  Section L.15(f) will be clarified to provide that ceiling rates apply to indirect expense pools.
14.  COMMENT:  Section L.16(a).k states, “Small Business subcontracting Plan history; provide latest SF294 and 295 reports, and supporting rationale.”

Please exclude SF294 and 295 forms from the page count for the past performance volume.

RESPONSE:  The SF 294 and 295 forms are excluded from the page count.  
15.  COMMENT in reference to Section G.6 Award Fee for Service Contracts paragraph (f)(1):  Request that payment of provisional award fee be permitted on a monthly basis as contractors depend on fee payments to defray expenses that are not reimbursed by the Government.  This is particularly important to small businesses, whether in a prime or subcontractor role, which typically depend on monthly payments.

RESPONSE:  G.6 Award Fee for Service Contracts paragraph (f) will be changed to monthly provisional award fee payments.  
16. QUESTION regarding Section M.3.3 Relative Order of Importance of Evaluation Factors:   
Is the Mission Suitability Factor more important than the Past Performance Factor?

RESPONSE:  Section M.3.3 Relative Order of Importance of Evaluation Factors will be changed to specify that as individual factors, the Mission Suitability Factor is the most important and the Past Performance Factor is more important than the Cost Factor.  
17.  COMMENT regarding Weightings of Subfactors in Mission Suitability

The proposed weightings for the technical subfactors A and B, Understanding the Requirements/Capabilities and Representative Task Orders (RTOs), respectively, amount to 625 points, or almost two-thirds of the Mission Suitability. This weighting represents 2.5 times the weighting for the Management Plan. This ratio is very far from the norm of recent similar scientific support services contracts from GSFC. Our analyses of seven such RFPs indicate that this ratio ranged from 0.5 to 1.6, with a mean of 1.0.  For science support contracts, a ratio of 1.0 or better reflects the importance of management in effectively obtaining and retaining staff, accomplishing the work, and controlling costs over the life of the contract.

Because of the highly specialized, technical nature of the work, the incumbent has an inherent advantage in the technical response to this RFP. The weighting of Mission Suitability subfactors A and B at almost two-thirds the total score makes it virtually mathematically impossible to outscore the incumbent. Conversely, a Management Plan weighting of 250 points, which includes the Phase-In and the Personnel & Compensation Plan, puts considerably less emphasis on proposed management improvements and treatment of personnel that could result in better performance. Such proposed improvement would be the primary advantage that an alternative company could have. The management of this type of contract is often the key in enabling the Government to obtain the greatest value from the contractor.

RESPONSE: The highly specialized, technical nature of the work does impose a constraint that significant weight be attached to Subfactors A and B. The Final RFP will emphasize the Management Plan more strongly than in the Draft RFP, while satisfying this constraint, by subtracting 50 points each from the weightings given to Subfactors A and B in the Draft RFP, and adding 100 points to the weighting of Subfactor C. Thus the weights in the Final RFP will be 325 points for Subfactor A, 200 points for Subfactor B, and 375 points for Subfactor C. Subfactors D and E will still be weighted at 50 points each.    
18.  COMMENTS regarding Representative Task Orders (RTOs)
The five RTOs included in the DRFP cover virtually the full scope of the SOW, the member requested is much greater than the norm for procurements of this type of science support contracts. For the seven RFPs mentioned above, an average of fewer than one RTO was used.

Each RTO describes work being performed by an integrated team of civil servants, GEST staff, incumbent staff, and other contractors. The exact responsibilities of the contractors are often not differentiated in the RTOs from those of the civil servants and GEST staff. This makes it extremely difficult for non-incumbents to respond to the RTOs effectively since they require much inside knowledge of the work being performed by each group. Moreover, since the contractor does not have full control in directing and assigning work within this integrated team, the skill mix required to complete the work may be apportioned variably among the team. Finally, the RTOs are replete with requirements that can only be subjectively quantified.

RESPONSE: The SOW specifies 21 major Requirements: 14 in Sec. IV.B, four in Sec. V.B, and three in Sec. VI.B. The five RTOs are elaborations of five of these 21 Requirements, as indicated by their titles: RTO A corresponds to Requirement IV.B.1 of the SOW, RTO B to Requirement IV.B.5, RTO C to Requirement IV.B.10, RTO D to Requirement V.B.3, and RTO E to Requirement V.B.4.  

While the specific objectives of the five RTOs are distinct, it is recognized that there is some overlap in the nature of the work to be performed.  Therefore RTOs B and E will be eliminated, and only RTOs A, C and D will be retained in the Final RFP.  The period of performance for RTOs A and D will also be extended to two years.  Finally, the page limitation on the Mission Suitability Volume specified in Sec.L.11(b)(1) of the DRFP will be reduced to 85 pages.
In every case, the RTOs do state the specific responsibilities of the contractor. The stated responsibilities are not responsibilities of the civil service or other staff. Finally, it is the nature of high-level scientific research and development support that not all requirements can be quantified objectively, to precise engineering specifications.

See also the responses to Comments 7 and 8.

COMMENT 18, continued:

A few examples to illustrate these concerns follow:

COMMENT:

a)
In the Task Deliverables of RTO A, it states, “During the first 3 months of this task order, the contractor shall be responsible for tuning the GEOS-5 AGCM in DAS mode and for tuning the GSI system for the GMAO AGCM.” There are no deliverables defined. In order to respond to this task, the bidder would need the specific requirements for “tuning” and metrics used to establish a tuned AGCM.

RESPONSE: The questioner has understood, correctly, that the deliverables are the tuned AGCM and GSI system. In scientific developments such as this one, where not all specific metrics can be readily identified beforehand, an actual (as opposed to this hypothetical) task order might carry a requirement for written documentation of what was done, which would be an additional deliverable. A succinct statement of the intrinsic scientific difficulty of establishing tuning metrics appears on the first page of Chapter 4 (p. 45) of the document by Bloom et al. (2005) referred to in the response to Question 5. Scientific development such as that required by RTO A provides unique opportunities for innovation, and in practice frequently leads to publication of results in the peer-reviewed scientific literature.

COMMENT:

b) 
In RTO A, it states, “the contractor shall be responsible for the development and testing of the tangent linear and adjoint versions of the AGCM (with simplified physics as an interim system), making sure that the minimization is computationally viable, and that a single 4D-Var analysis can be performed with meaningful results.” Do civil servants and GEST staff engage in the development of “tangent linear and adjoint versions of the AGCM?” What are the specific roles for the contractor in “development and testing?” Can a specific metric be established to define “computational viability?” How will “meaningful” results be determined?

RESPONSE: The RTO states that the contractor shall be responsible for this development. The offeror should propose to what is stated in the RTO. Where specific metrics have not been established but could be, the contractor is free to propose them.

COMMENT:

c) 
For RTO B, although details are given on the required “monitoring tools to display results of the ocean assimilation” as part of Task Deliverables, the contractor clearly cannot determine the proper staffing without prior knowledge on the extent of participation assumed as a result of the “collaboration with civil service staff” (same paragraph).

RESPONSE: As stated in the response to the first part of Comment 18, RTO B will be eliminated in the Final RFP. A response to Comment 18c should be helpful anyway, because the response applies to all the RTOs, as follows. Participation by civil service staff should be assumed only where it is so stated. In this case, the RTO states that the precise choice of metrics will have the collaboration of civil service staff. It does not state that civil service staff will collaborate in assembling the monitoring tools, and therefore such collaboration cannot be assumed.

COMMENT:

d) 
For RTO C, under Task Deliverables, it states, “the contractor shall work with civil service scientists to conduct 5-10 decade long tuning integrations to tune the performance of the CGCMv2.” This describes an effort that is iterative, and which, without metrics, is of indefinite length. This makes it inherently impossible to establish a staffing plan.

RESPONSE: The RTO states that five to ten integrations are to be performed. The length is not indefinite. The response to Comment 18a about tuning metrics applies equally well here.

COMMENT:

e) 
For RTO D, the Target Performance Standards state the “contractor shall implement the operational system transition from the GEOS-4 to GEOS-5 system according to the detailed task plan and milestone schedule approved by the Government during the previous contract year.” This implies that target performance standards will not be adopted until 2008 at the earliest, making it impossible to address the effort for this RTO quantitatively.

RESPONSE: Just above the RTO is the statement that the Task should be assumed to apply to Contract Year 4 for pricing purposes only. Otherwise, as indicated in the first sentence of the RTO, the dates given in the RTO are to be taken literally. It can be assumed, therefore, that the actual execution of the Task is during Contract Year 1, in which case the “previous contract year” would refer to 2005, not 2008. 

19.  COMMENT regarding the Proposed Staffing Chart by RTO
Exhibit C-5, the Proposed Staffing Chart by RTO, requests information on the rates of the incumbent staff. An outside company’s response here would be little more than a guess, and could certainly be penalized for being unrealistic. In addition, the concerns discussed above regarding the specification of the work in the RTOs make it impossible for someone without inside information to propose a realistic staffing plan that reflects the support contractors’ responsibilities versus those of the rest of the GMAO team.

RESPONSE:   Incumbent rates cannot be provided as the rates are proprietary. Offerors are requested to propose realistic rates that reflect the type of work to be performed.   However, a list of incumbent labor categories will be available in the Earth Sciences Procurement Library, and upon request, an electronic copy will be provided.
20.  COMMENT regarding the Statement of Work
The SOW describes the overall program and charter of the GMAO. It does not clearly differentiate the support contractors’ role from that of civil servants, GEST staff, and other contractor staff. It includes research-level work, presumably not required for the contracting staff. An SOW that precisely identifies the contractors’ responsibilities would enable a bidder to propose a realistic staffing plan for the entire scope of work. Such a plan, unlike a limited plan for an RTO, more closely reflects the way the contract is and will be managed, with the company assigning employees across tasks if needed.

RESPONSE: The SOW does explicitly and precisely identify the responsibilities of the contractor. The stated responsibilities are not responsibilities of civil service or other staff. The responsibilities of the contractor do, in fact, include a significant amount of research-level work. That is the nature of the support required by the GMAO, as stated throughout the SOW and the RTOs.

21.  COMMENT regarding the Relative Importance of Cost
The Cost Factor in the DRFP is given the least relative importance. We believe that this does not reflect the current budgetary constraints of Earth science research, especially at NASA. Low cost does not imply that valued staff is not compensated adequately, but is a measure of the value with which a company can provide the same services, even with the same staff. It seems to us that this factor should be of particular importance to any science organization within NASA. Most recent GSFC science support procurements have weighted cost to be more important than Past Performance.

RESPONSE: The value of low cost is acknowledged, and the fact that the Cost Factor is less important than the Past Performance Factor does not mean it is unimportant. See also the response to Comment 16.

22.  COMMENT regarding Past Performance
Section IV of the Past Performance questionnaire requests a relevancy rating for a number of elements that are specific to the work of the GMAO, such as “Atmospheric Constituent Modeling and Data Assimilation” and “Experimental Seasonal-to-Interannual Coupled Climate Forecast.” Only a limited set of academic and Government labs perform the highly specialized technical disciplines of GMAO. Many contracts of potential competitors have science experience that is relevant and similar in complexity, but virtually none will match such specific experience. Moreover, Section M states that the “offeror must meet the requirements of both [performance and relevance] components to achieve a particular rating.” This makes it virtually impossible for other companies to score better than a neutral “no score” in Past Performance.

RESPONSE: In establishing relevancy, the Government analyzes many areas including an offeror's past and current quantitative and qualitative aspects of performing services or delivering products similar in size, content, and complexity to the requirements of this acquisition.  This data is obtained by the information submitted by offerors in the written narrative of their proposal and past performance questionnaires.  As stated in Section L.16, offerors have the discretion to submit any information necessary to establish a record of relevant past performance.  Further, offerors are instructed to indicate which contracts are most related and how they are related to the proposed effort, which the Government will consider during evaluations when determining an overall rating for past performance.  As an additional aide in determining relevancy, Goddard's practice is to tailor questionnaires to the specific acquisition by including a listing of SOW functions or elements as shown in Exhibit B. "Neutral" ratings are only given for offerors with no record of relevant past performance or for whom information on past performance is not available. 
23.  COMMENT regarding Compensation Plan
The Compensation Plan is a key instrument in hiring and retaining a highly specialized staff and therefore a major factor in determining successful performance in highly technical contracts. However, the importance of the Compensation Plan in the DRFP is greatly minimized by being included as part of the Management Plan. This makes it much more difficult for companies to gain point strengths commensurate with the importance of having an excellent compensation plan.

Most bidders with an excellent compensation plan will likely be able to present a low-risk phase-in plan featuring the ability to retain incumbent staff who will continue their technical work. With this in mind, we believe that the DRFP, as currently constructed, limits the ability of outside companies that may offer better value to the Government for managing this contract from being credible bidders, given the weighting of the evaluation criteria. We therefore respectfully submit the following recommendations for the Government’s consideration in finalizing the RFP:

a)
The Mission Suitability weighting for Understanding the Requirements/Technical Approach subfactor, plus the weighting of any RTOs, should not be greater than that of the Management Plan/Approach subfactor.

b)
RTOs that represent work areas not under the control of the support services contractor should not be included in the final RFP, since addressing them adequately requires significant inside knowledge of the work environment, in terms of who does what, and of the rates of the incumbent staff.

c) 
Elements of the SOW that are performed by civil servants or GEST staff should be clearly identified. In responding, bidders should be required only to show a general understanding of those elements.

d) 
The Cost Factor should be of greater relative importance than Past Performance.

e) 
Table IV should be removed from the Past Performance questionnaire, and relevance should be based on contracts of similar complexity for science support.

f) 
The Personnel and Compensation Plan should be a separate subfactor in Mission Suitability, with a weighting factor of not less than 250 points. This would reflect the importance of this component in the successful management of the GMAO contract.

RESPONSE: Thank you for your suggestions. They have been considered.

24. COMMENT regarding Past Performance requirements – We feel that the relevance criteria contained in Sections L & M, to include the Past Performance Questionnaire (Exhibit D), are too specific and will not foster open competition.  Particularly, the relevancy of content and complexity mapped to each Statement of Work element prohibit non-incumbent companies to achieve a high adjectival rating when evaluated even though their demonstrated performance may be exceptional.

We cannot meet minimal experience for the first fourteen SOW elements listed in Exhibit B.  We respectfully suggest that you entertain using more generic experience qualifications.  

RESPONSE: Please see the response to Comment 22. 

