Past Performance Does Not Preclude Audits
Bill Osborne

We found with our outside fabricators that they sometimes did not recognize how careful one had to be, and we did lose some coils with other fabricators.  That was an unhappy event, not only for us but also for them—that was expensive.  

The procedures we used were to write very thorough contract specifications.  Our engineering group, our procurement group, and our quality reliability group worked together to come up with a specification that we thought would do the job that we needed.  And when we let the contract outside, we had pre-award meetings with the vendors to explain with them what we wanted.  We had a post-award meeting with the winning vendor, and advised them that, of course, we would be in for audits.  What I did was to go in about a third of the way along the procurement process with a particular vendor to make sure that we were headed along the right road—a little difficult because the national laboratories had not had quality functions—reliability functions.  It was sort of a best-efforts basis.  And sometimes it worked, and sometimes it didn’t work at all.  I had one vendor who was fabricating a large stainless steel structure.  He was a nuclear-qualified vendor.  He assured me that, because of the importance of this particular structure, he would use the proper procedures, and he certainly was qualified to do it.  About a third of the way through, I went in and did an audit.  With all the findings, I sat down with him and I said, “Now look, I don’t understand—you have a contract which you’d agreed to, you said you would do it, and now I find that you are diverging from what you promised to do.  What’s the problem?”  “Well, Bill,” he said, “You’ve got to recognize,” he said, “that you people in the national laboratories—we never thought you were really serious about what you wanted, so we just, you know, we thought we’d just do the job….”  And I said, “Well, wrong.  You’re going to have to rework your equipment so that it meets the requirements,” which he did, and we began to getting the structures in as they were supposed to be.
