Q: I always hear about all of these government contracts. In fact, I heard that the federal government hands out $10 billion in contracts to small businesses every year. But hearing about them and actually finding and getting one of these contracts are two very different things. I don’t even know where to start. 
Monique, St. Paul, MN
A: Your figure is wrong, Monique. The federal government does not contract $10 billion to small businesses annually. It actually contracts out $240 billion of business to private firms every year, and by law, 23 percent of those contracts must go to small businesses. That means that there is roughly $55 to $60 billion in government contracts available to small businesses every year.
If you don’t know where to start to tap this huge market, you are not alone. Most small businesses don’t. Hector Barreto and Hewlett Packard though are working to change that.

Hector Barreto is an affable, intelligent man and is the head of the U.S. Small Business Administration (his actual title is “Administrator.”) I spoke at length with Mr. Barreto last week and he explained that when he was first appointed to run the SBA by President Bush, he quickly realized a fundamental truth: “What small business wants is the same as what big business wants – more business!”
Mr. Barreto also explained to me that while these federal government contracts and the required 23 percent set-aside seemed like a great opportunity to help small businesses get more business, most of these contracts went to small businesses “inside the beltway” (that is, in and near Washington, D.C.) He thought that small businesses around the country should get a chance to earn some of these contracts. “They have the know how,” he told me, “but not the know who.”

Administrator Barreto figured that there had to be a way to hook-up small businesses throughout the country with federal contract opportunities, and that technology was the answer. So he met and teamed up with Hewlett Packard. 
HP, he says, has been a “fantastic, integral partner.” With HP’s technological expertise and resources, and the SBA’s commitment, the “Business Matchmaking” program and www.businessmatchmaking.com were born.

Business Matchmaking is a program that “matches small companies with federal, state, and local government agencies, and large corporations that have actual contract opportunities for products and services.” 

 In order to facilitate this matchmaking, the SBA and HP have created a traveling program that goes to different cities around the country bringing together those looking to buy goods and services with local small businesses that sell such goods and services. The next regional Business Matchmaking event is set to take place February 9-11th at the Disneyland Hotel in Anaheim, California. By signing up to participate, you will get to meet specially-selected procurement officers who are specifically looking to buy what you have to sell.
To date, Business Matchmaking events have taken place in Orlando, Cleveland, Houston, and Chicago, among others places. In order to get participants ready, the SBA is also offering small business participants the chance to attend pre-event workshops so as to assist them in getting presentations and proposals ready for the procurement officers they will be meeting.
According to Administrator Barreto, these events have been an unqualified hit in terms of the number of participants, and the billions of dollars of contracts that have resulted. “In one or two days at one of these events, a small business can see more contractors with real contracts than they could in a year on their own,” Barreto told me. “It’s better than a trade show because at our events, buyers who are ready to buy are meeting small businesses ready to sell. We are matching supply with demand.”
So, if you have a product or service that you think might be useful to a government or large corporation, including Hewlett Packard (and more and more corporations are signing up to participate as the one-stop-shopping aspect makes it a very cost-effective venture), then go to businessmatchmking.com and sign up. What you will find when you attend your event is what Mr. Barreto calls “a meaningful opportunity.” 

With all of the complaining people do about government these days, it’s great to know that there are still plenty of great ideas and programs that create real results. Bravo to HP and the SBA!

Today’s tip: Does it really work? Consider these statistics from the last Business Matchmaking event in Houston:
· 207 buyers

· 911 small businesses participating
· 3,300 scheduled appointments

· Many contracts granted on site, and many more in the process of being granted.
