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everaging Purchasing Cooperatives for Speed, Savings, and Compliance



• Explain how co-ops fit with Alabama K-12 procurement rules.

• Identify documentation needed for audit readiness and federal reviews.

• Determining when a co-op contract is the best method (versus quotes, 

sealed bids/RFPs).

• Real-world examples of district purchases through cooperatives.

• Discuss new legislation regarding playgrounds.

OUR GOALS TODAY:



PUBLIC WORKS AND 

PURCHASING COOPERATIVES 
The information in this presentation applies strictly to competitive bid law and 

purchasing cooperatives. 

Note: Purchasing cooperatives are prohibited for use in Public Works projects with few 

exceptions. 



WHAT IS A PURCHASING

 COOPERATIVE?
• Agencies pooling their purchasing power.

• Contracts are already competitively bid by a lead public agency.

• Legally compliant shortcut to direct purchasing.

Simply put, a cooperative allows government entities—including school 

districts—to pool their buying power. A lead government agency does 

the hard work of running a massive, legally compliant competitive bid 

process. Once that contract is awarded, your school district can 

piggyback on it. The bidding is already done with the exception of 

certain federal purchases. 



What is a Purchasing Cooperative?



SESSION OVERVIEW 

& OBJECTIVES
Navigating Procurement Realities

Purchasing cooperatives can help school systems shorten procurement 
timelines, expand competition, and secure leveraged pricing... BUT ONLY 
when used in a way that aligns with:

• Federal requirements (EDGAR)
• Alabama State Bid Law
• Local Board Policy



THE STATE EXAMINERS’ ROLE:

• The contract must be from a state-approved co-op (e.g., NASPO, 

Sourcewell, OMNIA, TIPS, etc.).

• If the co-op does not appear on the Examiners’ website, you may submit 

a written request for approval.

• The purchase must still comply with any other specific Alabama rules 

(e.g., architect/engineer requirements for public works).



SAMPLE OF WRITTEN

 REQUEST FOR APPROVAL
Local boards of education are allowed to purchase items through certain purchasing cooperatives per the Code of 
Alabama 1975, Section 16-13B-2.  Please accept this letter as our request for The Interlocal Purchasing System (TIPS) to 
be added to the approved list of purchasing cooperatives by the Examiners of Public Accounts.  

Jefferson County Board of Education is interested in using TIPS for the Science Equipment and Supplies (#4102314), 
and Classroom & Teaching Aids (#2111915) both awarded to ETA Hand2Mind at this time.  The website (www.tips-
usa.com) contains information on their competitive bid process and includes all the due diligence documents needed 
under each contract.  

We look forward to your response.  If you have any questions, please contact my office.

Sincerely,

Walter Gonsoulin
Superintendent

http://www.tips-usa.com
http://www.tips-usa.com
http://www.tips-usa.com


ALIGNING THE "THREE 

KINGDOMS" OF COMPLIANCE
Federal, State, and Local Alignment:

To use a cooperative, the contract must satisfy ALL THREE regulatory layers 

simultaneously.



FEDERAL, STATE, AND 

LOCAL ALIGNMENT
• FEDERAL (EDGAR):

a. 2 CFR §200.318 encourages use of joint/intergovernmental agreements.
b. However, the co-op contract must comply with specific EDGAR rules (no local/geographical 

preference, strict conflict of interest policies, etc.).
• STATE (Alabama Law):

a. Must meet the competitive bid criteria.
b. Must check if the state already has a mandatorily usable contract before going to a national co-

op.
• LOCAL (Board Policy):

a. Your local board policy might be stricter than state law.
b. If your board policy requires bids at $15,000 (even though state law says $40,000), you must 

follow the local rule.



STATE FUNDS



COOPERATIVES AND THE ALABAMA 

K-12 PROCUREMENT LANDSCAPE

Co-op Purchasing Under Alabama Law

Alabama Competitive Bid Law (Ala. Code § 16-13B-1 et seq. for K-12) generally 

requires sealed bids for expenditures exceeding the statutory threshold 

(currently $40,000 for aggregate purchases).



HOW CO-OPS FIT (THE 

"PIGGYBACK"):
• Alabama law permits school boards to purchase goods and services through 

contracts awarded by other public agencies or "joint purchasing" agreements 

without running their own separate bid process.

• The Key Condition: The lead agency must have awarded the contract using a 

competitive bidding process essentially the same as Alabama's.



PURCHASING 

COOPERATIVES
Using a cooperative is not an exemption from the competitive bid process. It is 

a different method of fulfilling that requirement. Instead of running the bid 

ourselves, we are "piggybacking" on a bid conducted by another public entity 

(like a city, county, or another school system) or an approved national 

aggregator. Under Alabama law, this is perfectly legal provided that the lead 

agency followed a competitive process that mirrors our own state’s standards 

for transparency and competition.



THE CHALLENGE: 

THE ALABAMA COMPETITIVE BID LAW

• The $40,000 threshold for sealed bids.

• Applies to aggregate purchases of like items over a year.

• The traditional bid process is time-consuming (advertising, evaluating, 

board approval).

• High administrative overhead for your finance team.



MEMBERSHIP 

REQUIREMENTS
Most national and regional cooperatives (like Sourcewell, TIPS, or Omnia) operate 

under an Interlocal Agreement. By signing up or "joining," the school board is 

technically forming a legal agreement with the cooperative's lead agency.

• Legal Standing: Membership establishes the legal "piggybacking" link 

required to use a contract that was bid by another governmental entity.

• Documentation: During an audit, the Examiners of Public Accounts will look 

for the signed interlocal agreement or proof of registration to verify that the 

board was authorized to use the cooperative's awarded contracts.



REGISTRATION CONFIRMATION



MANDATORY COMPLIANCE STEPS

Requirement Description

EPA Approval
The cooperative and the specific bid process must be on the current approved list maintained 

by the Department of Examiners of Public Accounts.

Price Verification
The board must verify that the item is not available on the State of Alabama purchasing 

program, or if it is, the cooperative price is equal to or less than the state price.

Alabama Vendor 

Preference

The purchase must be made through a participating Alabama vendor holding an Alabama 

business license, if such a vendor exists for that contract.

Being a member is only the first step. To remain compliant with the Alabama Competitive 

Bid Law, a school board must also satisfy these three conditions for every purchase:



FEDERAL FUNDS 



MICRO-PURCHASE RULE AND 

PURCHASING COOPERATIVES

The federal micro-purchase rule and purchasing cooperatives have different, 

and sometimes overlapping, roles in school district procurement. 

Understanding how they interact is essential for balancing operational 

efficiency with audit readiness, especially when using federal funds. 



DEFINING THE 

MICRO-PURCHASE RULE
The micro-purchase rule is a simplified acquisition method defined under the 

federal Uniform Guidance (2 CFR §200.320). Its primary purpose is to expedite 

very small purchases and reduce administrative burdens.

• Current Federal Threshold: As of October 1, 2025, the standard federal micro-

purchase threshold is $15,000.



KEY PROCEDURAL 

REQUIREMENTS:
1. No Competition Required: You may purchase goods or services below this 

threshold without soliciting competitive price or rate quotations if the price is 

considered reasonable.

2. Equitable Distribution: To the extent practicable, you should distribute these 

small purchases among qualified suppliers (e.g., don't use the same local 

hardware store exclusively if others are available).

3. No Bid Splitting: You cannot break a single large purchase into several smaller 

ones to stay under the limit.



INTERACTION WITH 

PURCHASING COOPERATIVES

The micro-purchase rule is a method of procurement for low-dollar items. A 

purchasing cooperative is an entity that provides access to contracts that have 

already been competitively bid.

They interact in three main ways:



COOPERATIVES ARE 

TECHNICALLY UNNECESSARY 

BELOW THE THRESHOLD
If your total purchase is below the $15,000 federal micro-purchase threshold, 

you are not federally required to use a competitive method. This means you do 

not need to use a purchasing cooperative to satisfy federal compliance. You 

can legally choose any vendor you want, provided the price is reasonable.



DISTRICTS MAY CHOOSE TO USE 

COOPERATIVES FOR CONVENIENCE 

OR VALUE
Even though not required, a district might still choose to use a cooperative contract for a 

quote required on a micro-purchase. Why?

• Speed: It might be faster to order through an existing system like Amazon Business (which 

often holds co-op contracts) than to create new vendor profiles or use a P-Card locally.

• Best Price Assurance: While not required, using a co-op ensures you are getting a pre-

negotiated, competitively bidded price, which simplifies your requirement to document that 

the “price appears reasonable”.



JUST ABOVE THE THRESHOLD - 

COOPERATIVES AS A USEFUL TOOL
Once a purchase exceeds the micro-purchase threshold ($15,001 to 

$350,000 at the federal level), you enter the "Small Purchase" zone, 

which requires you to obtain price or rate quotations from an adequate 

number of qualified sources (usually three).

You may use the purchasing cooperative for one of your quotes.

Per Examiners, quotes are still required for micro-purchase, even if you are 

purchasing from a cooperative. 



PURCHASES IN EXCESS OF 

FEDERAL THRESHOLD 

For purchases in excess of $350,000, you may not use a purchasing 

cooperative. You must bid the item. 



LOCAL FUNDS



LOCAL POLICY

Know your local policy because you will need to follow those rules if they are 

more restrictive than the federal or state regulations.



BENEFIT 1: MASSIVE TIME 

& RESOURCE SAVINGS

• Bypass the lengthy sealed-bid process.

• No drafting complex RFPs or bid specifications.

• Reduce administrative burden on your purchasing staff.

• Faster turnaround times from requisition to delivery.



SUMMARY AND 

BEST PRACTICES
1. Co-ops are a tool, not a cheat. The underlying process must still be 

competitive and legally sound.

2. Verify the contract first. Confirm it is an approved Alabama co-op and that 

the lead agency’s bid was legitimate.

3. Local policy trumps state minimums. Know your own board rules.

4. Document EVERYTHING. Build your audit shield before the audit begins.

5. Be particularly cautious with federal funds. Use specific EDGAR checklists when 

using IDEA, Title I, or Child Nutrition funds.



EXAMPLES OF ITEMS PURCHASED 

ON PURCHASING CO-OP

• Office/School Supplies - Office Depot, Amazon
• Exceptional Education Supplies/Materials - Hand to Mind, Lakeshore, Really Good Stuff
• Sports Apparel/Equipment - BSN Sports
• Books - Barnes & Noble, Perma Bound
• Software - Tyler Technologies, Edmentum
• Mats/Mop Rental Service - Cintas
• Technology - CDW-G, Dell, Bluum, Apple
• Maintenance Supplies - Lowes, Home Depot
• Nurse Supplies - Pocket Nurse, School Health
• Band Uniforms - Stanbury, Fruhauf



NEW PROCUREMENT RULES 

FOR PLAYGROUND EQUIPMENT
Act 2026-255 (SB196)

Exempted from the public works law the purchase and installation of 

playground equipment on public property. Such contracts shall be procured as 

otherwise required for the procurement of goods and services. Equipment and 

installation may now be sourced through purchasing cooperatives.

This act is effective June 1, 2026.



ACT 2054-254

For purposes of this subdivision, playground equipment means any structure 

or apparatus intended for childrens recreational use and play in a public area, 

including a public park, public school, or other public property. The term 

includes slides, swings, climbing equipment, seesaws, and splash pads. The 

term also includes purchases ancillary to the use of a playground, including 

safety surfacing, fencing, signage, and shade structures.



Questions

QUESTIONS?

Laura Nance

CSFO

 Jefferson County 

lnance@jefcoed.com

(205)379-2001

Millia McCarty

Director of  General Ledger 

Jefferson County 

mmmccarty@jefcoed.com

(205)379-2108
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