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Paint has been around for thousands of years, but the way the federal government specifies paint has never undergone such radical changes as it has in the past decade.  The most recent changes have been brought about by what has been termed “acquisition reform” driven by the Federal Acquisition Regulation (FAR).  Essentially the FAR states that Federal Government agencies are supposed to specify products generically as much as possible. To this end, Army, Navy, General Services Administration (GSA), and most other agencies have been specifying paint by referencing the Master Painter Institute (MPI) specifications which tests paint to determine performance before the paint is put onto their "Detailed Performance" lists.  

FAR Specifications

FAR places specifications in 3 categories in order of preference: 3rd preference is the traditional government federal or military specification (TT-P-xxx or MIL-P-xxxx).  These specifications often describe paints in terms of specific amounts of ingredient materials.  Manufacturers can formulate products to meet the requirements but the products are usually not available on the shelves of the local paint store.  2nd preference is a performance specification.  Within the government these specifications could take the form of commercial item descriptions (CID) (A-A-xxx).  These documents are quite short and describe a paint in terms of specific performance requirements.  In the development of a CID the government must verify that commercial products do exist which will meet the requirements.  Since not all products will meet the requirements, testing must be performed to verify that any given product has the required performance.  1st preference is industry specifications.  Obviously it is assumed that if industry has developed the specification, there must be industry products available which meet the requirements of the specification. Another benefit is the fact that the government does not have to bear the expense for developing and maintaining the specification.  Within the past decade there has been an incentive for government agencies to show progress toward the greater use of specifications in a more preferred category.

The federal and military specifications will probably never completely go away for highly specialized coatings, but the specifications for the majority of the common paints were cancelled in favor of CID specifications in the mid 90’s.  This should have been a step in the right direction but unfortunately the commercial products were often not tested for CID compliance and the application of inferior products resulted in low performance.

MPI

The big change to industry specifications began with a meeting in late 2000 when Army, Navy, GSA, and others agreed in principle to convert guide specifications to reference industry specifications developed by the Master Painter Institute (MPI).  MPI is a private company that has written its own specifications.  The company tests off-the-shelf paint to its own specifications.  Paints meeting these requirements are added to a WEB listing of approved products.  At this time government agencies are only using the MPI “detailed performance” listed products.

All products on the various MPI detailed performance lists have been tested and found to meet specific performance requirements. There is also a sideline on these lists that identifies the level of volatile organic compounds (VOC) in the paint.  By requiring an MPI listed product having a specific VOC category, an installation can control the emissions from the painting operation.  MPI has only begun to add a second sideline to some of its products which gives the products an Environmentally Preferred Product (EPP) rating.  This rating takes the VOC rating and gives additional points based on anticipated repaint interval (e.g. flat paints on walls, regardless of quality, get dirty easier so will need repainting sooner than paints with a higher gloss).  These EPP values are very new but may eventually be accepted as justification for Green Building credits.

For the facility engineer, the use of MPI specifications has several benefits.  Use of the specification rather than specific brand names assures competition as required by the FAR.  Contracts can be developed using standardized guide specifications that are in the universally accepted CSI format.  It also insures that the paint has already passed certain tests and will provide a given level of performance.  The contractor can select any paint form the WEB listing and apply it without further testing.  In most cases the contractor has a choice of suppliers including both national and regional manufacturers, thus allowing the selection of an easily obtained product having cost and application properties consistent with his operation.  The MPI specifications are used in Army and Navy guide specifications UFGS 09900 and are available on the MPI WEB site, http://www.paintinfo.com/.

The U.S. Army Engineer Research and Development Center’s Construction Engineering Research Laboratory (CERL) serves as the Paint Technology Center for the Corps of Engineers.  For more information about any paint issue, please contact Mr. Al Beitelman at 217-373-7237 or email Alfred.D.Beitelman@erdc.usace.army.mil.
