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Understanding Vendor Trade Agreements 
Contractual obligations, risk and business sustainability in the field services industry 

IMPORTANT - NOT LEGAL ADVICE. This article is general educational information and 
does not provide legal advice or create an attorney-client relationship. Contract rights, 
remedies and enforceability depend on the facts and applicable law. CONSULT YOUR 
ATTORNEY before signing, renewing, changing, terminating or enforcing a vendor 
agreement. Consult qualified insurance or tax professionals where appropriate. 

 

A trade vendor agreement is far more than the document that starts a business relationship. It 
defines who authorizes work, which requirements apply, how performance is measured, when 
payment becomes due and what happens when parties disagree. The agreement may be called 
a Master Service Agreement (MSA), Trade Vendor Agreement (TVA), Independent Supplier 
Agreement (ISA), or something else; its practical effect depends on the terms and the way the 
parties actually operate. 

Field service companies may work within a chain involving investors and insurers, mortgage 
servicers, national providers, regional firms and local contractors. Written agreements make 
expectations more transparent, but they also require each business to examine the obligations it 
is accepting - not just the services it will perform. 

Evolving service requirements and the cost of compliance 

Inspection, property preservation and asset management work frequently requires more than 
completion of an assigned task. Depending on the relationship, a company may need 
credentialing, insurance documentation, background screening, technology access, prescribed 
photographs, quality-control procedures, municipal compliance checks and detailed reporting. 
These requirements can be reasonable or necessary; they also require time, systems, labor and 
oversight. 

For example, a debris-removal assignment may involve disposal weight, equipment, haul 
distance and documentation requirements that differ materially from a routine job. A standard 
service fee should therefore be evaluated alongside the particular scope, approved expenses, 
and each company's own direct and indirect costs. It would be inaccurate to assume every 
agreement underpays for these obligations; the essential point is that the cost of compliance is 
part of the commercial review. 
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Cascading contractual obligations and liability 

Requirements often move through the servicing and field services supply chain. A policy, 
deadline, audit requirement or reporting standard established upstream may be referenced in a 
downstream agreement. Yet companies at different levels do not necessarily have the same 
authority, control, staffing, technology or financial capacity. Nor is every upstream obligation 
automatically binding on every downstream contractor: applicability may arise from law, the 
specific contract or another valid source. 

The review question is not whether all requirements should be rejected or accepted, but whether 
the agreement identifies what applies, who is responsible, what resources are needed, how 
liability is allocated and how disputes are resolved. Companies that issue work as well as those 
that perform it benefit from understandable obligations and clear escalation procedures. 

Timing matters: credentialing and access before dispatch 

Tight service-level expectations can leave little opportunity to resolve issues after an order is 
dispatched. Before work begins, the parties should understand which licenses, insurance 
endorsements, background checks, portal credentials, safety instructions and customer policies 
are necessary; how they will be communicated; and who can answer questions. They should 
also consider what happens when an urgent assignment arrives before required access or 
approvals are in place. 

Changes to external manuals or digital portal policies merit particular attention. Agreements can 
incorporate documents that are revised separately. Each business should confirm which version 
governs, how changes are announced, when they take effect and what happens to open work 
orders. This is a document-control and operational-readiness issue as much as a legal one. 

Contract provisions that deserve close attention 

Services and authorization: Which tasks are included? Who approves additional work, 
emergency decisions or unexpected expenses? 

Payment, deductions and chargebacks: What triggers payment? Are rejections, 
adjustments, offsets and appeal procedures documented? What if an upstream client has not 
paid? 

Indemnification, liability and insurance: Whose acts create liability? Are insurance limits, 
exclusions, additional-insured and waiver-of-subrogation requirements understood and 
reviewed by appropriate advisers? 

Liens and dispute remedies: Does the law permit a lien for this particular work? Are notice, 
waiver, arbitration, venue and other dispute provisions reviewed with counsel? 

Performance and safety: Are turn times, QC standards, property hazards, access rules, stop-
work decisions and escalation responsibilities workable? 

Outside documents and technology: Can required manuals, data-security terms, software 
charges, photo requirements and AI-use restrictions be reviewed and tracked? 

An agreement that gives one party discretion to assess a chargeback or determine a claimed 
loss should be examined carefully; the meaning and enforceability of such wording are legal 
questions. Likewise, an indemnification clause does not necessarily require a vendor to pay 
every claim, and a lien waiver is not simply a universal receipt. These provisions require review 
in the relevant contractual and legal context. 
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Build a deliberate review process 

1. Collect the entire agreement package, including pricing schedules, service instructions, 
online policies, exhibits, addenda and version dates. 

2. Identify the source and scope of each material obligation: law, investor/insurer guideline, 
client policy or negotiated contract term. 

3. Evaluate operational readiness, potential costs, liability exposure, insurance coverage and 
the ability to meet required deadlines. 

4. Document unclear provisions and ask the other party for explanations or proposed revisions 
before accepting work when possible. 

5. Use a risk worksheet to record the issue, supporting clause, adviser review, decision and 
final signed version. 

The objective is not a single set of contract terms for the entire industry. Each company must 
evaluate its own circumstances and negotiate independently. An educational NAMFS guide can 
support informed business decisions without prescribing standard compensation, uniform legal 
terms or collective negotiating positions. 

NAMFS resources for the next step 

NAMFS is developing an updated Vendor Trade Agreement Review Guide, a Contract Review 
Checklist, a Contract Risk Identification Worksheet and related Business Resource Center 
materials. They are intended to help organizations ask better questions, keep better records and 
understand when professional advice is appropriate. The association does not review individual 
contracts or determine whether a particular provision is enforceable. 

National Association of Asset Management & Field Services, Inc.  |  Uniting Professionals. Protecting 
Assets. Elevating Standards. 

Editorial note: Revised from historical NAMFS commentary, including the 2015 article "The New 
Generation of Trade Vendor Agreements," and informed by NAMFS's 2019 Leadership Summit 
guide. The historical materials are educational sources, not evidence of industry-wide outcomes. 
This draft requires NAMFS editorial approval and independent legal review before publication. 
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