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International Cooperative Administrative Support Services

An Interagency Program Administered by the U.S. Department of State

Minutes
ICASS WORKING GROUP MEETING

November 15, 2001

David Mein (IWG-Chair) welcomed everyone to the “first interactive meeting between the Interagency Working Group (IWG) and the field.” He explained that this is a regular meeting of the IWG notwithstanding the fact that it is being broadcast live to posts over the American Embassy Television Network.  The IWG meets every two weeks with a membership that is open to all agencies that have representatives on ICASS Councils in the field.  He also noted that representatives of the State Department’s regional and functional bureaus attend regularly.

Mr. Mein reported that last month the ISC conducted a training session with EAP budget and fiscal offices covering ICASS software and budgeting issues which was also broadcast over the American Embassy Television Network.  This was an attempt to establish a link with the field and answer their questions since the budget workshops for this fall were cancelled. Mr. Mein commented that it went very well. 

He invited posts to phone in questions explaining that this broadcast meeting is a test to determine the effectiveness of communicating with the field using this medium.

Wayne Bush (ISC Director) explained that this inter-active broadcast is an effort on the part of all agencies to sharpen our focus on supporting personnel overseas.  Through the training program the ISC and IWG have been getting feedback that posts want more transparency and openness from the decision-makers in DC.  In addition we in headquarters want to involve posts directly in the discussion of issues that affect those assigned overseas.  The IWG wants to hear from posts on how decisions made in headquarters affect them.  Everyone participating in this telecast is a leader in this system.  They are the people who can help ICASS become a true vehicle for improved management.

Budget Report:  Peter Hogan (USDA) introduced himself as the Co-chair of the Budget Committee along with Jeffrey Kramer (USAID). He explained that the Budget Committee has two broad areas of responsibility.  The first is responsibility for budget and financial policies for ICASS, working with the ISC and the IWG’s Handbook Committee in this endeavor.  Second is responsibility for budgetary oversight, working with the ISC and in partnership with the Department of State’s regional bureaus to insure that adequate resources are provided for the field.  This includes insuring that priorities are identified and addressed in the continuing context of resource scarcity.

In fulfilling these responsibilities, the committee serves two broad constituencies.  First is the field, where policies must be “lived out”.  Second is the headquarters agencies that ultimately must set their priorities and work with OMB and the Congress to secure the resources necessary to carry them out.  The “big picture” long-term goals of both of these constituencies are the same, the support of US foreign policy in all its diverse aspects.  However, because we never have the resources required to meet all of our needs, short-term priorities can, at times, conflict.  Often, agencies have to weigh the need to support the existing diplomatic platform overseas with the mandate to respond to new challenges.

The Budget Committee is working on a proposal, to be presented to the ICASS Executive Board, to introduce a greater degree of planning into the ICASS budget cycle.  This is an effort to ensure that ICASS needs are presented to, and addressed by, policy makers when they are making decisions which ultimately determine what gets included in the President’s budget and presented to the Congress.  An important principle of ICASS is that agencies should be responsible for the true cost of their presence overseas.  This requires a greater degree of coordination among the agencies if adequate resources are to be made available to support our common administrative platform.

Handbook Committee:  Matt Burns (State), Chair of the Handbook Committee, reported that they have been working over the past year to update the handbook.  The revisions will improve the organization and make it easier to find things.  The committee has also developed new and revised sample service standards.  The new format in these sample standards includes suggested indicators (measures).  He added that in responding to an IG audit of ICASS the committee revised workload counts for procurement and vouchering, standards for competition among service providers, and language for direct charging.  All were done in the past year.

Training Committee: Cheri Caddy (FAS), Chair of the Training Committee, reported that they are continuing to plan for this year’s ICASS post-based training program and that they have set a goal of 20 to 24 posts for FY 2002.  She reported that the committee has improved the curriculum based on feedback from posts, both refining the program and strengthening it.  The committee is looking at a possible secondary program offering an advanced level of training in the application of ICASS.    Commenting live via DVC from Sofia, Administrative Counselor Kevin Conners, reported that the training was a tremendous help to both FSNs and Americans.  Robin Trevillian, the Working Group Chair at Sofia said that it was most effective to have everyone in the same room at the same time discuss what the issues really are.   

PHONE-IN QUESTIONS

Tel Aviv telephoned in with a question:  “What will happen to the base next year based on the earmarked funds from this year?”  Wayne Bush responded that the thinking is that the funds that have been put in the target for infrastructure needs will continue over the next several years.  Peter Hogan added that they may not become part of the permanent base which is why the bureaus have been very careful when issuing the targets to say that these resources need to go for infrastructure and not recurring costs.  He added that this is a three-year initiative that has been successful in the first year.  Bern telephoned in reporting that the Council feels lost because of conflicting directives from their headquarters.   They cannot use this money for increases in staff that would be needed to take care of this additional equipment.  Post asked if this would be considered.  Peter Hogan replied that posts may not use these resources for staff.  He explained that if posts are talking about one or two folks they may have limited flexibility but what was asked for by State and provided by OMB (the resources) was specifically for infrastructure.

REMARKS BY IEB CHAIR

David Mein introduced the guest speaker Mr. William Eaton, Assistant Secretary of State for Administration.

Mr. Eaton highlighted his focus as Assistant Secretary on three goals: 1) Making better use of technology (e-government) to deliver administrative services; 2) Improving the quality of work and quality of life for our employees around the world; and 3) Enhancing the professionalism of our management cadre around the world.

The events of September 11 had an affect on ICASS. We are on the front lines of combating terrorism and protecting our country.  There is an even greater need at this time to provide the kind of administrative support our nation and overseas personnel need.  We need to protect our people overseas so they can do their jobs in a secure environment.

Part of his goal in the series of meetings with his counterparts on the ICASS Executive Board (IEB) was to begin to develop a shared vision of where we need to head in terms of administrative support and our diplomatic platform overseas.    He hoped that the IEB could jointly sell this vision to OMB and to Congressional committees.

If we do not provide the infrastructure and administrative support that is needed, our foreign policy cannot be effective. Secretary Powell understands this, which is why he will be addressing the next IEB meeting.  Secretary Powell expects ICASS to bring innovative management and real leadership to the task of supporting posts.

Mr. Eaton explained that earlier this fall State’s Center for Administrative Innovation (CAI) sponsored an offsite for 12 of State’s most creative Administrative Officers.  They were told to come up with an action plan for improving administrative services.  They developed a list of 56 recommendations.  The Undersecretary for Management, Mr. Grant Green, then asked each Assistant Secretary to review the recommendations and come up with an action plan for implementing recommendations in his/her area.  Mr. Eaton hopes to be able to report progress shortly.

Mr. Eaton updated the audience on some of the initiatives underway.

E-government 

Mr. Eaton has challenged the Bureau of Administration to have all of its services available to all employees via the desktop within the next two years.  He explained what has started thus far:

A “one-stop shopping” intranet website for people who are transferring from the US to overseas.  They are pushing services out to the employees rather than forcing them to wait in lines.  They are also trying to get CA, FMP, HR, and other management bureaus involved so that they can also push their transfer-related services out to employees.

An Integrated Logistics Management System that will bring state-of –the-art electronic commerce, shipment tracking, and warehouse management to the Department.  This web-based system will replace dozens of outdated legacy systems.  It will enable employees and posts to track their shipments on line.

An on-line application for processing and updating allowances.

A web-based application that will put government regulations and the FAMs online, making them available to all employees. The regulations will be searchable and contain hotlinks to other references.

Standardization and expansion of the regional bureaus’ post profile applications.  They hope to use this application to capture information to make the case to the Hill and OMB about resources and resource requirements at overseas posts.  These profiles will give an excellent snapshot of the infrastructure at posts.

A fresh look at post reports.  These reports are frequently out of date and this hurts the ability to provide timely information to those considering assignments.  One possibility is to take the Bureau of Administration out of the loop except in cases where posts need help.

Quality of Life

Management put together a working group to review allowances and procedures for evacuations.  As a first step Mr. Grant Green, State’s Under Secretary for Management, approved increasing the current reimbursements for lodging during an evacuation.  

These interim changes are being presented to all agencies for government-wide implementation and formal incorporation in the standardized regulations.  They provide that 1) the commercial lodging rate portion of SEA be maintained at 100% throughout the evacuation periods and that 2) the maximum rate be increased by 50% when a family must occupy larger accommodations and can justify the need.

The working group continues to review and identify regulations that are contradictory or unduly restrictive, evaluating the amount and limits of existing allowances and recommending changes.

Recently the Department opened its second childcare facility in the Washington metro area at the National Foreign Affairs Training Center.  Construction is beginning on the Child Care Center at Columbia Plaza in order to double its capacity.

They are also exploring the idea of splitting with an employee any savings that an agency realizes when employees stay in lodgings below the per diem rate.

Professionalism

Under Secretary Green has asked Mr. Eaton to work with the regional bureaus to develop a global FSN executive corps.  Management plans to foster a network of “super” FSNs supported by developing a website that will answer questions and share best practices.  Additional training and incentives for these FSNs will be standardized.

The State Department does a great job of recruiting political officers, but does not invest the same energy in recruiting administrative personnel.  He has spoken to the Department’s recruitment office and other administrative officers about launching an “adopt-a-school” program to link individual admin officers with a particular school of public policy or public administration.  He would expect the officers to visit the school while on home leave and to correspond with the school and keep in touch with possible recruits.

MORE PHONE QUESTIONS

Madrid telephoned in with a question on improving service delivery.   At their post appliance maintenance is provided under ICASS but there is no appliance pool. GSO spends time moving appliances from one house to another as occupants change, which wastes time and is not good for the appliances. Each agency buys its own brand of appliance.  This makes it hard to stock parts or provide training for the maintenance technicians.It is difficult to provide good maintenance services under such conditions.  They have suggested to the Council that they implement an appliance pool.  Some Council members were concerned that this would shift costs from post budgets to their headquarters budgets and that this would most likely be turned down in an effort by agencies to keep down ICASS costs.  Post cited this as one of the difficulties that can arise when they look to improve quality of services.

Secondly, Madrid asked if there was some way that DS could better rationalize their allocation of funding.  They said that the present guidance is conflicting as to what belongs to Security Supplemental and what belongs to Local Guard Program.  In addition they pointed out that there is quite a bit of stove-piping of DS funding which adds to the confusion.    Trish Garate (ISC) responded that she will contact DS.  Peter Hogan reminded the group that in FY03 Security Supplemental funding will no longer be a separate entity.  Any on-going service will move to LGP program under ICASS.

Cairo phoned in noting it will be interesting without the budget workshops this fall to see what the caliber of budget submissions will be.  They made the point that after three or four years of ICASS the number of workshops to help develop the budgets may not be necessary.

David Mein asked Mr. Eaton to comment on the status of the mail system.  Mr. Eaton reported that they have been working with CDC, EPA, and the FBI to ensure the safety of employees and the integrity of the mail system.  He apologized that some of the guidance has been changing. . As they learn more, they try to provide better and fuller information to posts.  Courier, DHL, FedEx, and inter-office mail are working domestically; however, the Department is still not accepting postal service mail.  The first irradiated mail is expected this week. They continue to work with the Postal Service to resume regular mail..  He mentioned that the Department has asked all posts to return their pouches as it is believed that there is at least one contaminated letter in the system.   They plan to decontaminate the pouches that were in-transit when the Department stopped accepting U.S. mail.

Mr. Eaton wrote to credit agencies, banks, and credit reporting agencies to explain the problems that the Department is facing and asked them to waive late fees.  He has been gratified to get positive responses from these institutions.

In closing Wayne Bush thanked Mr. Bill Eaton and all participants for taking part in this experiment.  He solicited feedback from all involved on how this experiment worked.

The telecast ended but the meeting continued as the following issues were discussed.

Advanced Planning: Wayne Bush announced that advanced planning for ICASS budgetary increases was one of the issues that was going to go forward to the IEB meeting.  Many agencies had pointed out that they would be better prepared for the State Department’s infusion of increased funding for ICASS infrastructure if they had participated in planning for the increase and had included corresponding increases in their own budget requests.   Several IWG members added that advanced planning was crucial for such increases.  Agencies are now locked into their FY 2002 budgets and have no way of finding the money.  William Eaton responded that he was pushing for agencies to get together early in order to establish priorities.  Everyone can benefit from a coordinated approach to OMB, especially with Secretary Powell being in place to “carry the water” for all of the ICASS participants.

Goal-Sharing.  Wayne Bush encouraged everyone to read carefully the ISC’s proposal for Goal Sharing as a new type of ICASS award.   David Mein said that if necessary there would be short IWG meeting to discuss the proposal.  When asked why there was an apparent rush to consider the awards, Mr. Bush responded that the enabling documents for the original ICASS Awards required that the IEB be involved in any change.  Several members questioned this requirement as well as the source of funding.  Barbara Hazelett (ISC) responded that it might be possible to accommodate the awards from money already in the ISC’s budget.

Business Travel.  Margaret McCarthy (USAID) asked if State has published a new policy on travel regarding business-class seating for long-distance government travelers.  William Eaton responded that business-class costs have always been allowed for individuals traveling in excess of 14 hours with no stopover.  Whether or not agencies allow this for their employees depends on who has the money.  State Department wants to allow this for all employees but they don’t know where the money will come from. 
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