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Introducing Discipline into the Budget Process - A Success Story:  The initial FY 2001 budget submission was the first to be affected by the deadline penalty.  Under the new policy, a post's ICASS target will be reduced by one percent if it fails to submit its budget by the announced deadline.  In addition, the post could be ineligible to receive an increase of its target during the mid-year budget review process.  Although many were skeptical about the implementation of the deadline penalty, submission results following the December 1 deadline were impressive in comparison to the pre-penalty record.  In  FY 1999, the ICASS Service Center (ISC) had received 77 of 162 budget submissions by the deadline; the submissions contained more than 500 unsigned invoices.  In FY 2001, only two posts submitted their budgets late, and the number of unsigned invoices (minus those from the two posts that submitted their budgets late) dropped to approximately 70.  The Budget Committee met in January to review all cases in which a post might incur a penalty due to a late budget submission or an unsigned invoice.  In the end, only one post, Embassy Port-au-Prince, suffered a one-percent reduction of its target.  

Although the penalty does not apply to mid-year budget submissions, only five were delinquent a week after the May 1 deadline.

The penalty process has clearly improved on-time submission of budgets and signed invoices, which speeds up the budget process and advances the date by which the ISC can send final targets to the posts.  The process does, however, consume a significant portion of the ISC Reimbursement Team's time and energy during the December and May submission periods.

Getting the Word Out - Post ICASS Training:  The Training Committee of the ICASS Working Group (IWG) has provided a report in another section of this briefing book which indicates that 16 posts will have received the post ICASS training so far in FY 2001 (projected through July 9).  ISC Training Coordinator David Ball is primarily responsible for arranging the training schedule and ensuring that posts are prepared to receive the training teams.  He is now assisted by Sam Durrett, a recently retired Administrative Officer who last served in Tegucigalpa, Honduras, who, like David, leads training teams to post.  In addition, several other ISC staffers are regular members of training teams, which pulls them away from other ISC duties for two weeks at a time.  Like the stricter enforcement of budget deadlines, the post ICASS training has been very successful, according to the reports and evaluations of the posts trained, but is consuming an increasing amount of ISC staff time - time well worth spending advancing this well received and much in demand ICASS product.

Reducing Budget Workshops:  The initial ICASS budget submission for FY 2001 was the first posts have submitted without the advantage ICASS budget workshops in all regions.  As the item on budget deadlines reflects, the lack of a workshop did not inhibit a post's ability to get its budget and invoices in on time.  Likewise, there was no discernible decline in the quality of the posts' budgets.  The ISC will maintain the one-workshop policy, but at the request of the State regional bureaus, has agreed to hold the annual workshops in the fall rather than the spring to facilitate the preparation of the initial budget submissions.  The elimination of one round of regional workshops is one way in which the ISC has been able to carve out time for other initiatives such as the post training and implementation of procedures that accompany new policies such as the deadline penalty and the proposed Bill Payment and Disputes Policy.

Rebuilding the ICASS Software:  Efforts to commence the process of rebuilding the ICASS budget and cost distribution software were given a boost when the IWG's IT Committee agreed to contribute $250,000 to the project from its Innovation Fund and the Budget Committee committed an additional $597,000 from exchange rate surpluses.  At present, the ISC's Software Development Team is in the process of gathering information from various users and stakeholders in preparation for a gathering of the same to exchange views and ideas on features that should be addressed when rebuilding the software.  That gathering will most likely take place later this summer, and if all goes well, everything should still be on track to release of the new software for the preparation of the initial FY 2003 ICASS budget submission.

ISC Staffing:  Since the last IEB meeting in October 2000, Sam Longstreet has joined the ISC's Customer Service and Training Team as a management analyst on detail from the International Board of Broadcasters.  The IWG's Personnel Committee agreed to make permanent a second secretarial position which was "on loan" to the ISC from State's Bureau of Financial Management and Policy.  Finita Greene is the incumbent.  The Personnel Committee also agreed to convert to State Civil Service the Customer Service position currently occupied by Steven Gibson of the Peace Corps.  Patricia Garate was elevated to the position of Reimbursements Team Leader early in 2001, replacing Richard Sizemore.  The ISC is currently recruiting to fill the State Civil Service position Ms. Garate vacated when she was promoted.  The person who is hired to fill that position will become the ISC's Reimbursement Officer, responsible for the implementation of the new Bill Payments and Disputes Policy, assuming the IEB approves it.  Last but not least, Jim McGee, who is currently the Administrative Counselor in Abidjan, will assume his duties as the new ISC Director in early August. 

Some Parting Thoughts:  I will leave my position as Director of the ICASS Service Center on July 13 to assume new duties in the Bureau of African Affairs.  It has been both rewarding and challenging to be associated with the ICASS Program.  Two years ago, just prior to assuming my position, I, along with many of you, attended an all-day ICASS offsite at the National Foreign Affairs Training Center.  The first session of that gathering was entitled "Clearing the Air."  Leaving the ISC almost two years later, I can say with confidence that, due to the hard work of many people -- IWG members, State regional bureau representatives, the ISC staff and others -- a far more constructive spirit prevails.  For the most part, the issues that we debate and try to solve are practical in nature, and the fact that parties occasionally disagree over their solution is normal and healthy given the different interests they represent.

I came to ICASS with three concerns, which I shared at my first IWG meeting:  (1) that we never lose sight of the fact that ICASS is first and foremost a system for our overseas posts; (2) that because the system is so process-intensive, we need to guard against confusing process for result; and (3) that the system is fairly complex and, wherever possible, we should guard against increasing its complexity or we risk reducing the number of people who understand it, thereby diminishing its transparency. 

Our record on all three scores has been mixed. Over the last year, the IWG has brought fewer post-specific problems to its meetings.  A few post-specific issues, however, did drag across many months of IWG meetings (at great cost of time).  In many cases there was little to suggest the IWG would be able to solve the posts’ problems or even had the authority to get involved.  These occasions are now the exception rather than the rule, due, in no small part, to the fact that the IWG has reduced its meetings by half, all of which are now on the record.  This is a positive trend, but I would advise each IEB member to read the IWG minutes regularly and ensure that the items under discussion are those which are appropriate for Washington deliberation.  If, in the view of an IEB member, they are not, the IEB member's IWG representative can carry that concern to the IWG.  Food for thought:  if time is money, then the average biweekly IWG meeting, with its 30 to 40 attendees, costs about $2000-3000.  Sometimes the invoice discrepancies or ICASS costs we spend a lot of time talking about are less than that amount.

The IWG is the staff arm of the IEB.  It sees itself as working at the IEB's direction.  That means that the IEB needs to exercise caution in the directions it gives or appears to give to the IWG.  During my tenure, I have observed a few cases in which an IEB member or an IWG committee made a proposal which sparked no particular enthusiasm (or perhaps met a skeptical response).  Rather than decide against any action, however, IEB members, not feeling strongly for or against, acquiesced in tasking the IWG and/or the ISC to gather more information, flesh out a scope of work, etc.  The result was hours of time spent at many months of meetings, but no product (sometimes sensibly so).  In a few cases, the subject of discussion, study, review, etc. was the special interest of only one person, and when that person left the IWG, the issue died a natural death.  In my view, in order to ward off a tendency to mistake process (in this case, meetings) for results, the IEB should set for itself a higher standard in determining what the IWG and ISC pursue on its behalf.  Sometimes, it might be necessary to take the Nancy Reagan approach and "Just say no" if a proposal does not have the enthusiastic support of a significant number of IEB members. 

When the founders of ICASS developed the idea for an office like the ISC, one of the features they identified as important was interagency staffing.  They felt that the customer agencies' interests and stake in the ICASS system would be advanced by having some of their employees on the ISC staff, bringing with them their agencies' best innovations and practices.  The idea is a noble one, but the results have been far less than ideal.  Generally, it has been difficult to attract qualified applicants to ISC jobs.  Very few applicants come with a knowledge of ICASS or experience at an embassy or consulate.  These are things they have to pick up at the Foreign Service Institute's four-day ICASS course and on the job, but since they are generally only on the job for a year, the amount of fully productive time we have them is short.  They are also usually new to the State Department, and since so much of what the ISC does requires interaction with State support offices, they have much to learn in this regard, as well.  No sooner do they develop a decent network of contacts than they return to their agencies.  The average gap between detail positions is four months.  Some gaps have been much longer.  Very few have been shorter.  During gaps, other ISC members, whose own duties have increased over ICASS's short life as a result of new systems and initiatives, have to pick up the slack.

In the end, the ISC can serve the IEB, the IWG, the posts and other offices best if it is staffed by well-qualified people.  Insistence on interagency staffing makes this difficult to achieve.  In a few cases, the IWG's Personnel Committee has agreed to the conversion of detail positions to permanent State Civil Service jobs, where it was clear that a position (such as software development) required continuity or where the chance of retaining a highly qualified and productive detail employee was high.  My recommendation would be to continue in that direction without extreme anxiety over the loss of interagency detail positions to the extent that the ISC can attract talented people devoted to making ICASS a quality management system. 

In closing, allow me to extend my thanks to the ICASS Executive Board for giving me the opportunity to serve as Director of the ICASS Service Center.

