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International Cooperative Administrative Support Services

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

Minutes
ICASS INTERAGENCY WORKING GROUP MEETING

May 14, 2003

Peter Hogan chaired the meeting.

Old Business

1. Final Report on the Post English Teaching Pilot Project
Joanne Law (Coordinator of the Post English Language Program Pilot – A/CAI) and Alan Greenfield (A/CAI) presented the final report of this one-year pilot program.  The pilot was established to develop relevant pre-employment testing and language training classes for national employees/foreign-born spouses at posts.  Ms. Law thanked the IWG for the funding it provided to this project, run by the Bureau of Western Hemisphere Affairs (WHA) and the Center for Administrative Innovation (A/CAI).  Ms. Law highlighted three aspects of the pilot:

-Pre-Employment Testing – A testing package was developed and piloted in Caracas streamlining English language pre-employment assessments using a collection listening/
reading/written tasks based upon VOA Special English broadcasts.

-Post English Language Program – Over 240 employees from multiple agencies at three posts participated in the program in the pilot year, Caracas, Buenos Aires and Cuidad Juarez.  The program included training in English conversation, reading and writing skills.  She cited that diagnostic testing comparing pre-program and final test scores showed overall improvement by participants (Conversation I participants showing the greatest gains +20%).  She also cited that 90% of participants were very satisfied or satisfied with the program and 100% of the 133 students and officers surveyed recommended this program for overseas missions.

-Post English Teaching Program Website (http://embajadausa.org.ve/pelp/index2.htm)– was developed to house relevant pilot information as well as specific information to assist posts in setting up a mission English program.

Posts reported that the training had an impact on the efficiency and morale of the post while facilitating communication and opening up job opportunities for participants.

Though the original pilot was from April to April, Mr. Greenfield requested that the unspent resources be left available until the end of the Fiscal Year in order to continue to pay teachers through the end of September.  The IWG agreed that the resources provided ($140K) were not to be pulled back but were expected to be completely expended.  Mr. Greenfield indicated that the goal was to seek out various sources of funding in order to expand the program in the future.  Present legislation prohibits FSI resources from funding English teaching but the hope is that the legislation might be changed in the future.  Mr. Greenfield also advised that A/CAI would develop a proposal to pilot use of the materials at up to five other posts in areas outside WHA.  A/CAI will submit a proposal to the ICASS Budget Committee before the end of the summer.

2. Update on Software Rebuild
Travis Finley (ISC) reported that development of the web-based ICASS Software Rebuild continues.  The plan is to conduct Alpha and Beta testing this summer at several posts (not yet identified).  The hope is to implement the new software in October, introducing it at the fall budget conferences, and operating it through a ‘virtual’ year in FY04.  During this ‘virtual’ year posts would run the old software (version 10.0) to develop their FY04 budgets as well as run the new rebuilt (web-based) software in order to ensure the integrity of the new rebuilt software.  The new rebuilt software would be introduced during the fall budget conferences where a good amount of conference time would be spent working with the new rebuilt software.

Matt Burns (State) asked if that meant that data would be entered twice?  Who would do the work and how will posts react at having to keep a second set of books?  Mr. Finley suggested this could be done at the workshops.

Wayne Bush (ISC) explained that the workshops were originally set up for developing and working on the ICASS budgets but as people become more familiar with the ICASS software posts were coming to the conferences with their budgets completed and the conferences have evolved to be more information sharing.  For this year conferences would revert back to working on budget development within the new rebuilt software.  Mr. Finley indicated that since the version 10.0 would be used to run the actual invoices the information in the new system would not be as time sensitive though it remains important as it is vital that both end products match.

Mr. Bush explained that by the time the IWG was able to approve the funding for the rebuild the deadline for awarding the contract to complete the rebuild by FY04 had passed.  In spite of that the contractor and ISC had worked hard in order to maintain the FY04 implementation date.

Mr. Burns asked if the new web-based software allows for ‘live’ submission of information and what is to be done for those posts that do not have web connectivity?  Mr. Finley responded that these posts would be able to submit by e-mail.

Ms. Cheri Caddy (FAS) asked if other agencies would be able to access the information now that the rebuilt software is web-based.  Mr. Finley said that the new platform has the capability for internet access built in.  Mr. Bush emphasized that the capability would only be usable once the Department has developed a DS approved means to share unclassified information via the internet; in the meantime the budget information would remain available only on the Department intranet. 

Mr. Burns asked for more information in “laymen’s terms” about the system.  What kind of database will it have?  Will it be Oracle, SQL Server or Access?  Mr. Finley advised that the database will be none of these.  The ISC is using Java for the database.  Burns pointed out that he hadn’t been on the IT Committee for two years but assumed that the IT committee has been briefed through the process.  The IWG has not been kept abreast of this major project.  The Information Technology Committee agreed to provide more information to the IWG at its meeting on June 11thincluding a specifications sheet like that found on the side of most commercial software products that lists some of the application’s basic features/capabilities.

NEW BUSINESS

3. Summary of Budget Hearings
Peter Hogan (FAS and Budget Committee Co-chair) reported that the budget hearings had taken place and the Final FY03 targets were issued to all but the 5 posts where AID had expressed concerns with affordability.  Jeffrey Kramer (AID) reported that the issues at two of the five posts had been resolved but that he continues to work with the remaining three.

Colombo  -awaiting information from post.

Kabul  
-the Council had approved a GSO position but AID disagreed.  USAID awaits communication from post.

Kigali 
-USAID resolving issues with post FSN wage  increase and a GSO position.

Mr. Bush (ISC) summarized that all but one agency have approved the targets.  He pointed out that the offices that are being asked to provide additional information and work through the disputes, NEA-SA/EX and AF, are those that are dealing with other very high priority issues overseas in places like Afghanistan, Saudi Arabia, and Iraq.  Mr. Bush said that the delay in providing resources to our posts has been damaging to the perceptions of the IWG, and it was important for all to recognize the consequences of the delays for our posts.  He pointed out that both Kabul and Kigali maintain that there was council approval of the GSO positions AID has questioned. 

Matt Burns (State) pointed out that the problem with the target process is not specific to this year.  The Budget Committee has built into the system time to let agencies approach their posts prior to the hearings to get all of their paperwork in order and the come to the table empowered to make decisions.  He said the IWG needs to reach closure.

Mr. Kramer said that AID came to the table with a definitive affordability issue but that the ISC on behalf of the Bureaus refuses to accept that position.  He said the ISC is helping resolve the issues that AID has put forward which he appreciates.  Mr. Bush noted that the State representative on the budget committee had declined to accept the AID proposal to reduce the targets.

Mr. Hogan reminded the IWG that it is the responsibility of the Budget Committee to approve targets.  At some point the Committee must either reach a consensus or vote on the issue if the Service Provider and USAID cannot work out the differences.  He emphasized that, as of FY02 when the State Department received an increase in resources, the IWG is in new territory where affordability for agencies is a real issue.  Nonetheless the Budget Committee still needs to approve a target quickly for these remaining three posts.  

Mr. Bush reported that the ISC had contacted the IEB members for AID and State as the budget committee had requested.  He said that the AID IEB member asked the ISC to contact the Bureaus to run pro-forma invoices for the posts at the new target. This, or a similar analysis, had been done for each of the posts in question.  Mr. Bush said that he believed that all information requested by AID had been provided by the posts and bureaus, but that AID had not yet responded.  Mr. Kramer indicated that AID had responded in numerous e-mails and that he continued to be in contact with his posts on these issues.  The Budget Committee planned to meet immediately following this IWG meeting in order to seek resolution.

4. ICASS Customer Focused Management Seminar Proposal
Mark Standiford (ISC) introduced a proposal developed by the ISC for a seminar for service provider managers (managers from all service providing agencies).  He indicated that this proposal was in response to the ISC’s survey conducted last year as well as from feedback received from IEB members who expressed a need to sharpen the focus on customer service in the ICASS context.  Mr. Standiford explained that the ISC informally surveyed approximately 25 State Management Officers (MOs) in the course of developing the proposal before the IWG.  In addition the ISC consulted with the Foreign Service Institute (FSI) and State’s Bureau of Administration to ensure that this seminar does not duplicate existing training opportunities.   The proposal is for 40 participants to attend a 3-4 day seminar in late autumn.

Ms. Cheri Cady (FAS) indicated she had no problem with the proposal itself but expressed concern about the way that it was presented.  She said that the proposal had not been vetted through the training committee prior to being presented to the IWG.  She also expressed concern that the cost of $225K had not been discussed at the recent Budget Hearings.  The idea of a customer service training had been discussed but no costs had been attached to it.

Mr. Bush (ISC) said that the ISC always presents proposals to the full IWG.  The IWG may then decide to ask one of its subcommittees to review the proposal if desired.  He pointed out that at the ISC’s budget hearing he had briefed the committee that carry over funds—specifically funding anticipated as a result of a reversal of an erroneous charge from GSA—would be available to fund the training proposal the ISC was developing.  He said he was wide open to input from the training committee, and that the written proposal that had been distributed specifically stated that input would be sought from the training committee and from the at-post training teams.  Ms. Caddy expressed concern about the availability of support for this seminar since the ISC has existing vacancies and a planned turn over.  Mr. Bush said that he hoped with IWG support that the staffing gap in the customer service team would be brief, that a contractor would most likely provide the actual training, and that ISC personnel, including WAEs, would be able to provide the support needed. Mr. Bush expressed his appreciation to Mr. Reed Werner for the large amount of work he performed in developing the proposal on behalf of the ISC. Mr. Werner had spoken to FSI, surveyed business schools, and reached out to Management Officers (MOs) to help develop the seminar proposal.

Matt Burns asked whether the random sample of Management Officers provided clear data on what the target population supported?  The data is very pertinent to this discussion of spending $255K.  Mr. Bush indicated that some of the topics in the proposal were responsive to the MOs and other topics were responsive to the ICASS system.

By consensus the proposal was passed to the training committee for further review.

5. GAO Review of ICASS

Wayne Bush reported on a meeting he attended with GAO in preparation for a review of ICASS.  GAO, though in the early stages of defining their methodology, expects to meet with ICASS participants during this summer and issue a report in the fall.  The GAO representatives stressed that they are looking at the cost effectiveness of ICASS for the USG as a whole and that this is a “review” and not an audit.  Some agencies have already been contacted to participate in the review and others may be contacted in the near future. 

The review is being undertaken at the request of Representative Christopher Shays, Chairman, Subcommittee on National Security, Emerging Threats, and International Relations, Committee on Government Reform.

6. Former ISC Director Sworn in as Ambassador

Matt Burns reported to the IWG that he had the pleasure of attending the Swearing in of Greg Engle as the Ambassador to Togo.  Ambassador Engle served as the Director of the ISC for two years.  The IWG expressed their congratulations.

7. Future Meetings
The next ICASS Executive Board (IEB) meeting is scheduled for 10:00 a.m. on June 24th and will be held at the Department of State.    
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