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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

June 14, 2000

David Mein chaired the IWG meeting held on June 14, 2000.

OLD BUSINESS

1. Update on OPAP: IWG Chair David Mein informed the group that the report of the OPAP implementation committees is out, and advised anyone who is interested to get in touch with him for a copy.  He commented that from the text of the report there seems to have been a complete pendulum swing concerning ICASS: at first the committees did not even acknowledge its presence, then a large portion of their deliberations dealt with ICASS, and now the report practically ignores ICASS.  Sharon Nichols (USAID) noted that recommendations relating to ICASS were contained in a communication from the OPAP Right-Sizing Committee to IEB Chair Pat Kennedy.       

2. Furniture Pool Concerns: Graham Barton (DEA) reported that in a phone conversation between Assistant Secretary of State Kennedy and a senior manager from his agency on June 2nd , Mr. Kennedy acknowledged that the housing and furniture pools are separate and not linked, and agreed to communicate this to Bangkok.  Mr. Barton stated that DEA is willing to issue funds to the post as necessary to remove furniture pool furniture from apartments to be occupied by DEA.  ISC Director Greg Engle volunteered to follow up with Mr. Kennedy, and noted that under ICASS there is no linkage between the housing pool and a furniture pool.  Furniture pools are voluntary, and housing pools are outside the scope of ICASS.  

3. Overseas Staffing Committee: Steve Black (FAA) summarized the results of the IEB meeting.  The Board supported reconstituting the Committee.  Mr. Black sought volunteers from the IWG and at least one representative from the ISC and requested IWG Chair David Mein to ask Bill Eaton (EUR/EX) to contribute staff participation as well.  The Committee will petition the Budget Committee for funds in support of the proposed family member scholarships, which is the first item on the reconstituted Committee’s agenda.  

4. Report on FSC Paris: Sid Kaplan (State/FMP/IFS) summarized the report made to the Hill concerning the transition of some financial services from FSC Paris to FSC Charleston (cf. Minutes of the IEB June 7th Meeting.)  He noted that the Congressional conference report issued last year does NOT, as is commonly believed, require total closure of the Paris FSC.  State will have a continuing presence at the Paris FSC, the size of which will be determined by the success of the new financial system which is being developed.  The Department’s report to the Hill, repeated in subsequent briefings, makes it clear that any move of regional finance operations from Paris is dependent on two issues.  The first is renovation of the vacant buildings in Charleston.  The buildings in question need complete renovation and, until the renovation is completed, there is no space for additional staff.  The second issue is to complete and deploy the new financial system, scheduled to be operational in Paris during FY 2002.  Only after the buildings and systems issues are resolved will some financial servicing now being conducted at FSC Paris be transferred to FSC Charleston.  Peter Hogan (FAS) asked if the decision has been made to retain certain operations in Paris and Bangkok, or could the European operation possibly be housed somewhere else, say Frankfurt?  Mr. Kaplan replied that there is a tremendous investment made in human capital, and the remaining European operations will not move from Paris.  Steve Black noted he does not understand why some of this move is waiting for the new financial system to be put into place and why it is being put into place in Paris at all.  Mr. Kaplan replied that the Department feels it is not possible to deploy a completely new financial system and move parts of a financial service center operation from one location to another simultaneously.  The plan is to successfully introduce the new system and then move some elements of financial servicing from Paris to Charleston.  

NEW BUSINESS
1. Review of June 7th ICASS Executive Board Meeting: David Mein began by thanking all who made presentations, noting that the next meeting is scheduled for October 11th, which is only four months away.  Each item from the June 7th meeting identified as requiring IWG action was discussed.
· Proposed contract to study ICASS service delivery: David Mein began by suggesting he make appointments to speak with IEB members to get their views on the scope such a study might take, and asked for volunteers from the IWG to join him.  Other members of the IWG heard the IEB task the IWG directly with coming up with a better definition of the scope such a study might take, and after some discussion, that is the approach that was agreed upon.  Each IWG representative was asked to consult with whomever they feel is appropriate within their own organization (including their IEB member) and come to the July 12th IWG meeting prepared to discuss specifics of the proposal on behalf of their agency.  Matt Burns (State) suggested that funding be a part of that discussion.

· Changes in ICASS awards approved: The IEB approved moving the timing of the annual ICASS awards from a fiscal year to a calendar year cycle, and increased the amount of the Post Best Practices Award from $10,000 to $25,000.  It was agreed that the ISC will draft two cables at the appropriate time – one to announce the change in the awards, and the second to announce the opening of nominations.

· Strong support for continued ICASS training efforts: A significant portion of the IEB meeting was devoted to the importance of providing adequate ICASS training for post Council members as well as service providers, including GSOs and FSNs in addition to the Admin Officers and financial management personnel.  The IWG Training Committee chaired by Steve Browning (State/FSI), was tasked with providing the IEB with a report on what improvements might be achieved if more money were available for training.  That Committee will meet on June 27th to begin to prepare that report.

· Reconstitute the Overseas Staffing Committee: Discussion surrounded the cost of employing direct hire Americans (DHA) and the need for more substantive employment opportunities for qualified family members.  The question of how posts could be allowed to keep at least a portion of the savings gained when a DHA is replaced with locally engaged staff was raised, and the IEB tasked Greg Engle and State/FMP to explore what options may exist.

· Cable on withdrawing from ICASS services: Greg Engle was charged with drafting a cable to the field clarifying the need for agencies to inform others of their reasons for withdrawal from ICASS services, which reflects the thoughts expressed at the IEB meeting.  Mr. Engle circulated the draft cable, and suggested that it remain open for comment until June 21, after which the ISC would send it.

2. OIG Audit of Selection of ICASS Service Providers: David Mein led the IWG through a review of the fifteen recommendations made by State’s OIG in its audit report and the official responses that have been made to date.  The following recommendations gave rise to discussion.

· Recommendation 2: Propose that the ICASS Handbook be revised to state that it is the responsibility of the service provider to evaluate its compliance with the service standards of the service it is providing, relying on the objective measures set forth in those standards.  Further, relevant findings should be provided to the post ICASS Council chairperson prior to preparation of the annual assessment memorandum.  

Peter Hogan (FAS) commented on the report’s focus on how the Council evaluates its service provider(s) and concern at the absence of actual assessments at many posts.  The report talks of focusing training efforts on council members and GSOs, and Peter expressed his feeling that this needs to be stressed as part of the training plan which is being developed.  Greg Engle noted that the ISC, in its meetings with the OIG team, argued that ICASS Councils decide which services they wanted to have quantitative feedback on.  If a Council is generally pleased with a particular service, why waste the service provider's time quantifying performance in that service area?  The ISC would like to post to the web page samples and models of effective customer satisfaction surveys and feedback as it identifies them.  Matt Burns suggested that perhaps a more difficult situation is when the service provider can’t engage the post Council’s attention – often service providers would like to have the Council members as partners when dealing with complaints from individual agencies.  How does one address a situation where Councils simply don’t meet or won’t get engaged?  One can easily have a situation where Council members don’t want to get involved but where there are lots of complaints by employees.  Others mentioned the need for some sort of “tool kit” at post to tell Council members, who are program managers, NOT admin experts, what they need to do when.  ICASS training efforts need to turn attention from software usage to the roles of Council members and staff such as the GSOs.  There was general agreement that training is the key to the entire situation. 

· Recommendation 4: Propose that the Handbook be revised to include guidance to posts on how to more accurately distribute personnel time to cost centers.  This guidance should direct posts to allocate ICASS personnel time between cost centers, to the extent practical and cost effective, on objective quantitative measures, either in lieu of or as a supplement to any annual survey of staff the post Council might use.
FMP, in its official response to this recommendation, advocated a system that is simple and easy to administer, and expressed the “concern that any system for distributing ICASS employees’ time must not be more cumbersome than it is beneficial.”  The IWG members present acknowledged the validity of this point, but Ken Eisenhardt (DSCA) spoke for a number of them when he stressed the importance of having the Council review the time distribution as part of the annual budget review at post.

· Recommendation 5: Propose that the cost distribution factors be reviewed and, where cost effective and where existing post records allow for a more accurate distribution, develop more accurate methods of distribution.  This should include vehicle maintenance, procurement services, residential building operations, and personnel services.  The Handbook should be revised to reflect these more accurate methods of distribution.
Peter Hogan proposed that the Handbook Committee take the language from this recommendation into account.  Matt Burns cautioned that a lot of this audit report is “a sub rosa attempt to move ICASS from a cost distribution system to a cost accounting system.”  Peter Hogan agreed that when you choose a representative item for the workload count, you are attempting to go in the direction of being more precise, but you do not always achieve your desired outcome by doing so.

· Recommendations 6, 8 and 9: These are recommendations for the State Regional Bureaus' response, and they have not yet formally replied.  The OIG is in the process of following up on this.

· Recommendation 7: The response to this was assigned to State’s M/P office, but no official response has yet been received.  The OIG is following up on this recommendation as well.

· Recommendation 10: Propose that the ISC should use the Global Database reports to conduct analyses globally, regionally, and between posts to identify posts where ICASS costs are significantly higher than similar posts.  Further, the ISC, in coordination with the regional bureaus, should periodically follow-up to determine the causes of large differences in ICASS costs between posts and/or over time, help posts identify inconsistencies, and monitor proposed changes or corrective actions.
While the ISC is not staffed to conduct regular global in-depth analyses, it is attempting to assist others in their understanding and use of the information available through the Global Database, by means of its PMO orientation, which will also be offered to interested members of the IWG.  Greg Engle noted that the ISC Software Development Team is devoting a lot of time and attention to making sure the Global Database reports are accurate.  As a result, the per unit cost methodology previously employed has been revised and significantly improved.

· Recommendation 12: Propose that the Handbook be revised to reflect guidance that clarifies the proposal format to be used by agencies wishing to compete as an alternative service provider.  This guidance should state that an agency’s proposal should include a statement of the proposed costs for providing the service, calculated in the same manner in which ICASS costs are calculated by the current service provider.
There was some discussion of the fact that cost analysis is not the same as actually running figures through the ICASS post software for invoicing purposes.  Steve Cowper (USAID) has developed a template for running the software for alternative service provider proposals.  He has given a copy to the ISC and it will be shared with the Handbook Committee as it considers drafting guidance in this area.

Attachments: Draft Cable, Explaining ICASS Service Withdrawals

OIG Audit Recommendations 

Final Minutes for May 3rd IWG Meeting

Draft Minutes for May 17th IWG Meeting 

Cables:
London 003923, Proposal to Implement Prime Pay Overseas in London



Panama 002114, Project Excellence – Taking it to the Customer



State 106110, Sharing ICASS Budget Reports



State 109425, Straight Talk on ICASS Carryover Funds
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