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MEMORANDUM

TO:

IEB Members

FROM:

ISC Director - Lawrence C. Mandel

SUBJECT:
Recommendations for ICASS Structural Improvements 

As this is my last IEB meeting as Director of the ISC I want to share my thoughts on areas for improvement that represent relatively easy, yet important, changes – so-called “low hanging fruit.”  ICASS is now a mature system, having been in operation for almost 10 years.  Some of its aspects have worked very well; others require tweaking or in some cases reworking.  

For the past two years I have put the overall interests of ICASS at the forefront of my thinking.  I have traveled to some 23 separate venues and met with hundreds of ICASS Council Chairs, Members, and Service Providers.  ICASS is working better now than when it was introduced, and there are initiatives in place to make it work even better in the future.  

At the same time, there are some common problems which lead me to make three recommendations: (1) that ICASS Councils be slimmed down by reducing the number of Council Members to one per agency; (2) that Management Officers be allowed to represent State interests on ICASS Councils as full Council members, and serve as co-Chairs of the Council; and (3) that the IWG Budget Committee be tasked with determining whether the budget system would be more efficient and effective if ICASS funding decisions were redirected at the Bureau, rather than the Post, level – which to a large extent has already happened informally.  Following are my reasons for making these recommendations.

Agency participation at Post level – Many agency representatives at posts prefer not to spend time on ICASS matters, yet the time commitment is maximized by the principle that each invoice holder, rather than each agency, serves on the ICASS Council.  Since there are some 250 separate invoices in the ICASS system, this requires much more participation than if representation was on the agency level.  Having more Council members results in longer, less focused meetings.  As in the IEB, Post Councils should be composed of one representative from each agency. (NOTE: The biggest impact of such a decision would be on DoD, which typically has the largest number of separate invoices at a Post, and which normally designates a single representative to serve on the Ambassador’s Country Team.)  

Proposal: Agencies should be limited to one representative on the ICASS Council, and allowed to determine who should represent that agency.  
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Role of Management Officers – ICASS places much of the burden of management on the shoulders of a group of agency heads who may not have the time and/or inclination to get deeply involved in management issues.  At the same time, ICASS essentially bars the person who knows most about both management and ICASS – the Management Officer – from fully participating in the ICASS system.  In almost every post I have visited there exists a fiction that someone else from State – often a Junior Officer – represents the State Department on the ICASS Council.  Even worse, the current structure sends the message that the Management Counselor is a recipient of direction, rather than the dynamic management leader ICASS requires.  Ending this fiction would strengthen the ICASS process and would send the signal to the Management Officers that they are expected to provide leadership.  Recently the ISC started a series of very successful workshops for Council Chairs and Management Officers stressing the need for their partnership in leading the ICASS process; this should be formalized by making them co-Chairs of the ICASS Councils and full-fledged partners in the process.  (I also anticipate that it will be easier to recruit Council Co-Chairs if they understand they will not take on the sole responsibility for running the Council.  Chair recruitment has been a continuing problem.) 

Proposal: Management Officers should be allowed to have full voting rights as representatives of their agency, and should serve as co-Chairs of ICASS Councils along with a second person agreed to by the Council. 

Budgeting –When ICASS was started the Budget Committee of the IWG reviewed each post’s budget in detail, requiring hours of time-consuming and laborious micro-review.  Over the years the IWG has moved away from rigorous post review, and now essentially reviews plans by geographic bureau.  This is a much more efficient method of budgeting, since in reality funding levels are usually driven from Washington rather than from the posts.  Formalizing this change in emphasis by reengineering the budgeting system would save time, energy and futility by the posts, and would allow the geographic bureaus flexibility to manage within overall budgets, taking into account changing world conditions.  

Proposal: The IEB should task the Budget Committee of the IWG with identifying a system of budgeting by Bureau, rather than by post, requiring the regional bureaus to manage within their resources while still accurately capturing and reporting costs by post and agency.  

It has been a privilege to serve as Director of the ICASS Service Center.  We are fortunate to have the commitment and talent of so many people, both at the Posts, the IEB, IWG and ISC, to make the system work as well as it does.  Periodic adjustments of the system can serve to make it even better.

