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International Cooperative Administrative Support Services

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

FINAL MINUTES

ICASS WORKING GROUP MEETING

January 24, 2001

David Mein (IWG-Chair) chaired the IWG meeting held on January 24, 2001.

OLD BUSINESS

1. Budget Committee Report: Peter Hogan (USDA), Budget Committee Chair, provided an update to the IWG on the items discussed at the committee’s January 22nd meeting.  Penalties for posts not complying with the budget and invoice submission deadline of December 1st were discussed, and the appeals from several posts considered.  Mr. Hogan noted that the committee members were most interested in ascertaining whether or not there were significant extenuating circumstances in any particular case, such as the post that experienced an extended network crash during the final stages of the budget process.  One post, Haiti, failed to meet the requirements set forth by the Budget Committee, and had no reasonable explanation for its deficient performance.  They will receive a cable shortly, officially informing the post that it will be assessed the 1% penalty.
Mr. Hogan noted that the new process has been extremely successful, and has resulted in an overwhelming improvement in the number of timely budget submissions.  Greg Engle (ISC Director) will draft a cable summarizing the lessons learned from this most recent exercise.  There has been some discussion of what actions might need to be taken should the submission of the final invoices not continue this wave of timely submissions.  Mr. Hogan expressed the hope that there will not be a need to consider imposing a second round of penalty assessments in order to assure compliance, but noted the committee is prepared to consider this option should it appear to be necessary.

Lengthy discussion of the draft “ICASS Bill Payment and Disputes Procedures” was conducted at the Budget Committee meeting, and the text is part of the materials handed out at this IWG meeting.  Mr. Hogan asked IWG members to review the document, and be prepared to make final comments and consider its adoption at the next IWG meeting, scheduled for February 7th.  The “teeth” of this document lies in the assertion (issued in accordance with existing statute) that Federal agencies who have not made full payment for services within 90 days after billing, will have services suspended if full payment is not made within 180 days after it has been notified it is in arrears.  He also called the group’s attention to the new language in paragraph three on page two, which states: “To facilitate transmission of the initial (80 percent) invoice in advance of the budget hearings, the ISC uses an estimate of central Washington costs based on prior fiscal year final levels.  The ISC adjusts central Washington costs to approved current year levels when issuing the final (20 percent) invoice.”  This is a new procedure that would require an IWG policy decision.  Its intent is to speed up the entire budget process.  If the “Billing and Disputes Resolution Process” is adopted, it will go to the IEB for final approval.

Steve Cowper (USAID) asked to go on record as voicing his desire to see this document treated as an instrument for remedying future billing issues.  USAID has submitted documents as to why it has not paid past bills currently under dispute.  It feels it has come to the table with a full explanation in support of its position, and has not received an answer.  It does not wish to see this process under discussion applied to old disputes.  

Heide Kersey (INS) pointed out that her agency currently has a situation where it has agreed to pay a bill, but is having difficulty in finding FY 2000 money to pay it with.  She would like to see as part of the policy that an agency can set a date for future payment and not have services cut off.  Discussion of the efficacy of that option followed, with Peter Hogan suggesting that Ms. Kersey draft specific language to include the option she desires, for all to review.  Graham Barton (DEA) asked where direct charges would come into play, and was reminded that direct charges are outside of ICASS,  and are therefore not a part of this process.  Beth Durbin (Peace Corps) raised the question for bills in dispute with entities such as a RPSO, where a post ICASS Council would not serve as the vehicle for the first level of dispute resolution.  Peter Hogan noted that the ISC Reimbursements Officer would be the logical party to encourage discussion and dispute resolution in such a situation, and if it cannot be resolved, then it should be taken to the IEB.

Minor changes to the initial Budget Committee hearings were discussed, and Patricia Garate (ISC) promised a revised schedule reflecting these minor changes will be distributed to all later in the week.  She also noted that even with these revisions, the hearings are still scheduled to be completed well within the initial window of January 31st to February 14th.       
2. Post-Based ICASS Training Report (Cotonou and Dakar): David Ball (ISC) Training Coordinator, reported on the most recent post-wide ICASS training sessions, held in Cotonou and Dakar.  He stressed the positive synergy and added value of the fact that all sectors of the post are represented at these sessions – Americans and FSNs, office heads, supervisors, and employees, post ICASS Council members and ICASS service providers, DCMs and Ambassadors.  In Cotonou, which is a small post with only three agencies represented, 40 people attended the sessions.  There is a very active working group there, and all those attending reported significant enhancement of their knowledge of ICASS.  In Dakar, which is a far larger post, 75 people attended, representing the major agencies present at post – DAO, Peace Corps, USAID, State, and USAID/OIG. Mr. Ball noted that the USAID/OIG granted inservice continuing education credit to its employees that attended this training.  The ambassador was most supportive, personally attending more than one session, and directing those participating in the “where do we go from here” session to give her a written outline of their plans within two weeks.  She also indicated to the team she will convey her appreciation for the quality of the training to Assistant Secretary Pat Kennedy.

Christina Somma (AF/EX), who represented the bureau at the training in Dakar, told the IWG of the bureau’s strong support for this training.  She expressed the opinion that bureau representation at these sessions can be a most valuable addition to their usefulness; she was able to address many post concerns with funding and the target-setting process in a way only a bureau representative could.  Ms. Somma concluded her praise of the training by noting that AF/EX will be sending out a cable to all their posts encouraging them to request this training.   

David Ball noted that the next scheduled sessions are in Cairo and Riyadh in February, and Islamabad and New Delhi in March.  He asked that all IWG members encourage their representatives at those posts to attend the sessions – the more agencies that participate, the more successful the training will be.

David Mein suggested that the ISC should develop a certificate to issue to those that receive the training, and there was consensus that this should be done as soon as possible.  Ray Wiblin (IO/EX) asked if this training might be given official recognition, and the training committee was asked to check into this possibility with FSI.

Larry Eisenberg (FCS) asked for an update on efforts to develop a distance learning ICASS training packet.  Steve Cowper, Training Committee Chair, noted that the committee has determined that this would take a considerable effort, and we are a long way from seeing this accomplished.  In response to the very obvious need for more information on ICASS to be available to those at posts, the ISC is developing Post Information Packets for posting on the ICASS website.  David Ball noted that this information sharing is a long way from actual training, and even when you go to an interactive medium, it is still not the same as live training.

3. ICASS Awards Schedule for FY 2000: Barbara Hazelett (ISC) reminded the IWG that nominations for the ICASS Awards for calendar year 2000 will be solicited shortly.  The cable announcing the awards and outlining the selection process is currently in clearance and should be out shortly.  Nominations should be submitted during the month of February.  The Awards Committee will review the nominations in March, and the awards should be announced in late March or early April.  She reminded the group that the amount of the Post Best Practices Award has been raised from $10,000 to $25,000.

4. Handbook Revisions: Proposed Language for Budget Process Incorporating FY 01 Approved Changes: David Mein asked the IWG to review the attached language formatted for inclusion in the ICASS Handbook.  The Handbook Committee submits this as a true reflection of the changes previously approved and outlined in a cable to the field.  The IWG should approve or amend this language at the next meeting.

NEW BUSINESS

1. ISC Report: Shawn Kuter (ISC Deputy Director) reminded the IWG that the ISC is still seeking to fill its Customer Service Representative vacancy.  It is hoped that a list of certified candidates will be provided to the ISC next week.  He also noted that the construction in the ISC space has begun, and expressed the hope that others have not experienced any diminution of service from the ISC.  He thanked everyone for their cooperation.
David Mein noted that Greg Engle (ISC Director) has received his new assignment as Special Coordinator of the African Crisis Response Initiative (ACRI) and will be serving on a promotion panel, probably in June prior to taking up those duties.  Jim McGee is tentatively scheduled to arrive at the ISC in mid-August after completing his tour in Abidjan.  

2. Next IEB Meeting: The question was raised if a date has been set for the next IEB meeting.  David Mein indicated he will see about getting a date confirmed shortly.
The next meeting will be on the 7th of February.
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