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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

January 9, 2002

David Mein (IWG-Chair) chaired the IWG meeting held on January 9, 2002.
Old Business
1. FSN Retirement Program and Related Costs: Mary Tracy (State/HR/OE) briefed the IWG on the Department’s efforts to provide an equitable retirement system for FSN employees at approximately 25 posts where the local retirement system does not provide promised benefits or where the costs far exceed the benefits to employees . She explained that on the aggregate the program should be cost-neutral since the majority of posts had already been contributing to Suspense Deposit Abroad (SDA) accounts, in some cases at rates far in excess to the 12% provision of the new fund. 

Anita Booth (State/HR/OE) said that the Foreign Service Act normally required that posts participate in their host country systems, but a post may be exempted if it was in the public interest not to participate. If a post requests to be exempted State considers three criteria before approving.  First, there must be a compelling financial reason, i.e., the cost of the local social security system (LSSS) exceeds the benefit or benefits are not being paid.  Second, State considers the history of the dialog it has had with the host government.  Third, the non-participation or withdrawal must be consistent with our foreign policy.  If these three criteria are met, the Department of State Under Secretary for Management can discontinue participation in the LSSS.  State has planned to review potential participating posts approximately every five years to see if new conditions warrant consideration for entering the LSSS.

Ms. Booth stated that currently there were no retirement plans in effect in the NIS and that as an interim measure, when the public interest determination is made, HR/OE would authorize Interim Retirement Plans at those posts until the Replacement Retirement Savings Fund is established.  This will cover employees who separate before the Replacement Retirement Savings Fund is established.  She also explained that it was important that an alternative plan be in place upon notifying the host government that we would not participate in their system.  The Interim Plan provides a formula upon separation equal to 12 percent of base pay (excluding overtime, benefits, etc) times the number of years of creditable service, payable in the currency of the post compensation plan. 

Wayne Wong (State) asked if individual employees could determine for themselves whether or not to participate in the program.  Ms. Booth replied that they could not and noted that before the determination is made not to participate in the local plan, posts had to address FSN considerations, including the threat of litigation. She noted that embassies in countries considered to date reported that their FSNs were virtually unanimous in their desire not to participate in their host country systems. Ms. Tracy added that all agencies at post must agree to the plan before it can be implemented just as they must for LES salary adjustments.

Jill Thompson (State/FMP/IFS) continued, stating that most agencies that were not currently participating in LSSSs had made contributions to SDA accounts at rates approximately equal to what they would otherwise be contributing to the LSSS (AID being the main exception at several posts).  Posts should be tracking contributions to the SDA by individual employee.  She explained that once the Replacement Retirement Savings Fund has been established, agencies at participating posts would deposit government retirement contributions (employees would not contribute) each pay period into a U.S. Government non-taxable account in a selected U.S. bank.  She further stated that prior service may be funded, depending upon funds availability, at an amount equal to 12 percent of current salary times years of service.  Payout under the new program would be in a lump sum payment, equivalent in local currency to the amount in each employee's fund record at the U.S. bank.  This would be comprised of contributions made to the fund, plus accrued interest less fund expenses. 

Beth Durbin (Peace Corps) praised the plan, especially for NIS posts that have no LSSSs in place, but expressed her concern whether the plan would really be cost-neutral.  She observed that in Managua, Peace Corps draws from the FSN Severance Liability Fund for FSN separations.  This cost did not come out of the post’s operational budget as the prospective contribution into the Fund would.  Mary Tracy noted that Nicaragua was unique in that they currently had a long standing lump sum authorization to pay nearly 23% for each year of service in a lump sum payment and that by paying for prospective service at 12%, this would reduce future costs.  Ms. Durbin pointed out that Peace Corps had a large number of PSCs not covered under the post compensation plan who would expect equal treatment with the FSNs.  Ms. Tracy offered to meet with Ms. Durbin separately to address Peace Corps needs. 

Wayne Bush (ISC Director) asked if FSNs could receive their retirement payout over time. Jill Thompson responded that that would probably not be possible; the U.S. Government would not want to hold onto funds once liquidated.  There are U.S. tax issues involved in anything other than a lump-sum payment.
Paul Wedderein (State) asked whether the enhanced retirement benefits at the selected posts would affect HR/OE compensation plan recommendations.  Mary Tracy of HR/OE said that retirement benefits are not part of the comparability analysis HR/OE performs, so other pay and benefits would not be affected, and that the commonly-used UNDP standard actually exceeds the percentage adopted for USG retirement.

Leo Voytko (State/WHA) reported that WHA had spoken to BP about the need for funding since its posts did not have SDAs. He noted that the program might be globally funding-neutral but not on a region by region basis.  Chrissy Somma (State/AF) supported Mr. Voytko’s comment adding that particularly for AF posts, the plan would not be cost-neutral.  Ms Tracy responded that regional bureaus would have to work out their issues with FMP.  

Ms. Durbin asked when posts would begin presenting the plan to their agencies at post.  Mary Tracy responded that State was already providing proposed Interim Retirement Plans to posts with approved public interest determinations.  All benefit plan changes remain subject to availability of funding.  As is the case with other local compensation plan increases, all agencies at post must agree to fund their share before the post can begin participation.
New Business

2. MED Health Unit Program: Dr. Cedric Dumont , director of the State Department’s medical programs, reported that the Office of Medical Services (MED) was starting up occupational health units at 30 of the 90 posts worldwide that have no such units.  Until September 11, State’s policy had been to maintain units only at posts having insufficient local health resources.  He stated that even at posts having sufficient local resources, MED would not be able to accomplish many of its current initiatives (e.g., effectively addressing health and safety issues at the workplace, including fitness for duty examinations and participation in State’s HIV in the workplace policy; and providing a safe and confidential environment to employees selected for random drug testing).  Of immediate concern, Dr. Dumont said, was that the anthrax antidote has been disseminated only to posts having on-board health facilities.
Dr. Dumont further explained that following September 11, MED had been asked to identify needs and funding requirements to address the consequences and lessons learned from terrorist attacks.  He added that MED received $2.7 million in FY 2002 from the Emergency Response Fund to establish occupational health units at 30 of the neediest posts identified as having no health unit.  This funding was to cover only start-up costs but posts would bear staffing and recurring costs through ICASS.  Posts would also be responsible for identifying and making ready suitable space for the health units.  Dr. Dumont reported that on November 19th, MED sent a cable to 60 posts with no occupational health units, informing them of the program, and to date 17 had responded positively.  Chrissy Somma asked if MED would pursue those posts that had declined participation.  Dr. Dumont replied that MED had recommended pursuing those posts and that he felt that once they understand better what is being offered they would all agree to participate.  

Paul Wedderein (NEA/SA Bureau) asked, given the budget amount for the health personnel at the new units, what coverage could be expected?  Dr. Dumont responded that MED anticipated 10 to 15 hours per week plus full-time emergency coverage, costing on average $5,000 per year, but reiterated that staffing costs would be borne by the posts.  Mr. Wedderein opined that that cost might be an underestimate for the hours envisioned.  Steve Hartwell (ISC) asked if MED planned to start up health units at all of the posts currently not having units.  Dr. Dumont replied that at this time there was only funding for the 30.
3. Absorption of “Dual” ICASS Positions: Greg Grenier (FCS) expressed a concern raised by one of his posts that the costs of “dual” positions was being absorbed by ICASS and that small agencies would not be able to afford the added cost.  He solicited advice from the IWG on how to advise posts to bring appropriate issues to Washington’s attention.  
Paul Wedderein (NEA/SA Bureau) provided some history on the issue in India.  He said that many of the former USIS employees, following consolidation with State, were made dual employees because they performed both ICASS and State work.  He added that State was being double charged for ICASS positions, State paid 100% of their salary and was sharing the ICASS costs through their workload distribution.  Matt Burns (State) explained that some posts had not followed State guidance in the treatment of dual ICASS positions.  After the merger, the Department told posts how to cross-walk personnel who used to provide admin support to USIS.  The Department’s strong preference was to convert those positions to ICASS admin positions and use them to provide service to all agencies.  Where local ICASS Councils objected, posts were instructed to put the individuals in “Non-ICASS dual positions.”  These positions were supposed to be used only to service the Department of State.  When similar ICASS positions became vacant, posts were to fill them with qualified occupants of “Non-ICASS dual positions.”  If a “Non-ICASS dual position” became vacant, posts were prohibited from filling them without regional bureau approval.  The hard part of this was in using the occupants of “Non-ICASS dual positions” to provide support only to State.  From a practical perspective, that kind of split in an Admin section was difficult.  In no case, were posts supposed to use solely State-funded positions to subsidize other agency operations although, in practice, Burns was sure that happened on occasion in the field.
David Mein pointed out that New Delhi still had 43 dual positions but said that they were in a unique position since they had started with nearly a hundred.  Paul Wedderein further stated that if non-ICASS dual positions resulting from the transfer of former USIS personnel into State/Admin were not regularized, they had to be abolished as they became vacant or as positions into which the employees could move became vacant.  India had done this with a number of the former USIS positions since the consolidation, but concluded that they could not abolish the remaining 43 positions without degrading services.  State was currently being double charged for the positions, since they paid on the basis of the workload count they performed (e.g. mileage), but then also paid 100% of the salaries for the positions.  NEA/SA reiterated the ICASS principles: that any new ICASS positions - including regularized former PD positions - had to be justified on the basis of workload, and that the resulting costs should be correctly distributed to the agencies using the services.  NEA/SA found the justification provided by New Delhi convincing, but that these judgments really could be made only at the post where the services were being provided and received, and emphasized support for transparency in that forum.
4. 2001 ICASS Awards: Speaking for the Awards Committee, Jeffrey Kramer (AID) reminded members that at their November 2001 meeting the IEB had approved the Awards Committee membership, comprised of himself, Pat Hyde (State), Alaina Teplitz (State), Cheri Caddy (USDA/FAS) and Doris Riggs (CDC) and charged the committee with considering new types of awards and increasing participation.  Pat Hyde announced the committee’s recommended slate of awards.  The committee proposed to combine last year’s Post Best Practices and Customer Satisfaction awards into one ICASS Team Achievement Award with a single first prize of $20,000 going to the post and $7,500 to be shared between team members.  The committee was retaining the ICASS Leadership Award with $5,000 going to the winner, $3,500 going to second place and $2,500 going to third, and proposing a new Diplomatic Readiness Reward with $10,000 made available to each of two selected “gain-sharing” proposals.  The proposed award program changes must now be reviewed by HR, the Department Awards Committee, and the ICASS Executive Board.

Ms. Hyde explained how the proposed Diplomatic Readiness Reward would be different from the others.  Instead of simply rewarding past performance, it would provide an opportunity for self-selected teams of employees to propose initiatives to advance Mission goals and then share the reward for accomplishing their objectives.  Posts would be asked to submit proposals and the committee would select the best two.  The committee would than reward the selected teams depending on whether they met their milestone projections and final goal. 

Alaina Teplitz announced that the committee was working to enable on-line submission of applications using electronic forms over the website.  Using application forms would facilitate fair comparison of applications.  She stated that the committee hoped to increase publication of the awards as had been suggested by previous award winners in the field.  

Regarding the Diplomatic Readiness Reward, Ms. Teplitz explained that the description provided to members was draft-only and would be “fleshed out” to make it more robust.  In response to a question from Peace Corps representative Beth Durbin, Wayne Bush noted that the term “Diplomatic Readiness” referred to embassies’ readiness as platforms for the implementation of U.S. Government objectives overseas.  Given the increased funding and resources going into diplomatic readiness, we should have an award promoting effective use of those resources to advance U.S. goals.  He explained that goal-sharing is a concept embraced by OPM.  The proposed award will make teams identify what they intend to do and then reward them for doing it.  

Ms. Teplitz added that selection for the reward hinged on the submitted plan.  For instance, the committee would not look favorably on a submitted plan that depended on hiring additional staff.  It would look favorably, however, on a plan that proposed an innovative process.  She stressed that the success of the award would depend to a great extent on educating the field regarding our requirements.

Matt Burns asked if OPM has a description of goal-sharing and Wayne Bush responded that while OPM does not have its own goal-sharing program, they had published information on establishing goal-sharing programs.  Mr. Burns asked for clarification as to the proposal on the table.  He asked if the idea was to replace the current structure with a new structure to take effect immediately.  David Mein responded that if the committee’s recommendation was accepted by the IWG, the IEB would then be canvassed for their approval before the new structure goes into effect.  Mr. Bush clarified that the proposal was to modify, not replace, the existing awards program in response to IEB tasking.

ISC Reports

5.
Budget Status: Trish Garate (ISC) announced that the ISC will hold regional hearings beginning February 19th and domestic hearings beginning on or around January 22.  Further, all posts had submitted their initial budgets on time and the ISC had completed the submission clean-up process with the exception of a few remaining adjustments.  There were also a few remaining technical problems but these too are being resolved.  She cited that all initial invoices had been signed with the exception of two invoices originating from Dakar and Kolonia.  No posts had incurred the one percent penalty this fiscal year.

Jeffrey Kramer asked for an update on the ISC proposal to implement a Forward Planning process.  Ms. Garate responded that the ISC had been formulating a plan in consultation with MP and FMP/BP.  The ISC had prepared a cable outlining the new requirements but plans to meet with the regional bureaus first to discuss this new plan before any guidance is provided to the field. 
5. Training Schedule:  David Ball (ISC) announced that post-specific training is scheduled this spring for Banjul, Conakry, Addis Ababa, Nairobi, Athens, Copenhagen, Panama, Havana, Almaty, Baku (or Moscow), Hanoi, Dhaka, Canberra and Manila. 
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