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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

February 6, 2002

Beth Durbin (Peace Corps) chaired the meeting for David Mein, who was on travel status.

Old Business

1.  ICASS Awards - Committee spokesperson Jeffrey Kramer (USAID) informed the IWG that a letter containing a description of the proposed revisions to the annual ICASS awards has been sent to each ICASS Executive Board Member.  In this letter, they are asked to respond with any questions or concerns they may have before close of business February 8.  No response will be taken as a sign of their consent.  Once Board approval has been obtained, the awards will be presented to the Department of State Awards Committee for review.

The IWG Awards Committee plans to post the nomination forms on the ICASS web page, including a sample indicating how best to fill in the submission.

The question of the ability to give these awards to PSAs was again raised, and the consensus of the IWG was that every effort should be made to ensure that those who fall in this category be eligible to receive them.  The ISC will contact State’s HR/OE as well as HR/REE regarding this concern, to see what options may be available.  

2.  Budget Committee – Peter Hogan (USDA) Committee Co-chair, summarized the hearings conducted on February 1 to review the Washington-based costs.  He noted that the ISC budget stands at the current services level, with the exception of $400,000 for the ICASS software rebuild, and $200,000 to automate the current allotment process within the ISC.  Mr. Hogan noted that both of these requests should be backed up by more  detail before a final Budget Committee approval is forthcoming.  MED’s funding request included an additional $1 million over current services for implementation of the next phase of its automated records system.  Noting that this constitutes approximately a 20% increase over last year, Mr. Hogan reported that the Budget Committee, while recognizing the importance of this project, indicated this will have to remain under consideration until overall agency affordability has been determined.  The next area considered was the FSCs, and Mr. Hogan noted that their request included an increase of $1 million, primarily to fill fifteen long-term vacancies at FSC Charleston, which are not related to the transfer of functions from Paris.  The Committee determined to hold this request under consideration as well.  The two remaining areas under discussion were the separation liability fund (which is not discretionary), and post-assignment-travel (PAT).  Mr. Hogan reported to the group that HR indicated the formula it has been using to calculate ICASS’ portion of the fund did not in fact cover ICASS separation actuals last year, and that formula is now being revised and corrected.  Regarding PAT, it was noted that there will be perhaps as many as 58 new employees traveling to post, and there is consideration of the use of business class in some instances for this purpose.  However, Mr. Hogan noted that the ICASS portion of the liability in this area is only about $10 million from a $113?million total, and so the projected increase in this area should not be large. 

3.  Handbook Committee – Committee Chair Matt Burns (State) reminded the IWG that draft handbook wording regarding TDY costs was distributed at the last IWG meeting.  However, at the February 5 Handbook Committee meeting the ISC indicated that the draft was premature in that there is additional information that should be taken into consideration before any decision is made.  ISC Director Wayne Bush apprised the group of the circumstances leading to this conclusion.  

The Handbook Committee’s consideration of revised guidance re: TDYers overlapped with two ongoing ISC requests for guidance from posts.  The ISC asked FMP to look into the possibility of charging a fee that would quickly go back to post, for example, that might be used to defray the cost of an additional driver hired to accommodate TDYers, or additional staff to prolong cashier hours, etc.  Right now TDYers place a drain on service levels at post, and posts are seeking a way to defray realtime expenses.  FMP has promised to provide something on this in writing prior to the next IWG meeting.  Mr. Bush then suggested that the IWG might want to consider developing separate guidelines for additional categories of TDYers.  For example, Islamabad is currently experiencing extraordinary TDY traffic which keeps coming in waves, a situation which is not really covered by the original draft, or in other areas of the existing Handbook.  Mr. Bush noted that guidance spelling out ways to handle TDY activity generated by Secretary of State and POTUS visits is not currently included, and probably should be. There are other considerations: what would be the budgetary implications of a TDY fee, as one post has proposed.  Is there a need for a new “TDY module” similar to the NSDD-38 module in the ICASS software?  Mr. Bush expressed his concern that the group should take these factors into account before proceeding.  Chrissy Somma (AF/EX) noted that this issue had originally been raised in a cable from Accra, which sought exploration of some type of “fee for service” similar to Commerce’s Gold Key program, but specifically designed to cover TDYers from agencies without an established position at post.  Agencies already  present would simply be charged their fair share by increasing the appropriate workload counts.  The question was asked if there should be separate consideration of those TDYers that come to post in support of the mission as a whole, such as inspection teams.  Matt Burns responded that what is needed is a simple and consistent way to handle fees so that sending organizations can know in advance what to expect in costs.

At the end of this discussion it was agreed that written feedback from FMP should be made available to the Handbook Committee prior to its next meeting.  Peter Hogan asked that when the Committee has its new draft to present, that sufficient time be allotted to it an IWG meeting, so that all the issues raised can be discussed fully.  Matt Burns also asked that copies of the new text be distributed again at the meeting when that discussion is scheduled.    

4.  Training Committee – Chair Cheri Caddy (FAS) reported that the Training Committee discussed the following items at its last meeting.  The key element of feedback from the post-specific training is that issues raised at post are identified as trends and then addressed.  Barbara Hazelett (ISC) developed a matrix of issues raised in last year’s training sessions, as a vehicle for informing the appropriate offices and organizations of the need for action.  Information gathered to date from this year’s sessions will be handled in a similar fashion at the next meeting.  The committee plans to draft quarterly cables to share the results of these efforts with the field.  Development of a Washington-based ICASS course designed to focus on agency bill payers continued to be discussed.  Alternatives, such as developing an informational brochure designed to accompany each ICASS invoice sent at the Washington level, were also considered.  

David Ball circulated the schedule of post-specific training sessions through May, noting that 22 will have been completed by then, with the intent of scheduling two more for next September, bringing this fiscal year’s total to meet the ambitious goal of 24 posts, 8 more than last year.  Wayne Bush reminded the IWG that while this program has been extremely successful, this goal could only be met by placing a major drain on the Customer Service and Training Team.  This Team has provided at least one, and often two team members on each trip, and has also borne the burden of preparing materials and handling trip logistics at the same time it performs all of its other services.  In order to alleviate this drain, the ISC is working to get additional training support into its base. 

New Business

USAID Service Provider Reimbursable Agreements  – Jeff Kramer (USAID) noted that with the advent of a working capital fund provided by Congress to USAID on a pilot basis, USAID has every intention of taking on the role of ICASS service provider for additional services at additional posts.  Right now USAID provides services at six posts, with the prospect of four more in the near future.  Presently USAID is handling reimbursement through separate collections, which are trying to mirror current ICASS billings through State, using reimbursable agreements and signed invoices.  Where possible, the ICASS software is used, but when the anomalies of the software (designed for a single service provider) make this too difficult, an Excel spreadsheet is used instead.  

Questions were raised concerning the process of budgeting for USAID-provided services.  Is there a target setting process similar to the one used in ICASS?  Mr. Kramer acknowledged there is not, but pointed out that the amount of funds involved is also considerably smaller – less than $2 million worldwide.  Margaret McCarthy (USAID) pointed out that the rest of the process and mechanisms used in ICASS at the post level are, in fact being adhered to.  Post ICASS Councils participate fully in the service provider selection and scope of the service offered.  Performance standards are as central a part of the process for USAID as service provider as they are for State.  Mr. Kramer noted that USAID is presently only dealing with a few missions for a few services, and so this is not being treated as a central system, but rather ad hoc as circumstances at each post dictate.  Matt Burns objected that “structurally we need to hold all service providers to the same standard.”  Peter Hogan noted that while he agrees with this in principle,  until the amount of money involved becomes considerably larger, “I for one, do not really want to go through another set of budget hearings.”

Chrissy Somma expressed her concern that the bureau was not even aware that some of these services were being provided by another service provider, and when everything is kept at the post level, the overall impact on budget targets, etc. is difficult if not impossible to assess.  Both Margaret McCarthy and Matt Burns agreed on this point, and expressed the need and the desire to work further on ways to overcome this.

ISC Report
1. Post-Specific Training: Banjul and Conakry – Barbara Hazelett (ISC) and Margaret McCarthy reported on their recent training trip.  Banjul is a very small post, with only two agencies (State and Peace Corps) and most DHA FSOs wearing two or three hats.  Serious consideration was given to the usefulness of such training at such a small post, but in the final analysis the team deemed it very useful.  Most posts this size have first tour officers who will go on to other posts, making a good early foundation in ICASS particularly important.  It is also very clear that the entire system at such a post is particularly dependent on the skill of its FSNs and this is just about the only reasonable method of providing them with basic ICASS training.  Attendance was good for a post of this size, and the Peace Corps director, who attended most of the sessions, declared he now sees the potential for ICASS as a management tool.  Conakry is a larger post, but it too is staffed with mostly junior officers.  The need to clarify the proper role of USAID contractors was dealt with effectively by both the formal sessions and outside consultations, and the training team left post feeling those needful of taking action will do so.  FSN participation in the training was outstanding, and there is now an acknowledged role for them on the working groups that are being formed to review post service standards.

2. Overseas Employment – Steven Gibson reported that State is delegating PSA authority to other agencies at post, and offered to share agency contact points with any who are interested.  
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