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International Cooperative Administrative Support Services

Minutes

ICASS Interagency Working Group Meeting 

December 13, 2006
Janet Buechel chaired the meeting.  

Adoption of Minutes of ICASS Working Group (IWG) Meeting:  The IWG meeting minutes for November 8th were approved without amendment.

DTS-PO Billing Change:  Kathy Youngblood, DTS-PO CFO and Kevin Bradshaw, Deputy Chief, Customer Service Group reported that DTS-PO has discontinued charging for shared IVG lines since the first quarter of FY06.  Posts that gave up their IVG lines because of the expense will be able to have them restored only if no costs are incurred by DTS-PO.  (This means that DTS-PO does not have to procure additional bandwidth, cards for equipment, or send personnel to post to restore IVG service).  Agencies that have dedicated lines will continue to be billed directly through their headquarters.  Also, many posts are now finding it less expensive to use commercial services because of falling long distance rates and voice over internet (VOIP) availability.  
ICASS Interagency Executive Board (IEB) Meeting:    Janet Buechel and ISC Director Ismail Asmal reported on three issues that were introduced at the December 11th meeting of the IEB.

TDY Policy:  Posts need a simpler vehicle to charge for TDYers because some posts find the existing policy and software module too cumbersome   The ISC sought the IEB’s concurrence to explore a different approach to this issue.  The proposal would be to establish a “rack rate” which would be charged after a certain number of days.  It was agreed that the ISC would gather additional information from posts and prepare a more detailed proposal for IWG and IEB review.

LITE vs Standard:  The ISC proposed the worldwide replacement of the ICASS Standard software with an expanded ICASS LITE version which would allow for ten levels of modification.   This proposal was based on comments made at this year’s Budget Workshops, and views expressed over time, that posts running the Standard software spend significant time on data collection which yields information that has limited utility for post and Washington managers.  

A number of IWG members argued that this proposal should have been taken up with the IWG’s Policy or Budget Committee before going to the IEB because they were totally unaware of it and had no opportunity to brief their representatives on the issue.  They expressed their view that moving to ICASS LITE, even with ten modification levels, was contrary to the ICASS principle of transparency.  Questions were also raised on whether this would save money and on the potential for disputes under a ten-level system of subjective modifications.

ISC Director Ismail Asmal responded that whether or not the issue should have been taken to the IWG first, part of the ISC’s role is to make suggestions on policy to the IEB.  He added that posts using ICASS Lite already outnumbered ICASS Standard posts.  Over 90 posts currently use the Lite version while 70+ use the Standard version of the software.  Simplifying data gathering would increase productivity by freeing up staff time for other tasks.  He also noted that out-of-date or otherwise questionable data are all too common at posts and also make the current system less than transparent.  A number of IWG members agreed that the latter is a real problem at many posts.  The ISC will undertake a review of the software and do some test conversions of Standard to Lite to determine what impact it would have on agency invoices.  The results will be presented to the IWG.

Chairing IWG  Committees:  Mr. Asmal also proposed to the IEB that the IWG’s Budget Committee be chaired by a “neutral”, non-agency affiliated entity (e.g., an ISC staff member or the IWG chair) rather than IWG members.  Currently the committee is co-chaired by representatives of service-provider agencies (State and AID) which often presents a conflict of interest between their roles as a provider, a customer and a mediator for the Committee.  As part of its role as secretariat to the IWG, the ISC (represented by Reimbursements Team leader) would be able to apply its knowledge of the budget process and related issues to providing effective, objective oversight to the Committee.  

The IWG took issue with this proposal and asked what was driving the change for something they did not feel was necessary.  Several IWG members maintained that the current system worked fine and that the two co-chairs were well-suited because of their budgetary background/knowledge and the time and effort they were willing to spend on the committee.  The ISC Director responded that his proposal was driven by the same logic that precludes a service provider being the chair of the ICASS Council at post.  While he commended the current and past chairs for their excellent work and knowledge, he felt that placing the burden of wearing three “hats” (service provider, customer and referee) was not fair to the incumbents nor in accordance with the transparency concept in ICASS. 

Discussion ensued on the limited involvement of many agencies in IWG proceedings, and the Budget Committee in particular (most notably the high-growth agencies which have contributed to increased ICASS costs).  The absence of these agencies limited a broader budget discussions which led to this year’s impasse.  .  

The IWG Chair made the further point that the Budget Committee needs better analysis of the budget and not simply focus on the overall increase.  As reported to the IEB, the per capita increase this year was significantly lower than the overall 6.7 percent, but this fact got lost in the lengthy discussion.  The Committee and the IWG need a better understanding of all the cost factors contributing to any increases, many of which are difficult to control (e.g., OBO-Capital Security Cost Sharing and  NEC operating costs) so they can make informed decisions.  As an alternative to the ISC proposal, the IWG Chair put forth another option for chairing this and other IWG committees.  She proposed the establishment of co-chairs for the respective committees where one chair would be from the ISC and one would be another agency representative who would rotate on an annual basis from a roster of participating agencies.  She asked IWG representatives to consider the proposal (provided to all participants) as a “straw man” and review it within their agencies.  Comments were requested by December 29; they will be compiled and circulated to IWG members before the January IWG meeting when the discussion will continue and a decision made. 

The ISC Director noted that ICASS had become everyone’s “whipping boy” and acknowledged that while ICASS should continuously strive to become more cost efficient, there were circumstances like growth in customer agencies and certain cost drivers like fuels costs, NEC costs, wage increases, security costs, exchange rate losses  that were beyond the control of ICASS.  Increased presence generally meant increased costs for agencies.  The ISC Director made the point that, in the end, all agencies had to “pay to play” Robert Bryson (State IWG representative and Deputy Director, EUR-IO/EX), addressing comments that State was not taking cost cutting seriously, reported that management officers at their recent conference in Copenhagen understood and accepted the need to reduce costs.  At the conference they developed action plans for across-the-board cost containment, including empowering LES to assume American officers’ duties and standardizing work processes certified in ISO9000 projects.

ICASS Survey:  Mr. Asmal asked IWG members to urge their counterparts at post to participate in the third annual Customer Satisfaction Survey due to go on line mid January.  Attaining the OMB target for satisfaction scores will be a challenge in this world of downward pressure on administrative budgets.

ISC Director’s Report (Attached below)
Budget Update:  Reimbursements Team Leader (ISC) Trish Garate reported that RM/BP sent out prorated 70 percent recapitalization invoices on December 8th.  Agencies have 30 days from that date to authorize DS-1605s for payment.   The ISC will issue a second prorated invoice within the next few weeks.
APO/FPO SDT Cost Distribution:  Non-DOD APO/FPO second destination transportation (SDT) charges (see the November 8th, 2006 IWG minutes) will be shared by ICASS customer agencies in FY  2008 using DOD’s distribution methodology.   The State Department is looking at alternative methodologies for FY 2009 and out and will report back to the IWG.  The charge will appear on ICASS invoices as a “below the line” cost.
Committee Reports:  

Information Technology Committee:  FOBs, which enable outside users to access the State Department’s intranet, have been distributed to the pilot group.  The Committee, however, is urging more participation in this venture..
Budget  Committee:  Next meeting will be determined by budgetary developments.

            

Information Sharing:

A number of cables were provided to the IWG and their importance was highlighted in a brief overview.  IWG members were urged to distribute these as appropriate within their agencies.  

They include:

· State 171246, October 12, 2006:
ICASS Agency Code Updates for September 2006

· State 182177, November 2, 2006:
FY-07 ICASS DTSPO Charges for IVG Lines

· State 187372, November 15, 2006:
ICASS Agency Code updates for November 2006

· State 191267, November 24, 2006: 
WEB.PASS Post Personnel Gold Standard Progress

· State 192163, November 28, 2006:
Active Engagement Required in Bureau and Post Financial Management

· State 193073, November 29, 2006:
Guidance on Joint Administrative Management Platforms: Locally Employed Staff

· State 194129, December 1, 2006:
Consolidation of State-USAID Overseas Administrative Platforms: Best Practices 

· State 196525, December 7, 2006:
Financial Milestones Associated with State/USAID Joint Administrative Platforms

Next Meeting

The IWG will next meet on Wednesday, January 10, 2007.







                                   December 13, 2006



TO:

ICASS Working Group
FROM:

Ismail Asmal – Director - ISC




SUBJECT:
Director’s Report for December 2006
Third Annual ICASS Customer Satisfaction Survey: Speak Now or…

Next month, the third ICASS customer satisfaction survey will be posted on the web for customers at embassies and consulates to rate the services provided by ICASS, and provide their comments about those services.  Agency representatives should contact their personnel at post and encourage them to participate.  The ISC will be communicating to the field to encourage maximum participation.
ICASS Executive Board meets…
The ICASS Executive Board met on Monday.  There was a presentation showing the connection between the growth in agencies’ personnel numbers overseas and the growth in their invoices.  This led to a frank and open discussion on the costs of ICASS and how best to contain them in the context of the continued growth in the numbers of personnel being assigned overseas, an other cost drivers like, increasing security costs, exchange rate loses, and the NECs.  At the same time, USAID shared its concerns that the State/USAID management consolidation effort must deliver savings if it is to be successful.

The board approved a policy for the recruitment of staff to the ICASS Service Center that seeks to retain the interagency nature of the staff while providing greater flexibility in order to avoid long staffing gaps.  A program to detail junior officers to the Center on a non-reimbursable basis was also approved.

There were also a number of issues discussed and identified for further action, including the chairmanship of the Washington ICASS Budget Committee, the existing TDY policy, and on whether or not ICASS cost distribution can be simplified in a way that reduces the amount of work done at posts.
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