[image: image1.png]


ICASS Service Center

U.S. Department of State

SA-1, Columbia Plaza, Room H1504

2401 E. Street N.W., Washington, D.C. 20520

(202) 663-3260  FAX (202) 663-3275 


            International Cooperative Administrative Support Services












July 9, 2008









TO:

ICASS Working Group
FROM:
ISC Director – Ismail Asmal


SUBJECT:
July 2008 Director’s Report
LOOKING BACK WITH PRIDE……
Sadly, this is my last report to you as Director of the ICASS Service Center (ISC).  How quickly three years have passed.  Next month I transfer to Bangkok to take over as the Director of the Financial Service Center and will be both an ICASS customer and service provider.  

As I noted in my report to the ICASS Executive Board (IEB) last month, ICASS, now entering its 11th year, can proudly claim that despite some ups and downs, its taken stock of itself and is well on its way to being a mature system that customers can have confidence in.  But this didn’t just happen.  It happened because of the renewed commitment of the IEB; it happened because of the interest and dedication that you, the IWG members and your sub-committees have shown in ICASS; it happened because of the hard work of the Handbook Committee which exemplified what ICASS is all about by the collaborative spirit they displayed as they worked through some really difficult issues; it happened because of the many hours folks in the field (like the ICASS User Group and others) have given selflessly to ICASS; it happened because ICASS is lucky to have a team at the ISC that has made improving ICASS their primary mission.  

Below, I have listed some of the more significant milestones and achievements over the last three years.   

· Stable budget software platform:  Three years ago, the just deployed new web-based ICASS budget software was coming apart at a critical time of year, threatening the accuracy of agency bills.  Thanks to lots of hard work by the ISC staff and the software developer, the immediate problems were resolved and we now have a stable and reliable, web-based software platform that has an all time high approval rating from users.  

· Electronic budget submissions:  ICASS has incorporated technological advances wherever possible - software patches are no longer sent out on diskettes and other “hard” vehicles.  Instead, software releases, reference file updates and patches are “pushed out” electronically.  Furthermore, last year, we achieved a milestone – 100% of budgets were submitted electronically via the IT network, a first for ICASS. 

· “Movie making”:  Our Software Development Team (SDT) has ventured successfully into the long-distance learning business, creating our first ever “movie” showing viewers how to create a Partial Year Invoice using the ICASS software.  We intend expanding the use of such tools to visually explain complex subjects.
· ICASS Newsletter:  The SDT’s newsletter (The Web.ICASS Feed) has turned out to be a huge success.  A colorful, electronic newsletter, we have found the Feed to be an excellent way to send information and little ‘teaching moments” to users in the field.

· The ICASS Global Data Base (GDB):  The GDB, the official repository of every ICASS budget from the field and the primary source of ICASS data, has undergone major “surgery”, with updates that were pending for years now completed.  New reporting capabilities have been added.  The GDB will play a major role in providing information that will be vital to the RIC’s efforts under State’s Collaborative Management Initiative.

· Customer Satisfaction Survey: The ISC took over the responsibility for administering the global Customer Satisfaction Survey three years ago.  In that time, the ISC has helped increase participation in the survey from 18,000 to almost 35,000.  While the number of respondents is not the goal in this survey, the huge participation (well over half of the population eligible to take the survey) gives increased validity to this important survey, with the customer satisfaction scores achieved being used by OMB uses to measure the success of ICASS.

· Training:  The ISC has poured a lot of time and energy into updating and upgrading every one of its programs.  We now have a robust training program that includes training tailored for service providers, customer agencies, overseas posts, FSI classes, Management Counselors and ICASS Council Chairs.  The ISC has also formed new partnerships with FSI and the Financial Service Center in Charleston on training.  The ISC staff now co-teaches a 2-day ICASS course at FSI as the Subject Matter Experts.  The ISC also co-designed and co-taught the first ever ICASS Software course which came on line last year in Charleston. .  Last year we introduced a new consultation program that proved to be a huge hit, fast becoming an ISC “signature” training product.   Last summer, some 70 ICASS service providers, DCMs, Ambassadors, ICASS Council Chairs and agency representatives availed themselves of the hour and half consultations, tailored specifically to the person (and post).

· New Website:  We totally re-vamped our website, making it more user friendly and packed with useful information.  Our website now has regular featured articles, an “Ask ICASS” facility and a ticker-tape with breaking news.  Our website (www.icass.gov) is accessible to both State Intranet users and other agencies’ Internet users. 

· The ICASS Scorecard:  For the first time ever in ICASS’s history, the ISC introduced a budget and data integrity Scorecard which graded certain elements of posts’ ICASS budgets.   It is our hope that posts will respond to such a scorecard (which was endorsed by State’s CFO Brad Higgins) and perform the due diligence quality assurance reviews to insure that integrity of the data from the field can be relied on by the IEB, the RIC, the ICASS customer agencies, and the growing number of other interested parties. 

· Re-write of the ICASS Handbook (6 FAH-5):  The new section 340 of the ICASS Handbook re-write will probably go down as the defining “event” in ICASS since its creation 10 years ago.  The S 340 re-write, which was a collaborative effort between the ICASS Service Center (ISC), State’s Regional Initiatives Council (RIC) in its role as the primary service provider and representatives of the ICASS Working Group (IWG) was the first phase of a significant effort to bring clarity and consistency to the ICASS process.  This effort is one of the pillars of the RIC’s Collaborative Management Initiative (CMI), endorsed by the ICASS Executive Board (IEB), and is aimed at improving data integrity through the clarification of definitions and terms and standardization of ICASS data input.  

· ISC as Co-Chair of the Washington Budget Committee (WBC):  The institutionalization of an ISC staff member as a co-chairperson of the WBC was a significant change, one that will bring more transparency to the target setting process.  

· The “Bogota” slides (now known as “ICASS by the numbers: Multi-year Trends”):   By examining the costs and customer growth over a 7 year period, the ISC undertook the first attempt in 10 years to answer the cries that costs in ICASS were out of control.  The series of charts and graphs used in this exercise are now updated after each budget cycle and are used as an important tool in educating ICASS service providers and customers about what costs go into ICASS, the major cost drivers, customer agency growth, and, very importantly, controllable and non-controllable costs in ICASS.   

· Re-capitalization of the ICASS Working Capital Fund:  ICASS operations around the world are funded by participating agencies paying into a Working Capital Fund.  Therefore, keeping the ICASS coffers liquid is of paramount importance.  With agencies previously authorized 270 days from invoice date to pay their bill, delinquent or even slow payments could bring the system to a grinding halt.  Successfully obtaining the approval of the IWG, the IEB and the Office of Legal Affairs to reduce the number of days from 270 to 90 was a significant change and a tremendous boost to the cash flow in ICASS, especially in these days of long Continuing Resolutions.

· Elimination of the $2,500 minimum threshold for Partial Year Invoices (PYI):  This was another huge change that the ISC championed.  Previously, a post could only request PYI funding for growth if the invoice amount was more than $2,500.  The elimination of the $2,500 minimum amount ensured that posts did not lose out on a vital funding source the year the new position arrived at post and the annualization of that amount the next year.  

· Workload Data Call:  In 2007, the ISC introduced a new requirement for posts – a workload count data call in the summer.  This submission enabled the ISC to deliver to customer agencies a report detailing the changes in workload counts between the prior year and the current year.  This information allowed agencies to get a preview of how their bills might be impacted by changes in their usage of ICASS services in advance of the initial Washington Budget Committee “hearings” where they set the ICASS budget target for the coming year.

· ICASS Governance:  A major change that the ISC marshaled was to make representation on the ICASS Council at post the same as on the IEB in Washington.  This change greatly reduced the number of agencies sitting on a council at post.  To ensure that agencies no longer on the Council were not “disenfranchised” the ISC obtained approval for the establishment of a standing Budget Committee at each post on which agencies paying into ICASS would have representation.  The respective roles and responsibilities of each group were communicated to posts in a series of cables. 

LOOKING AHEAD……
There is still much to do in ICASS.  Without going into any great detail here, I would like to take this opportunity to list a few of these for your consideration.  Some of these are already in the works, while others will need your support if they are to be implemented.  

TDY Policy:  Your support for the recent change in the minimum 30 day/$2500 limit to 7 days/$500 (slated for FY 2009) will bring financial relief to posts that host large numbers of TDYers.  But now we must look to simplify this TDY monitoring and billing mechanism.  A TDY charge based on a “rack rate” derived from certain costs at post or globally would be one way to achieve this.  

2-year Time Allocations:  A big issue for agencies is predictability of their ICASS invoices.  While the data integrity drive and the changes in Section 340 of the ICASS Handbook will bring greater standardization and consistency in how ICASS budgets are formulated, and how time allocations and workload counts are recorded, keeping time allocations of ICASS service providers constant for 2 years will add to that level of consistency and predictability (and will greatly reduce the work involved annually in getting time allocations done, approved and entered in the ICASS budget software.)

Sub-cost Centers in LITE and/or unbundling some cost centers:  I hope the group will quickly resume discussions started during the Handbook re-write on (1) the “unbundling” of some of the services that are rolled into a single cost center in the LITE version of the software, or (2) you will look into the option of allowing posts to create sub-cost centers that will use the workload factors of the equivalent cost center in the Standard budget software.
IWG Meetings every other month:  While IWG meetings are extremely important as a forum for information exchange and dissemination, do we need to have them monthly or would meetings every two months suffice?  

Electronic ICASS Invoices posted on Website:  I hope you will support an ISC initiative to get out of mailing ICASS invoices to agencies’ headquarters.  The ISC plans to post all invoices on its website.

Targeted Post Specific Training:  I again look to you to support/fund this ground-breaking initiative where the ISC’s “signature” post-specific training is going to change from one where the posts request the training to one that will “target” posts for training based on certain criteria.  The cost of the training will be borne by the ISC.

Expansion of the ICASS Scorecard:  This new initiative engendered a lot of interest in its first year.  We at the ISC also learned some valuable lessons on how to improve on it next year.  The ISC plans to substantially increase the elements that will be included in the Scorecard.  

Additional Staffing for the ISC:  Data integrity, “tailored” consultations, increased analysis of budgets and data, increased training done by the ISC, oversight of the ICASS budget software and Global Data Base require large amounts of staff time.  I look to you to support a request for the funding of two new positions. 

I’M SO GLAD WE HAD THIS TIME TOGETHER……
Again, I would like to take this opportunity to thank all of you for your support over the past three years.  And to the ISC staff, my heart-felt thanks to each of you.  You’ve done yourselves proud!     
