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MINUTES

ICASS EXECUTIVE BOARD MEETING
Department of State
10:00 AM

March 13, 2008
Principals in Attendance:
Agriculture

Susan Schayes
Commerce 

Dan Harris
Defense

Lara Sanford
Health and Human Services
Dr. Ed Sontag
Health and Human Services (CDC)
Crayton Lankford

Justice

Michael Allen 

Library of Congress
Beacher Wiggins

Peace Corps

Thomas Bellamy (acting)
State 
Earl Powell

State

Raj Chellaraj
Social Security

Vance Teel 



Transportation
Juergen Tooren

Treasury

Steven Sosson

USAID

Drew Luten
Veterans Affairs

Al Bocchicchio
Office of Management and Budget
Peter Ray
Not Attending:

Homeland Security
Social Security Administration
1. Welcome

Mr. Dan Harris, Deputy Assistant Secretary, International Operations, US&FCS, welcomed the ICASS Executive Board (IEB) members to the Department of Commerce and provided members with a brief history of the Herbert Hoover Building.

2. Opening Remarks and Welcome from ICASS Executive Board Chair Raj Chellaraj:
A/S Chellaraj opened the meeting by welcoming IEB members.  He reported on his recent trip to posts in the Gulf region where he met with agency representatives and post ICASS Councils from Kuwait in the north to Abu Dhabi and as far west as Yemen to hear from the customer community as well as service providers to learn more about the challenges they faced.  The posts in the Gulf region are facing inflationary pressures, higher commodity and housing prices as well as a falling dollar. He remarked on the dedication of the staff and ICASS Councils in these challenging environments.  
3. Adoption of Minutes of December 13, 2007 ICASS Executive Board (IEB) Meeting:

The minutes for the December 13, 2007 IEB meeting, held at the Department of State, were adopted unanimously.
4.  FY2008 Final Budget Hearings – Brad Higgins, CFO, and Trish Garate, ICASS Service Center 
State Department CFO Brad Higgins introduced the budget briefing by commenting on the challenges every agency faces working overseas.  He noted that every agency represented in the room is facing the issue of affordability and all are impacted by the decline of the U.S. dollar and the increased cost of oil as well as deep budget cuts by Congress.
Mr. Higgins announced that the Budget Committee had met the previous week.  He outlined several budget issues including the following:  


Exchange Rate Losses:  Mr. Higgins noted that exchange rate losses were nearly $90 million through September 30, including $30 million deferred from 2007.  At least $30 million in additional currency losses was expected for the remainder of the year.  

LES Wage Increases:    One of the most important assets at overseas posts is our locally employed staff.  If the dollar had remained stable, we would probably have given the LES the highest increase in their history.  Unfortunately the dollar did not stay firm and currency exchange losses negatively impacted the LES salary increases.  


Kabul Guard Contract:  The costs for the Afghanistan guard contract have been reduced from $77 million to $42 million.  Work continues on a supplemental to cover these costs.

NEC Openings:  Mr. Higgins pointed out that we are opening about 9 to 10 new embassy compounds each year and that operating costs are significantly higher because the buildings must run the HVAC systems 24/7 and have higher costs associated with security.  State is working on the challenge of getting funding from Congress for operating costs to support and maintain buildings that have already been built.

Trish Garate, ISC reported on the March 11, 2008 Budget Committee Final FY2008 Budget Hearings.  She reported that all recommendations had been approved.  Ms. Garate reiterated the point made by Mr. Higgins about additional exchange rate losses and reminded the group that additional billings would depend on accumulated losses through June of this year.   She noted that the final targets represented $78 million in reductions from what was presented in the fall.  These reductions were across the board and included in part a reduction to the Kabul security requirements, reductions to infrastructure funding, to FSN wages, to American salaries, and post assignment travel.
USAID was also present at the Budget Hearings and its ASP targets were approved with a minimal increase.  There was a Mission that opened in Juba, Sudan and USAID is providing services there.  USAID also communicated that ASPs at a few posts will cease operations in 2009 due to State/USAID consolidation.   At the end of the presentation, the budget committee approved all the targets as recommended by the Department of State and by USAID.  
5.  Update on Uniform Service Standards – Larry Richter, Director, Innovation Staff, M/PRI, Department of State, and Update on Standardization:

Larry Richter, Staff Director in M/PRI and Member of the State Regional Initiatives Council (RIC), provided an update on the RIC’s Collaborative Management Initiative (CMI) which includes the goal of establishing consistent methodologies for managing overseas.  The rewrite of the ICASS Handbook is one element of this strategy and a key indicator of the partnership between ICASS and the CMI.  The goal ultimately is to develop a standard management “playbook” at all posts that will allow State to work collaboratively with customers to improve services and reduce costs.  He thanked the Board for approving the ALDAC informing posts about the uniform service standards project and CMI.  He requested that customer agencies send out messages to their staff overseas encouraging support for CMI.  Mr. Richter provided text that the customer agencies are welcome to use to help reinforce the message that these changes are needed to get a better sense of the relationship between the resources that are applied and the results that we're able to get.
Mr. Richter comment briefly on specific ways that State has been working on empowering locally engaged staff to assume greater responsibilities.  After careful study, the RIC found that it seems very unlikely that there are very many posts where LES empowerment would result in a reduction in U.S. direct hire service providers.  Drew Luten, USAID, stated that he would like to discuss some of the findings that address the allocation of US direct hire staff to higher value-added activities, and then explore how to deploy lower-cost providers of services and support to those higher value activities. 
Corey Rindner, the State Department Procurement Executive, commented on LES empowerment by describing a pilot regarding procurement authority.  The State Department has twelve posts where LES have procurement authority up to $25,000.  After reviewing these posts, Mr. Rindner’s office is finding that the Department cannot give up a US direct hire employee, but by empowering LES, US direct hires can focus on higher level management issues.  He pointed out that procurement rules apply overseas just as much as in the US.  There is keen interest from Congress and the OIG regarding this pilot and there needs to be a counterbalance between the flexibility of empowering LES with maintaining management controls.

6.  Mexico City Invoice Dispute – Ismail Asmal, Director, ICASS Service Center
Ismail Asmal facilitated the adjudication by the IEB of a dispute from Mexico City that revolved around the payment for shared leased space.  Last year, it was discovered that shared office space at some of the post’s consulates was being charged solely to OBO, and not shared by the occupying agencies.  It was only at the beginning of this fiscal year that agencies became aware of the error and that the lease costs would now be shared.  The dispute by Department of Commerce requested a delay in sharing the costs until agencies could include them in their budget planning.  Forward planning is a key principal in ICASS and should be taken into consideration regarding all funding decisions.  However, because the charge to OBO was an error that ran counter to Appropriations Law, the correction of this funding error could not be delayed and the IEB voted accordingly.
In acknowledging and agreeing that the costs had to be shared beginning this fiscal year, the IEB nonetheless reiterated the importance of adequate communication between service providers and agencies, especially in matters that have budgetary impact.  An ALDAC reinforcing the importance of communication will be drafted by the ISC and transmitted to all posts.

7.  Agencies need more Flexibility from ICASS Providers - Update from the March 2007 IEB – Dan Harris, FCS

Dan Harris addressed the IEB about the issue of having more flexibility from ICASS in helping the Foreign Commercial Service (FCS) achieve their mandates overseas, for example, sponsoring trade missions and carrying out various trade-related events.  FCS depends on the State Department as the monopoly service provider.  Mr. Harris stated that there is a very wide disparity among the service providers in terms of whether they see themselves as service providers or controllers and enforcers.  Mr. Harris stated that FCS has not been able to reach an agreement with A/OPE regarding procurement issues despite intensive negotiations and meetings.  He formally proposed that the IEB Policy and Governance Committee be given a mandate to recommend a mechanism whereby an independent review panel can look at law and precedent and all relevant factors to come up with solutions.  The mandate would include studying this question and recommending a review when there are overarching questions or issues that impact multiple agencies and posts.

Mr. Rindner, the DOS Procurement Executive, acknowledged that FCS has a very challenging portfolio.  He pointed out that the procurement model that State has at posts is geared for simple procurement transactions.  To support more complex procurements, A/OPE is staffing up domestically and at the Regional Procurement Support Offices (RPSOs). Mr. Rindner pointed out that there are also other alternatives such as using a credit card where available and appropriate.   A/OPE stated that they had already developed models for much of the FCS portfolio such as translators and transportation services, had coordinated procedures on obtaining personal service agreements (PSAs), and had identified others ways for them to satisfy their requirements via RPSOs.  Now that the State Department Office of Acquisitions Management (A/LM/AQM) is staffing up, they will be an even greater resource.  
Mr. Chellaraj asked Juergen Tooren, Chair of the IEB Policy and Governance Committee to  review the findings and formulate a communications package and come up with options in terms of what the customer can and cannot do while maximizing flexibility.  There are standard procurement guidelines that need to be taken into consideration.  Mr. Tooren agreed and reiterated that the committee should play the role of a facilitator as opposed to gatekeeper.  The committee will not be an arbitration board telling the State Procurement Executive’s office how to operate, but rather a facilitator regarding possible options and solutions.

8.  Reports

· IEB Policy and Governance Committee (Juergen Tooren, Chair) TDY Policy and Conditions     
Juergen Tooren reiterated that TDYs remain a huge burden on posts’ resources.  The proposed TDY policy lowers the threshold and remains voluntary.  Much of the policy development work has been done at the working group level.  He asked Janet Buechel to give the IEB a brief overview.  Ms Buechel stated that the IWG agreed to lower the thresholds to seven days/$500 and asked the policy committee to continue discussing the guidelines for implementing this new threshold.  Other TDY policy discussions are taking place and an expanded policy committee is looking at options over the course of the next month or two to work out details and explore if a better policy can be formulated.  One of the major issues in any new policy is tracking TDYers.  There is a burden for posts to track TDY staff and the new policy will hopefully be coupled with an automated tracking system to assist posts.  Ms. Buechel stated that a final policy should be finalized in June 2008 and the goal for implementation is October 1, 2008, but this depends on the ability to change the ICASS software. 
· ICASS Service Center Director Report (Ismail Asmal)

Mr. Asmal highlighted some of the ICASS Service Center’s (ISC) current activities, including the upcoming Management Counselor/Council Chair (MC3) Workshop in Cape Town.  He mentioned that three IEB members would be represented and invited other board members to attend if they were interested.  He also informed the IEB about the new draft of Chapter 340 and other key chapters of the ICASS Handbook.  He thanked all of the participants that worked on the handbook updates for their hard work and dedication.  It was truly an interagency effort and everyone put aside their parochial interests and came together to contribute to the greater good.  He also announced that due to all of the policy changes underway, post-specific ICASS training is temporarily halted to allow for the training content to be updated.  Post-specific training will resume in the fall.

Mr. Asmal also gave an update on the scorecard that grades posts’ ICASS budget submissions with a focus on data integrity and narrative quality.  The ISC completed the review of all initial budget submissions and communicated the preliminary results directly to the posts.  Posts that did not achieve a perfect score in the initial review are invited to work with the ISC to improve their score in the final budget submission.   
He went on to provide an update of the 2008 ICASS Customer Satisfaction Survey and reported on this year’s results compared to the previous three years.  He expressed his gratitude to the 34,769 respondents who made this year’s participation the highest ever in the survey’s 4-year history.  He stated that the overall customer satisfaction with ICASS is 4.02, on a 5 point scale, down very slightly from 2007’s 4.03.  The percentage of posts achieving an overall customer satisfaction of 4.0 or more was 62% versus 59% in 2007.  He briefed board members about the survey trends for their agencies and identified the highest and lowest ranked services.  Now that agencies have four years of trend data and customer comments, he noted that it is what post management and each Council does with this information that will reflect the real value of the survey.  
· PART Update   (Peter Hogan, ISC Deputy Director)
Mr. Hogan stated that he would email the PART update to the IEB members. 

· Unsigned Invoices (Trish Garate)
Trish Garate (ISC) directed the Board’s attention to a list of those agencies that were delinquent in paying their invoices.  She advised the IEB that policy requires payment within 90 days of receipt of the invoice, with a reminder of this policy sent to all those who have not paid after 30 days.  At the end of 90 days, the ISC is tasked with providing the IEB for their review and action a list of agencies that have not authorized an invoice.  In keeping with the policy, the ISC informed the IEB of those agencies with an unauthorized invoice and recommended that the board grant an additional 60 days.  The IEB adopted this recommendation.
· IWG Chairperson Report (Janet Buechel) 
Janet Buechel reported that the revised Chapter 340 of the ICASS Handbook has been posted on the ICASS website for review and that the ISC has sent out a series of ALDACs addressing the changes.  The revised handbook chapters are with the State Department’s policy clearance staff and will hopefully be ready in 30 days.  Janet thanked everyone for their participation and hard work to get the new handbook chapters completed.


9.  Meeting Conclusion

· Concluding Remarks and Scheduling of Next ICASS Executive Board Meeting – Assistant Secretary Raj Chellaraj
In closing, A/S Chellaraj thanked attendees for making the meeting successful.  Mr. Chellaraj thanked Susan Schayes, FAS, for agreeing to host the June IEB meeting.  

The meeting was adjourned at 12:07 pm.
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