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International Cooperative Administrative Support Services

Minutes

ICASS Interagency Working Group Meeting

March 8, 2006
Janet Buechel chaired the meeting.  

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

New IWG Chair:  Ismail Asmal, ISC Director, introduced Janet Buechel as the new Working Group Chair and thanked Cheri Caddy (FAS) for her dedicated service over the past months as Acting Chair.

Mission Performance Plan (MPP):  Sid Kaplan, DAS, for Strategic Performance and Planning, and John Riddle, his deputy, provided the IWG with an overview of the Mission Performance Plan (MPP) process.   Mr. Kaplan advised that State Department works in concert with USAID in the overall performance and planning cycle, and noted that individual agencies also participate at the post level by providing input to the MPP and in Washington as reviewers.  

He informed the IWG that MPPs are the conduit for posts to inform Washington of their priorities and performance goals, and to identify and justify resources required to meet those goals.  To ensure that each MPP includes vital information, posts follow a standard format which includes: a brief overview of the country, Chief of Mission Statement covering achievements, priorities, and resource requirements.   This narrative is followed by detailed performance goal papers with substantial charts tracking the goal’s progress.  Mr. Riddle advised that this extensive data becomes part of an integrated database allowing analysts to compare and develop reports for specific programs or activities on a variety of levels.  

The IWG was reminded that the MPP is the initial vehicle for identifying additional positions at a mission and agencies should include any plans for increasing their staff as part of the mission’s goals.  Mr. Kaplan noted that of the 109 ICASS positions requested in the FY2007 MPPs, that 32 were forwarded by the Bureaus for consideration by the Department.  

Director’s Report:   ISC Director Ismail Asmal, highlighted the following topics:

ICASS Customer Satisfaction Survey:  The number of participants in the second annual ICASS Customer Satisfaction Survey, was up by more than 35% over last year. This increased participation rate will provide greater validity to the results that will be drawn from the survey, however, the ultimate goal remains getting the satisfaction level up.   

Survey results are an important element of the PART evaluation of ICASS.  Last year, overall satisfaction scores of 4.0 on a 5-point scale were achieved at 44 percent of posts and the goal is to increase that each year until 90 percent of posts achieve 4.0 in 2009.  This year’s results will be a key indicator of whether challenged posts will require more directed assistance to make progress.  

Results, without comments, will be posted on the ISC’s website.  However, post management will receive their post’s results with comments and suggests on how they could use these results to build on strengths and address weaknesses.  Survey data will also be shared with the IEB, IWG and the Regional Bureaus.  

MC3 = Management Counselors/Council Chairs:  Last month, the ICASS Service Center hosted a 3-day workshop in Manila for Management Counselors/ICASS Council Chairs.  Using case studies and drawing on parallels with School Boards, the workshop focused on strengthening this partnership so that they and the ICASS Council at post can become more effective change agents and take a leadership role as a TEAM in meeting the resource challenges faced by all posts.  Acting ICASS Executive Board Chair and Acting Assistant Secretary for Administration, Frank Coulter, Department of Justice’s Dr. Paul Corts, and Agriculture’s Chuck Alexander, also attended and spoke at the workshop.  Two more similar workshops for the EUR region kick off next week, after which all Regional Bureaus would have had this training.

Web.ICASS 2.17.00:  This week the ISC will announce the rollout of Web.ICASS 2.17.00 that will be used by posts for preparing the FY 2006 ICASS Final Budget.  This software patch enhances software functionality, separates available funds into three reporting sections (Traditional Bureau, OBO and DS), and provides comparison/trend reports.  It also introduces posts to the split of the ICASS and Non-ICASS budget plans and will lend itself to anticipated separate ICASS and Non-ICASS data calls.  The ICASS and Non-ICASS split also simplifies the budget preparation and submission procedures.  A major step forward.   

ICASS Post-Specific Training:  The Customer Service and Training Team completed six posts trainings in the past month and 12 in the past two months.  Always popular with the field, these Round 1 and 2 trainings are attuned to evolving customer needs – such as working through charging for TDYs in Monrovia, NEC implications and consolidation of services in Conakry, or exploring where regional personnel costs should be charged in Dakar.  Feedback from the posts after each of these trips has been nothing less than flattering.   

FY 2006 Budget Update:  Trish Garate (ISC) announced that hearings for the final 2006 budget will be held on March 13, and that copies of the recommendations along with initial invoice summary amounts will be made available prior to the hearings.   Ms. Garate advised that due to the fact that no agencies provided a dissenting opinion on the embassy move proposal made by Jeff Kramer (USAID) and Bill Haley (State) at the February 8, 2006, IWG meeting, the proposal for distributing relocation costs has carried.  The newly adopted policy states that whenever an embassy relocates to a new location, the costs of the relocation will be bundled into a separate cost center and the costs will be shared by only those agencies that are relocating with the embassy.  In the case of Kazakhstan, post is directed to implement their previously prepared “what-if” budget as the method for distributing costs of the final FY 2006 budget target which is to be approved by the budget committee.

Budget Committee Co-Chair Jeffrey Kramer (USAID), reported that only one agency (DEA) responded to the proposed ASP methodology to set a limit of $50,000 for including indirect costs in ICASS budgets, below which, costs could be distributed as overhead and above which would be distributed to the proper cost centers.  This method would only apply to current ASP posts, not future posts.  He advised that after some discussion, DEA approved the methodology and since no other agency had expressed an opinion, the proposal will become policy.

IWG Pilot of “ONE”:  Paul Christy (FCS), IT Committee Co-Chair, presented a proposal that the Committee believes would improve the productivity of the ICASS Working Group by providing non-State IWG members with access to the ICASS global database.  The vehicle would be the State initiative “Open Net Everywhere” – also known as ONE.  This program appears to provide a secure, affordable response to non-State access priority.  He informed the IWG that non-State access to ONE has already been provided to USAID employees at certain critical threat posts, so an important precedent for this initiative exists.

Mr. Christy reported that ONE participants receive a device called a “fob,” which provides a random password that is entered into a State intranet web browser from any computer at any location.  With a fob, which has a fee of about $600 per year, any ICASS member could access the State intranet and ICASS data from their desktop.

He proposed that the IT Committee recommend a one-year pilot project be launched with ten ICASS member agencies to assess the effectiveness of this proposal.  IWG members gave the proposal their enthusiastic support and representatives from eight agencies quickly offered to be considered for the pilot.  

It was recommended that the IT Committee prepare a draft letter to the State CFO and CIO for review and comment.

Next Meeting

The next IWG meeting will be held Wednesday, April 12, 2006. 
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