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MR. MANDEL:  Good morning, good afternoon or good evening.  I'm Larry Mandel, director of the ICASS Service Center.


MS. CLIFTON:  And I'm JoAnn Clifton, the chairperson of the ICASS working group.


MR. MANDEL:  We're here today to talk with you and to listen to your ideas for ICASS.  This is the fourth ICASS interactive, and it's the first one where we've changed the format.  Those of you who have watched us before, know that in previous lives we have often brought a guest speaker here to talk with you, tell you what's happening in Washington, and share with you Washington's perspective.


This time we're flipping it around a little bit.  What we're here to do is to hear from you about your ideas for ICASS.


MS. CLIFTON:  The focus of the discussion today is blue-sky thinking.  The Assistant Secretary of State for Administration, Bill Eaton, and he's also the chair person of the ICASS Executive Board, at our recent meeting tasked us and the IEB members to look at ICASS on a more broad basis, where we are now and where we want to be in the future.


Last week we held the first IWG “Blue-sky” thinking meeting.  We looked at broad ideas and also looked at the smaller ideas that can make improvements on the margins.


MR. MANDEL:  ICASS is primarily an overseas program. There is of course a component in Washington for ICASS, the ICASS Service Center, the ICASS working group and the ICASS Executive Board are all working for you all the time in Washington.  But it's primarily an overseas program. This year ICASS will process over $900 million in invoices for our overseas posts.  ICASS employees overseas number approximately 19,000. That's about 37 percent of the entire American and local staff resources we have at our overseas posts.  So, we are primarily an overseas program, and for that reason we wanted to come to you who know how best ICASS works at your post and how it doesn't work to get your ideas.


MS. CLIFTON:  Your input is one of the most important things in focusing on improving ICASS.  This forum we hope will stimulate more good ideas, both broad ideas and the smaller ones.  If after the session you have more ideas that you want to pass on, you can send them to our e-mail or you can go to the ICASS list serve which is on www.icass.gov.


MR. MANDEL:  Before we go further, I'd like to just mention what our phone numbers are here, because we are hoping to hear from you overseas.  Our phone numbers in Washington are 202-205-9066 and 202-205-1355.  Please phone in and share with us your ideas.


When ICASS was first started, there was a series of transcending goals and values that ICASS communicated.  Those essentially were the transparency, equity, fairness, local empowerment and being an agent for change.  As we look back on the progress of ICASS over the five or six, or in some cases seven, years, it looks to us that ICASS is two things at once.  It's both a budget financial system, and it's a service provision system.


On the budget side, the transparency, the fairness and the equity have come a long way since the days have passed, and most Washington observers from most agencies feel that we've done a pretty good job of taking ICASS to where it needs to be on the financial side.  Certainly there are still some improvements on the margins that we can make, and we will work on those.  But our big focus for the next couple of years needs to be on service provision, and what JoAnn will talk about in terms of value for services.


MS. CLIFTON:  The challenges for ICASS now really are on the management side, in providing quality service that is efficient and effective at the best price, which remains the goal for now and in the future.  We need to focus our efforts both in Washington and in the field on this issue.


MR. MANDEL:  So I think at this point that we are ready to take some calls.  If there are some callers who would like to share with us their ideas, your ideas, of what can be happening in ICASS, that's what we need to know.  As JoAnn says, we are interested in both kinds of ideas, grand ideas to look at where we could be overall and how things could work better and differently, and smaller ideas -- ideas about how to make the margins work better -- small improvements we can implement quickly and easily. 


So we are prepared to take phone calls, and look forward to hearing from you.  Okay, while the phone calls are coming in, JoAnn, maybe we could recap for people what's been happening in ‘Blue-sky’ at the IWG level?


MS. CLIFTON:  Well, we had our meeting on the 16th of July, and our next meeting is July 30th.  At the meeting we have three main areas of discussion that came out.  One was on governance issues, one was on management issues and one was on cost issues.  One of the three interesting governance issues was one greater or less cost detail. Some people want more cost detail; other people are looking at more maybe a per capita rate or that type of thing.  But the real question from the government's viewpoint is, Do we really need more detail?  Is it worth the effort to do that, to get that work, if in the end the bill is the same for each of the agencies?


The second one was standardization of processes.  If we really want to get at cost savings, processes really need to be standardized throughout the operations overseas.  This is a primary belief, and very successful belief in the private sector in large organizations, is that you have one general way of doing things, and from that you get cost savings.


The other one was the risk level, the risk level that you assume when you start streamlining processes and taking out non-value-added steps is that you take out controls that are not adding values to the process.  This would be a higher risk level then is right now at the operations overseas.


Those were three of the issues that came in under governance.


On management there was discussion of incentives for cost savings.  There was business lines and process improvement, where you are looking at each business line and prioritizing them and streamlining them, and then with centralizing service delivery, which is called regionalization.  But the question is:  Which services could you really efficiently centralize from a post to either someplace on a specific continent or back to the U.S.?


On cost, a couple of the issues that came up were the extra costs that are assumed by the service provider when they are asked to provide services beyond the accepted standard for that service at the post.  We are talking about maybe adding a surcharge, doing a weighting.  That's one of the things we were looking at.


It looks like we have a call on the line.


MR. MANDEL:  I think we have Elizabeth Henson from Lima, Peru, on the line. Liz, are you there?


MS. HENSON:  Yeah, I'm here, Larry. How are you doing?


MR. MANDEL:  Good thanks, how are you doing?


MS. HENSON:  Good, good.  Good morning to you, Joanne.


MS. CLIFTON:  Good morning.


MS. HENSON:  I called in because I am interested in the initiative that you guys are talking about.  I am glad someone is doing a review.  We've just had a GAO team visit Lima looking at ICASS, which by the way I think is working very well at this post.


MR. MANDEL:  Liz, before we go farther, why don't you identify yourself for those who don't know you, so we know what your perspective is?


MS. HENSON:  Okay.  I'm the Management Counselor at Lima, Peru, and we have a pretty large mission with about 102 TDYers a week, a lot of counternarcotics stuff, a lot of other agencies, some regional personnel based here.  So we see some of the issues you are talking about.  And I'd say just that Lima, Peru has done an excellent job with ICASS.  We are very fortunate to have a very skilled FMO staff, and a very cordial relationship with our other agencies, especially with AID, where they are providing some service for warehousing.  And we have a trainer, among other FSN staff.  So we have had the ICASS training team down here, who are very good, being trained with council members and other people, and we have had -- we have done training ourselves with both service providers and our council.


So I think we are doing all the right stuff, and it's going pretty well, and we don't have serious complaints.  We are kind of tinkering around the edges, if you will. 


But my concern as a manager is that I don't think we are getting value for this system.  We are putting a lot of time -- and if you look at the global cost of all the conferences -- every year there is an annual conference, a workshop to do your ICASS budget.  You guys have contracts to develop new software.  And just listening to some of the things JoAnn was just describing, there is a tension, and I fear that we are really leaning more and more toward cost accounting than we are -- I'm from the budgeting side of the school, and I know that you have to have records and you have to have accountability.  But honestly I think we are spending dollars to chase dimes.  We are just putting a lot of high-priced time and money, and travel time and other sorts of things, into running this system. And I wonder if it's worth it.  I wonder -- I think we have gotten a lot of good ideas, and I want to say that the ICASS Service Center has had outstanding personnel who really try to help us to come up with good ideas.  They are very positive people.  But I am not at all sure that the U.S. government is getting its bang for its buck, because we really are spending so much time at the local posts, even setting aside dealing with the curse of RFMS, that we are spending so much time running the system -- responding to people's complaints. We have one office that we already break down their bills seven ways, because it's a DOD office that has a lot of different appropriations strip codes, that more detail. Well, you know, we don't have the capability to do that.  And, frankly, if we were to spend our time properly, we'd be spending more time on the basics, making sure that the warehouse is actually tracking those shipments that come in short-shipped, or making sure that we are billing for damaged things when people leave post.  We should be doing an electricity inventory to make sure that we don't have people tapping into our electrical services going into our houses.  A number of those things would help.


MR. MANDEL:  Liz, let me ask you a couple of questions.  Are you a standard post or a light post?


MS. HENSON:  We are a standard post.  We have about 250 American employees.


MR. MANDEL:  In terms of making the bookkeeping and the record keeping easier for you, have you considered looking at the light software to see if that might be a solution?  A handful of posts have done conversions, in most cases from lite to standard; in a few cases from standard to lite -- and we may be hearing from some of those posts today I hope also.  But is that something that you looked at in Lima?


MS. HENSON:  We have not looked at that, but I tell you after listening Bangladesh -- I think Dhaka is doing that -- and they found that there was very little difference.  If we hadn't been short-staffed this past year, we might have gotten to that.  But that's an initiative we can look at next year.


MS. CLIFTON:  But, Liz, the very little difference is in the bills at the end of the year.


MS. HENSON:  Yeah, but there's a lot of difference in how much time you are spending.


MS. CLIFTON:  Right.  So what the person found is that it's a lot less time, because there's less counting, and the bills don't radically differ at the end of the year.


MR. MANDEL:  It's something you want to take a look at certainly.


MS. HENSON:  That is.  And I would like to propose something more radical.  I mean, I worked in FNPBP back when the NIS was coming online, and at that point ICASS was about to begin, but not quite formed, and they did a capitation scheme.  Well, you know, frankly it worked okay.  You could run it off in Excel's spreadsheet, I mean, and you didn't have to have an ICASS Service Center deal with it; you didn't have to have a lot of other overhead costs.  And the B&F section -- or, excuse me, financial management, could run it pretty simply.  I think that if you go to a capitation system it's very important that the definitions are correct of who you count.  Even under ICASS, you know, when you say you are counting personnel, for some service centers it's locally engaged staff and Americans; for others it's Americans with family members.  The definitions are going to be important.  And you will probably have to have some modification factors -- point three or point six.  For example, Peace Corps, that does most of its own work, might be a 0.3.  You are going to have to count TDYers.  Here we have -- we count them by man-years.  We have some JPAD offices and military offices that are manned full-time, even though the actual personnel rotate.  We know there are going to be essentially five people all year.


MR. MANDEL:  So, Liz, when you talk about capitation, you are talking both about modifying the services to be more accurate for the level of service that the agency takes.  Are you also talking about finding some way to accommodate for agencies that don't take certain services?


MS. HENSON:  No, only by saying it's a very broad-brush approach.  It's not the fine-tuning that ICASS is increasingly becoming.  It would be.  You know, if you sign up for everything -- take me, family, kids, school, et cetera, et cetera -- I'm a one.  You take AID -- they might be a 0.6, because they get pretty much everything -- security, medical, all that other stuff, but they do some of their GSO functions for themselves.  Okay?  And Peace Corps might be a 0.3.  That would be it.  No fine distinctions.  Sorry, we don't have the time, we don't have the staff.  And the reason -- I want to go back to this.  The real reason is not only that we at post are not spending the kind of analytical time we should on getting costs down, because we are spending so much time explaining $1.57 in the light bill that -- but the other reason is that State has consistently underfunded its commitment to ICASS.  We have other agencies growing at posts.  They say when we go through the NSDD-38 exercise, and yes we use the ICASS modules and other what-if scenarios, et cetera, sure we will pay the extra costs.  Then we get our mark back, our target number back from Mama State, and it's $500,000 less than last year.  That's  -- well, excuse me, there's something wrong with this picture.


MR. MANDEL:  I think we need to find out kind of if other posts are having that same experience in terms of getting reimbursed by State for the additional State people or not. But let's come back to your point for a minute, Liz.  Is this an idea that you all have talked about in your ICASS council or your ICASS working group, the capitation?  And, if so, what is the reaction from the other agencies?


MS. HENSON:  Okay, we have not talked about it at the ICASS council, but we did talk about it with the GAO people who were here, and they are interested in that idea as a way to reduce overhead costs.  I mean, I would like to see the money put into doing the work and not into running this system for accounting do the work.


MR. MANDEL:  And I guess that's the other question your position raises, Liz, and that is:  Does most of what you've described in terms of a burden on you as the post manager, is probably something that's inherent in the system.  In other words, whatever system we entail, you are going to spend a lot of time managing.  You are going to spend a lot of time servicing agencies that have more needs or less needs or specific needs.  So at what point does that affect your cost distribution or cost accounting?  When I think of cost accounting and cost distribution, the things that jump out at me is you'll spend a lot more time counting your hours, counting your -- dividing up your resources, making sure that all your information is accurate.  But in either system you will spend probably similar amounts of time working with the agencies, satisfying their needs, working with your subfunctions at the embassy.  How much do you see that changing?


MS. HENSON:  Well, I think -- I am going to let Steve Garret answer that question.  He's our financial management officer.  Hang on a second.  But I really do see some major changes, considering how much time spend explaining numbers to our agencies.  I mean, it's a very transparent process, we can account for everything.  But, let's face it, there are 23 different methodologies, we have got service providers counting stuff, and then we have got us explaining it at great length.  And it's working okay, as I said before, but it's taking time that could be spent better.


MR. MANDEL:  Okay, Steve, do you have a perspective?


MR. GARRET:  Yes, good morning.  This is actually hitting the nail on the head with this, because, as you said, we have 23 different cost distribution methodologies, and an enormous amount of time is spent as we are tracking these cost distribution methodologies -- you know, counting things, going back to the service provider, getting an accurate counts, and putting this into the software.  And this time could be better spent maybe looking at cost saving measures, and also explaining other ways that we might be able to conduct and provide better service to our customers.


So we have enormous responsibility for our accounting aspects for ICASS as it is now.  So if we could change that to have a more simple format to follow, you know, it's going to be saving us some staff time in the accounting office, and also the other service providers' time, so it can focus in on providing better service. 


MS. CLIFTON:  Well, that's one of the things that came up when we started looking at the figures, that worldwide ICASS redistribution cost center is about $203 million, and that's 31 percent of the bill.  So if you really want to look at cost savings, you have to decide, do you need to carry that much overhead, or is there another way to attack the issue of providing services?


MR. MANDEL:  Well, Liz and Steve, thank you very much for your input.  This has been great to hear your views.  I'm sure we'll hear from other posts who have maybe the same perspective, maybe a different one.  I would encourage you -- and I think Joanne would join me -- in taking these issues up with your ICASS working group and/or your ICASS Council, and sharing the results with the rest of us. There is an ICASS list serve, which is a good mechanism for sharing ideas and perspectives on what's happening.


MR. GARRET:  Thank you very much.


MS. CLIFTON:  One of the things that Liz and Steve brought up was really the idea of what drives costs in ICASS.  And we have been talking about that in the last meeting, and also talking with Matt Burns down in the Center for Administrative Innovation (CAI) office.  And we have looked at inflation, exchange rates, raising benefits.  But one of two things that really drive cost in providing service is the customer behavior and the customer diversity.  The second thing would be process, the process itself.  If you have a process that's effective but you have got a high cost in delivering that, it is a cost driver for the whole system, because one of the main costs in the ICASS system is personnel, both American and FSN.


MR. MANDEL:  JoAnn, one of the ideas that we keep talking about is standardization, because we know standardization in general is a good way to establish common standards which run through our posts all over the world.  And kind of on the other side of that coin is local empowerment.  It's very hard to have both local empowerment and standards across the board that we try to obtain.


A handful of posts are involved in a study, something called ISO 9000.  ISO 9000 is a series of standards that the private industry uses to achieve quality services. The post that has gone the farthest in establishing ISO 9000 standards is London.  I believe that London has established them throughout their admin section, management section, or almost throughout the whole section.  Vienna also is working on establishing ISO 9000 standards in a number of their sections.  And a handful of other posts are exploring ISO 9000.  I think we have Gerri O'Brien from London on the phone.  Gerri is the admin officer from London.  Gerri, are you here?


MS. O'BRIEN:  Yes, I'm here. 


MR. MANDEL:  We'd be very interested in hearing your experiences in terms of standardization, ISO 9000, what it means.  And we wondered first if you might share with us a little bit about what ISO 9000 is, and then how it affects your post in London. 


MS. O'BRIEN:  Well, it's a little more complicated than I can explain in one session, but mainly what you do is you set up standards to meet your customers' expectations, and it took us a long time to start this process.  We started with our GSO section, which was our biggest session here in London, and we started it by going to the ICASS Council and getting their agreements to hire a specialist, an expert in the field of ISO 9000.  And he works directly for me, and he is our lead with all of our offices in trying to meet the certification standards.  And what it makes you do -- and London did not have before ISO 9000 -- we had no standard operating procedures anywhere, in any of our admin functions -- not in GSO, not in FNC, not in ISC, IRM.  And it made us sit down and write what we do to meet our customers' needs and standards, and it's also following from that you write a quality manual which captures all of those procedures.  And then it becomes the standard for the office.  In our case, for example in FNC, where Charlie Grover has just left, and Gloria Benedict has just arrived this week, he has handed her the quality manual, and it shows what everybody is doing in the office, how they are doing their jobs, what the SOPs are for their jobs.  We have linked -- even we've linked the SOPs to people's job descriptions via the computer.


What I think the advantage of ISO 9000 to London has been the standardization of our procedures.  We have like six procurement officers.  Now they are all doing procurement the same way.  They all understand how they should be doing things.  Before they were doing them six different ways, and we had no consistency and no efficiency.


MR. MANDEL:  Now, Gerri, let me get back to you for a second.  When you talk about developing standards and standard operating procedures, are these things that your section created and sent out?  What's the process for developing them?  Is it a dialogue with the customers as well?  What do you have to do?


MS. O'BRIEN:  The customer with our employees who are actually doing the work we find out how they are doing the work, what are the efficiencies, what's the best way to do a specific job.  And then we document it, and we make sure that we have buy-in by all the employees into the system that we are using.


MR. MANDEL:  And do you find that this process you have gone through of developing SOPs have improved performance in the management section?  And, if so, how do you know?


MS. O'BRIEN:  It has.  I do the yearly customer service surveys myself, and the way I do it -- we have 35 agencies here, and the way I do it is I go around and I sit down in a staff meeting with all of the members of each agency's staff, and I take pretty copious notes on how our people are doing.  I document those notes, and I ask for comments from the heads of section on what I've learned.  And I am just about finished with this year's customer service interviews, and everything is so positive.  People are so appreciative.  They think we are doing things faster, we are doing them better.  We are getting very few negative comments.  The comments that we are getting are for things that they think we should be doing better that are really good ideas.  They are like your good ideas workshop.  We are getting good ideas from our customers on how we can enhance our performance even more.


MR. MANDEL:  But, Gerri, you are not finding that having standards interferes with local empowerment?  Do you still feel that you are making changes at the post based on what your own needs are?


MS. O'BRIEN:  And what we've tried to do -- and John Spanner, who is our ISO 9000 expert, has tried to put as many of these procedures into your tracking system back in Washington,  I forget what it's called now, the little -- the computer security you have.


MR. MANDEL:  Our global database?


MS. O'BRIEN:  Yeah, your global database -- so that other posts can access those SOPs and just plagiarize them -- use them over again rather than rewriting standards.


MR. MANDEL:  Great, I think that's --


MS. O'BRIEN:  -- to your own post.


MR. MANDEL:  I think that's actually the A/CAI web page that's probably on, not our global database, but that's fabulous.


Gerri, could you comment also about the impact -- the differences between improving services and cutting costs?  Are they related?  When you improve your services, when you go through the process of ISO 9000, which I gather is both time consuming and expensive to establish -- you've talked about the improvements in services you get out of it.  How about the cost side?


MS. O'BRIEN:  We are working with our closest ally to fight terrorism, and all of our agencies at post are adding to their staffing here.  And we at admin are not adding to our staffing, and we are trying to just keep up.  And I think just the fact that we are servicing more and more people here in London with fewer and fewer admin staff is quite a tribute to ISO 9000, because it means we are doing things more efficiently, and we are able to get things done without dying on the vine here while our staffing from RSO, from DEA, FBI -- everybody here is increasing staff -- Customs.  So we feel that that's where we see our efficiencies, and that we aren't adding admin staff as rapidly -- not to say that we haven't.  We have had to add admin staff, because we are being pushed so hard.  But I think that's where we see a cost savings.


MR. MANDEL:  Interesting.


MS. O'BRIAN:  Well, Gerri, thanks so much.  We don't want to take a lot more of your time.  What London is doing is certainly a fascinating experiment.  I am sure other posts will be interested in learning about your experiences as well, and maybe to protect you, so you don't wind up with a huge deluge of calls and inquiries, I should say here that Matt Burns and the staff in A/CAI have some information on their web page about ISO 9000, and I understand there is supposed to be a ISO 9000 conference later this year to get the ideas that London and Vienna and some other posts have been working with.  So you might want to look at if you have an interest in ISO 9000, in tuning into their page, the web page at A/CAI and take a look at what's been done.


Gerri, it's been a long time since you and I served together in London.  It sounds like lots of changes, and changes for the good.  Thanks very much for being with us today.  We appreciate your taking the time.


MS. O'BRIEN:  Larry, can I say one more thing?


MR. MANDEL:  Sure, please.


MS. O'BRIEN:  I've gotten dozens of e-mails from people saying we hear you are working on ISO 9000.  Tell us all about it.  I do not have the time to sit down and explain ISO 9000 in an e-mail.  We are really swamped here.  But A/CAI sent us a wonderful book, which is called a memory jogger on ISO 9000, and it's a little compact like three-by-five notebook that explains ISO 9000 beautifully.  And I would suggest that posts who are very interested in looking into ISO 9000 seek copies of this from A/CAI back in Washington, because they have it available.


MR. MANDEL:  Fabulous, Gerri.  That's a memory jogger on ISO 9000?


MS. O'BRIEN:  The memory jogger.  It's a pocket guide to implementing the ISO 9000 quality system standards.  It's wonderful.


MR. MANDEL:  Fabulous.  Thanks so much.


MS. CLIFTON:  Thank you.


MR. MANDEL:  Thanks for being with us.


MS. O'BRIEN:  You're welcome.


MR. MANDEL:  I believe we also have on the line Marcia Cole from Warsaw.  Marcia, are you there?


MS. COLE: I certainly am.


MR. MANDEL:  Great, Marcia, it's good to have you with us.  Could you let our other listeners know what your role is in Warsaw and a little bit about Warsaw's operations?


MS. COLE: I'd certainly be glad to.  I am a supervisory GSO here in Warsaw, and I am watching this program with our budget and finance officer.  I actually was in Dhaka, Bangladesh when we introduced ICASS, and I was the B&F officer there, so I am very familiar with the standardized approach, and I am interested to hear how the light system is working there.  Because perhaps I'm more of a devil's advocate, and would come down on the office's side of the accountability and responsibility issue than the person, our colleague in Peru, because I find as a supervisory GSO working with our three Americans that ICASS is a wonderful tool, but it's not particularly responsive to our needs in determining where might be the next best place to look at cost savings and to encourage the people who are working for me to actually implement those cost savings, because the way that ICASS is set up at the moment, a four-person shop, that may reduce their costs by 25 percent will find that their loss, their decrease in costs, is going to be lost when you have 400 employees, and so you are reducing one out of 400.  So that's the point of view I'd like to present.


MS. CLIFTON:  Have you -- say you make the cost savings -- say it's 25 percent.  Has the ICASS council there said they wanted to do something with those savings, or is that something that in the past has automatically gone back to Washington?


MS. COLE:  No, it doesn't go back to Washington.  Basically our ICASS council looks at a way that would be appropriate for redistribution.  But the trouble is that we don't see that specific to that cost center until the next year's budget is prepared, because the way that labor costs are accounted for in ICASS, it's one global amount, and you cannot identify a labor savings in one particular cost center.


MS. CLIFTON:  One of the ways that we were talking about for trying to get a closer handle on cost centers -- some of the cost centers where a lot of  the services are bundled together – is to unbundled service and establish a per-service fee which would eliminate a lot of the accounting and the accounting of the service and the usage of the service.  Is that something you think might work?


MR. MANDEL:  It sounds like we lost Marcia Cole in Warsaw.  Let's see if we can get her back.  In the meantime I think we have San Salvador on the line with us.  San Salvador are you with us?


MR. OLTYAN:  Yeah, I'm with you.


MR. MANDEL:  Who do we have here?


MR. OLTYAN:  This is Drew Oltyan.  I am the management officer in San Salvador.


MR. MANDEL:  Hi, Andrew, nice to have you on line with us.


MR. OLTYAN:  Thanks.  Larry, I have kind of a two-pronged question.  The first one is kind of a rhetorical question.  We have been working in bringing in a foreign commercial service office on board here in San Salvador, an eight-man shop.  And in the process of dealing with their offices, we get some feedback saying that because of the capital cost-sharing initiative that OBO has started that Foreign Commercial Service is taking a hard look at their manning overseas and looking at making some drastic cuts in their staffing.  And I was wondering if this initiative is going to have this type of effect on other agencies overseas who will start to see instead of this massive expansion of other agencies a tightening and perhaps a decrease in agencies overseas.


MR. MANDEL:  Good question.  Let us try to respond to that.  What's your second question?  It sounds like that one is a more specific one.  Let's try to get them both on the table.


MR. OLTYAN:  Okay.  My second question is I notice again as we are adding agencies and people incrementally add people to their staffs, and they run the NSC 38 module on ICASS, never have enough incremental growth to justify another body in any one particular section.  If there is some way to capture, perhaps like at the end of the year another look-see that you've grown maybe one person in AID and two people in Foreign Commercial Service and six in the mil group, and you can add those all up together, run the NSC 38 module and get a better picture of really the requirements that you might need to do to add to your ICASS staff.


MR. MANDEL:  Okay, good question.  Let me try to deal with the second one first, and we'll probably look at some other posts to share their perspectives on this one also.  But as I understand the NSC 38 module, it's a great way to look at the incremental costs of bringing on other agencies.  So if you have an agency that wants to add a person during the year, you run the NSC 38 module.  That tells you what you need to be billing to that agency.  That money goes into the ICASS pool at your post.  When you need more people to be working in the service provider, that should give you the base of funding to be able to do it.  The concept is of course not that every time someone new comes to post you are going to add staff, but at some time when enough people come to post you are certainly going to need staff and the NSC 38 module was designed to give you the resources to do that.  And I have been at posts where it's worked very successfully.  So that's something you might want to explore.  If you don't get information here today from other posts, you might want to go on the ICASS list-serve and ask a question.  The way you would do that is by going into the ICASS Internet or intranet page.  Either one of them gives you a choice for ICASS list-serve, and you can get comments from corresponding posts.


Let's talk very briefly about OBO and capital security cost sharing, the first point you raised, Andrew.  First of all, OMB and OBO are looking at a program which is called ‘capital security cost sharing’.  It's an important program, because it comes from the realization that there are too many posts out here that really need to be upgraded for security purposes.  We have too many vulnerabilities.  Those of us who have served overseas of course have long known that, and our colleagues back in Washington also.  The question has always been how to build embassies quickly, effectively and safely.  What OBO has come up with is a methodology to be able to charge everybody who is at a mission now for future building of new missions.  Their concept is to build something like 150 embassies over about a dozen years.  OMB is very interested in this proposal for a couple of reasons.  One is it puts our people into safe, secure quarters, which is a huge goal of the administration, of government.  And the second one is it has to do with right-sizing.  The concept behind ICASS certainly, and even now in this capital security cost-sharing mechanism is that agencies need to see the true cost of putting a person overseas.  And the costs are obviously very significant.  The theory is when you transfer those costs to each agency, and they get the true picture of what it costs, all of a sudden you start to focus on other ways of accomplishing the same goals, perhaps through regionalization, perhaps through having more functions done in Washington, or perhaps in having your services provided overseas.  It's a neutral way of looking, but it's a revenue-enhanced perspective.  So that's the theory behind ‘capital security cost sharing’.  It's very controversial.  It is a very expensive proposition for all agencies.  The State Department pays about 72 percent of ICASS costs worldwide.  State, Departments of Defense, Justice, Agriculture, AID -- did I say Agriculture -- together the six largest agencies pay about 95 percent of all the ICASS costs overseas.  So anything that adds significantly to costs has a huge impact on all these agencies, and it's under very, very tight scrutiny.


I've made a series of calls on the IEB, the Interagency Executive Board members, from almost all agencies now over the past few weeks.  I never go to a meeting where the idea of capital security cost sharing doesn't come up.  It's on everyone's mind.  You mentioned that commerce has talked about closing down in San Salvador.  Commerce is looking at pretty radical restructuring, if two things happens.  One is capital security cost-sharing does come about the way it's envisioned; and, two, if they don't get some financial relief from Congress.  Those are political decisions. We'll have to see how they all play out.  But it's an idea that is very much looked at here in Washington.


Before we go further, I think we have Warsaw back with us now.  Sorry that Warsaw dropped out.  Marcia, are you there?


MS. COLE:  Yes, I'm back. 


MR. MANDEL:  Okay.  Why don't we pick up where we left off.  Marcia and JoAnn?


MS. CLIFTON:  Marcia, did you sort of hear my last comment?


MS. COLE:  I believe so, but perhaps it would be helpful if you repeat it.


MS. CLIFTON:  Well, we were talking about the services, and one of the ideas that had come up for being a little bit more responsive to the customer was to look at unbundling some of the cost centers that have a lot of services in them and establishing a fee for service, which would be straightforward, and if you want it this is how much it is going to cost and that's it.  Is that something that --


MS. COLE:  It's an idea.


MS. CLIFTON:  An idea?


MS. COLE:  That's an excellent idea.  One of the things though that I guess I can't quite understand is even with that you would still need to be able to identify specific cost of salary and expenses with specific cost centers.  And I think that even if now as we are going along in real time -- not as a budgeting mechanism but as costs are being applied throughout the year, if we could identify every quarter how our various cost center salaries and expenses are developing, that this would enable the managers to be more responsive in real time.


MS. CLIFTON:  Yes, I agree on that.  Do you -- my understanding is that Warsaw is considering starting ISO 9000?


MS. COLE:  Yes.  We actually are well on our way towards certification in our first two GSO sections.  We are doing it both in the shipping and supply and in our travel center, and we are finding it very useful.


What we find with ISO 9000 is not just that it's the best way to identify best practices, but also we're realizing that it enables us to assure that we can close on various processes -- things that were left open-ended before, and were only identified when they went wrong.  Now we have a way to positively close the processes.  And in the process of doing that we are really able to identify some of our vulnerabilities.


MS. CLIFTON:  Do you see differences between the way you are doing business in Warsaw and when you were in Dhaka, on say the shipping or --?


MS. COLE:  I would say that they are similar, but naturally being in Europe there are a lot more resources that we can call on within the community that perhaps -- I should say local community -- shipping, customs clearing -- which perhaps we might not have been able to identify competitive range in Bangladesh.


MS. CLIFTON:  What about the -- getting back to this, have you seen any cost savings, or has it been in time?


MS. COLE:  I think customer service has been the primary beneficiary so far.  I anticipate that it will enable us to identify cost savings.  And although as we all know salaries and expenses are a major part of what we do, it will enable us as we are going forward with this right-sizing program that is being promoted, instead of just dealing with right-sizing by attrition, it should give us a good handle on where we have critical needs for personnel, and where we may perhaps be able to move to a different process that is more automated.


MS. CLIFTON:  Do you feel that process standardization or a range within one process say for a performance standard, would be something that we should start looking at from the ICASS central point and putting it out there for the posts so that if they want to start streamlining that they will have a goal or a bar to look at?


MS. COLE:  I think that standardization is possible in some areas.  But even before we get that far, I think we can learn a lot from each other, as for instance in GSO.  Few of us have done the same job twice, but we understand the parameters.  I believe that if I came into Warsaw with a clear set of ISO-identified processes it would have been very easy for me to fit in.  I think that a lot of those processes I could pick up and take to the next post.  Would I be able to -- 


MR. MANDEL:  Well, I think we just lost our friends in Warsaw.  While we are waiting to get them back -- we don't seem to be having very good luck with Warsaw, do we? 


It sounds like a couple of things are going on.  One is we had Cotonou on the line, but we lost them, so we are trying to get Cotonou back.  And I think we have Vienna on the line.  Is that right?  Why don't we bring up Vienna?


MS. CLIFTON:  Hello?


MR. MANDEL:  Is this Patrick?  Okay, I think we are still trying to get Vienna on the line. So let's see who is calling in.  Those of you who haven't called in, please feel free.  We still have some time left.  The numbers are 202-205-9066 or 202-205-1355.  Joanne, while we are waiting to get people back on the line, you were giving us a little bit of a rundown on the blue-sky meeting at the IWG.  Do you want to finish?


MS. CLIFTON:  We were talking about governance issues, the management issues.  One of the items that had the most discussion was the process -- business lines, identifying business lines, benchmarking them against other embassies, or in the private sector, that have streamlined, as under ISO 9000, and having a standard set of processes that people can look at that they can take from post to post, or if a post wants to start a ISO 9000 initiative like it.  So they have a set of standards that people can look at.  A lot of people are very interested in that.


One of the ideas we had -- this is something that Lima had come up with -- was that they just didn't have enough staff or time to start it.  One of the ideas we came up with was to identify two or three small or medium-sized posts -- and medium we mean smaller than Warsaw, which I think has about 200 Americans -- and really go in there and with the ideas and the expertise and redo them from top to bottom, then you can really tell what it takes to put a post on the cutting edge on service standards and in the process streamlining.  So this is one of the things that had a lot of discussion at the meeting.


MR. MANDEL:  Well, it sounds like it's been a very active time in ICASS.  The blue-sky meeting that the IWG held, this virtual blue-sky meeting that we are holding right now, which we look forward to hearing more from posts.  If you are not able to communicate with us today, and apologies especially to our post in the Far East who are on a different time scale entirely, and those in South Asia.  It's of course very hard to put together one of these where it's accessible for everybody in every time zone in the world, but we'll try to hold one that EAP and FA folks can access more easily next time.


But in the meantime I know that the IWG will be meeting, and continuing this process.


MS. CLIFTON:  Right, our next blue-sky thinking meeting is July 30th, and at that point we are going to start whittling down the ideas and decide what we are going to focus on, because what we want to report back to the IEB is something that is specific with quantifiable goals, so that it is something we are not just spinning our wheels or reinventing the wheel, but that we can really do something to move ICASS along to what it can become -- all it can become.


MR. MANDEL:  And, JoAnn, meanwhile I am told that we have Copenhagen on the line.  Noel?  Noel, are you with us?


Mr. SALMON:     Hi, Larry.


MR. MANDEL:  Noel, can you just tell us a little bit about what your perspective is or what kind of post Copenhagen is and what your actions with ICASS are?  And then we are happy to hear what you have to tell us.


MR. SALMON:     Okay, Larry, we are a smaller post.  We have 12 government agencies represented here, most of them small offices, and most of the agency heads are first-time overseas posters.  We started out in '98 as a light post, but moved over to standard in '99, and have been standard since.  When we moved over in '99 we did not notice a marked difference in the invoice amounts for agencies compared to what was being produced out of light.  We in the admin office now are going back to our ICASS council with a proposal to move back to light.  One of the reasons that we wanted to do this was that standard has 32 cost standards as opposed to 13 under light.


MR. MANDEL:  Noel,let me just interrupt to make sure I understand what you're saying.  You were at light?


MR. SALMON:  Yup.


MR. MANDEL:  The ICASS council decided it was time to go to standard?


MR. SALMON:  That's correct.


MS. CLIFTON:  You just wanted more cost details?


MR. SALMON:  Well, I think the reason why they went to standard was at that time because of their inexperience in ICASS.  The officer  that was in my position had fallen ill, and we had nobody who could really explain ICASS to the council.  So they erred on the side of give us more detail, because we can't understand the little we're getting.  And since we've had more experience with ICASS, one of the things that I believe is that a lot of the areas where agencies perhaps would like to see more detail in a particular cost center can be accommodated with some cost standards on the light.


MR. MANDEL:  So you are actually now looking at going back to light?


MR. SALMON:  That's something we will be putting to our council to look at to see whether they'd be interested in doing so.  I know that Oslo for example did this this fiscal year.  They ran parallel budgets last year with light and standard, and they found there was very little difference moving from standard back to light.  I believe that another post, New Delhi, has done it quite successfully moved across to light.


One of the reasons we would look at this is that we use a lot of time in the financial office in collecting the data, verifying the data for the workload counts, analyzing that data against the previous year or the previous budget if it's a big year against an initial budget, and trying to be prepared to explain to agencies why there are changes in their invoices across the various cost centers.


One of the problems is there are so many factors that affect the change that in giving the detailed explanations as to why there are changes we confuse everybody even more, and with the confusion it tends to lead to distrust.


MR. MANDEL:  So, Noel, you are saying that, A, it's less work to be in light; and, B, it's actually simpler and more transparent to your clients, your customers, what their billing charges are?


MR. SALMON:  I wouldn't say it's necessarily more transparent, but it's certainly simpler and it's easy to explain to them.  In most cost centers where there are concerns about some transparency, you would use sub-cost centers.


MR. MANDEL:  Can you talk about the difference in the amount of work that it takes to count the beans as opposed to cooking them in light versus standard?


MR. SALMON:  I would say that the work load for myself as the person who is responsible for preparing and analyzing the budget and preparing explanations to the council, it probably increased about threefold, which is time that's taken away from, as Liz mentioned in Peru, looking at possible areas where there could be cost savings, looking at setting up standard operating procedures in the B&F office to improve the services we provide to the client.  Also the accountants -- it increased her workload because of all the cost standards that she now has to obligate to manage the obligated funds against the obligated, et cetera; an increase workload for the cashier and the voucher examiner because they are now handling more strip codes as well.


MR. MANDEL:  Okay.  Well, Noel, thank you so much for your perspective.  We really appreciate hearing from you.  We'd like to hear how the ICASS council meeting comes out when you all make the decision about whether or not to shift back to light.  This is of great interest.  I understand that something between two thirds and three quarters of our posts overseas are using light as a system with fair success.  And I know that this is a process, an examination that will keep going in terms of light versus standard.


I think our next caller is from Vienna.  I think we have Patrick on the line.  Patrick Fanning, are you with us?  I guess we don't have Patrick on the line.  Patrick, are you with us?


MR. FENNING:  Yeah?


MR. MANDEL:  Hi, Patrick, how are you doing?


MR. FENNING:  I'm all right.


MR. MANDEL:  Good.  Thanks for being with us.  I know that Vienna, besides being in the center of Europe, is also in the center of the discussion about ISO 9000.  Is that what you are going to be talking with us about today?


MR. FENNING:  Yes, sir.


MR. MANDEL:  What can you tell us?


MR. FENNING:  Well, Vienna, the FNC section just got certified in ISO 9000 I think in March of this year.  I just arrived at post a couple of weeks ago, but I brought two of the FSNs in the FNC section with me who went through the process.  But we --


MR. MANDEL:  Let me just stop you for a second, because we are running out of time here, so we only have about a minute to talk with you.  So tell us what we should be hearing in a minute.


MR. FENNING:  Well, I think the bottom line with ISO 9000 for the FNC section is that it brought greater communication within the section, because now we have to have monthly meetings.  We have to record, make minutes of the meetings.  When assignments are given out, we have to know who is responsible for the assignments.


MR. MANDEL:  I'm sorry to cut you off, but I'm hearing that we've run out of time.  So let me thank you.  Apologies for not being able to hear everything you were saying.  But you are leaving us on a great note with communication, because what we keep hearing from ICASS is that the key to making a successful ICASS operation at any post is communication.


JoAnn, I think we should thank all the people who called in.  We heard from Liz, Geri, Marcia, Andrew, Noel and Patrick.  I know there were others trying to call in.  I think this has been a great success in getting your ideas.  Now we need to take this back, look at some of these ideas, keep going with blue sky, and we hope to be able to share more information with you in the future.  Thanks so much to all of you for being with us.  JoAnn, thank you, and look forward to hearing from you again.

