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International Cooperative Administrative Support Services

An Interagency Program Administered by the U.S. Department of State

DRAFT MINUTES
ICASS WORKING GROUP MEETING

May 17, 2000

David Mein chaired the IWG meeting held on May 17, 2000.

OLD BUSINESS

1. Selection Board ICASS Information Profile: ISC Director Greg Engle presented the new ICASS Information Profile prepared for the Foreign Service Selection Board.  The profile previously approved by the IWG was in a format inconsistent with that used by PER and they requested the ISC to revise it into a more compatible form.     

2. Upcoming IEB Meeting: David Mein reminded the group of the June 7th IEB meeting which is to be held at 10:00 a.m. at the Peace Corps.  He noted that a preliminary list of agenda items include:  statements by IEB Chair Pat Kennedy on agencies withdrawing from ICASS services and OPAP committee activities; discussion of the OIG audit of ICASS service providers; EUR/EX Executive Director Bill Eaton’s presentation on his bureau’s regionalization efforts; and IWG committee presentations.  Additional items for possible inclusion should be brought to either David Mein or Greg Engle no later than close of business on May 19th.  State representative Matt Burns asked if the agenda will be brought to all principals' attention before the meeting.  Greg Engle noted that the ISC provides briefing books to IEB members several days in advance of IEB meetings.

3. Hurricane Mitch Costs in Managua: Greg Engle shared the content of his lengthy discussions with post B&F officer Calvin Watlington concerning the establishment of a separate location for agencies responding to the aftermath of Hurricane Mitch, noting that the arrangement had the consensus of the post ICASS Council.  Peter Hogan (FAS) noted that he had separate discussions with the USDA representative at post, and she had high praise for both Calvin Watlington and Cory Edwards.  She told Peter that she felt that there was definitely a willingness to discuss all options at the post.  Establishing the Casa Grande location was favored by the Ambassador.  Reports from Managua indicate that everyone has now signed on to the Casa Grande arrangement.  It was noted that the actual cost figures appear to be lower than those distributed at the May 3 IWG meeting, although they were higher than the original estimates made at post.  USDA having agreed to participate in the Casa Grande arrangement based on the Ambassador's preference, Peter Hogan expressed the hope that the Embassy would not cut any side deals for other Hurricane Mitch agencies that might now want another arrangement.

4. Update on Frankfurt ICASS Council: Greg Engle briefed the IWG on his conversations with EUR on this issue.  EUR/EX would like Berlin and Frankfurt to reach an agreement.  With the transfer of personnel this summer, the Consulate General in Frankfurt will no longer receive its administrative support from the Frankfurt Regional Support Center.  Instead, a traditional administrative section will again be established, reporting to the Minister Counselor for Administration in Berlin.   EUR/EX will provide the ISC with figures projecting differences in agency costs should the ICASS allotments for Frankfurt and Berlin be merged.  Heide Kersey (INS) indicated she will continue to follow up with representatives from post Councils, and keep the IWG informed of developments.

5. La Paz NSDD-38 Issue: Graham Barton (DEA) raised the issue of a bill his agency was presented for positions first assigned to La Paz in FY 98.  The bill was issued in FY 99 for services that were rendered in FY 98, and Graham reported that it is unclear to DEA exactly what it is being charged for.  This issue has been raised before, but apparently communications have broken down and no resolution has yet been achieved.  The issue has become increasingly complicated as the Ambassador is apparently indicating services to DEA should be cut off after August 1st unless this is resolved.  Richard Sizemore (ISC/Reimbursements Team) reminded the group that the post allotment had been increased in FY 99 by the amount DEA is being billed.  As a result, the Working Capital Fund needs to be reimbursed in some way.  State IWG Representative Matt Burns observed that the La Paz DEA chief had signed the invoices on which basis the money was alloted to the post.  Can an agency reneg on a signed commitment?  Last summer when State faced a shortfall, many other agency reps eloquently objected to the possibility State would be unable to pay part of its bill had the recission rebate not been approved.  What is the difference here other than the fact that it now is a non-State agency that refuses to pay?  Several members of the IWG noted that it was not common practice to bill for NSDD-38 increases through ICASS in FY’98 as this was prior to the development of the NSDD-38 module in the software.  Some reps noted that they do not pay disputed bills until the issues surrounding them are resolved.  Barbara Rice (WHA/EX) advised that the communication from the Ambassador concerning cutting off services was only received that morning, and WHA would make every effort to clear up any misunderstandings that may have led to that statement.  DEA agreed to pay for a bill for FY 98 services if it is adequately documented.  Through consultation with ISC Reimbursements, WHA/EX expressed the intent to communicate with post how to develop a FY 98 bill that could resolve the issue, satisfying DEA’s requirements and keeping the WCF in the black.
NEW BUSINESS
1. Bangkok Furniture Pool: Graham Barton raised the issue of recent communications he has had with Kathy Hodai, the admin counselor in Bangkok, concerning DEA’s decision not to participate in that post’s furniture pool. DEA has reviewed the situation and finds that because of the way they receive their funding from the Department of Justice, it is more cost effective for DEA to buy and maintain its own furniture.  Because the housing pools and furniture pools are not linked, and participation in a furniture pool is purely voluntary according to the ICASS Handbook, Graham stated he could not understand her position.  DEA is willing to pay to have its own furniture moved, and will purchase additional furniture for its employees when necessary.  Peter Hogan noted that while it may cost more to move furniture, and experience has shown that this cuts down on the useful life of the furniture, nevertheless, participation in furniture pools is not mandatory.  He asked if it might be necessary to send out a worldwide cable reaffirming that point.  Matt Burns agreed that indeed housing pools and furniture pools are not linked, but noted that agencies often ask for exceptions to housing assignments so that they don’t have to move furniture.  He reminded the IWG that State, as a customer, would insist on two points.  First, that interagency assignment policies be followed to the letter, which means that agencies could not insist or pressure Housing Boards to give them an exception so they wouldn’t have to move furniture.  Second, the non-participating agency would have to bear the full cost of moving their furniture.  This inevitably leads to different standards of customer service in the field and, at the posts he’d been stationed at, menat that those out of the pool had lower morale.  State, however, would not use its own customer resources to pay for agency decisions that left their own people disadvantaged.  Several IWG members expressed a desire to issue a worldwide message on furniture pools reflecting current policy.  Greg Engle proposed that IWG members take the time to read the e-mail communication from Bangkok, which was in the meeting packet, and be prepared to discuss the issue again at the next IWG meeting.   
2. Government Long-Term Leased Space in Moscow: Sharon Nichols (USAID) raised concerns about making non-foreign affairs agencies in government-owned housing pay for offsetting leases for personnel from foreign affairs agencies.  She wondered if this constituted an illegal supplementing of an agency's appropriation.  She wanted other IWG agencies to be aware that this is happening in Moscow and Cairo (brought up at the May 3rd IWG meeting by DSCA).  Matt Burns pointed out that housing is an FBO issue, not an ICASS issue, and Sharon stated her intention to pursue the issue with FBO.  

3. Budget Committee Report on Distribution of Exchange Rate Gains: Sharon Nichols and Peter Hogan, Budget Committee Co-Chairs, expressed their satisfaction with the smooth process of distributing $13 million in surplus exchange rate gains to posts for infrastructure needs.  Although this may be a drop in the bucket relative to posts' needs, it will make a noticeable difference at a number of posts. They thanked the regional bureaus for their thoughtful participation and noted that the process stands as a positive symbol of cooperation of which those participating in ICASS should feel proud.   
4. Preliminary Discussion of Possible Handbook Changes:  David Mein presented the following items for discussion by the IWG:
· Should maintaining the post staffing pattern be moved from Personnel Services to Basic Package?  Henry Wosniak (DIA) indicated he would support such a move, for it would mean that his agency would no longer have a need to subscribe to Personnel Services.  Questions were raised concerning the potential impact of staff time which would then be devoted to Basic Package.  Some indicated that this activity should not take very much time, while others pointed out that maintaining a staffing pattern at busy posts takes more time than one might think.
· Should the Handbook be more specific on when and how to direct charge for services at post?  There were two fundamentally different views on this issue.  Several IWG members upheld the principle that it is bad practice to try to get too specific in giving guidance on this.  As long as direct charge actions are separable and don’t take an army of accountants to track, then let the posts decide for themselves what they want to charge directly.  Peter Hogan summed it up: “Direct charges are like porn: you know it when you see it, and it should be judged by a community standard.”  Others felt that service providers often get pressure to direct charge for services from customers who are seeking to avoid the ICASS overhead and redistribution costs, particularly in the case of long-term or large numbers of TDYers.
· Should the time frame for capturing workload counts be moved from October 1st to July 1st?  Based on cables from Buenos Aires, Caracas, and an e-mail from Cairo suggesting this move, discussion centered on tying the workload counts closely to the budget process, and the commitments made to move the entire ICASS budget timetable forward by two months.  Steve Hartwell (ISC Software Development Team) noted that there is no impact on the software that need be considered.  He pointed out that most agencies get the workload count and look at them in conjunction with the invoices, so that moving the process back too far might (some had suggested April 1) cause some problems.  Richard Sizemore stated that if the process is moved back too far, there might be equity concerns with extending the time lag between the workload count and the actual billing, although a June 1 or July 1 count date should not cause a problem in that regard.  At the same time, separating workload issues from the immediate need to come to agreement on the invoices should help speed up the process overall.  The Handbook Committee will discuss this further and the IWG wishes to thank Buenos Aires, Caracas, and Cairo for their valuable input.      
5. IT Committee Survey: Greg Engle called the IWG’s attention to the draft worldwide cable containing the ICASS IT Committee survey.  He asked if there were any final comments or suggested changes, and there were none.
6. OIG Audit Status and Follow-up: Greg Engle referred the IWG to the official FMP responses to the OIG audit of ICASS Service Providers contained in the IWG meeting packet.  He noted that they were framed as an official State Department Bureau response to an official State Department OIG audit.  Several members present expressed concern that the IWG had not been consulted in the drafting of the response or asked to clear on the final text.  Greg Engle reminded the group that State’s IG can only task a State Department entity, and therefore the response had to be one from within State. He noted that the IWG can add separate comments as a group if it wishes to do so.  Matt Burns suggested that the IWG should appreciate that the Chief Financial Officer, to whom the OIG directed its recommendations, asked the ISC, which is knowledgeable about ICASS, to draft the response rather than asking some other element of the Bureau of Financial Policy and Management. Peter Hogan asked that in any future OIG report where the IWG is tasked that the IWG be involved in the response.  Greg acknowledged the point, but again noted that the OIG had not tasked (and could not task) the IWG in this case. 

7. Outsourcing ICASS Services: Steve Cowper (USAID) made the proposal that an interagency team be established for the purpose of going to posts to look at their potential for outsourcing services.  Greg Engle cautioned that while the added assistance might be welcomed by a number of posts, in the interests of local empowerment, it would be wise to make this a voluntary exercise, rather than appear to be dictating they way posts do business.  There was agreement that this service could only be offered in partnership with the posts.  Further discussion of this concept will take place at the June 14th IWG meeting.

8. FSC Update: Greg Engle advised the IWG that Sid Kaplan (State/FMP/ IFS) has informed him that he is not planning to seek a budget increase to cover this year’s costs of the Paris FSC 35-hour work week.  In addition, the Moscow payroll adjustments are in progress and will be implemented prospectively to pay period 10.  The funds used to date will be journal vouchered back into Moscow's ICASS allotment.
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