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International Cooperative Administrative Support Services

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

MINUTES

ICASS WORKING GROUP MEETING

November 29, 2000

David Mein (IWG-Chair) chaired the IWG meeting held on November 29, 2000.

OLD BUSINESS

1. Study Committee Report: Larry Eisenberg (FCS), Chair of the ICASS Study Committee, reported that progress has been made by the Study Group's subcommittee in defining the focus of the assessment.  Two of the ICASS cost centers involving the most money have been reviewed and are no longer included in the assessment.  The Basic Package deals with mandatory services that leave little room for functional changes.  Medical Services, after an in-depth discussion with a representative from State’s Office of Medical Services, also does not appear to offer much room for additional savings if standards of quality are to be maintained.  A comprehensive review of all cost center “unit cost” comparisons has led to a useful analysis, with the subcommittee looking closely at a number of areas where certain costs appear to be out of line.  Closer inspection of these anomalies, in BOE for example, have usually revealed reasonable explanations, such as an ambassador insisting that for security and communication purposes, outside offices must be within two blocks of the embassy compound, which might put them in an extremely high rent area.  The subcommittee is confident that many questions can be answered by the subcommittee and the regional bureaus without an on-site visit, and is intent on analyzing pertinent facts before embarking on any post visit.  Therefore, the assessment trips will likely take place later than originally projected.  Peter Hogan (USDA/FAS) pointed out that as bad practices do not appear to be systemic, the focus of these trips will be even more directed towards taking a look at what is good and worth emulating at posts.  Identifying best practices that can be replicated elsewhere is the desired outcome of the assessment.    
2. Bangkok Package Sent to the IEB: Greg Engle (ISC) called the IWG’s attention to the information in the meeting packet concerning the Bangkok furniture pool issue.  This information was sent to the IEB members at the direction of IEB Chair Pat Kennedy and contains the analysis he promised, at the October IEB meeting, to provide IEB members.  Some questions were raised regarding its content.  Mr. Engle advised the IWG that since this information was distributed by the IEB Chair to each IEB member, and to the IWG only as a courtesy, discussion should take place at the IEB level.

3. Responses to OIG Audit: Greg Engle noted that after his request for additional input on this topic at the last meeting, he received comments only from Heide Kersey (INS), whose input he appreciated.  Peter Hogan asked if the ISC could now update Recommendation 14 to reflect that its Post Orientation Package was now available on both the internet and intranet ICASS web sites. Mr. Engle answered in the affirmative.  The report will go forward to the OIG later this week.

4. Questionnaire on ICASS Training for Domestic-Based Staff: David Mein (IWG Chair) reminded the IWG that FSI is moving ahead with its plans for an ICASS course aimed at Washington-based personnel.  They are seeking input by means of a questionnaire, and all are urged to fill it out and return it to Joe Kenny (State/FSI) before the next meeting.
5. IWG Orientation Booklet: Barbara Hazelett (ISC) distributed a booklet designed to provide a basic orientation to new IWG members.  She asked for feedback and suggestions on any areas not covered that should be included in future editions.
6. ICASS Handbook Revisions: Matt Burns (State) Chair of the Handbook Committee, called the group’s attention to two proposed revisions.  The first deals with the Procurement cost center in the ICASS standard version of the software, and proposes to make this a modifiable cost center.  There was some discussion of the fact that the proposal incorporates a different kind of modification, since it proposes a modification or weighting of each procurement action, rather than an agency obtaining a modification of its total workload count.  The second proposal revises the language used to describe Locally Engaged Staff Personnel Services, specifying that contractor personnel activity falls under this cost center.  Mr. Burns asked that the IWG give careful consideration to these revisions and be prepared to discuss and take action on these proposals at the next IWG meeting.  Mr. Burns also noted that the Committee is reviewing the possibility of recommending that computer services be made a modifiable service.  Customers have expressed concern that, as things presently stand, hardware support, software support, and training are all bundled together.  Many agencies might have need for only one or two of these, and would like to see this made into a modifiable cost center.  The Committee is very much aware that while modification makes the system more responsive, it also makes the system more complex.  Any input from IWG members on this would be appreciated.   
NEW BUSINESS

1.
Discussion of ICASS FY 1999 Audit: Mr. Les Leiper from Birnbaum and Company, the accounting firm that performs the Department of State and ICASS Working Capital Fund (WCF) audits, gave an overview of the process whereby the FY 1999 ICASS financial audit was conducted.  He noted that passage of the Chief Financial Officers (CFO) Act in 1993 resulted in a sea change in government accounting with an increased emphasis on accurate accounting and levels of specificity heretofore unheard of in government circles.  Passage of the Government Performance Review Act (GPRA) subsequently added an additional level of accountability to Federal operations that have been reflected in the increasingly stricter standards issued by the Federal Accounting Standards Board (FASB).  With that as background, Mr. Leiper noted that ICASS, as a new program, has had the benefit of these higher standards from the very beginning, and has been given a “clean” financial audit report in both 1998 and 1999.

FASB standards allow for a materiality of 3% of an activity’s asset base, and, in the case of ICASS, there is a planning materiality of $22 million.  In practical terms, this means that if errors and/or exceptions in the financial statements fall below this level, the auditors do not require an adjustment to the financial statement.  In fact, the ICASS accounts are accurate within $15 million, which is well within acceptable accounting standards.   Mr. Leiper noted that the distinction between receivables and payables has been something of a problem within ICASS, as posts do not always make accurate distinctions between the two.  FASB standards support the common practice of writing off receivables that are more than five years old.  The Department of State has receivables which have not yet even been billed for up to three years, but this should be taken in a government-wide context.  There are currently records of receivables and payables among Federal agencies that show discrepancies of billions of dollars.  OMB is proposing to require agencies to come to terms with their trading partners on up to 80% of these – something that is generally regarded as a pretty high standard to meet.  Current legislation requires the Department of State to bill within 90 days, give notice if payment has not been received within that period, and if payment still has not been received within a further 180 days, then cut off service.

Questions were raised concerning the status of unbilled receivables within ICASS, and Mr. Leiper noted that when ICASS started, FMP did an excellent job of scrubbing down existing statements, with the result that the ICASS statements are in better shape than those of the rest of the Department.  Peter Hogan asked if the fact that ICASS operates from a WCF makes any difference, and the response was no.  The only time this would have an impact from an auditing standpoint would be if there were special provisions in legislation governing the WCF that would have to be taken into account.  

2. ISC Work Plan – FY 2000 Final Report and Draft for FY 2001: Greg Engle called the IWG’s attention to the Final Report for the ISC FY 2000 Work Plan and the draft FY 2001 ISC Work Plan.  He asked that IWG members review and consider the proposed actions contained in the draft FY 2001 ISC Work Plan and provide comments by the date of the next IWG meeting. 

3. Post-Based Training in Kingston and Tegucigalpa: David Ball (ISC) reported on the successful ICASS training recently conducted in Kingston and Tegucigalpa.  A significant percentage of each post’s population participated in these sessions, reaching a total of 124 people and 23 agencies.  Responses from post were extremely enthusiastic, and sessions are now scheduled at an additional six posts during the next quarter.  Dakar and Cotonou will host the training in January, Cairo and Riyadh in February, and New Delhi and Islamabad in March.  Twelve additional posts have already requested the training, and several others have expressed an interest.  Special praise and thanks were extended to members of the training team - David Ball, Michelle Frederick (ISC) and Steve Cowper (USAID).  
4. Revised FBO Regulations: Greg Engle called the IWG’s attention to revised language proposed for 6 FAM 717.2, dealing with Short-Term Leased Space.  He asked that members review the changes and be prepared to support them as is or suggest modifications at the next IWG meeting.
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