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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

January 23, 2002

David Mein (IWG Chair) chaired the meeting.

Old Business

1.
ICASS Awards: Jeffrey Kramer (USAID)(Committee Chair) reviewed the three proposals before the IWG concerning the ICASS Awards.  He reminded the group that they had been provided three draft proposals for new ICASS awards at the last meeting:  ICASS Team Achievement Award, ICASS Outstanding Leadership Award, and the Diplomatic Readiness Award (a new award concept where a post team sets milestones and goals for itself and if they meet the goals they are rewarded) and that they were to provide any comments to the ISC.  He stated that no comments had been received.

Mr. Kramer pointed out that in the interim the Awards Committee had added additional language to the proposals in order to clarify the kind of initiatives that they wanted to see in the nominations and cited the changes. 

Regarding the Diplomatic Readiness Award, Beth Durbin (Peace Corps) asked, about the ability of the Awards Committee to extend the deadline that a post had set for itself.  She was concerned that milestones would be taken less seriously if it was known up front that they could be extended.  The Committee agreed to strengthen the wording to indicate that only a  “crisis” in country, such as an evacuation, was a valid reason for an extension to the milestone or goal that a post had made for itself.

David Mein asked if only US Direct Hires and LESs would be able to receive awards as indicated in the proposal.  Matt Burns (State) explained that the ability to provide contractors with awards depends upon the agency and the way the contract is written.  Wayne Bush (ISC) said that State has the authority to give PSAs awards.    He pointed out that this proposal still needed clearance from the Legal office and the State Department Awards Committee and that the question of who could actually receive these awards would better be answered by these offices.

Jeffrey Kramer pointed out that the aim was to announce all of the awards simultaneously.  Meanwhile, the revised awards would be forwarded to the IEB for its approval.

2.
Budget Committee – Trish Garate (ISC) announced that the Budget Committee meeting was moved from Thursday, Jan 23rd to a tentative date of Friday, February1st.   The ISC had not yet received budget recommendations from all Washington entities.  In addition, she noted that the Budget Committee had met concerning the affordability of the FY2002 invoices.  She reported that agencies would withhold judgement pending review of the Washington costs, but agency comfort with affordability is improving.

3.
Handbook Committee – Matt Burns (State)(Committee Chair) drew attention to the draft handbook wording regarding TDY costs.  He reported that the handling of TDY costs had been a burden on posts for some time and that the Committee was reacting to the need for better guidance.  He asked that members provide comments on the new guidance at the next meeting.

4.
Furniture Pool Group – Ken Eisenhardt (DSCA)(Group Chair) – reported that the group was getting closer to a consensus on managing furniture pools.  He reported that the Committee was pursuing the establishment of a new cost center for Furniture pools.

5. ICASS Web-site – Sam Longstreet (ISC) briefed the IWG on his efforts to update the ICASS internet and intranet sites.  He said that in his discussions with various IWG members the recurring themes had been that the website needed to be more timely, more user centric, more of a communication tool, and more esthetically pleasing.

Mr. Longstreet listed the main problems with the website as:

-Documents take too long to get posted and stay up for too long, 

-Documents must be submitted through the contractor or FMP/IRM for posting, 

-There is no way for the ISC to make changes to the home page itself

-There is no search capability nor can users customize their look at the site

-There is no way for users to post information to the site

Mr. Longstreet said that the ISC was proposing changes along two lines: Revamping the home page to make it easier for people to get the information they need, and adding functionality, enabling users to do more.  The ISC planned to:

1. Bring the ability to update the website in-house, with today’s technology and user-friendly software, there’s no reason to need programmers to make changes.

2. Implement a semi-automatic way of keeping the website timely: some kind of electronic tickler system that will remind the site manager when it’s time to review specific documents.

3. Possibly include voice and video capability in order to make videos and audiotapes available for downloading through the website.

4. Include a robust search capability, one that would search not only internal documents but, once we have Open Net Plus, external as well.

5. Accommodate needs of various user groups.   

6. Have two-way communications capability for easy posting and completion of forms. 

7. Establish different levels of access to the Website.   

8. Make the website “Section 508” compliant (related to access by persons with disabilities.)

Mr. Longstreet said the ISC is exploring both in-house and contractor sources for updating the web-site.  Cheri Caddy (FAS) asked how this new website would be maintained.  Mr. Longstreet said that an ISC member would be trained to maintain the site.

Matt Burns asked if the proposal had passed through the IT committee.  Mr. Longstreet replied that it had not.  Wayne Bush explained that the purpose of the presentation was to get the reaction of the IWG to the work that Mr. Longstreet had put into this project.  Mr. Longstreet had received input from various ICASS participants thus far and that this was being raised in order to obtain more customer input.  Mr. Bush stated further that he sees this new homepage as part of that on-going activity and asked the IWG to identify specific policy issues that it would like the IT committee to address, if any.

Cheri Caddy (FAS) said that there needs to be a discussion of the additional functionality required and a general agreement on what is being developed for different dollar amounts.  Mr. Bush asked that feedback go to Sam Longstreet.  

Mr. Burns suggested that it would be useful to have a subscription feature so that interested users could sign up for an e-mail that would be sent to them automatically when changes were made to the web-site.  

6.
Web-Enabling the ICASS Global Database (GDB) for the Foreign Affairs System Integration (FASI) project - Steven Hartwell (ISC) reported that the ICASS Mid-Year software version (8.5) had gone out to the Regional Bureaus ahead of schedule for distribution to posts worldwide.  In addition, the ISC was looking at distributing the ICASS GDB information by making a limited version (6 key reports, two years worth of data) available on CD.

Mr. Hartwell updated the IWG on efforts to “web-enable” the reporting capability of the ICASS global database.  He said that this capability and the inter-agency nature of this project had made it a good candidate for the FASI collaboration zone.  The ISC or IRM would be submitting the reporting software application to IT CCB for approval, and would discuss any IT implications for the GDB with our network administrators.  The IWG was asked to provide any comments or concerns on GDB access. 

Matt Burns asked whether overseas posts would have access through the State intranet system.  Mr. Hartwell replied that this would be the case.  Mr. Burns pointed out that this by itself is an expansion of availability.

Mr. Hartwell estimated the start up costs at $50-$70K to include the license and server.
7.
English Language Evaluation and Teaching Project Proposal: Alaina Teplitz presented a draft proposal to assist posts in assessing the English-language capability of FSN recruits and to develop English language skills of existing FSN employees.  She explained that currently there are no pre-employment assessment tools to help determine the language level and needs of newly hired FSNs.  The proposal was to develop such tools for posts as well as tools to help posts assess the oral and writing skills of present employees to help improve their work performance.

Ms. Teplitz reported that this proposal originated in Caracas and that it adapted materials developed and used at that post.  The proposal would establish pilot programs in up to three other WHA posts based upon the Caracas model at a total cost of $140,000.  The intent was to develop these materials for Spanish speaking countries first and then expand to other language groups if the pilots were successful.

Cheri Caddy asked if this would be used for all FSNs at a post or just ICASS personnel.  Ms. Teplitz responded all FSNs.  Ms. Caddy further questioned what on-going activities might be created, beyond the pilot.  Ms. Teplitz explained that this pilot would develop a template/model program to be used in all Spanish-speaking posts.  In addition, tools would be developed for pre-hiring assessment of recruits and language program evaluation and enhancement.

Beth Durbin asked who would own these materials, and Matt Burns responded that the USG would be the owner.  Mr. Burns explained that this proposal had been referred to ICASS by FSI since teaching English is not part of FSI’s mandate.  

Wayne Bush asked who would take ownership of this project, i.e. who would sign and process vouchers, provide reports, etc.  David Mein asked if CAI would talk to WHA about administering this proposal.  Matt Burns agreed and said that CAI could administer this if WHA would not be able to.

8.
Bill Payments and Dispute policy. Wayne Bush commended Brad Bartlett (ISC) for making considerable headway on following up with agencies in getting invoices signed.  He said that about half of the agencies that had received the initial 6 month warning have resolved their issues.  Mr. Bush cited the collecting of debts as one of the most important bottom line issues for ICASS but he expressed concerns about the policy implications for suspending services to military customers.  He emphasized that the ISC would do all that it could in order to resolve these issues prior to the deadline in order to avoid having to cut off services to some military entities.

Mr. Bush reported that he had met with the IEB member from DOD and asked him to designate a liaison for the ISC to assist in this process.  Mr. Bush also said that the ISC needed to devote more resources (one or two WAEers for several months) to work on this project.  The resources for these positions would be presented to the budget committee as part of the ISC’s presentation.

Matt Burns explained that this policy was based on law and that ICASS simply cannot waive the collecting of these debts even for war.  He therefore agreed with the ISC’s approach of doing what needs to be done in order to accommodate these entities.

9.
ISC Annual Workplan: Matt Burns asked about the status of reporting on the annual workplan for the ISC.  IWG Chair David Mein and ISC Director Bush said the last ISC report was made to the IEB on November 27th.  Mr. Bush said that the ISC is presently working on a survey of customers as part of the process for developing goals and objectives for the present year.
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