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International Cooperative Administrative Support Services

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

Minutes
ICASS INTERAGENCY WORKING GROUP MEETING

April 18, 2002

David Mein (IWG-Chair) welcomed everyone to the interactive Interagency Working Group (IWG) meeting.   

Wayne Bush (Director, ISC) introduced the subject of ICASS and the Diplomatic Readiness initiative.  ICASS exists to ensure the delivery of services to overseas posts.  Among Secretary Powell’s management reforms, one of the most important is the Diplomatic Readiness initiative.   This interactive meeting would be an opportunity for the IWG and posts to engage State Department leadership on this issue, and explore the benefits of the increased resources.  

Mr. Bush also noted that ICASS is five years old, and now is a good time to take stock of where we are and whether or not ICASS remains an effective way to support our foreign policy objectives.  Surveys on how ICASS is performing have gone out to some 700 stakeholders, including the IWG, IEB, service providers, ICASS Council members, DCMs and COMs.  The response has been good so far, but Mr. Bush encouraged those who have not responded to do so.

ICASS Annual Awards:  Alaina Teplitz (State/CAI), speaking for the ICASS Awards Committee, briefed the IWG on the revised ICASS awards program.  There will be three award categories: ICASS Team Achievement, Outstanding Leadership, and Diplomatic Readiness Goal-Sharing. The ICASS Team Achievement and Outstanding Leadership awards will honor teams and individuals who have acted as agents of change and demonstrated cooperative development of improved business practices.  The Diplomatic Readiness Goal-Sharing award, new for this year, will encourage self-selected teams to establish goals and then be rewarded incrementally as they achieve those goals.  Another new feature of this year’s program is on-line electronic submission of nominations.     

Embassy Rabat, participating by video conference, described Rabat’s experience as last year’s Post Best Practices first-prize winner. According to Eric Stromayer, Senior General Service Officer, the embassy outsourced janitorial and maintenance services in order to improve services and save money, and to avoid replacing retirees from the embassy workforce.   With full cooperation of the ICASS Council, Admin Counselor and Human Resources Officer, they put together a solicitation and awarded the contract while  assisting displaced FSNs to find other opportunities for employment.   Since then, services have improved and the savings, now estimated at $750 thousand over the first five years, have surpassed original estimates.    

Forward Planning – Budget Committee Co-Chair Peter Hogan (USDA), reported on the Forward Planning initiative. The lack of forward, unified planning has been the greatest concern expressed by agencies during the budget process. At its November 2001 meeting, the ICASS Executive Board approved a proposal to develop a “Forward Planning” process, engaging agencies at the post level in determining outyear resource requirements.  The center of this process is the Mission Performance Plan (MPP).  The forward planning process will enable all agencies to incorporate realistic estimates of ICASS resource requirements into budget submissions to OMB and Congress.

Diplomatic Readiness and ICASS – David Mein introduced the guest speaker, Acting Director General of the Foreign Service and Principal Deputy Assistant Secretary of State for Human Resources Ruth Whiteside.   

Ms. Whiteside reported that one of Secretary of State Powell’s most important objectives was to reinvigorate our foreign policy by obtaining the resources needed to put us on track to address the “hollowing out” of the number of State Department employees that has occurred over time.  Director General Ruth A. Davis committed the Bureau of Human Resources to fulfilling the Secretary’s commitment to reverse this situation, while also addressing long-term quality-of-life issues.  

After years of limiting recruitment to the rate of attrition or less, the Department is now filling the pipelines for all categories of personnel. This will mean: (1) new admin positions at posts strengthening our capacity to provide services;  (2) reductions in  staffing gaps and untrained staff; and (3) a more robust foreign service as employees obtain necessary experience and training.   Almost 1,200 new Foreign and civil service employees will be brought on board over three years.  

Call-in Questions: 

Responding to a question from Buenos Aires regarding continued training for FSNs, Ms. Whiteside referred to Ambassador Davis’s experience at the Foreign Service Institute (FSI), where one of her top priorities had been to reinvigorate FSN training.  She had also pressed ahead distance learning, an example of which is the Fast Track program which offers up to a thousand different courses.  The State Department has a thousand passwords for this program and anyone with a password can take any number of courses, at a cost of $60 per password per year.  FSI is committed to FSN training and welcomes participation by other agencies.  

Administrative Counselor Larry Mandel in Tel Aviv called in reporting that while Tel Aviv’s ICASS council supported the reversal of the “hollowing out,” they were concerned about funding this and next year’s increases.   The MPP looks 3-4 years out but ICASS increases are announced in the same year they have to be paid.  ICASS council members are asked to approve funding decisions when they have no control over their budgets.  How can the ICASS process be reconciled with the MPP?  Ms. Whiteside  emphasized the importance of the MPP as a planning tool, and the importance of all agencies taking part in preparing MPPs at post.  Peter Hogan added that the new  forward planning  process captured needs beginning in FY04; so finding sufficient resources for FY 03 would be challenging.   The ICASS increases provided in FY02 had been a “near-run thing” in terms of affordability.  All parties need to be engaged, including State as a customer, and the regional bureaus.  In 2003, agencies will have to evaluate critical needs and reach joint decisions on affordability.  By 2004, forward planning will enable agencies to budget more effectively for their requirements and tailor their programs and overseas presence accordingly.  

Wayne Bush added that agencies deserved credit for delivering the needed ICASS resources this year and were cooperating closely on FY03, while the forward planning process proceeds for FY04. 

Administrative Counselor Sarah Drew in Copenhagen called in commenting that although FSI offered many courses, officers from other agencies were still arriving at post with little or no ICASS training.  Training Committee Chair Cheri Caddy acknowledged that this is an on-going problem, and suggested that one solution is the on-site training program.  These training sessions, which involve ISC trainers and IWG members conducting training at the posts, are an effort to establish a baseline of ICASS knowledge in the field.   

Leticia Macapinlac in Bogota asked if post could be exempted from the GSA contract procurement requirements, given the need to procure furniture quickly for the additional personnel arriving on post.  Matt Burns responded that there is room for flexibility in the regulations and that Bogota should present their needs to Deputy Assistant Secretary Frank Coulter or his deputy, Jim Murphy.  

 IWG Chair David Mein invited Ms. Whiteside to comment on the Computer Assisted Job Evaluation (CAJE) program, which ICASS has helped fund.  Ms. Whiteside said that HR is proud and excited about CAJE in particular because the program is going forward as an interagency project.  Pilots have been completed at six posts and there will be an interagency CAJE workshop in May to review the pilots and see what remains to be done.  FSI should have a CAJE training program in place with the system on-line by September 1.

Invited by the Chair to comment on quality of life initiatives, Ms. Whiteside said State has been working to increase quality of life for all personnel and to provide incentives for tough assignments.  One accomplishment was making funding for business class mandatory all flights exceeding 14 hours.  Anther initiative HR is working on is extending per diem for employees attending training at FSI and improving opportunities for family member employment.    State would like to expand family member appointments, under which family members are hired as government employees, to other agencies that presently hire family members under contract, since government employees enjoy many benefits that contractors do not.

Administrative Counselor Sarah Stryker called in from Nouakchott to ask if ICASS is considering a mechanism for direct charging long-term TDYers.   Matt Burns responded that the Handbook Committee was expending much time and energy on this issue, an issue exacerbated by, but existing even before, 9/11.  Posts face two situations: one where a post is experiencing an upsurge of TDY activity; the other where a post has a high degree of TDY activity all the time.  ICASS might have to deal with each differently.  There also are different kinds of TDY visitors.  We have VIPs like Cabinet  officers, Presidential delegations, CODELs, etc.  Some TDYers come from agencies represented at post.  Other TDYers come from agencies not represented at post and that have not contributed to the post’s infrastructure.  There are several suggested methods to deal with this situation.  One suggestion is to charge a daily fee for TDYers.  A second is to leave things alone because funding is already in the post’s base.  A third could be a hybrid solution that is somewhere in the middle.  The IWG is continuing to examine this problem and welcomes suggestions.

Diplomatic Readiness vs. Rightsizing - Cheri Caddy of the Department of Agriculture Foreign Agricultural Service asked how the diplomatic readiness initiative would dovetail with rightsizing.  Ms. Whiteside responded that the hiring initiative is entirely consistent with rightsizing because the Department of State is currently well below staffing levels needed to be “rightsized.” 

Closing – David Mein thanked Ms. Whiteside, the ISC, the IWG and each of the posts that had called in for their participation. 
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