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ISC Offsite and Organization:  The ICASS Service Center (ISC) held an all-day offsite at the National Foreign Affairs Training Center (NFATC) on June 22, with the assistance of a professional facilitator, to discuss its organization and responsibilities.  Staff members agreed that the current "three team" structure (Budget and Reimbursements, Software Development, and Customer Service) was still appropriate for addressing its increasing workload.  To facilitate more efficient response to inquiries, the ISC will publish a more precise functional directory that identifies processes, issues, and contacts for which each staff member is responsible and encourages those interacting with the ISC to go straight to the staff member most familiar with the subject about which they are inquiring.  A first edition is attached to this report.  In addition to routine budget and invoicing tasks, software development and maintenance, customer and secretariat services, and ICASS briefings, the two activities that will consume the most ISC staff time over the next year are the ICASS software rebuild and the development of post-specific ICASS training.  The Customer Service Team has been renamed the Customer Service and Training Team, and a Training Coordinator has been added to the ISC staff, to acknowledge the importance of training to ensuring the effective operation of the ICASS system.  

ISC Staffing:   Budget and Reimbursements Team Leader Richard Sizemore left the ISC in July to take an excursion position as Financial Management Officer in San Jose, Costa Rica.  Patricia Garate is serving as Acting Team Leader while we determine what the most effective configuration of the Team's positions should be relative to the existing and additional duties it must perform.  Steven Gibson of the Peace Corps assumed his position on the Customer Service and Training Team in July.  David Ball, late of Embassy Moscow, joined the ISC staff in August to fill the newly created Training Coordinator position.  State Financial Management Officer Bill Lauritsen arrived in September to fill a position on the Budget and Reimbursements Team which had been vacant for thirteen months.  In October, Jean-Louis Pajot of  the Foreign Agricultural Service took up his duties as a member of the Customer Service and Training Team.       

ICASS Annual Financial Report:  At the meeting, IEB Members will receive a copy of the Annual Financial Report, which contains Management's Discussion and Analysis and the Principal Financial Statements for the ICASS Program, together with the report of independent CPAs, Leonard G. Birnbaum and Company LLP, engaged by the State Inspector General.  The independent auditor, for the third consecutive year - the entire life of ICASS - rendered an unqualified ("clean") report, the best possible result of the independent audit process.  The auditors performed an audit of ICASS' financial statements in conjunction with their audit of State's Department-wide financial statements (which also received an unqualified or "clean" report).  Birnbaum's report states in part "...In our opinion, ICASS' 1999 and 1998 Principal Financial Statements, including the notes thereto, present fairly, in all material respects, ICASS'  financial position, results of operations, and cash flows as of and for the years ended September 30, 1999 and 1998, in conformity with generally accepted accounting principles..."  Birnbaum's report noted one material weakness in internal controls regarding the potential vulnerability of State's mainframe computer systems to unauthorized access, which could in turn affect State's financial management systems which run on the mainframe. In September 2000, State CFO Bert Edwards, together with State's Inspector General and State's CIO staff, met with GAO officials who authored a May 1998 report with the potential vulnerability finding; however, the GAO officials confirmed earlier conclusions that GAO's 1998 findings are now "closed."  Subject to a vulnerability test now under contract and agreed to by OIG and GAO staff, the Birnbaum firm and OIG will remove this material weakness in the FY 2000 audit now underway.  Reportable conditions relate to State's overall financial management systems, and the Bureau of Financial Management and Policy (FMP) is addressing these.

Improving the Budget Process:  The regional bureaus and other offices made their recommendations to the ICASS Budget Committee on initial budget targets in mid-August, and by late-August posts received their initial targets.  Posts' completed initial budgets with signed invoices are due in the ISC no later than November 15.  This date is one month ahead of last year's deadline and should enable those involved in Washington to advise posts of their final ICASS targets one month earlier than in FY 2000.  This will increase the posts' flexibility in dealing with tight funding situations.  This year's initial ICASS submission is the first that will take place without holding time consuming and costly budget workshops.  It is also the first that posts will be subject to a one percent reduction of the traditional bureau portion of their ICASS target if their submission is late.  Since a completed submission must include signed invoices from all agencies at post, it is critical that each agency headquarters alert its field offices to be conscientious in signing their invoices and returning them to the Budget and Fiscal Section in a timely manner.     

ICASS Software Rebuild:  The ISC and the IWG have received briefings from the developer of the ICASS budget and cost distribution software on the state of the current software, as well as cost and maintenance considerations for a rebuild.  The IWG agreed that going forward with a rebuild is a top priority.  The developer provided a very rough rebuild estimate of $1.6 million dollars for 13 months of design and programming work, although to date there has been no in-depth discussion of funding sources or methods.  This would provide us a software application with all current budget and cost distribution functionality, plus enhancements for interface with other administrative support systems, an ad hoc report capability, provisions for handling regional services, provisions for accommodating alternate service providers, and a web-enabling capability.  The IWG's IT Committee has agreed to the rough outlines of a process whereby a Users Group (including customer agencies and post representatives) would define more specifically functions that we should consider in a rebuild.  The ISC's Software Development Team, in conjunction with the Bureau of Information Resources Management and regional bureau representatives, is developing a more detailed plan for proposal to the IT Committee.  

Follow Up on Overseas Staffing Recommendations:  At the IEB meeting in June, the IEB asked the FMP's Deputy Assistant Secretary for Budget and Planning (BP) and the ISC Director to look into ways that financial incentives might be put in place to encourage posts to replace direct-hire Americans (DHAs) with locally engaged staff (LES).  After discussion between themselves and consultation with the executive directors of the Department of State's regional bureaus, the FMP/BP Deputy Assistant Secretary and the ISC Director concluded that, given budget realities and the payroll structure this would not be possible.  Central Payroll funds and pays people actually on the Department's roles, and overall, the Department faces a large deficit of people on board relative to existing positions in need of filling.  If a DHA position is eliminated in favor of an LES position at one post, that position will be moved to another post.  The Department's payroll costs will not go down; in fact they will increase with the creation of the LES position.  The benefit the Department receives will be the ability to fill a position that would otherwise go unfilled, but there would be no absolute "savings" to pass on to posts to encourage them consider converting DHA positions to LES.

Additionally, some regional bureau executive directors wondered whether significant opportunities for DHA replacement on ICASS staffs overseas existed and questioned the value of spending any more time on this issue. At this point, further conversion of positions may not even be desirable.  In fact, given current security concerns, certain positions may have to be converted from local hire to DHA staff.  Even the Overseas Staffing Committee's June report acknowledged that "Current Department of State direct-hire American administrative staffing is both less than it was ten years ago and spread more thinly over a wider range of posts."  It also cited a steady transfer of administrative duties from direct-hire Americans to locally engaged staff.

Cable on Service Withdrawal:  At its last meeting, the IEB agreed that agencies withdrawing from ICASS services had an obligation to advise their post ICASS Council as to their reason for withdrawal, where they would obtain the service they were withdrawing from, what they hoped to save by withdrawing, and roughly how they calculated the cost effect of their withdrawal.  As directed by the IEB, the ISC sent out a message to the posts advising them of the IEB's agreement in this regard and asking them to provide comments as to whether the six-month withdrawal notification period was adequate.  Since sending the message in July, we have not received any comments on the withdrawal period from the posts.

Outreach:  ISC staff members continue to participate in a number of conferences, workshops, offsites and briefings relevant to the ICASS program.  The Director attended a two-day offsite on the Department of State's new Integrating Suite of Information Systems (ISIS) project, and the Software Development Team Leader attended an ISIS trade fair in Frankfurt.  The Director traveled to Florida in September to brief another agency's post administrative officers and will travel to Indianapolis in November to brief personnel at the Army's DFAS Center on ICASS operations and invoicing.  A member of the Software Development Team traveled to Hong Kong in early October to make a presentation at an American Embassy Software Program (AESOP) conference, and that Team's Leader will address a GSO conference in the same location in mid-October.  To enhance the overseas experience of the ISC staff, we sent the Customer Service and Training Team Leader to Cairo for a month to fill a temporary vacancy in the Personnel Office.

The ISC Director and the Department of State's ICASS Working Group Representative made presentations on the ICASS system at shared service conferences in Chicago and San Francisco arranged by the International Quality and Productivity Center.  The San Francisco presentation was particularly well received, and the conference facilitator noted his appreciation for the business-like and entrepreneurial approach the U.S. Government was taking in the delivery of shared services at its diplomatic and consular posts.  In January, these officers will make an ICASS presentation at a similar conference in Ottawa, which will focus on local, provincial and national government shared services.

