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International Cooperative Administrative Support Services

Minutes 
ICASS INTERAGENCY WORKING GROUP MEETING

January 14, 2009
10:00 a.m.
Janet Buechel chaired the meeting.  
1.  Adoption of Minutes of ICASS IWG Meeting:  The IWG meeting minutes for December 10, 2008 were adopted without amendment.
2.  Presentations
Peter Hogan, ISC Deputy Director, advised the IWG on the ICASS Service Center’s (ISC) efforts to ensure the integrity of ICASS budgets.  He reported that three ISC staff and a team of 12 senior post financial specialists are conducting an in-depth review of FY2009 ICASS budgets.   This group will be conducting the FY 2009 initial budget and data integrity scorecard review.  The review is being conducted at the Bangkok Financial Management Center which has available computer training rooms and access to all post budgets.  Team members will be contacting posts to give them feedback on their initial budgets so that needed changes may be made in time for the final submission later in the year, when scorecard grades will be publicized.
Peter noted that the scorecard check of the initial budgets is far more intensive than the one conducted on the final budget because the initial review process includes providing posts with detailed feedback on any problems identified so that posts may address them in their final submission.  
In Washington, a parallel review started on Monday, January 12, evaluating budgets for their incorporation of policy changes that go beyond the scorecard, and focused on items such as the use of cost pools and the treatment of rent in budgets.  He reported that this review has so far found that where handbook policy changes were straight-forward, posts are making the changes.  One example cited was the fact that more than 97 percent of total dollars budgeted for rent was budgeted in the appropriate cost centers.  More complex changes, such as the use of new cost pools, were not as easily incorporated into the initial budgets.  He asked the IWG to concur with the need to contact some posts to request changes in their mid-year submissions, even though such changes could impact agency invoices.  IWG members agreed that the corrections should be made.
It was agreed, at IWG member request, to post the final scorecard results to the ICASS website.   
Peter concluded by informing the IWG that the Final Budget Hearing would be in mid-April.            
3.  Reports
State Service Provider Update:  

Dan Christenson (State M/PRI) provided a synopsis of the Collaborative Management Initiatives (CMI) and reported on the rollout of eServices.  The roll out of eServices began on January 15th with expected completion by March 31st.   Six pilot posts (Astana, Ankara, Amman, La Paz, San Jose, Seoul, and Gaborone) will soon be joined by 10 additional sites, during this aggressive start-up phase, he reported.  
He informed the IWG that by June an internet version of eServices would be available.  Dan stated that the eServices program allows customers to order services and provides a survey to evaluate the service that was provided.   He cautioned that this survey does not replace the ICASS Customer Satisfaction Survey.  
ASP Service Provider Update:

Jeff Kramer (USAID) informed the IWG that there is interest in establishing an office in El Fasher, Sudan where USAID would be the service provider.   In addition, the ASP operation in Juba, Sudan has been asked to determine the potential workload volume of work for certifying payments on the State financial system for customer agencies.  If the volume merits the support of the ASP to facilitate payments, then USAID may offer the service.  He also reported that a final resolution has almost been reach in the certifying of payments for CDC in Almaty and that the resolution would lend itself to USAID also doing certification of payments in Juba if the service is desired and USAID does wind up offering the service.
Budget Update:

Peter Hogan provided the IWG with a tentative schedule of events related to the final budgets:


Mid-February – initial invoices;

April 15 – final budget hearings;

May 15 – final budgets due;

June 30 – final invoices.

A discussion ensued about the invoice process, and whether to do two invoices for the final, one that incorporates all items except the June 30 exchange rate impact, and then a second one for each agency’s share of any realized exchange rate loss.  The issue relates to whether two invoices for collection are required, one in June and the next one in August.  The agencies agreed that the first of these could be for information purposes only, similar to the initial information only invoice report.  This would allow for one actual final invoice for collection after exchange rate impacts are known.

Jeff Kramer (USAID) provided an update on the ASP budget process.  He explained the ICASS Service Center’s role in preparing service provider redistribution invoices and informed the IWG that those invoices were sent to post providers (both ICASS and ASP) approximately January 5, 2009 to initiate the customer review and signature process. 

ISC Director Report:

Tom Quinzio directed attendees’ attention to the ISC Director’s Report that was included in the meeting package (attached).  Of particular note are some increased budget needs.  He advised the members that costs ($53,000) associated with the review team in Bangkok, had not been included in the ISC’s FY09 budget needs and the ISC would be addressing this need at the Final Budget hearings.  Also to be presented at the budget hearings is the need for an increase to cover a post-specific training shortfall of about $80,000.  
Budget Committee Updates:

Mike St. Onge, Co-Chair, reported on the prior week meeting where the Committee received a presentation from Jim Millette, Deputy Assistant Secretary for Global Financial Services (GFS) on how GFS payrolling costs are shared among customer agencies.  Mr. Millette explained that under the current system, GFS uses posts workload count data from the payroll services cost center as the “proxy” count for spreading GFS payroll costs.  Because some agencies prepare their own payroll at post and submit it directly to Charleston, they have no workload counts at post and therefore don’t get charged for GFS payroll costs.  GFS has developed a methodology using counts generated by their system which will provide a more equitable distribution of these costs.  He noted that they are doing a similar review of other GFS cost centers to ensure that the methodology being used is appropriate and there may be additional changes to propose.  It was agreed that the change in calculating the GFS payroll costs would take effect in FY10. 
Awards Committee Updates:

Greg Grenier, Co-Chair, announced that the Committee was looking for new members and he asked for volunteers.  He explained that the Committee does most of its work electronically and at an occasional brown-bag lunch.  
IWG members, Jolita Morton (Treasury), Doc Kosinski (DHS) and Cristina Fundeneanu (FAS) expressed their interest in becoming Committee members.
Policy Committee Updates:  

Janet Buechel (Co-Chair) reported that the Committee had gotten about 1/3 of the way through the Handbook chapter on the TDY Policy, and she hoped that they would be able to complete the work at this afternoon’s meeting.  She invited interested IWG members to participate in the meeting.
Questions were raised about the timing of TDY invoices and IWG members expressed their desire to receive a copy of these invoices (currently they are only sent to the agency’s finance office).  It was agreed that a copy of the TDY invoices would be sent to the IWG members on a quarterly basis.    

She advised that the next Policy Committee meeting (scheduled for February 11) would focus on the new draft policy for Non-Resident Agencies.  
She asked members for their ideas for speakers for upcoming IWG meetings.   Several suggestions were offered:  Update on PART; status of eTravel and feedback from posts; OBO issues and the long-range building maintenance plan; IT issues, including GITM update and status of system upgrades.
Information Sharing:

The following attachments and cables were provided to the IWG: 

Attachments:  

· Draft minutes of December 10, 2008 IWG meeting

· ISC Director’s Report

Cables:

· State 133010, December 19, 2008:
CMI Cable 8 of 9 – eServices Implementation

· State 000573, January 5, 2009:
Importance of FY 2001 Mission Strategic Plan


· State 001262, January 7, 2009:
CMI Step 9 of 9 – Affirmation of Steps Taken to Launch the Collaborative Management Initiative

· State 001324, January 7, 2009:
Ongoing Efforts to Provide Funding for Local Employee Compensation Plan (LECP)
Upcoming Post-specific Training:  

· February 14-18, 2009, in Algeria, Algiers

· February 17-20, 2009, in Copenhagen, Denmark

· February 22-26, 2009, in Cairo, Egypt
· February 23-27, 2009, in Rabat, Morocco

· February 23-27, 2009, in Ankara, Turkey

· March 2-6, 2009, in Bucharest, Romania

· March 2-6, 2009, in Nassau, Bahamas

· March 8-12, 2009, in Abu Dhabi, UAE

· March 15-19, 2009, in Khartoum, Sudan

· March 16-20, 2009, in Beirut, Lebanon

· March 23-27, 2009, in Mexico City, Mexico

· March 23-27, 2009, in Bratislava, Slovakia

· March 30-April 3, 2009, in Belgrade, Serbia
FSI/NFATC ICASS Training:

· PA345 – ICASS Basics, February 18-19, 2009 

· PA245 – ICASS Executive Seminar, March 12, 2009

· PA214 – Working with ICASS, March 23-26, 2009
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TO:

ICASS Working Group
FROM:
ISC Director – Thomas Quinzio

SUBJECT:
January 2009 Director’s Report

Scorecard Checking

Trish Garate is in Bangkok this week leading a contingent of 12 LES and 2 personnel from the ISC to complete the scorecard checking on the initial budgets so that invoices are as accurate as possible especially in light of the many changes that were implemented this year.  The goal is to review approximately 165 post budgets as well as the 8 ASP initial budget submissions in 5 days.  We decided to do the checking in Bangkok for several reasons.  First, we do not have the human resources available at the ISC necessary to do the checking and then provide timely feedback to posts in the short period of time required.  We therefore decided to call on some of our best LES budget checkers and ICASS software users.  An available training room at the Bangkok FSC provided the necessary space with a PC for each person as well as excellent IT and administrative support.  In addition, the travel costs for the group, including per diem, is less in Bangkok than in any of the alternatives we considered.  Three of the participants are from Embassy Bangkok.  I estimate that the scorecard checking for initial budgets in Bangkok will cost about $53K.  If the team has time, it will perform more in depth budget checks related to some of the ICASS Handbook changes using exception report data provided by Geneva Software.

 TDY Policy Implementation

Janet Buechel recently completed a review of posts’ TDY policies as described in eCC.  The below information is as of December 15.

There are 165 posts listed in eCC.  Of this group:

--  42 have updated their information since the first TDY cable was sent out on 7/28/2008

--  Of the 42, only 3 got it totally right and deserve a prize (Beirut, Valletta and Pristina)

--  Of the 42, 4 posts simply noted that a post policy was pending

--  Of the 35 remaining, I rated the new policies as follows:

        --  3 got it partially right and I gave them a .75 (with a "1" being totally right)

        --  15 also got it partially right but at a lower level and I rated them a .5

        --  7  got a .25

        --  8 got "0"

--  Taking all the 165 posts, including those that were updated, we have the following data:

    -- 80 posts have policies that include use of the TDY module (including 30 posts which 

were updated since 7/28/2008)

    -- 24 posts use direct charge only (including 7 posts which were updated since 7/28)

    -- 64 posts have no policy entered or "barely" a policy

       (Note that the total is 168 posts because three of the "no policy" posts have a statement that indicates they use the TDY module but have no policy explaining it)

The ISC has been providing guidance to many posts that we know are still in the process of developing their TDY policies, so we expect these statistics to evolve as more posts complete this work.  We will continue to communicate with posts and bureaus to ensure that posts correctly publish their TDY policy in eCC.

Post Specific Training

In January teams will be traveling to Zagreb, Podgorica, Almaty and Astana to conduct training.  In February teams will be going to Copenhagen, Cairo, Abidjan, N’Djamena Algiers, Rabat and Ankara.  The current FY 2009 cost estimate for travel and per diem for this training is now approximately of $330K.  If you recall, $250K was included in the initial target for this purpose.  Costs are higher because we are doing several more posts than initially projected, airfares are higher than estimated and a number of the trainers are either contractors or WAEs and we have had to bring them in for on-the-job training.  The ISC will be requesting the difference at the midyear.

Management Counselor/ICASS Council Chair (MC3) Workshop – Ft. Lauderdale   

The WHA region MC3 workshop schedule for the week of January 20 was postponed because too few posts were able to make that date.  The workshop has been re-scheduled for March 3-6.

ICASS Customer Satisfaction Survey

The 2009 ICASS customer satisfaction survey will be launched January 20.  This year the survey is available in two additional languages, Russian and Arabic.  The survey allows all customer agencies to rate and comment on the ICASS services they receive.  The results of the survey highlight what service providers are doing well and what service areas may need improvement. The survey results are one of the Program Assessment Rating Tool (PART) yardsticks used by the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) to assess ICASS performance and approve commensurate resources.

The survey will be accessible on the internet allowing all members of the ICASS community, both service providers and customers, to assess the services performed at post. I ask that each of you as agency representatives contact your post personnel to encourage as wide participation as possible from LE staff, direct hire Americans, and family members over 16 years of age.

ICASS Global Database (GDB)

The GDB server was busy receiving and processing the FY 2009 initial budgets submitted from posts worldwide during the entire month of December.  In order to calculate invoices and for the system to send a message to Post that its budget has been "accepted," we have to process each budget at a time.  Because this work must take place during regular business hours, you likely experienced significant delays in trying to access GDB reports because the system cannot perform both functions at once.  The bulk of this processing is finished now, but we are still receiving some resubmitted budgets over the next few weeks that will need to be processed.  So rest assured, there's nothing wrong with the GDB...it's just hard at work right now.  Meanwhile, we have recently procured a new server to house the GDB data.  This new server has expanded storage capacity, more memory, and is expected to perform faster that what we have now.  Our goal is to migrate to the new server this spring, before the 2009 Final budget submissions take place.  In order to do this, we are currently working with several State Department offices in the IRM Bureau in order to comply with agency and government-wide IT regulations.  We will let you know when the new server is up and running.
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