The NADD Board traveled to D.C. on December 12th and 13th to meet with FSA Management.  Following is a summary of notes taken by various members of the Board during those meetings.
TERESA LASSETER, Administrator, and James Meidinger, Assistant to the Deputy Administrator -

NADD President Steve Pratt thanked the Administrator for the opportunity to meet with her.  He advised that NADD’s position is that D/D’s want to help the agency get through the Improper Payments issue.  NADD would like to be viewed as a solution to the problem.  Mr. Pratt then inquired as to the status of the possibility that COC’s may be able to review and document in the COC minutes that 06’ payments that are considered improper were actually received by the appropriate person/entity.

Ms. Lasseter advised that she is expecting this to become the avenue that FSA could use to correct some errors.   The Administrator then asked if the D/D’s were surprised by the COR findings.

NADD responded that we were surprised if we made payments without any signatures or applications on hand.  If this occurred NADD felt it was totally unacceptable.   Generally however, NADD was not totally surprised by the findings as the message in the past has been to get payments made quickly.   NADD however was surprised on what the definition of an improper payment was.

Administrator Lasseter stated that we don’t have much latitude on the definition of an improper payment.  Ms. Lasseter was interested in finding ways to streamline the overall paperwork process.   The Administrator said she was very disappointed in the results of the reviews and we have to make sure we are crossing the t’s and dotting the i’s.  Ms. Lasseter strongly emphasized that we certainly need to obtain signatures.

The subject turned to Performance Appraisals and the Administrator stated that ratings obtained need to be representative of the job that each employee is doing.  The Administrator felt strongly that people should be held accountable for their performance.  Employees should be rated for their own performance and not against other employees.    She felt that the agency can do a good job and we should all work at doing a good job.

Again the D/D’s expressed concern that in the past the County’s were pressured to get payments out the door quickly.  

Administrator Lasseter acknowledged that some offices are understaffed and this has also caused problems.  She advised that we may need to shift people around to get the job completed.

The agency needs to face some big changes in order to get the job accomplished.

NADD inquired on the status of the State Review Plans.

The agency can now safely move forward as a result of the dismissal of the Alaska Office closing lawsuit.  Two other states, Virginia and Wyoming, are ready for approval on their plans.  Several other states have submitted plans and are in various stages in the National Office. 

The Administrator has made a commitment to meet with a representative of each Congressional Staff and this takes a tremendous amount of time and coordination efforts.  Therefore, her office can only move so quick.  She is not actively pushing the other states to get their plans submitted by a set time frame.  She will eventually ask all states to submit a plan.
NADD thanked Ms. Lasseter for her commitment to the new D/D orientation training program.

Ms. Lasseter said she would like to have more face to face training.  She is committed to more training in general.

She is planning on being at the National COR training in January.  She talked about her days as a COR and how COR’s were used as a tool to help the offices.  Ms. Lasseter stated that COR’s need to be held to the same standards of accountability as everyone else.

Ms.  Lasseter suggested that everyone needs to pay more attention to COR reviews and findings.

President Pratt outlined three key areas that D/D’s have a pivotal role in for FSA.  These areas were highlighted to emphasize the need to have a National D/D Conference.  


Improper Payments-D/D’s have a very critical role in monitoring this process.

Ms. Lasseter said she agreed totally and the accountability goes all the way from the top to the bottom.  I will place the D/D in importance.


5 Tier Performance Plan-D/D’s are a very key player in this and we have not received the requested training to ensure consistency.  Administrator Lasseter said that the A/O’s were provided some training at the A/O, SED Conference.  The plan is to give some training on the 5 tier plans at the COR training.   NADD then asked if D/D’s could have a representative attend the COR training.  Administrator Lasseter felt that D/D’s should be in attendance at this meeting.  Perhaps as many as 1 District Director per state.  She also felt D/D’s should have more representation at other National Meetings.


DD FLP Oversight Review Report (FSA-2101) - The FLP Division is in the process of major revisions to this review process in an attempt to make it more beneficial to the Agency. 
Mr. Pratt also presented the Administrator with a proposal of a suggested agenda for a National District Director Conference. The Administrator stated she will give the National District Director Conference proposal consideration.

NADD thanked the Administrator for the positive comments she has made in many media outlets supporting the agency and the employees regarding the improper payments issue.  

NADD again thanked Ms. Lasseter for the opportunity to meet with her and all the National Office staff.  The meeting concluded.

STEVE CONNELLY, Deputy Administrator for Field Operations, Pat Spalding, Ken Nagel, and Trina Brake
NADD inquired on the progress of the State Review Plan’s.  Twenty one plans have been submitted so far.  Mr. Connelly advised that a Judge dismissed the case from Alaska on closing of offices giving validity to FSA in it’s complying with the mandatory requirements.  Two (2) additional states, Virginia and Wyoming, are now ready for approval letters but they have not yet been issued.  They will need to get notification letters to Congress on the states/offices affected.    The Administrator has a commitment to meet with Congressional Representatives from each state.  This is a big challenge in getting these meetings scheduled.  

There is a strong possibility that the agency will be working under a continuing resolution for the entire fiscal year.  This is a concern when trying to work under last years budget levels.

NADD inquired as to the progress of the D/D orientation training for new D/D’s.  Ken Nagel advised that the proposal is in the training branch as well as DAFO for review.  The next step would be to put a task force together to develop the training agenda.  The agency may consider an outside contractor to provide the training.

Mr. Connelly stated that the D/D job is becoming more important especially in light of the improper payments issues.

NADD requested that we have a D/D representative attend the upcoming COR training.  Mr. Connelly felt that was a good idea.    Mr. Connelly commented that we historically sent representatives from all employee organizations to all National meetings.   Mr. Connelly commented again that the D/D role has become more prominent now.   

Mr. Connelly advised that the improper payment checklists are still being fine tuned.  It is difficult to try to identify all the D/D responsibilities.  

The subject then shifted to performance ratings.  Mr. Connelly advised that he did speak to SED’s about the high and low ratings that he concurred with on District Directors.    NADD emphasized that D/D’s are very critical in the 5 tier rating process.  NADD stated that CED’s ratings are unique as the COC’s are involved in the process.  Perhaps some training could also be given to COC’s.   Mr. Connelly acknowledged that it is difficult to come up with generic measures.  This year a cookie cutter approach was utilized by several states.  However, from here on, we need to tailor the measures to the employee.

NADD requested that D/D’s be provided with some training on the 5 tier system.  NADD wants this to be a success and we also want uniformity and consistency.

Mr. Connelly felt that we may be able to provide some training thru Ag Learn or Net Meetings.  A face to face training meeting will be difficult considering the budget restrictions the agency has.  

NADD President Steve Pratt presented Mr. Connelly with a proposal for a National District Director Conference...  Mr. Connelly advised that he would support this if the money was available.

A discussion was held on the State Staff Review Report.  Mr. Connelly advised that this report identified that a small number of State Offices had too many employees located within the State Office.   Mr. Connelly said that 10/12 offices per D/D is the norm.  He stated that this D/D to county ratio decision is up to the SED’s as they know the workload and the state better than he does.

Mr. Connelly is hoping that the new workload system is an improvement over the old system.  The agency will evaluate the new system to see how it is working.

NADD inquired on the status of obtaining a District PT position.  D/D’s had previously presented the request for a position description to be placed in the handbook.   Mr. Connelly stated that NASCOE has requested a reclassification of the current PT position.  As a result of HR‘s previous decision on the PT classification, NASCOE/NACS/NASE may be willing to consider a District PT position if it justifies a higher grade.  Some SED’s also like the idea as it may allow for the ability to combine some functions such as Administrative programs.  NADD feels it would just be another tool in the tool bag for states to use.  

NADD asked Mr. Connelly how D/D’s could help with the Improper Payments issue.

Mr. Connelly stated that this issue needs to take priority.  Over time it appears we have had a casual relaxing of requirements.  We have to be fiscally responsible for tax payer’s money.   We need to get back to basics.  The old message was, get the payments out and clean up the mess later.  The new message is, take your time to dot the i’s and cross the t’s while still trying to get the money out in a reasonable time.  

NADD thanked Mr. Connelly for all his efforts and support.  The meeting concluded.

JOHN JOHNSON, Deputy Administrator for Farm Programs, Larry Adams, Assistant Deputy Administrator and Craig Trimm, Assistant to the Deputy Administrator–

NADD came prepared to discuss many issues including Improper Payments, DD Responsibilities, Training, Procedure Issues, DD Representation, and a National DD/SED Conference.  Most of the discussion centered on Improper Payments.  Mr. Johnson advised NADD that this current “audit of ourselves” had raised more attention for us than with any other agency in USDA.  He stated that much of the concern revolved around a meaningful destination between what was a payment error and paperwork error.  Those present all agreed.  He identified the #1 problem was with errors related to Signature Authority.  He explained that forth coming would be a different policy for the 2006 reviews.  The first step is to have training with the COR’s while county offices do a cleanup prior to the reviews.  The new policy also will advise County Offices that if an error is found and the compliance deadline has passed, they are to just leave any error.  If compliance has not ended, County Offices will be advised to get the proper paperwork in place.  For those errors that can be corrected, a window of 30 business days (nearly 2 months) will be allowed to make corrections.

Mr. Johnson identified that as important as the 2006 reviews are, the first priority needs to be for the 2007 payments including the resetting of flags.  He stated that he did not want to micro-manage these priorities from the National Level.  He stated that it was up to the local State and County Managers to provide supervision of priorities.  He talked about the new checklists that had been provided and are still be revised.  He stated that a new Eligibility Checklist for all program was about to be released.  He identified that DD’s will provide oversight for as much as 50% of the CED’s work and that CED’s must oversee all of the PT’s work.  Issues regarding the FSA-211 and signatures in the wrong location were discussed.  Clarification in procedure will be provided.  Mr. Johnson stated that a new 1-CM Amendment (#26) was about to be released.  This amendment has new procedure regarding the segregation of duties and other office authorities.

Also in the meeting was former NADD President, Craig Trimm, who now is a Deputy to Mr. Johnson.  He took a few minutes to explain that the checklists are going to be the Key for all managers.  Discussion developed regarding DD’s not having enough time to do all that is being required.  This discussion included NADD’s concern regarding a lack of centralized monitoring of DD responsibilities at the National Level.

During this discussion, NADD President Steve Pratt identified that the District Director working directly with the local County Office employees is the working solution to the correction of improper payments and to the proposed reviews/policy revisions.  He explained that getting the DD’s directly into Improper Payment issues may be the most important reason, of the 3 reasons, for a National DD/SED Conference.  The other two reasons are the Performance Management changes and the FLP DD Oversight remodel.  It was discussed that there needs to be a more open discussion at the local level regarding “Why we are doing what is being asked”.

The discussion moved into budget and Farm Bill issues, including a Standing Disaster Program, and the Conservation Security Program.  Mr. Johnson stated that he thought the Secretary of Agriculture will release his wishes for a Farm Bill as early as next February.  As the meeting concluded, Mr. Johnson explained that his group is involved with the Best Management Practices’ Task Force and with a new Task Force regarding Streamlining Farm Programs.  This last group is working on ways to help make better employees.

CAROLYN COOKSIE, Deputy Administrator for Farm Loan Programs, and Chris Beyerhelm, Assistant Deputy Administrator –
DD OVERSIGHT REVIEWS-

DD Bob Herchenbach updated the progress of the task force working on the revised DD Oversight Review forms.  Ms. Cooksie stated her expectation is to end up with something that will work better for the DDs in reporting and getting the job done right. The 2102 form is probably going to be obsolete. A priority is to have the review automated and this is being worked on. Ms. Cooksie said the question is what level of training is needed. She does not like to put things out for people to do without telling them how to do it and what the expectations are.

FLP-433 and PL-144 REVIEWS

The National Office will soon be sending out a Q & A on existing loans that have changed structure. Essentially, they will either have to revert back to the original structure, do a transfer and assumption, or be considered non-program loans. No date has been determined for correcting accounts with problems, even though the letter to the borrower states that they must come in within 30 days. All the National Office wants to know now is how many accounts we have with this problem, and it is not expected that they will be corrected immediately. The National Office will be sending out a list of alternatives, clarifying the options available. If things get touchy for FSA in the near future, Ms. Cooksie wants to be able to say we have our arms around the problem and are working on it.

PERFORMANCE STANDARDS

There is some concern regarding what the requirements would be for meeting the language about DDs maintaining loan approval authority. Ms. Cooksie said the bigger issue is what should be required for anyone maintaining loan approval authority. It has been questioned by some people why DDs don’t have the same requirements to maintain loan approval authority as CEDs. It is difficult to quantify this. The National Office is considering some sort of Continuing Education to maintain FLP loan approval authority to assure everyone is keeping up to date in this phase of the job in this rapidly changing agriculture.

In a related issue, should a new DD without loan approval authority have supervisory responsibility over FLMs and CEDs with loan approval authority? Several alternatives are being considered, including having a neighboring DD assume these responsibilities during this interim period.

OBTAINING QUALIFIED FLOT APPLICANTS

DOJ is thinking the time may be expiring that requires the use of the present questions. We may be able to revert using our own questions, asking for Ag. Degrees, and/or stressing agricultural backgrounds as it gives people a leg up on the job. Also remember the career intern program can be used as a fast track for potential FLOTs

NATIONAL DD POLICY MEETING and PROGRAM POLICY MEETINGS

Ms. Cooksie said she supports the need for a national DD meeting, and would welcome a chance to be a part of the program. Of course the budget is an important issue.

Ms. Cooksie is open to having DD representatives attend the annual FLP policy meetings, but not a required thing for all DDs. She only wants DDs there that want to be there. This is not a good year to be asking for additional slots so attendance would have to come out of the existing slots for a state. Again limited budget is an issue. She stressed the importance of an annual policy meeting with the FLP portfolio being one of the largest agricultural lenders in the country.

In a related issue, we discussed that there should be significant FLP input from the National Office in any training program for new DDs and she said she is certainly on board with this.

WORKLOAD

FLP has recently had limited input in the revising of the workload process and Ms. Cooksie will follow up on where the process is. Some of the recent FLP programs already have useful loan making information and soon will have loan servicing information already built into them.

CLOSING

Ms. Cooksie said she sincerely appreciates the support NADD has shown for FLP and she reciprocates it.

John Williams, Deputy Administrator for Management, Pat Farmer and Stephen Crisp, HRD -
 

NADD's meeting with John Williams centered primarily on Performance Management - DD's roles as supervisors and as reviewers. NADD is looking for some type of training other than what has been provided at this point. There was discussion of recently completed employee evaluations where everyone was given a fully successful rating; John stated that no one was directed to evaluate all of their employees with an across the board rating of fully successful. The purpose of the Five-tiered Performance Management System was to have face-to-face communication with input from the individual employee developing a performance document for them that accentuates the positive and removes the negative no two employees are the same. A fundamental change needs to take place where performance is an agreement on what needs to get done for the year, what has to happen in the office for this to occur. The plan is a management tool. Supervisors should continue the communication with the employee throughout the year; provide feedback on performance, not just twice a year. The agency needs to get the message out what the expectations are on ratings; STO needs to convey this message. It is not a one size fits all rating system nor is it cookie-cutter performance plan for every employee. NADD was under the impression that groundwork had been laid for a DD conference call to discuss the issue, ask some questions, and get some direction. We were told that DAFO had approved, there appears to have been come miscommunication concerning AO’s being included on the conference call. John was advised that NADD was not against them being present on the call -- but that our position was that the District Director was the key player of the performance management system - the DD is involved in all performance plans and performance ratings for field employees one way or another, as supervisors or reviewers and as a group we wanted some discussion and direction. John said that Pat would still work on coordinating the conference call. A survey has reported that there is no consistency in the application of performance plans - there needs to be consistency. Performance plans should be a part of the accounting for erroneous payments issue currently being resounded throughout the agency. Consistency with COC discussions on performance, especially with disagreements between the COC and the DD on evaluations needs to occur. There have been reported situations where the DD has taken a more passive approach allowing the COC's more favorable rating of the CED to stand as opposed to having a more factual discussion of the CED's shortcomings be reflected in their rating. NADD has suggested some training tools be developed, similar to the (old) COC video that would provide for the appropriate format directing how an appropriate performance evaluation is conducted. ICAMS/EmPower - NADD discussed that it was difficult to use and that we were not sure how it was supposed to be used, especially when recording comments for each element/standard. There was some discussion of the rating cycle being changed so that it would not fall during harvest allowing COC’s a more convenient time to meet with the DD for CED evaluations. The current cycle jams the COC members up and becomes difficult. DAM said that would be in contradiction with OPM, they want all Departments on the same cycle, fiscal year. DAM wants to take the collection of the 5 or 6 notices that contain the current directives for performance management and get them in the handbook. It was reiterated to John the need for the conference call and more aptly a series of calls. John will run an agenda by NADD prior to. NADD presented a proposal for a National DD conference. John was supportive of the proposal and agrees there is a need, similar to the AO conference. Awards - if under a CR for the remainder of the FY, this would greatly impact any allocation – they are totally against taking any award money and giving every employee the same amount -- this does not meet the purpose of the program. In closing John said for DD's to set the example within their own district -- in regards to the performance management system -- must talk about it and meet the psychological resistance head-on.
STEVEN SANDERS, Director, Information Technology Services Division - Mr. Sanders advised that he was a fairly candid speaker. IT’s ability to cover service/support issues is based on money. Information Technology is consistent with what they have the funds to pay for. There are expectations of a Continuing Resolution for the entire FY 2007 year which will be bad for IT. The $113 million they expected will be $99 million or less. There was significant money available from rebates on a main frame purchase which was made available to IT this FY. These funds were to be used to purchase additional high end GIS workstations. FSA carried over $82 million from last FY which included the rebates. Due to CR the monies had to be used for salaries.  This will only maintain current IT staffing levels until February 15, 2007. Should there be no budget by February 15th they will suffer staff reductions. IT has already suffered some staff reduction. Currently between work station and printer problems, work stations receive priority due to insufficient funds. If counties are experiencing problems with core loads he should be advised thru the proper channels. This should not be a problem. Help Desk was providing service on an average within 48 hours. Due to staff reductions this has increased in the 96 to 120 hour range. These staffing reductions took place in Kansas City, Ft. Collins and St. Louis. There are some vacancies, there is a reluctance to staff fully to their ceiling, with the possibility they would have to turn around and lay them off. There are significant service center server problems. We have hit the “Perfect Storm” with three things: 1) No room under Continuing Resolution; 2) Carry over spent on salary; and 3) A123 Internal Review requirements with separation of duties and access controls. FSA is working towards a system to limit the possibility of fraud. It is not likely FSA will return to the Cobalt system on the AS 400, there is not space on those machines. IT has been under invested in. Serious problems were encountered in three states where the entire system was down after Thanksgiving. Offices had to cancel appointments. There were connection problems with the e-Authorization accounts. There were different versions of the Web Agent Software loaded on the cluster of seven servers. They re-installed most current version to get all states their connection back. They work on problems day to day.  The common computing environment was supposed to be a 3 tier sail over, St. Louis, KCMO and Ft. Collins. A problem with one all would be routed to another by the system. There currently are no sail over capabilities now.  It would take a substantial amount of money, ($500 million) to install a new telecommunications network and rebuild the server in KCMO. At present ft. Collins can’t expand due to insufficient electrical power abilities and insufficient AC. Tobacco Buyout payments are presently being done in KCMO to ensure correctness. FSA needs to determine best use of computer resources, a storage system with a lot of manual data entry or use the technology for more complicated tasks.
TOM MONTGOMERY, Branch Chief, Training & Development Branch, and TANYA CORAM HOWARD – 
DD orientation Training has been approved for funding. The next step is establishing a task force, scheduling is currently in the process. Farm Programs has a big task force on the erroneous payments which has met twice. There is a big push on this issue. Funding is always a problem for new incentives. All regular programs have been funded for the year and will continue. The COC Orientation Program is to be updated this FY. It was recommended that this include COC and DD responsibilities with the 5 Tier Performance System. There are numerous generic employee training courses on the A 30 website and other employee web sites. Most employees do not know it is out there. There have been issues with the Departments’ template on websites that make maneuverability difficult. Ag Learn will be utilized more in the future because of limited funding. Training courses are difficult to structure when the have to be cleared with three agencies. What is important to one is not with another. Enhancements have to be usable by all. There have been some heated discussions with the Department over Ag Learn. Team Ag Learn has six groups, including Civil Rights, who meet annually to work out the years’ current needs. The Department controls Ag Learn totally. It should be noted that all training can not be placed on Ag Learn because of limitations. This was the push three years ago. Skills building where the student has to practice can not be placed on line. There are issues due to the inability to make corrections to the Ag Learn History. Training history will be eventually available in both Ag Learn and HRIS (ICAMS).  The HRIS history is to be transferred to Ag Learn. There are concerns it will crash the system because of the size of the file. The Agency is responsible for retention of electronic records on training due to various negotiated union agreements. Every state has an Ag Learn Administrator. We are moving away from a paper system. A lot of problems were encountered with paperless SF-182’s last year.  This is a big deal in KCMO and National Office. Some trainings’ are difficult to implement/complete depending on whom is required to complete, most COC members and Advisors do not have access. Civil Rights also feeds the Agency as what to do. Training needs and implementation are always a challenge.
MIKE McCANN, Operations Review & Analysis Staff and PHILIP SHARP, Branch Chief, Audits Investigations, and State and County Review Group -
NADD was informed that COR will not be completing any comprehensive reviews and this part will be removed from the 1-COR.

County office reviewers are not the expert in programs and if there are any concerns on interpreting program procedure, it should go to the specific STO first and then to the N/O specialist, reviewers are told that if they believe they are receiving incorrect information from their STO that they may contact the N/O for guidance.

If a producer signing in representative capacity did not enter by, for, etc when signing the document, this will not make it an erroneous payment.

Reviewers should not be expanding samples if they have no findings after first samples are reviewed.

The COR staff has National training scheduled for January, NADD has asked to be represented at this training, DAFO will make this decision but we had a positive feedback on this.

When the National Target reviews are conducted, the selection will be very specific, county/producer/program/specific payments and if multiple findings in the same contract or similar document are found the amount of the improper payment would not be multiplied by the total findings.  The total amount of improper payments could never be more then what the producer could earn.

COR’s will be required to add more comments describing what has been found in their review and the county office reviewed will be required to describe more fully what  exactly they did to correct the findings in their CAP.  The N/O will do follow up reviews to assure that CAP’s are completed correctly.

It was noted that in the last target reviews (2005) for Price Support on required 2nd party reviews, the findings (%) were lower for payments that did not complete the 2nd party review.  It was speculated that the COE only signed off as a 2nd party reviewer but an actual review was never completed.

DENNIS TAITANO, Budget Director and acting CFO (chief financial officer), Heidi Ware, Administrative Expenses Branch Chief and Vicki Larson, County Budget and Work Measurement Section Head -
Dennis Taitano informed us that effective 12/11/2006 that he would be the acting director of FMD but still would have the position of Budget Director.

NADD was informed that there is a good possibility that FSA would be working with a continuing resolution for the entire 2007 fiscal year; this means the budget division must use the lower of the 2006 final or the House passed 2007 budget, whichever is lower, when projecting and/or allocating the budget for 2007.  This will translate in reduced travel, TOE’s, equipment, supplies and any other budget item that would be considered Non-Discretionary spending.  

The new T & A that will reflect workload will be tested in 5 states offices (Nebraska, Ohio, North Carolina, California and Pennsylvania) and 5 county offices in each of these states, also Kansas City, FMD and the budget division will be pilot sites for the revised T & A system..  If the pilot states work out with few problems then all employees will be using the new system starting in 2008 fiscal year.

We were told that the states should use their allocated budget when justified; they should not sit on these dollars.  When states do not spend their allocated funds when needed it makes it very hard for the budget division to know what is actually needed by these states and possibly reallocates these fund for other purposes.

The 2007 projected workload (days) has been increased because of the additional reviews that the Field office staff are completing because of erroneous payments.

In summary, the NADD Board is working for you, the members, to “promote the welfare of family farming by improving cooperation among all levels of the FSA to deliver efficient and effective FSA programs”.  This meeting is one example of helping NADD work toward achieving this goal.
I wish you and your family a very prosperous New Year.

Steve Pratt

