NASCOE Report on Knowledge Bank Study
(FSA Independent Organizational Assessment Study)
On Thursday, June 12th, the Administrator of FSA and members of her staff held an informational conference call with association and union presidents concerning the Knowledge Bank Report.  The Knowledge Bank is an independent company that was hired by FSA to conduct an independent organizational assessment of FSA National Headquarters and State Offices to identify changes that could be made to improve efficiency within NHQ and STOs.  

A letter from the Administrator to All FSA Employees has been posted on the FSA website with a link to the actual report.  Access the All Employees letter at http://intranet.fsa.usda.gov/fsa/ and click on “FSA Independent Organizational Assessment Study Released”.  Go to  http://www.fsa.usda.gov/FSA/webapp?area=about&subject=landing&topic=sao to access the Final Report.  On the right side of the page click on the box labeled “FSA Independent Organizational Assessment Study” to access the report.  I encourage each of you to read the entire report.

There are a total of 52 findings and recommendations in the final report.  It is my understanding that FSA management agreed with approximately 92% of the findings, but, 75% of the recommendations needed further study before they could be implemented.  Two teams have been established to begin the review.
A few recommendations can be carried out right away or can begin the planning stages (Short term – 6-12months).  Other recommendations need further study to determine the best course of action (long term – 1-3 years).

Administrator Lasseter did not include County Offices in the scope of the review because County Offices have already been reviewed for efficiencies.  The Knowledge Bank did not interview any County Office employees.  However, there are some recommendations that affect County Office employees.  It is my understanding these recommendations came about as a result of interviews of State Office personnel including District Directors.  

The Administrator invited comments on the report from all concerned.  I have verbally provided some comments, and NASCOE is in the process of preparing a comment paper with comments on the sections of the report that directly or indirectly affect employees in county offices.  Once completed the paper will be submitted to the review Career Executive Steering Committee team leaders who will be making recommendations to the Administrator on which KB findings/recommendations should be pursued for possible implementation.
It is very important that we all understand that the findings and recommendations of the Knowledge Bank are just that – findings and recommendations.  These findings and recommendations will require further study and consideration before management can begin to implement any changes.   The letter from the Administrator notes that priorities will be chosen carefully and changes will be implemented from a strategic standpoint.  
In addition there are some “stumbling blocks” to adopting the recommendations of the report.  Some of those stumbling blocks include the implementation of the new Farm Bill, lack of funding, required Congressional legislative changes, forthcoming change in Presidential Administration, etc.  
I have read the complete report, reviewed comments received from membership, and have tried to identify the findings/recommendations in the report that affect county office employees either directly or indirectly.  Also listed are some items of interest.  
Directly affecting county offices:

· One specific area identified for review was NHQ interactions and interoperability with its field offices. Identified as an overall observation, “A significant portion of the work is conducted out of the County Offices, which have a total staff population of over 8,000 FTEs.  Noted as an added challenge, these county personnel are hired through a County Committee structure and are managed out of a county personnel system.  Where as, the 5,079 federal FTEs are managed out of a separate personnel system.”  
· Section 9.4

· Finding # 1 – New program development and launch is not well coordinated with STO and County Offices, especially Farm Programs.

· Recommended Action – Charter a Program Development Task Force charged with confirming current issues and defining a process for reengineering program Development at the HQ and STO interface.  Short term (6-12 months).

· Finding #2 – Roles of District Directors are not standardized, and therefore, the positions are not optimally used.  

· Recommended Action – Places CEDs under the supervision of DD and standardizes the role of DDs with primary focus on managing County Offices.  This is a short term (6-12 months).  The team did acknowledge that this would require further study before implementation could be considered.  It is essential that FSA expand the data collection process to include interviews and information gathering with the CEDs and COCs to ensure all perspectives are properly evaluated.  

· Finding #4 – Multiple layers of organization, including State Offices, engaged in administrative services.

· Recommended Action – Establish 5 Regional Administrative Service Centers, reporting to DAFO…  Long-term (1-3 years). Estimated “savings” of 30% of positions engaged in administrative support functions in STO.  This would include HR, travel, printing /reproduction, finance/accounting, leasing, and some contracting functions.  This might reduce the STO Administrative Staff to one person.  
· Section 9.4 - Other Considerations for State Offices

· The team identified other issues, outside of scope, that they felt were important to raise as factors impacting efficiency and effectiveness.  Two Personnel systems – while pay and benefits are similar, accountability systems (i.e. performance management, removal) are different and were cited as supervisory and equity challenges.  During interviews in every state one or more respondents indicated that combining the two personnel systems would be a priority.  This was the top priority cited by approx 35 staff, and most commonly expressed by DDs.  

· The recommendation:  create a task force to assess the feasibility of placing all employees under the General Schedule.  Include representatives with technical expertise, as well as representatives from impacted populations.  The KB/FMP team acknowledges that any such change would require legislative action.
· The scope of the project did not include a detailed staffing or workload analysis.  Yet, Section 9 states, “The purpose of this Assessment was to identify opportunities for FSA to increase its overall efficiency and effectiveness, with a primary focus on organizational structure.  
· Section 10 – Strategic Human Capital Findings (FSA’s 8000+ county office employees were not included in this study.)
· FSA is expected to lose over 2000 employees over the next five years.  

· Examples of FSA’s mission critical occupations include Agricultural Program Specialist, Program Technicians, Farm Loan Specialists, and IT Specialists.  

· Other workforce gaps will be created by the loss of leadership personnel and the emergence of new skill requirements, such as analytical skills and Information Technology skills.  

· The workforce data point to the immediate need for planning and development and implementation of strategies to prepare for this expected workforce transition. 

· Strategic Human Capital Management Reports
· 1.1
FSA employees 8000+ people in the County offices, but these are not federal employees and are thus beyond the scope of this study.  (This study is based on the 5,079 federal employees.  

· 2.2.6.1 Strategic Management of FSA’s Human Capital – establishment of an FSA Human Capital Council.  

· 2.2.6.3
Enhanced skills training.  – FSA needs to develop a comprehensive plan for providing ongoing skills training to employees including program training, analytical thinking, information technology skills, communication skills, project management, and customer service.

· 2.2.6.4 Leadership Development

Indirectly Affecting County Offices:
· Section 9.5 – Information Technology Services Division 

· Finding 5, 5.1, 5.2 – FSA’s IT infrastructure is fragmented and inefficient, limiting the flexible deployment and use of IT staff.  There is also the potential of catastrophic failure of IT legacy systems.  Four computing platforms, specifically the AS400/36 is technologically obsolete, making continued development on these systems a huge risk.  FSA has too many database management systems.

· Recommendation – FSA must dedicate effort and resources to reducing the number of systems, with specific attention given to migration off of the legacy systems.  
· Cross-Cutting Report

· Section 3 – Leadership and Management

3.1
FSA employees have a low level of engagement

· The KB/FMP team found through interviews with managers and employees that FSA can improve the quality of leadership and management skills in many areas.  “The KB/FMP team did not conduct reviews of county office employees.  Data available to the KB/FMP team only reflects the attitudes of the 5,079 federal employees…  County employees are the majority of the FSA workforce, and we make no judgment on the quality of their leadership, or the state of their morale and engagement.”

Items of Interest

· Recommendation to eliminate 21 FTE from the total KC CO authorized FTE ceiling.  Implementation is expected to realize a total of $1,412,359 in short-term savings.
· DAFLP and DAFP lack authority over field personnel performing FLP and FP functions and activities.  Recommendation is to formalize State Office personnel accountability to DAFLP and DAFP for the implementation of programs by allowing DAFLP to provide input into FL Chief and Farm Program Chief selection processes with SEDs making the final selections.
· Recommendation to reorganize DAFP’s structure into 3 primary business lines with consolidation of the “common” business processes (automation and compliance).  Also recommends creating a new Program Oversight and Review Office.  
· Recommendation for major overhaul of HRD.  Centralized/shared services recommended.  (Section 9.7)
Conclusion

· I’ve listed the items I felt were of most interest to our NASCOE membership in this report.

· You are encouraged to read the entire report.

· Your comments are encouraged and welcomed.
· Please remember these are findings and recommendations, and may/may not be implemented.  

· NASCOE leadership is in the process of completing a comments paper to be submitted to the Career Executive Steering Committee

Bonnie Heinzman

NASCOE President
June 30, 2008
