Midwest Area Rally Report
I am sorry this has taken so long to get written but somehow I got home from the rally without the notes that I had taken.  Deb Esselman-Baird from Wisconsin was kind enough to share the minutes from the rally with me so I could write up my report.  The complete set of minutes from the rally is posted on the Midwest Area NASCOE webpage and we will add it to the Missouri MASCOE webpage also.

Kathy Post and I represented Missouri as delegates to the rally which was held in Indianapolis, IN on April the 18th and 19th.  The rally was informative with NASCOE President Bonnie Heinzman, Robert Redding, NASCOE Legislative Consultant, and John Chott who works under the Deputy Administrator for Field Operations (DAFO) each addressing the convention.  Each presenter had valuable information to share and I will try to give you a few of the highlights.
CED Reclassification

Bonnie stressed that the CED reclassification process was initiated by FSA and not by NASCOE.  Mr. Chott explained that there were a couple of reasons FSA had initiated a CED reclassification.  
The first reason being, that the current classification system is based on workload.  Since workload as we have known it for the past several years is supposed going away there needed to be a way to grade the CED position that isn’t completely dependent on workload numbers.  
The second reason given was the fact that CED review was to be completed on a routine basis.  An old PM notice indicated that CED grades would be reviewed annually based on the 2 most recent years of data available.  It was also mentioned that the last CED classification process occurred in 2003.  Mr. Chott stressed that there would be no downgrades to incumbent CED’s.  If a county graded lower than its current grade it would be advertised at the lower grade the next time it became vacant.

PT Reclassification

Bonnie indicated that this issue has been initiated by NASCOE and has been taken to the agency 3 different times over the past 8 years.  Each time Washington has turn down NASCOE’s request.  NASCOE currently has three new PT position descriptions in Washington for HRD to review and rule on.  The three are assistant CED, office coordinator and district specialist.  HRD has completed a cursory review of these position descriptions but has deferred any action on them until after the CED reclassification is completed.
The next part of the process would be for HRD to do an official review, then management would have to review and approve them and then State Offices would have to state that the new positions are needed.  As you can see this is a long drawn out process.  Bonnie acknowledged that this would only result in a few upgrades but that it could be an important first step in securing upgrades for PTs.
Farm Bill

Bob Redding, NASCOE Legislative Consultant spent most of his time discussing the status of the farm bill.  At the time of the rally, most of the delay in the farm bill progress could be attributed to finding the money to pay for it.  As I prepare this it appears we are getting closer but it still seems like money is the driving force behind the negotiations.  Mr. Redding indicated that both versions of the farm bill discussed office closures but it was yet to be determined what the final language would be.  IT funding was discussed but the final amount wasn’t known so it is hard to tell if enough money is being directed to fix our IT issues.

2009 Ag Appropriations

Mr. Redding felt that it would be important to get some language in the 2009 ag appropriations bill regarding office structure.  He feels that NASCOE is currently very strong with friendly members on the ag approps committee.
Reorganization

Mr. Redding felt this not about losing things, but gaining.  We need to look ahead to ensure the future of FSA county offices.   In 2002, the farm bill should have been a good piece of legislation, but there was no office closure protection in it and conservation administration was also lost.  
This new bill is our opportunity to make things right.  Chairman Peterson is determined to start reorganization after the farm bill is passed and has stated publically and privately that FSA should be administering conservation programs.  Mr. Redding’s message is that we should be prepared.  We may have a very short time frame to work within to answer questions on reorganization.  We need to be ready to deliver a strong NASCOE message. 
Along this topic, Bonnie Heinzman discussed the reorganization information on the NASCOE webpage and the task force that met in February of 2008.  NASCOE feels strongly that the membership should be the driving force in any direction NASCOE takes when reorganization efforts come up.  She reported that there are a few questions on the NASCOE webpage that every member should access and respond to.  Your answers will help form the official direction NASCOE will take during the reorganization process.  The general possibilities are just leaving things the way they are, status quo.  Another possible direction would be the reassignment of duties.  The final possibility might be the merger of agencies.   
NASCOE would like to know how you feel about those three possibilities.  Collin Peterson has said several times that he is going to look at USDA reorganization once the farm bill is finalized.  NASCOE would like to know what direction the membership wants them to pursue once that happens.  This is your chance to have input in our future as an agency.  Please take advantage of this opportunity.

There were several other topics brought up so I would encourage each of you to go to the MASCOE webpage or the Midwest Area webpage to read the full minutes of the rally.

Dennis Ray
