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Informal Summary of the

2004 OMS Conference

prepared by Linda Ingalls, Embassy London

Remarks from Management

Opening remarks from U/S for Management Grant Green, followed by Director General Robert Pearson, were upbeat and relaxed.  They remarked on the need for OMSs to become the bridge between IM and users – proficient in upcoming technology and able to guide those who are less-knowledgeable.  Both gentlemen fielded questions from delegates. 

Secretary Colin Powell’s opening remarks were brief, but warm and motivating.  He described OMSs as “the glue” that holds us together.  With a delivery that he does so well, the simple words, “I’m so proud of you and the work you do” were very moving. 

U/S Green and Director General Pearson were among Department officials who attended a reception held for OMS delegates the first evening of the conference.  U/S Green was asked whether any proposals OMSs reached by the end of the conference would reach him; he assured us they would.  He also encouraged OMSs to make proposals, stating that, given the support of our current Secretary, he predicted no better time than the present for positive advances in the way we do business.

U/S Green touched on a message we heard from a number of Department managers: We currently have a fantastic Secretary but, sooner or later, this Secretary will leave the Department.  We all need to be prepared to continue his forward-leaning ideas and actively participate in improving the Department’s ways of doing business.  This includes improving our professional capabilities.

Focus of Conference

This conference focused on upcoming technology, and we saw a recurring emphasis on training.  In numerous segments – from Colin Powell, from Grant Green, from the Director of FSI – we heard the same message: (a) training is essential and (b) State has been a “training-averse” organization in the past, and our cultural mind-set must change.  Posts will see more push from the Department to allow employees to plan for, and take time for, training.  Posts will also soon see some exciting technology:

Get SMART

Charles Wisecarver, Director, Messaging Systems Office, IRM

The new State Messaging and Archive Retrieval Toolset (SMART) effort has been headed by a steering committee that reads like a Who’s Who list which includes Assistant Secretaries and Ambassadors.  The SMART program management office and related working groups (including one on interagency collaboration) support the steering committee.   SMART will replace the way we currently manage email and cables, and all information will be connected through the State Department.  Thus, no matter where in the world the user is, s/he can access his or her data (no more emailing info to yourself when changing posts). SMART deployment will be initiated at the end of 2004 and is scheduled to be fully deployed by the end of 2005.

SMART is a messaging portal on the Internet, and its first screen will be in a “My Yahoo” format which users can personalize.  There will be an almost identical interface on the classified system.  SMART moves away from the use of TAGS, and searches will be done using key words, similar to a Yahoo or Google search.

The vision of a single desktop unit for both classified and unclassified is not yet possible.  However, SMART will allow users to send data directly from the unclass to the classified system and even (unclassified) messages from the classified system to the unclass system.  The Global Address List will be incorporated, and the system is compatible with Outlook.

The Department has already done feasibility testing that included end users from a cross-section of employees (including ten OMSs) to determine if SMART met the Department’s vision.  Based on feedback from the feasibility testing, improvements will be made and SMART will be tested once more before it goes to 15 European posts for a pilot program.  The Department has already awarded the delivery order to Northrup Grumman; SMART is definitely coming.

Pilot posts include:  Bratislava, Bucharest, Budapest, Copenhagen, Helsinki, Krakow, Lublijana, Oslo, Prague, Reykjavik, Riga, Stockholm, Tallin, Vilnius and Warsaw.  A team will visit posts for installation and training.  The Department is scheduled to shut down Cable Express, TERP and other related systems in 2006.

New OMS Position in eDiplomacy

Joe Johnson, Director, Office of eDiplomacy

The office of eDiplomacy would like to create a new position to welcome an OMS practice expert.  The intention is to provide OMS expertise in analyzing proposals, to do outreach to other OMSs, and to also be responsible for serving as webmaster for an envisioned OMS Website.  On the margins of the meeting, Mr. Johnson was encouraged to designate this new position at the highest possible level in order to create another promotion opportunity at the top of our career ladder, which the OMS corps badly needs.

The proposal for this position is almost complete.  Initially, this will be a “Y” one-year position and will most likely be filled from WashDC.  Mr. Johnson noted that the “Y” designation means the position is temporary now, but a permanent position is required.  His office is very enthusiastic about the positive contribution OMS can bring to eDiplomacy.

WebGram

Eddie Barclay, IRM/OPS/MSO/MSP/OP

OMSs were reminded that WebGram is available to us on the unclassified system and provides a means to search for and sort cables which some may find easier to manage than Cable Express.  This is particularly useful should a user want to forward an unclassified cable as an email or search for ALDACS.  WebGram will be replaced by SMART in the future. 

PDAs Now Allowed in Classified Areas

Kevin Gatlin, IRM/OPS/MSO/MSD/DB

The HP iPAQ H1935 has been approved for use within CAAs at posts overseas; others have not.  A cellular-based PDA is still not allowed within CAAs.  Posts may purchase the iPAQ H1935 either through the Department or using random procurement means at post.  However, no matter where the PDA is purchased, it must be sent to the Department to have encryption software installed and some of its electronic components “clipped.”  The cost of the iPAQ H1935 is $480 per unit, and post must pay a $150/year software and licensing fee.  Additional information on this program can be found at SWEET.IRM.state.gov.

The Department released a cable explaining this program and made a “first come, first served” offer of 300 units (see STATE 327487 dated 25 Nov 03). The follow-on cable identifying posts which will receive the units is (STATE 26796 dated 6 Feb 04). 

Internal Web Pages

Theresa Tierney, Office of the Under Secretary for Political Affairs

Theresa gave an excellent presentation illustrating how useful an internal web page can be, and how relatively simple it would be to create a web page on Word and install hyperlinks.  She advocates OMSs creating a section web page to include answers for questions and/or links relating to: incoming/departing personnel, biographies, classification rules, MPP, EER form, TAGs, Department notices, electronic phone books, Human Rights Report, etc.  Theresa prepared a written presentation, including instructions, and anyone interested should email her directly for a copy.

Secret Internet Protocol Routing Network

IRM SIPRNet Portal X Rollout Team

The Portal X Rollout Team made a very enthusiastic pitch for beginning a classified website at each post, and held up London, Cairo and Tel Aviv as examples of excellent websites.   They noted the new phrase in the Department: instead of “need to know,” the emphasis is definitely now “need to share.”  The Department has recently rolled out a new version, Portal X 1.2, and many posts with existing websites are not yet using this.  For those who do not know the distinction:  Portal X is the software used to build a classified website (which may change in future years); SIPRNet is the network on which Portal X operates (here to stay).

Team members emphasized their willingness to assist posts in any way possible, even after the website is up.  They used the examples of taking over the website from WashDC during emergency situations at post, and uploading information from WashDC on behalf of post.  Portal X presentations are now made at all levels, including incoming Ambassadors, and the Department is discussing the possibility of team visits to posts.  Secretary Powell looks at SIPRNet sites before visiting posts, and he has been known to telephone Ambassadors to ask why his/her post doesn’t have its site up and running.  

PS216 is offered as a half-day or full-day training course in Portal X, and OMSs who have completed the course highly recommend it – particularly the full-day version. 

Public Key Infrastructure (PKI)

Shirley Meyers, IRM

The Department is issuing new – worldwide – badges that can will be recognized at all posts.  They operate with a PIN number and, once the system is fully in place, the PIN number will also be recognized worldwide.  The badge contains a visible 32-bit computer chip, and not even half of its capability is currently being utilized.  The chip is compartmentalized.  For example, a portion may contain RSO data (level of security clearance) and a portion may contain MED info (birth date, type of blood, medical clearance).   If the chip is tampered with, it is designed to automatically zero-ize.  The new badges are not effected by magnets and are relatively indestructible. 

The new badges are designed for computer interface on the SBU system, not the classified system (although that’s coming).   PKI will allow digital signing of e-forms and allows control of drafting and viewing documents.  The system will share information with Homeland Security and the FBI.  DoD is currently already using PKI, and the Department is working to integrate our Marine Security Guards DoD credentials with DOS credentials.

PKI will utilize biometric technology.  This is what our future looks like:  We will slide our badge into the computer and, to gain access, we’ll press our finger to a print reader.  No more remembering and/or changing passwords!

By June 2004 domestic installations will be complete; over 11,000 installations have already been done.  March 2004 overseas installations began, and those are scheduled to be complete by the end of 2005.  As teams install PKI, posts will be left with equipment so that they may issue or update badges at post.

Expanding the OMS Portfolio

Rich Mangus, POL OMS, Embassy Mexico City

Llwelyn Graeme, Public Affairs OMS, Embassy Beijing

Our colleagues made excellent presentations on embracing technology and how OMSs can be more creative in making greater use of software programs already at our fingertips.  Llwelyn Graeme was an enthusiastic advocate for making maximum use of the Internet, and he shared some of his favorite search engines (he particularly likes RefDesk.com and DogPile).

Rick Mangus provided exceptional examples of how he has used Word to create electronic files and templates for office-wide use on shared drives.  He will email his presentation, which includes specific examples, to anyone asking.  In addition, he is willing to field specific questions.  Rick has recently completed Microsoft certification in all five applications: Word, Outlook, Excel, Access and Powerpoint.   It is interesting to note that Rick Mangus was invited to the OMS Conference to serve in the capacity as a subject matter expert, not a typical delegate.  He is a fantastic source of information and very willing to help; do not hesitate to take advantage of his offer.

Training and FSI

Ambassador Katherine Peterson, FSI Director

Donna Stoffer, OMT Director

The future of training has never been better.  Employees no longer have to make the argument that training is a good thing and is necessary – this is already understood and accepted, beginning at the very top.  Ambassador Peterson said that the Secretary’s interest in training is so great that, before she could be assigned into her position as FSI Director, the Secretary asked for a personal meeting with her.  He wanted to make sure the right person was in what he regards as an important job.

Ambassador Peterson and Donna Stoffer acknowledged that FSI is in the process of determining which courses are outdated and identifying new and progressive courses to fill upcoming needs.  They want input and specific suggestions from the field, and encouraged employees to make their needs known.

FSI goals include offering the most popular courses more often and also offering regional training.  Having said that, FSI’s 2004 budget was cut by 4%.  They asked for 17 new positions and received only two.  They also face staff and class capacity issues – they are overflowing.  Therefore FSI is forced to make difficult decisions about what they are able to offer -- whether at FSI or at regional locations. 

Ambassador Peterson was a relaxed and dynamic speaker, and answered questions for 45 minutes beyond her scheduled time.  She and her staff are extremely interested and engaged in training issues and are very open to ideas, including the use of qualified subject matter experts for training opportunities overseas and creating a Protocol website with an “ask Protocol” capability.  Their goal is to find better ways to provide relevant and highly-transferable training.

Microsoft Certification Pilot Program

Donna Stoffer, OMT Director

FSI is creating a 2-week Microsoft Certification pilot program that it intends to offer from May 17-28.  They expect this will be well-received and will eventually become offered on a regular basis.  Specific courses for the 2-week program are currently being determined.

A proposal was put forward to management in the past that sought 5% incentive pay for OMSs Microsoft Certification.  At the time, management rejected the proposal.  Following the Conference, OMS Coordinator Claudia Romeo will coordinate presenting a number of proposals on OMS issues to the OMS Working Group, including Microsoft Certification.  The proposal for Microsoft Certification will include (a) asking that costs for certification exams be reimbursed (or paid directly) by State, no matter where in the world certification exams take place and (b) a 5% incentive increase once Microsoft Certification is reached in 3 out of 5 applications.

FYI: Specific proposals on OMS issues resulting from this conference are underway.  Claudia Romeo will keep OMSs informed on what those proposals are once they are in final format, as well as how they are received by the OMS Working Group.

FasTrac Distance Learning

Beth Nolte, Office of the Registrar, FSI

After hearing the advantages of completing courses via FasTrac, most OMSs left the conference determined to take courses (an advantage to being in Beth’s audience: she took personal data from delegates and will email our log-ons directly to us).  

Given the difficulty some OMSs are experiencing in getting the courses they want at FSI (scheduling incompatibility or classes filled very quickly), FasTrac presents an excellent opportunity.  For example, as FSI’s leadership and management courses are currently not open to OMSs under FS-03 (to more quickly accommodate employees who have a mandatory requirement to complete those courses) a wide selection of leadership and management courses could be completed on FasTrac.  Benefits you should know about:

· All courses are completely free.

· Completed FasTrac courses are manually added by FSI to the Employee Profile, which is included in the personnel file that goes before promotion panels.  

· Some continuing education and transfer credit opportunities are available.

· OMSs can complete Microsoft Certification studies on FasTrac when overseas and then take the exams at no cost to you in WashDC.

· Employees are not penalized for beginning, but not completing, a course.

All Foreign Service, Civil Service, FSNs and PSCs, and even Eligible Family Members (overseas) may use FasTrac.  Colin Powell champions the program, and uses it himself for reference materials.  Ms. Nolte emphasized that, even if an employee did not wish to complete a course, FasTrac is an excellent resource for finding specific information.  

Most courses may be completed in 2-8 hours – and then completion and course title is indicated on your EP.  Not a bad return on your investment.

“The illiterate of the 21st Century will not be those who cannot read and write,

but those who cannot learn, unlearn and relearn.”

How to sign up for FasTrac:

1. Complete form DS-755 (encouraged to use on-line format)

2. FSI automatically sends an email to employee’s supervisor for approval

3. Office of Registrar then emails employee a log-on (good for one year)

4. Please de-activate the log-on should you decide you do not wish to use FasTrac, as the Dept does pay for the service.

OMS Selection Boards and Your EER

Jacquie Smith, HR/PE

Patricia Keegan, OMS

It was stressed that the best-written evaluations are when year-round examples are included.  The promotion panel notices those EERs that seem prepared at the last minute.  Promotions are based only on materials in an employee’s performance file, so employees are urged to physically look through the file every couple of years to ensure it is complete and to be proactive in making sure awards or relevant letters/materials are sent to the file.

Promotion panel members complete a 2-day orientation, which includes exercises to enable them to pick out core precepts and inadmissible comments.  Members typically have a “cheat-sheet” list of core precepts at their side when reading through files, so make absolutely sure they are properly addressed in the EER.  There was strong emphasis on including specific examples (that show how, what, why, and the importance of your accomplishment in the big picture).  Also emphasized was that employees should not copy language directly from the core precepts list, as this is noticed and creates a negative impression.

Many OMSs do not make full use of describing their position and how it fits into the mission as a whole and, when doing so, do not use the word incumbent.  Pat Keegan (who served on five promotion panels) urged us to “own your own report!”  Use your name.  Another tip: This year’s Area for Improvement should be included as one of next year’s Specific Objectives.  This will show growth and progression and panel members review EERs from more than one year.   Another tip:  When two candidates appear equally deserving of promotion, one training class can make a difference!  See para on FasTrac.

OMSs were encouraged to show diversity in their positions.  A promotion panel will look unfavorably upon someone staying in the same type of position too long.   FYI, domestic OMS positions outside of WashDC include one at the UN in NY and a couple in Miami and Ft. Lauderdale.

On the initial screening of files, a panel member spends approx 12-15 minutes looking at a file that includes EERs and materials from the past five years.  It was interesting to learn that this is available to panel members electronically now, on a screen, so appearance and white space becomes even more important.  Interesting stats from last year’s OMS promotions:

Grade / Eligible / Promoted

FS-06     257
     47

FS-05
   160
     23

FS-04
   110
      6

FS-03
   12*
      0

*When the group of employees being considered numbers less than 20, the panel is not required to low-rank 5%.  However, when the group is 20 or more, the panel must identify 5% of the employees for low-ranking.

Make Sure You’re on the List

There is room for error in this process!  Through a variety of reasons, an error may occur where an employee eligible for promotion does not appear on the “competition list.”  Jacquie Smith stressed that, while the list is supposed to be correct, it may not be.  She encouraged employees eligible for promotion to email either Melissa Banks or Montez Taylor to ensure that their name appears on the “competition list.”  The appropriate time to email is May.

Other HR Issues

Language training is a very high priority, and one that is supported by the Secretary.  CDO’s push very hard for losing/gaining posts to accept a gap to accommodate language training.

From our technicians:  Employees are reminded they have a 3-month window when transferring (for example, if your official departure date is July, you may depart post in June, July or August).  Be aware the method of managing travel orders now requires more time for technicians to prepare – therefore send your TM2 (HL travel itinerary) as early as possible.  Travel orders will be customized according to the information provided in the TM2.  The Department no longer uses TM4’s; they have moved to Travel Authorizations.  

Home Leave:  Despite what you may have heard, we were assured that home leave can be broken up as long as there is no additional cost to the USG.  Returning from the field to WashDC?  Home leave has been increased from 15 days to a maximum of 25 days.   Typical post-to-post transfer is now 45 days, and a minimum of 20 work days.  A common error is to count travel days or holidays that fall within this period – don’t.  If you use less than 20 days, a waiver must be sought.

The OMS and Career Mobility

Excursion Tours:  Increased hiring under the Diplomatic Readiness Program will address shortages that have, in the past, created excursion tour opportunities.   “The program is phasing down.”  Consular excursions have been suspended.  CDO Maxine Jeffries spoke openly about the difficulty about trying to use an excursion tour as a springboard for a skill code change, and characterized it as taking up 3 years of your life for an effort that will be risky.  Few people manage skill code conversions; but it’s not impossible.

Despite DRI, two well-established programs are still with us and are “alive and well.” 

STATE 059065 explains the programs in greater detail, and any one interested in taking advantage of these career mobility programs should read the cable.

Functional Specialization Program or FSP (specialist to specialist):  This program is 21 years old and designed to allow for skill code changes to Admin sub-specialties (GSO, FMO, HR).  Applicants must be tenured, plus two additional years experience.  

April 30 is this year’s deadline to submit FSP applications.  Applications are rank-ordered by people in the appropriate field.  Top applicants travel to WashDC for an oral assessment, which must take place before the end of the calendar year.  Cuts are made according to scores and the number of positions available.  Traditionally, six per year has been the number of successful applicants.  Offers will be made in January for a late-August training program, which includes a good deal of management and leadership training.  

If a person is successful for one year in their new position, they will receive a skill code change.  Language probation does not apply, as the person remains a specialist.  No experience specific to the field is required (with the exception of FMO) but successful candidates typically show management potential.  If the employees doesn’t like the new skill code, he or she may return to OMS and retain grade.

Mustang (specialist to generalist):  This program is 20-25 years old – the speaker couldn’t find its exact age.  Mustang applications are accepted year round.  This provides opportunities for both Foreign Service and Civil Service employees to change from specialist to generalist.  There is no need to take the written exam, but Mustang applicants will compete in the oral assessment on the same level as those who have passed the written exam.   If a Mustang applicant passes the oral assessment, he or she will be placed at the top of the register for the next available A100 class.  Language probation applies, as you become a generalist.

If someone does not succeed as a generalist, he or she will revert to the previous skill code and grade and will not lose tenure.  Between 15-20 specialists each year are referred to the oral assessment.  But be aware that 80% of the people who take the oral assessment will not pass it.  

AFSA

James Yorke and Louise Crane

James Yorke and Louise Crane conducted a relaxed session in a Question-and-Answer format.   They urged OMSs to serve on EER review panels at post.  Among other things, you will become more familiar with regulations surrounding the process and begin to recognize what separates a great EER from good ones.

AFSA is working hard on the issue of locality pay for those overseas, but warn that it will be a very rough road.  The administration strongly opposes it, and it would a require a change in legislation.  Brief mention was made of some proposals that may come out of the conference, and AFSA was very supportive.   They were receptive to OMS comments and thoughts about what was important to us.

Closing Remarks

Barry Wells, Deputy Director, NFATC

Mr. Wells attended an hour-long wrap-up panel session before making his closing remarks.  The panel was comprised of delegates who summarized aspects of the conference and offered remarks.  In closing, Mr. Wells commented on the level of enthusiasm and interest he heard during panel discussion.   He reminded us of what we can achieve with a positive attitude and constructive thinking, as well as risk-taking and being willing to push the envelope.  He encouraged delegates to be life-long learners as well as self-starters.  Don’t wait for the organization to get things done – find alternative solutions.  

Mr. Wells noted the importance of networking and, having experienced the conference together, he said that delegates now had a common frame of reference and urged that we not lose touch.  “The voice of two is much stronger than the voice of one.”

How Was It?

Delegates enjoyed the conference, which maintained a positive and constructive atmosphere throughout.  We are leaving Washington motivated, interested in expanding our skills through training – be it FSI or distance learning – and are looking forward to the coming technology.  Many of us also took this opportunity to obtain new PKI badges and, as you pass through WashDC, make sure you get your own.

Most segments of the conference were found to be well presented and very valuable.  In fact, several were exceptionally good.  Only one segment was deemed as being not-especially-helpful, and comments on that portion have not been included in this summary.

2005 OMS Conference

Embassy Cairo has offered to host the 2005 OMS Conference in Cairo.     

