The 2008 NWA Rally was held in Watertown South Dakota at the Ramkota Best Western.  

VFW Post 750 presented the colors.  Paula Reed member from Washington state sang the national anthem.  

We were then welcomed by Stan Lamb, CED in Codington County, Watertown Mayor Paul Fox and Steve Cutler, SED in South Dakota.

The Rally was called to order by NWA Executive Committeeperson Cindy Petersen.

The roll of states was as follows:


ND

10 members and 1 guest


NE
  
  5 members and 1 guest


MT        
  1 member and3 guests

         
WY
  
 No representation


ID
  
  3 members


OR
  
  1 member


WA-AK  
  2 members and 1 guest


SD

 29 members and 9 guest

South Dakota Secretary of Agriculture Bill Even talked to us about the role of the Agriculture Department in South Dakota and reminded us of the necessity of communicating the importance of agriculture to our nation.  He closed by thanking all of us in FSA for what we do with patience, pride and professionalism.

We then heard a few remarks from Don Dixon, SED in Idaho and Jim Meidinger, Special Assistant to the Administrator, who also happens to be the former DD from Watertown, SD.  Mr. Meidinger then introduced Teresa Lasseter, FSA Administrator.
Mrs. Lasseter told us that she had visited farms in Iowa and Missouri in some of the flooded areas.  When the SED in Iowa called her asking for administrative leave for employees to assist in filling the sandbags, she readily agreed.

She showed us how the farm bill comes to her.  It is in a paperback book with extremely small print.  The Department must then interpret the law to write the rules and regulations.  We are already ahead of the game because the Department has been working very closely with Congress throughout the writing of the farm bill.

She was able to announce to us that DCP software is ready as of Saturday morning just before our meeting.  We should know very soon when signup begins.

There is a 3 member team, the Farm Bill Implementation Team, who have been meeting weekly working on the regulations.  We should know soon which conservation programs FSA will be administering.

The major changes in the farm bill will be in 2009.  We appreciate that Congress didn’t make those changes for 2008 as we have a very short time period in which to accomplish signup for this crop year.

There will be new task forces formed for Farm Bill implementation.  We should let our State Offices know if we are interested in serving on one of these task forces.

Ms. Lasseter chose to come back to FSA partly because she felt FSA Tomorrow was not the appropriate method of reorganizing FSA.   She said the State Review Plan was not about closing offices, but about efficiency, timeliness and accuracy in county offices. When AAA was established in the 1930’s there was a need for an office in every county office.  However, with improved transportation, internet, fax machines, etc. it is not always necessary.  However, she stated that there should be an FSA office within driving distance for all producers, understanding that driving distances are defined differently in different areas of the country and even different areas of an individual state.
They were in the process of approving office closures under the State Review Plan when the passage of the farm bill stopped the process.  The law has criteria for office closures, but none where there is an office greater than 20 miles from another office.  There are another 46 offices that meet the criteria for closing, but the administration will not be making any changes during this busy time.

There was discussion of the Knowledge Bank Audit.  This was done by an outside firm and the audit was done at the State and National Level.  The full report is available on the website.

It has always been easiest to reduce CO staff because of the personnel systems in place.  It’s not necessarily the right thing or the best thing to do, but has been the easiest.

There has been an SES Career team appointed to review the recommendations made by the Knowledge Bank.  Employees are encouraged to make comments on the findings.

MIDAS and OMB-300 were also discussed.  OMB-300 is a business plan for modernizing.  It has been approved by OMB.  Contractors are mapping processes and listening to the “Pain Points”.  

The President called in all 2500 political appointees in and said they should continue to do the same job as they have been and not “limp along” at the end of their terms.
Ms. Lasseter stated that there is a real need for NASCOE and a need for NASCOE and management to work together.

Our next speaker was Bonnie Heinzman, NASCOE President.  She addressed several areas NASCOE has been working on.
PT Reclassificaiton:  NASCOE has worked for a long time on this issue.  In October 2007, 3 new position descriptions were submitted to HRD and DAFO and they were asked to classify the positions.  At the same time, HRD was looking at CED reclassifications.  This process was deemed to have a higher priority by management.  Barbara Boyd wanted to have time to thoroughly review the new position descriptions so they were put on hold.  The CED reclassifications should be coming out next week and will be given to AO’s and SED’s.  HRD will soon begin looking at the new job descriptions submitted.  Anyone who wants a copy of these job descriptions can get a copy.

USDA Reorganization – Congressman Colin Peterson intends for the reorganization to be reviewed in 2009.  NASCOE has reviewed possible reorganization.

Use of Government Computers – All of the Employee Association Presidents met with DAFO regarding this subject.  Bonnie felt good after the meeting.  She felt that NASCOE members had already made any necessary changes to use of e-mail and were following the rules correctly.

Cindy Peterson assisted with working on a paper regarding the use of e-mail and equipment.  It’s posted to the website.  It will also be in the spring newsletter and the spring mailing.

There has been some discussion about the financial status of NASCOE as there has been some discussion about raising dues.  Bonnie said that there is enough money in the treasury to carry NASCOE through for an entire year if we did not have any dues coming in.  She does not feel there is any need to increase dues at this time.

She stated that there were some findings and recommendations in the Knowledge Bank Report that could affect the County Office employees if they were implemented.
Section 9.4 Finding 2 talks about the roles of the DD and recommends that CED’s should be under the supervision of the DD’s.  It also, however, recommended that input be obtained from CED’s  and COC’s.

Section 9.4 also talks about the challenges of the 2 personnel systems.  Their recommendation is that a task force be created to review making all CO employees GS.

She recommended that all employees read the report.  NASCOE will be sending a letter to the task force regarding this report.

The next order of business was the Question and Answer Session.  (The following is my best interpretation of the questions and answers.  It is in no way intended to be a verbatim transcript.)
Q1.
  Loren Nelson – North Dakota.  How will the $50 million dollars allocated to implement the farm bill be broken down?

A1.
  Teresa Lasseter – The 2002 Farm Bill initially gave us $50 million and another $55 thereafter.  We ended up spending $159 million.  $50 million was way short of what we needed.  We have been putting together a budget as to what we need.  The Department is working on an amendment to the budget request.
Q2.   Larry Olsen – South Dakota.  There is a moratorium on office closures greater than 20 miles from the next office.  Do you either have offices that fit or would you intend to go forward now?

A2.   Teresa Lasseter – We are not planning on going forward now.

         Steve Cutler, SED SD – We have none we are proceeding with at this time.

Q3.   Mary Johnson – South Dakota – We were recently asked to provide the average number of miles producers drive.  Why was this?

A3.
   Steve Cutler  - This was a special request from the Deputy Adminstrator.  It has nothing to do with office consolidations.


   Teresa Lasseter – This is why we don’t need to overreact to these types of requests.  The Department Level Chief Financial Officer asked us to get this information.  It did not have to do with office consolidations at FSA.

Q4.
  Kevin McIntyre – Oregon  - We used to make a big deal about the annual request for COLAS.  Is it a formal request that the COLA must be requested by NASCOE?  If so, it should be publicized to let people know this.

 A4.  Bonnie Heinzman – NASCOE President – This has been happening without NASCOE intervention.  Should it become necessary to make formal requests in the future, we definitely would do this.

Q5.  Lynda Steichen – South Dakota – Has there been any talk of a 4 day work week?

A5.  Teresa Lasseter – There are no immediate plans for this.  I would hate to have people work such long hours on an extended basis.  However, it would be nice from a management standpoint if everyone was working the same hours.  We don’t have any intention of taking things away from people.

Bonnie Heinzman – We will work for whatever the majority of the membership wants.  However, we must remember that we need to protect the interest of the producers as well.
Q6.
 Cindy Mengenhauser – South Dakota – How do you see Animal ID working between the State Dept of Ag and FSA?

A6.
  SD Sec of Ag Bill Even - The Animal ID is voluntary at this time.  It falls under the pervue of the state vet.  FSA’s involvement would be minimal to none at this time.

Q7.  Roxie Stanbaugh – South Dakota – Why was the Knowledge Bank report limited only to State and National offices rather than the County Offices?

A7.   Teresa Lasseter – We felt that the County Offices had always been picked on so I thought we should have an outside source do this report.  OMB had pushed to close county offices and then wanted someone to look at the National and State Level.  The point wasn’t to leave county offices out, but that it had already been done by the states.
Q8.  Larry Olsen – South Dakota – We appreciate that we weren’t picked on but it is disturbing that there were some items in the report that were outside of the scope of what the report was intended to do.

A8.  Teresa Lasseter – I felt it as important not to pull things out of their recommendation.  They were instructed not to go to the County Office level.  However, they could not ignore what they heard and put it in the report.  Combining GS & CO employees would be an example of how the group may not have understood how things work in FSA.  Don’t be alarmed at these recommendations.

Jim Meidinger – No recommendations have been forwarded yet.  The report has been discussed. The Career Executive Steering Committee is in agreement that it would require further review and input from any CO people that would be impacted.
The question and answer session was adjourned and the group was dismissed for lunch.

The group was welcomed back by Alternate Area Exec Cindy Hall.  She invited the State Presidents to offer their reports.  Cindy Petersen read the RASCOE report submitted by President Gene Vognild.

Following the Presidents’ Reports were the Committee Reports.  Becky Zirpel reported that one member had called her and said they had saved $314 a year on the Alltel discount for NASCOE members.  Cindy Petersen gave a token of appreciation to all the State Presidents and the Committee Chairs.

The group then had a conference call with Bob Redding of Redding and Associates.  He talked about the new Farm Bill and the NASCOE PAC.

Cindy Hall invited the group to attend the National Convention in Omaha August 6-9, 2008, and requested some financial assistance from the Northwest Area States.  States were also reminded to provide Memorial information and 40 or 45 year membership information to Cindy Petersen.

There was no old business to discuss.

Under new business, Cindy Petersen told us to expect a resolution from the Southeast Area supporting the County Committee and the CO system.  It will be a separate mailing.  We should talk to our members and be prepared to vote on this.
Cindy P mentioned that several of the Areas have an area fund.  The NWA does not have such a fund.  She asked for input from members regarding the establishment of such a fund and its usage.  Some examples of usage would be assisting the host state with the Area Rally, or bringing extra people to Washington DC in the case of a legislative fly-in.  Kevin McIntyre made a motion to establish a fund for NWA business.  Annette Schenck seconded the motion.  It passed.  Cindy Petersen will work on the details and have a proposal by National Convention.  

The Southwest Area has proposed a joint rally in 2009 between the SWA and the NWA to be held in Reno, Nevada.  California is willing to act as host for this rally.  Gloria Cobert made a motion to accept their invitation.  Debbie Sweet seconded the motion.  It passed.

Cindy Peterson gave us a list of dignitaries that will be attending the convention and asked for our input as to whom we would like to invite to our area meeting at the national convention.  The group agreed that we would like to invite Teresa Lasseter, Barbara Boyd and Vickie Larsen and someone who is working with Performance Management.  If we think of others we should let Cindy P. know.

Cindy Peterson would like to know our comments about reorganization.  She suggested we go to the NASCOE website and read the final report by the task force along with the Q & A’s and the CO-GS Comparison.

Cindy Peterson and John Lohr are on a task force for Performance Management and will be attending the SED-AO Conference next week in San Francisco.  They, along with the rest of the task force will be presenting 6 hours of training to the AO’s and SED’s.  They (SEDs/AOs) in turn will be held responsible to train the states.  They will have the choice on how to accomplish this.  She suggested that we all (CED’s & PT’s) take the Ag Learn courses available to us on Performance Management.  She also stated that it was not Washington DC’s intent that EEO/Civil Rights be a separate element.  We are supposed to be told by our supervisors what we need to do to be fully successful and what needs to be done to exceed fully successful.
Gloria Cobert made a motion to adjourn the meetings.  Becky Zirpel seconded the motion.  All were in agreement and the meeting was adjourned.

Respectfully submitted,

Cindy Hall

Cindy Hall, Acting Secretary 

