LEGISLATIVE CONFERENCE REPORT 
SDASCOE CONVENTION, SD, MAY 1ST AND 2ND, 2009
By Larry Olsen, SDASCOE Legislative Chair
The NASCOE Legislative Conference was held in WDC on March 17, 18, of March. There were 5 of us attending from good ole SD. SDASCOE President James Anderson, SDASCOE Vice President Peggy Groen, and SDASCOE Director E. J. Goetz, Cindy Peterson and myself (Larry Olsen) SDASCOE Legislative Chairman. Cindy attended as NWA Exec. 
We left early morning at 6:00AM and arrived in WDC at about 10:30AM.  On Tuesday March 17, 2009 of the Legislative Conference there was a mandatory training for all conference attendees starting at 2:00 and went until 6:00 PM. NASCOE Legislative Co-Chairpersons Loren Nelson and Mike Mayfield conducted most of the meeting and the training on position papers. They spoke of the importance of CAP WIZ as a tool to inform and take action on essential Legislation.  

NASCOE Consultant Bob Redding gave an overview of what was happening in Congress and the new Administration up to this point. Mr. Redding gave some instruction on just what to do on the congressional visits. Bob Redding talked about the importance of the PAC as a tool. Congressional Members increasingly have to use PAC money for campaigning. Our PAC contributions continue to grow and hopefully more NASCOE members will consider contributions to it.
NASCOE President Bonnie Heinzman addressed the conference and talked about her visit with the Secretary of Agriculture Tom Vilsack. The Secretary seemed to be very concerned about Civil Rights issues and talked extensively about this. 
Position papers reviewed by Loren Nelson and Mike Mayfield;

USDA Modernization. 
· What this comes down to is a desire to be on the front of any possible reorganization plan. The position paper points out a need to do a top to bottom review of the entire delivery system. There is a need to consolidate program administration instead of creating additional administrative divisions in agencies that traditionally have not had the role of administering programs. Bottom line is that NASOCE is pressing for FSA to have administrative duties of all conservation programs. Let FSA do what they do best (administration) and let NRCS do what they do best (technical assistance). 

· USDA is currently paying administrative funds to 3 different crop data collecting agencies (RMA, FSA, and NASS). GAO audits consistently recognize FSA involvement saves money, through coordination of data mining, comparison of farming operations, and onsite crop inspections.
National Animal Identification System.  
· NASCOE’s position is that FSA could do a much better job of administering a voluntary National Animal ID system. To date the National Animal Identification System has been basically a failure. 
· Congress wants a working system. The FSA County Office system is trusted by the Producers. It stands to reason that the Producers would be much more likely to participate in this program if administered by FSA.
Computer Systems.

· 2 systems in the service center do not communicate with each other (e.g. NRCS toolkit vs. FSA ArcMap). New era program such as ACRE or SURE require investments in new era information technology (IT) to allow efficient implementation of these programs.
· Upgrading the FSA computer systems will SAVE money in the long run through efficiency.

My personal favorite Benefit Issues! 

· First Sick Leave Credit. Allow length of service credit for unused sick leave for FERS employees. This issue is back from last year. Last year it was bill HR 1108 Introduced in the house. It came to the Floor and passed, but did not get picked up by the Senate in time. This is an issue very near and dear to all FERS employee. This year a new bill HR 958 brought it back. NASCOE put out a CAP WIZ alert to get support and sponsorship of this bill. All of the Legislative Conference attendees made this a priority. Shortly after our legislative conference visit to the Hill, the old bill resurfaced under a new number HR. 1256. Sponsor: Rep Waxman, Henry A. [CA-30] (introduced 3/3/2009) there were 178  Cosponsors. The bill was brought to the House floor where it passed by a voice vote. Latest Major Action: 4/20/2009 Read the second time. Placed on Senate Legislative Calendar under General Orders. Calendar No. 47.  Nothing more has happened yet, but it is anticipated to be taken up by the Senate, passed and on to the President for his signature. Keep the pressure up on this bill now in the Senate. No Bill number yet, but refer to HR 1256. 
· Health Insurance Programs. 

1. Raise the age for discontinuing coverage for dependents should be raised from 22-25. Especially when they are still in school.
2. Premiums continue to rise each year. NASCOE supports adding another plan SELF PLUS ONE. This should actually save the government, because the government makes up 72% of the health insurance premium. A self plus one would cost less than a family plan for both the employee and the government.
3. Allow retirees to use pre-tax dollars to pay health care premiums (HR 1203P) provides this correction for our retirees. We will all be retirees some day!
4. Increase government share of Health Insurance cost from 72% to 80%, which is the national private sector standard.

5. Social Security Windfall Elimination Provision.  (HR 235)
6.  Government Pension Offset. (HR 235)

NASCOE and RASCOE are working hard for each of these benefit issues.  
Wednesday March 18, 2009 SDASCOE Legislative Conference Attendee appointment schedule was:

· 10:30 AM Senator John Thune and Legislative Aide Brendon Plack

· 1:00 PM Representative Stephanie Herseth Sandlin and Legislative Assistant Ashley Martin

· 3:30 PM Senator Tim Johnson and Legislative Assistant Cyndi Bartels
Our Congressional appointments were made for Wednesday so that NASCOE members could maximize our presence on the hill at one time.

Senator Thune and Legislative Assistant Brendon Plack met with us at Senator Thune’s Senate Office. All of the position paper items were discussed. We thanked Senator Thune personally for his work to halt FSA Office closures. He stated that it was a pleasure and it is never hard to do the RIGHT THING. Senator Thune was especially interested in the Health insurance issues. He himself just experienced his own daughter being dropped from his family policy when she turned 22 and was still in college. His Senate heath insurance policy is FEHB also. Senator Thune was very receptive to most of the issues. Senator Thune asked quite a few questions in regard to ACRE. Both the Senator and Brendon Plack seemed very interested whether the producers understood the program. 
Congresswoman Stephanie Herseth Sandlin was next on the agenda. Congresswoman Herseth Sandlin was unable to attend. She had planned on being there, but had to attend a last minute leadership meeting in the House. The Congresswoman is Lead Advocate for the Blue Dog Democrat Coalition in the House. We met with Legislative Aide Ashley Martin. Ms. Martin took over responsibilities from Ryan Stoscheim when Ryan left for a job in the private sector.  Again we reviewed the position papers with Ms. Martin. She took a bunch of notes. Asked a few questions herself. Mainly what estimated costs are associated with some of the insurance proposals. We asked her if Representative Herseth Sandlin would support FSA to be the agency that administers conservation programs. Representative Herseth Sandlin sits on the House Agriculture Committee with Chairman Colin Peterson. Ms Martin said she would pass it along. Have not heard back on this issue to date. Ms Martin was very interested in the ACRE program also.
Final meeting was with Senator Johnson. The Senator could not be with us. There was a floor vote going on in the Senate. Senator Johnson’s legislative Aides Cyndi Bartel, Erin Barry, and Elizabeth Doyle met with us. They thanked us for the job we do and asked us to send their thanks to all South Dakota FSA Employees. They were very interested in the ACRE program and the process of signup. They were very attentive to the benefit issues. Erin Barry handles federal employee benefits issues. We asked for the Senators support particularly if the FERs bill makes it to the Senate. Also the health insurance issues. We asked about support for the 22-25 dependent age change, self plus one policy option and if this required legislation or if it was an administrative issue. They all agreed it was probably a legislative issue. Cyndi Bartel asked if it was possible for the NRCS and FSA Directors to talk about the conservation administration issue. We replied that likely that would not happen. I do not believe that Senator Johnson would support FSA doing all of the conservation administration. Senator Johnson is very supportive of FSA administering CRP. 
All Items  discuss with Congressionals were;

1. FERS/sick leave credit for length of service or compensation. Bill Status (HR 1108 & HR 5573) the bill number migrated to HR1256. 

2. USDA reorganization? Status if there is a plan. Chairman Peterson from the House Ag Committee alluded to a possible re-org during Farm Bill debate. 

3. Separate line item in the budget for Salary, Expenses, IT (especially), and Staffing. 

4. Program Technician Re-Classification to increase Grade and within grade increase. 

5. Increase in Government percentage contribution of health insurance premium. 

6. Insurance for Dependent children age increase (currently up to age 22 if going to school).   

  

These were the main topics.
Other priorities that we pursued were:

· Windfall Elimination

· Increase within grade steps

· Bereavement leave

· Whistleblower protection

· Sick leave donation from CO to GS and GS to CO employees

· TSP regulatory review

· Prevent retirement recalculation from high 3 to high 5 (SD delegation definitely was against this one)

· Change leasing authority to save money and time

There was a Congressional reception on Wednesday, March 18th at 6:00 PM  for only key contact groups from the House and Senate Ag Committee, House and Senate Appropriations Ag Committees, with a few others identified by NASCOE Consultant Bob Redding. The turn out for the reception was not very good, but it was productive. 
I believe this was a very successful Legislative Conference. This is one of the few that I can point directly to something that happened immediately after ( passage of the FERS credit length of service for unused sick leave). We cannot take full credit, but it is more than coincidence that passage occurred almost immediately (within 2 weeks) after our conference.  
I want to reemphasis that we are in some scary times. Budget numbers are very tight again. Remember the moratorium on Office Closure for County Offices with in 20 miles of each other is now over. Hopefully the department will not bring back that mess so soon.  I believe we are fortunate that a farm bill is not under debate this year. 
Representative Colin Peterson Chairman of the House Agriculture Committee has resumed hearings pertaining to reorganization (not called that, but may be the intent).
I will share some thoughts from the other SDASCOE Legislative Conference Attendees.

Larry, Here is my take on the conference.

 

Legislative Conference March 17th & 18th, 2009

 

The meeting started out with them addressing the issues they wanted us to cover with our legislators.  The first item discussed was Conservation.  The big push was for FSA to administer all conservation programs.  We need to emphasis that we are an administrative agency and NRCS is a technical agency.  FSA is also able to administer the programs with much less administrative costs.  With the President’s budget it is looking like we are moving away from Direct Payments and that Conservation is going to be a must for FSA.

The next issue was Animal ID.  While FSA is in no way endorsing mandatory Animal ID, we want our legislators to know that FSA is the logical agency to maintain the records.  We have current and updated information on all farms; therefore we would be able to input current data for the Animal ID system.

We then addressed the issue of paying administrative funds to three different crop data collecting agencies.  FSA completes their acreage report and then producers take that FSA report to RMA for the crop insurance report.  If FSA were the only agency to collect the data and then share it with the other agencies, considerable money could be saved.

The updating of our computer system is also important; however we don’t want to be distracted by this issue.  We should have one system rather then two which do not communicate with each other.   

Sick Leave credit for FERS employees is moving forward.  NASCOE supports HR 958.  This bill proposes the same benefits for FERS employees regarding unused sick leave upon retirement as CSRS.  We would also like to see dependent children remain eligible for healthcare thru age 25 if they remain in school.  Another option for healthcare would be to have a self plus one enrollment option.  This would be a cost savings to all.  An increase in the government contribution to health insurance would be welcome.  

 

Our NASCOE president Bonnie talked about her visit with Secretary of Agriculture Mr. Vilsack.  She said she really didn’t learn anything it was just an introduction.  He did talk about Civil Rights.  She told him she did not feel we had a Civil Rights problem, but if we did NASCOE would certainly address it.  She was told that the ACRE sign-up deadline may be extended to the end of the fiscal year.  SURE sign-up will come latter, but they are really struggling with that one too.  Additional funding for temporaries will be made available soon.  A new 902 will be out soon, there may also be a separate 902 for owners.  

 

Or first visit was with Senator Thune’s office.  We had to wait for Senator Thune to get done testifying for the new Commerce Secretary.  Senator Thune wanted us to explain ACRE to him.  He sounded as if he would be supportive of the FERS sick leave bill.  He was also aware that Federal Health insurance stops for students at age 22 because he had to find an insurance policy for his daughter.  This may help us in our cause to try to get that age raised to 25.   When the discussion turned to Conservation, Animal ID and RMA he was attentive, but really offered no support.

Representative Herseth-Sandlin was unable to meet with us, so we met with her aide, Ashley Martin.  We covered most of the same topics with her.   She was also interested in the ACRE program.  She indicated that Congresswoman Herseth-Sandlin may offer her support to the FERS sick leave bill.  The conservation issue did not draw much support.  

Senator Johnson was at the capitol so his assistants met with us.  Cindy Bartel gave us a heartfelt thank-you for the job that we do.  She is very knowledgeable about FSA programs.  She was curious about the ACRE program and the addition of Pulse crops.  She understands the issue with Conservation and RMA.  The animal ID program doesn’t seem to be popular with producers.  We emphasized that we are not for mandatory registration.  We just want them to know that we have the capability to carry out the program if it is needed.  Erin Barry was also present to hear about the benefits issues.  She was receptive to the FERS sick leave idea as well as the self plus one on the insurance issue.  

 

I felt that overall I think it was a successful trip.  It was nice to be able to sell our issues to our legislators.  We are fortunate that all of them know who we are and what we do.  I think the FERS sick leave issue has pretty good support.  The other benefits issues will only move forward if they do not cost the government money.  The Conservation issue did not seem to get much support, nor did the RMA or animal ID.   

As always budget is going to determine most of the issues.  
 E J Goetz, SDASCOE Director
2009 Legislative Notes
I felt the legislative meeting was informative.  Even though I’ve been through several of them, it was interesting to hear what Blue Dog meant etc.  We learned not only what NASCOE’s stance was on several issues, but also why – such as NASCOE not supporting HR1263 because it required employees to contribute at least 3% to TSP.  And why support the Animal ID, even though we currently have enough workload.

I was a little disappointed in Thune jumping in with questions on ACRE, Sure, the Livestock Programs and the Ag economy.  True that’s what we do, but that wasn’t exactly why we were there.    That was more for his own information/research.  When we did get around to our Benefits issues, it was interesting that he could relate to our position on kids still in school at 25 being on their parents insurance.

I missed having Herseth-Sandlin’s knowledgeable Ag Aide.  You could tell Ashely was new, hopefully we helped educate her and that she took notice of the issues we presented.  

I felt good about the meeting with Johnson’s aides.  They are experienced and they know about NASCOE/FSA.  With three of them there I feel the Ag and Benefits issues we discussed were covered and understood.  They asked good questions to make sure they understood our positions.

My main disappointment was that we didn’t have a chance to meet with Johnson or Herseth-Sandlin themselves but I understand they have crazy schedules – and voting is a big thing for them so yes, they had to get that done.  While they don’t exactly rush us, it would be nice to spend a little more time with them.  But I think we make pretty good use of the time we do have. It would have been nice too to have more aides at the supper, but there again I’m sure they are torn in many directions (special interests, work and family). As always it was a learning experience.  There’s always something to learn.

Thanks,

Peggy Groen, SDASCOE Vice President.
LEGISLATIVE CONFERENCE

Washington DC - March 17th & 18th
I would first like to thank Larry Olsen, Peggy Groen, EJ Goetz and Cindy Peterson for being our representatives on behalf of the SDASCOE membership.  These individuals did an outstanding job as our voices when they met with our congressional people.  

Our first duty, on Tuesday March 17th, 2009, was to attend a mandatory meeting with the National Legislative Chairs of NASCOE from 2:00 to 6:00.  This meeting is held for the benefit of all attendees so that everyone knows what they are to do when they meet with their congressional people.  They hand out position papers and these are what we are to use as our talking points during our scheduled appointments.  Our appointments were all scheduled on Wednesday March 18th, 2009. 

The first appointment was held with Senator Thune and Senator Thune’s Legislative Assistant, Brendon Plack. The meeting’s topics were about the improvement of our benefits.  We discussed the bill pending on the FERS sick leave credit and asked for support on this; we talked of the need for an additional health insurance coverage option such as the employee plus one and stressed this would be a cost saving item to the employee as well as the government and talked about increasing the government’s matching part of our insurance from the 72% to 80% to keep up with the private sector.  Plus, we talked about the importance of changing our insurance coverage on our children from the 22 years of age to 25.  Senator Thune was supportive of these issues.  He stated he had just gone through the issue of having to find insurance coverage on one of his daughters because of insurance coverage ended at age 22.  Senator Thune changed the topic to ACRE and wanted to know just how bad it is out there in the field.  We stated it is a very difficult program and is hard to explain when you do not have all the details of the program.   Senator Thune asked about what we think of the economic future of our producers in 2009.  He was concerned about the higher input costs and the lower crop & livestock prices.  He thanked us for our service to our states producers and took a picture with us and had to leave for another meeting. 

Our next appointment was to be with Representative Herseth Sandlin.  A last minute meeting was called by the leadership of the House, so Representative Herseth Sandlin could not attend our meeting.  We met with her Legislative Assistant, Ashley Martin.  We started with the position papers.  We talked about our benefits but Ms. Martin stated she would have to give these issues to another aide as this was not an area she covers.  We covered the other areas in the position papers such as the conservation administration, the upgrade of our computers and the duplication of services.  Ms. Martin stated she would talk to Representative Herseth Sandlin about our concerns and would advise her that she should talk to Chairman Collin Peterson of Minnesota about our topics.  Ms. Martin asked us how ACRE was going as this is a hot topic with the producers right now.  We again stated it is a very difficult program and is hard to administer when you do not have all the rules.  

The last appointment of the day was with Senator Johnson.  Senator Johnson was over at the Senate for a vote so was not able to meet with us.  Cynthia Bartel and Erin Barry, two of Senator Johnson’s Legislative Assistants, met with us to discuss our concerns.  We started out with our benefit issues again as stated above at our first meeting.  Ms. Barry stated she handles the benefits issues.  We asked for her to watch for the House action on the FERS sick leave issue and would ask for their support to start the process in the Senate.  Ms. Barry stated she would look at the bill and would talk to the Senator about the issue.  She asked if a cost estimate was made on this and we could not answer that question. Larry said he wondered about what the cost would be as the sick leave should have been budgeted for in the year the sick leave was earned.  If the leave was not used what happened to the money savings in those years? A discussion was held on the request of another option on our insurance such as the employee plus one.  We stated this should be a cost negative as there should be a cost savings to the employee as well as the government as they should not have to cover the employee as a family.  We then talked about support for a change on our insurance coverage on our children from the age of 22 to 25.  We then changed over to cover the other issues on our position papers such as the conservation administration, the upgrade of our computers and the duplication of services.  Ms. Bartel took the lead on these issues.  She asked more questions than we did.  She was interested in how the agencies (FSA and NRCS) work.  We stated we are the agency known for the administration of programs.  We stressed that administration of programs is what we do best.  We stated we can not understand why is there more than one agency doing the same job.  We relayed that NRCS is doing the same eligibility and administration duties that we are in FSA and when it does not work they come to us to help them.  We have already completed this work why should it be done again.  The same is true with the acreage reporting process of FSA and RMA.  The duplication of services is costing too much and somehow it needs to be addressed.  We stated that most of these agencies are under funded and under staffed so why do the work twice.  The conversation changed to ACRE.  They are receiving a lot of phone calls from producers.  They stated the producers are not mad at FSA they just want to know about the program.  We stated the program is very difficult and it is hard to administer it when we do not have all the rules.  They stated they will relay on our topics to the Senator and thanked us for what we do the producers of our state.

I think the meetings were positive overall.  I am not sure what will come from them but we gave our input and hope that our concerns are addressed in the future.  It was an honor and a privilege to attend this legislative conference.  Until you attend one of these conferences, it is hard to explain how awesome the entire experience is.  We often talk of how our government works but I really wonder sometimes if we really take the time to understand how it does work.  

THANKS FOR THE OPPORTUNITY

James L Anderson, SDASCOE President
My Special Thanks to all of the SDASCOE attendees. You did the organization proud!
The opinions and comments expressed in this report are those of the author(s).  Most of the material in this report is a gathering of bits and pieces of several items and personal contacts.  This article does not represent official policy.
Respectfully submitted, 
Larry Olsen, Legislative Chairperson

