FAR WEST RALLY

RENO, NV – Grand Sierra Resort

March 25 – 27, 2009

Travel and flights went well for all SD Members traveling to Reno for the Far West Rally. We all managed to slip in between storms on the way out and back. 
South Dakota had 7 in attendance with the rally hosting approximately 75 people from the SWA and NWA.  South Dakota attendees were: Larry Olsen, Jim Anderson, Mary Johnson, Peggy Groen, Dianna Shafer, Becky Zirpel and Cindy Peterson, NWA Executive.

The Rally started with registration and a sight-seeing tour to Virginia City on Thursday afternoon and evening coming back to a social for all convention goers to visit and meet others from both areas.

Nevada and California did a wonderful job of hosting the Rally. Special thanks go to Lesalee Miles and Betty Hodik for organizing a very informative and fun Rally.
We do have to add that over half of the SD crew would not have made it due to a blizzard setting in while in Denver at the airport waiting for our connecting flight if we had not left when we did.  We all watched to make sure they did not miss a spot on that plane when deicing with the smelly green slime!!  ( 
Friday began with Presentation of the Flag, Pledge of Allegiance, and the National Anthem with a welcome given by NWA Exec. Cindy Peterson, SWA Exec. Keith Whiteneck and the host states California and Nevada (Lesalee Miles & Betty Hodik).  Reno Mayor Cashell and the Acting SED Gus Wegren from Nevada also welcomed us and told us about the City of Reno and Nevada.

After roll call of the States it indicated that about 75 were present with guests included.

Jim Mace with JM Marketing explained the benefits of insurance coverage with his company as a member benefit. JM marketing is introducing a new Cancer Policy.  According to Mr. Mace, this is a better policy than what is currently offered. The new policy will offer 2 options and would increase the present wellness coverage of $100 to $125 per year per person covered and if needed a second testing would pay an additional $250 for wellness coverage.  There are 2 levels.  The lower level would be less than the current policy and the higher level would be slightly more than the current coverage.  There will be more info and an open season offered at the South Dakota State SDASCOE Convention.
The guest speakers were introduced, Dennis Taitano, Acting Administrator, Candace Thompson, Acting DAFP, Bonnie Heinzman, NASCOE President, and Paul Lehman CA, Public Affairs Regional Specialist.  

Dennis Taitano, Acting Administrator expressed his sincere concern for the harsh weather that ND and SD has been experiencing.  His sympathies go out to the families with losses from the flooding.  
Mr. Taitano lavished praise on the County Office’s for the job they have done and continue to do.

Mr. Taitano had a power point presentation showing the organizational flow charts.  
He gave a budget break down of the $1.5 billion needed to run the agency.  He told us that out of the $173 Million in D. O. Loan money we have about 4 million left.  
Mr. Taitano stated that there is enough funding to cover everyone presently on board now with payroll and cost of living, but there is added pressure on the budget to implement the 2008 Farm Bill. The operating budget received a 3.6% increase over last year. The temporary budget is about $22 million less.

There was close to $300 million dollars in the initial stimulus bill for computer system update, but it was stripped down in the final version to only about $50 million. 

Dennis Taitano discussed the 3 major issues the department was charged with:

· Transition

· Budget outlook

· Modernization 

Transition:

Is to insure American children have adequate safe food supply. To expand renewable energy by including and studying the use of alternative fuel, and to reduce the dependency of fossil fuels.

The President has stated that it is a must to keep our food supply safe and keep families on the Farm.

He talked about trends.  The Secretary of Agriculture Tom Vilsack released recent NASS survey information. Out of 2.2 million farms it showed dramatic changes taking place. Both ends (top and the bottom, large and small) are growing, but the middle size farms are decreasing rapidly.  The Average age of the nation’s farmers/ranchers is 55-57 years old. 
The hot button items for FSA are implementation of the new farm bill programs, and the recent stimulus bill.
Budget Outlook:

Finding the resources for workload, staffing, stabilizing and modernization (IT funding) of the Farm Bill delivery is a challenge to say the least.

Budget and Media are a driving force with 

· Pigford II

· Keepseagle

· Peanut Food Safety

· Economic crisis

· Falling dairy prices

· Uncertain market prices

· High input at planting season

The 2009-recovery act has a total of $1.78 million.
FSA made 16 million payments in 2007 and 12 million payments in 2008.

Modernization:
Speaks for itself.  Whatever that means.

Mr. Taitano spoke of the status of appointments. Many are in the investigative process. Jim Miller is up for Under Sec. position for FSA. No names at this time for administrator. Administration is moving ahead with appointments for many State SED’s. No word on STCs at this time. 

Acting DAFP Candace Thompson spoke next. Although she has enjoyed the new challenge, she was looking forward to returning to Director of the Price Support Division.  

Actively Engaged and 902 forms have changed.  She stated that they listened to us and has revamped the forms with forms for owners, 902I and 902 Short Form, which was being posted that day.

MILC payments are scheduled to begin going out April 1, 2009. ACRE signup is scheduled for April (she did not say a specific date) with the deadline date for June 1 being extended.  A press release is coming on this but Candace Thompson would not preempt Sec Vilsack with the exact date.  They have also asked for the deadline to be extended on the Pulse Crop deadline.

They are currently in a phase 1 of 2 on the CRP programs.  Jim Anderson asked about more Acres for SAFE for SD. The answer was that we have exceeded our acres and it would have to be evaluated through the phase 1 process.  If we do get more acres it will be a while before we know this.

National Farm Bill Training will be held in June 8, 2009.  The Regulations and implementation of LFP/LIP is scheduled for the middle of July.

New regulations and provisions on FSFL will be out by mid summer along with changes with MAL’s and the forfeiture process.


FSFL program is waiting for an Environmental Assessment Process to be completed to include Hay sheds and Bio-Mass.  This will provide more opportunities for our producers and customers.

The timeline for CRP and 2009 final DCP payments to move to the WEB is October 2009.
The timeframe for 2010 DCP program signup is in December of 2009 with advance direct payments.

Ms. Thompson talked about AGI utilizing IRS for compliance. The process would merge records to conduct spot checks of AGI information.  This process may change from compliance to enforcement, but there are several unanswered questions at this time.  FSA would submit the producer/customer ID # to IRS and IRS will check to see if there is a concern or possible problem. The IRS will then send back information to FSA for investigation. 1st, are we going to be trained to review this information? 2nd, will the producers have to sign more forms for this request and compliance?
2.9 million acres are due to expire this October 1st, 2009. With current CRP contracts and the current 32 million acre Cap we will only be able to extend about 1.5 million acres. Ms. Thompson was not sure how we will complete this process.  It may be a first come first serve basis.
There will be NO General CRP sign-up in 2009, but it is in the 2010 budget provided the acres will be available.
BCAP (Biomass Crop Assistant Program) – is being held because of the required completion of an environmental impact study.

Mr. Taitano and Ms. Thompson addressed every question and concern from the group.  Every concern and question that they could not answer was documented and will be addressed in WDC when time permits.

Some of those concerns were:

· Transaction Statements – major concern over expense. Send all statements in one envelope with all transaction statements. This would save a lot of money in postage. 

· CRP payments – there is no order to these – it will be looked into.

· SAFE Program – no Acres available for SD at this time.  New assessment has to be completed. The state has reached the number of acres allowed according to the percentages.  The overrun on acres (ones that were approved) falls into this same category.  They were impressed with the activity in the program for SD.

NASCOE President Bonnie Heinzman expressed sincere thanks to the people hosting and doing all the work for a successful joint NWA/SWA Rally and to the Acting WDC officials for attending. 
She talked about the NASCOE Legislative conference and a few highlights from the conference. There were 180 NASCOE members from across the country in attendance. The NASCOE Legislative Committee presented Legislative Position Papers to the attendees. The position papers covered;

Modernization of USDA, which would involve FSA taking on the administration of all conservation program, do acreage report requirements for crop insurance to eliminate duplication of services.

Animal Identification, which has not been successful in its present form. NASCOE does not support making the program mandatory, but does advocate that the program would be much more successfully administered through the County FSA Office. 
Benefit issues, which include support for HR 958. There has been a turn in the FERS sick leave credit Bill. HR 1256 (tobacco bill basically the same as last years). NASCOE put a big push on this from the CAP/WIZ to the Legislative Conference appointments. We need to keep after this. 
The final report will be coming shortly from the Legislative Chairs Mike Mayfield and Loren Nelson. There was a shortage of position papers in WDC so there were no extras to take back to the States. The Position Papers should be posted to the NASCOE Web-site very soon. 

Bonnie commented on the reception held for key contact Congressional Members and/or Legislative Congressional Aides was expensive and was not sure on its success. Bonnie thought that NASCOE probably should consider having a “wrap up” session to get a feel for how the appointments went with the legislative attendees.

NASCOE President. Bonnie Heinzman and NASCOE Vice President Myron Stroup met with Sec. Vilsack in the “Cage” (Sec. Office) for about 25 minutes. The Sec. and OCIO heads do not expect the same melt down like we had last year in the web based system to happen again. They stated that by 2013 we will be totally off the AS400. 
One thought the Sec. has for coming up with money to “fix the computer system” is to “shave” off .3% or 1% of each agencies budget to fix the system. Bonnie stated that she could not think of anywhere that this could be done in FSA.  

WEB T&A’s are on track for PP 10. Everyone will do activity reporting in the system.  Bonnie expressed how important this is to justify staffing and place people where they are needed.

Phillip Short (DAM) stated that 21 states will be set up for Video Conferencing and currently 30 states already have this capability. They are hoping to reduce the expense of travel for training and also be able to provide training more often. 
MIDAS is looking for volunteers to help with that project. Bonnie encourages everyone to take the opportunity, if in WDC, to experience the South Ag Building and to take the time to fathom what goes on there.

Secretary of Ag. Vilsack, expressed some of his goals.  Civil Rights issues were a priority. Bonnie and Myron stated that they were sure that there were no problems to their knowledge at the County level. Bonnie and Myron were pleased to know that many of his goals were the same as NASCOE’s.  Their main purpose of the visit was to get him acquainted with NASCOE – to know who we are.

Myron Stroup (VP of NASCOE) and Bonnie also visited with HRD mainly about the County Office review process, Performance Work Plans, and PT re-classification started in 2000 and in 2007. NASCOE submitted 2 new classifications.  HRD has put their review together 5 state field reviews on classification and hopes to have their review submitted to FSA management by the April meeting with FSA Management in WDC.  Bonnie stated that NASCOE continues to work for re-classification for PT’s and something is coming!
Public Affairs Specialist Paul Lehman represents 9 western states and is located in California addressed the rally. Did you know we had a Regional Public Affairs Specialist? We did not. South Dakota’s is Jim Meisenhlmer from MN.  

He discussed the goals and objectives of PA along with their responsibility. 

After the noon break the Rally reconvened for the question and answer session. The Question and Answer panel consisted of Acting FSA Administrator Dennis Taitano, Acting DAFP Candice Thompson, Performance Management and Awards Stephen Crisp, Public Affairs Specialist Paul Lehman,  and  NASCOE President Bonnie Heinzman
Question and Answer session:

I will only highlight a few – it is impossible to correctly quote the questions and answers.  There will be a more accurate set of minutes sent at a later time.

The first question and most questions were on performance evaluations and how some states are proceeding.  
Q. Does the reviewing Official have the right to change an element rating without justification?  A. the reviewing official has the right to change a rating.

Q. Where in procedure does it say the reviewing official has the right to make changes to an element and overall performance rating? A. Right was the wrong word to use. The reviewing official can change an element and overall performance rating if there is justification and this justification must be submitted. Before such a change is made, the reviewing official must consult with the rating official and discuss a possible change. Justification must be submitted.
Q. Is the reviewing official supposed to collaborate with the COC Chairman when reviewing a CO/FP/PT? A. Yes the reviewers are to collaborate with them when making their review! 
Q. Each element of the Performance Plan has standards. Generally each standard has specific numbers  

      attached (Example:  no more than 3-5 exceptions).  If the employee has no exceptions in all or a  

            majority of the standards (with none being over the exception) would this not be an exceeded rating? A. 

            If the standard had exceptions and there were no exceptions (none noted) the standard would be 

            considered exceeds. If a majority of the standards of each element are exceeded then the 
            Element would be considered exceeds as well. 
Q. Can changes be made to ratings without the knowledge of employee? A. The employee should be included.
Q. Why is an EEO, CR, and outreach element in the performance plan if there is no way to attain it? Questioner was told that because they did not have any minority producers in their County, they could not exceed in this element. A. There must be standard to meet even if there is not a minority in your County. All standards must be attainable and the employee should know how to attain them.
Q. Awards are not being given out even when earned. A. No specific answer will look into. The conclusion 
      is there is still a big need for training and direction. A new PM handbook on awards is coming soon. It 
      is going through clearance now and we hope to have it in about 3 months! 
Q. The new check writing process is not efficient and there are long waits for a check to come.  We seem to have gone backward instead of seeing progress. Why did County Office Check writing privileges get taken away? A. Because of risk issues. 

Q. What is the timeline for the SURE program? There is a timeline, but the Sec. does not agree with it. The Sec. wants the process expedited. Other timeframe program concerns were for SAFE, CRP, ACRE and DCP.
Q. Rumor has it that the DCP and ACRE signup will be extended to the end of the FY. Does this rumor have some validity? A. It will not be that late. No date given in between.

Officials wrote down many wish list items from the group, some of them being: 
· What is available on the 1026A and what would help County Offices from this form.  
· The process to print all the forms needed to complete the 902’s, Payment summaries are not in any order and we need it easier to check payment information for our customers.  

Friday Evening we had a Wine and Cheese social sponsored by CASCOE (California Employee Association) followed by a wonderful meal and awards banquet.  

Most of the awards for our North West Area came from SD:

· Bill Chase – won Service to FSA/Agriculture

· Sharon Krueger won Service to Community

North West Area Publicity Awards won were:

· Best Newsletter South Dakota Bonnie Nickelson Co-Editor, Dawn Sheehan Co-Editor

· Best Single Issue South Dakota – August Bonnie Nickelson Co-Editor, Dawn Sheehan Co-Editor

· Best Feature Story – Humor “Down on the Farm” – Stan Thompson, South Dakota

· Best Feature Story – Human Interest “A Luggage Adventure” – Peggy Groen, South Dakota

Saturday March 28th began with each Area meeting separately and then joining to finish the day.

Again Jim Mace talked about the new Cancer policy (available right now), a new term life policy that he was very excited about, and the possibility of a new benefit with a policy for Identity Theft, and one for Personal Liability Coverage (protection for sexual harassment digress). 100 people must take the policy in order for it to be offered. There will be more on these but if you would be interested in these 2 policies let your State Benefit Chair or Becky Zirpel, NWA Benefits Chairperson know.

State President’s reports were given by each state. Jim Anderson, SDASCOE President had the best one (no bias here)!
Texas representatives joined our meeting to put the word out that they are bidding for 2011 NASCOE Convention in Corpus Christi.  

At that time, Idaho members said they were planning on a bid for 2012 in Boise, ID and would like the NWA’s support and help.

Area Committee reports were given by the following:

· Awards/Scholarships/Emblems given by Debbie Sweet

· Benefits given by Becky Zirpel (again one of the best reports)
· Programs by Steve Stark for Greg Chewakin

· Membership by Jenae Prescott (NWA is at 78% membership)
· Legislative (Given during joint session)

· Publicity by Cindy Peterson for Nicki Miranowski

· Negotiations by Kevin MacIntyre

· CAP WiZ by Steve Stark for Greg Chewakin

Reports will be placed on the NWA Web site.  Cindy Peterson, NWA Exec thanked all chairs and asked for someone to take the roll of publicity chair and web master for the NWA.  Nicki accepted a COT position with MN.

All States in the NWA are contributing $1 per member for a NWA Treasury, which was voted on at National Convention during the NWA meeting. To be paid by State Associations. 
There being no old business we moved on to new business.  Montana offered to host the North West Area Rally in 2010. Motion was made for the NWA to host an “All West” Rally in the NWA in 2011 site to be determined. Month date suggested was June.
We discussed a need for a resolution to cover representation on the NASCOE Executive Board of CED’s and PT’s. Motion failed though. We will complete a fact finding on this to see if the membership feels the need for a resolution to make sure that the NASCOE Exec Board would have both CED and PT’s on the Board.  This would be in case the Exec Board would have only CEDs, or PTs on it. One or the other (CED or PT) would be elected to the Board (at large?).  More will be discussed on this at the National Convention in Tennessee.
Candidacy announcements for the NWA Exec and Alternate position with Cindy Hall from Nebraska making her announcement for running for NWA Exec with no announcement for the Alternate position.  We ask that everyone would please consider placing an announcement for this position.  

After the morning break we reconvened with the SWA.  We heard the two area Legislative reports from NWA Legislative Chair Paula Reed and SWA Exec Keith Whiteneck. Paula reported on the progress of the FERS Sick leave bill. The bill has taken many shapes. NASCOE has not sent out another CAP/WIZ alert on this because the bills have changed and a stand alone bill may or may not be the way that it is submitted to the House of Representatives. This was a big push item at the Legislative Conference in WDC and she was optimistic on the results. Both Paula and Keith gave a brief review of the position papers and both stated that the final report and the position papers would be out soon (on the NASCOE web site) in about 2 weeks. www.nascoe.org web site.

NAFEC, Dennis Kuhlengel spoke with us and said that NAFEC needs our help as members and to make sure our COC know and understand what the organization is about. Also please encourage COC membership to them.  NAFEC was able to meet with Senate and House Ag Committees and with Sec of Ag, Vilsack. According to Mr. Kuhlengel, the Sec. seems to have a good idea of the role of the COC. The Sec. also relayed his concerns about Civil Rights. Larry Olsen asked Mr. Kuhlengel if the keepseagle lawsuit would have a detrimental effect on the COC system. Would they (COC) be blamed even though they had nothing to do with that or any other similar Civil Rights violation. Mr. Kuhlengel stated that the Sec. said that he knows the COC’s were not to blame or involved because this happened under the old FmHA (Farmers Home) prior to the transfer of function back in 1995.
They have a new website for NAFEC and it is much better than what was in the past.  Feel free to visit it at www.fsacountycommittee.org 
This concluded our meeting and many enjoyed the afternoon and evening in Reno with many departing on PM flights for home. Trip home was uneventful everyone made it back safe and sound Thankfully!
We would like to commend Cindy Peterson for the job that she has done as NWA Exec. All of us in SDASCOE can be especially proud. Thanks Cindy what a great Rally last year and this year!

Respectfully submitted by:


SD Delegates – Larry Olsen and Becky Zirpel
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