VA NPC MEETS IN PHILADELPHIA

October 28-29, 2003
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VA’s National Partnership Council conducted its quarterly meeting in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, from October 28-29, 2003.  The Council welcomed its newest member, Richard Wannemacher, Acting Deputy Undersecretary for Memorial Affairs.

Various Council members provided updates of emerging or significant issues from the three Administrations and on VA’s nursing program. As a part of this update, Mr. Wannemacher provided a comprehensive review of the Department of Memorial Affairs and Ms. Miller provided a briefing on VHA Emergency Management/Security Activities. This was followed by five presentations on a New Approach to Nursing Home Care, an Ethics Self-Assessment Toolkit Project, USA Staffing, a National Nursing Advertising Campaign, and an update on the National Nurses Education Initiative. 

VHA EMERGENCY MANAGEMENT SECURITY ACTIVITIES
Ms. Miller talked about a number of initiatives that had been accomplished since 9/11 to include an Emergency Management Guidebook, guidance on securing biological agents, establishment of VISN Emergency Operations centers, installation of pharmaceutical caches at all VAMC’s.
In addition to the above, VAMCs have been hiring more police officers and enhancing security with surveillance cameras, additional lighting, fencing, and training of staff. She closed by mentioning some of the current areas of focus to include security awareness and SARs guidance.
NURSING HOME CARE

Christa Hojlo, VA’s Chief Nursing Home and Subacute Care, talked about the planning underway to conduct a Summit on Nursing Home Care in the VA. The conference would focus on the need to transform the way we think of and deliver nursing home care in the VA. Ms. Hojlo shared her belief that VA needs to view veterans in nursing homes, not just a patients who are being treated for illness, but in a holistic manner, with emphasis on living life to its fullest, and creating a culture characterized by nurturing, comfort, and love. The conference would focus on ways to achieve this cultural transformation and would involve care givers from all of VA Nursing Homes.

To help plan the Summit, Ms. Hojlo invited the NPC to designate one of its union partners to serve on a planning committee. NPC member Kimberly Jones graciously volunteered to serve on the planning committee.

ETHICS SELF ASSESSMENT PROCESS (ESAT)
Melissa Bottrell, ESAT Project Director talked about the work being done by the National Center for Ethics in Health Care, to field test a self-assessment toolkit that facilities could use to guide quality improvement processes. Part of this toolkit was a survey of clinical staff, managers, and support staff to solicit their views in a variety of areas to include health care ethics environment, shared decision making, end-of-life care, privacy and confidentiality, and professionalism and resource allocation.

All responses are confidential and employee participation is voluntary. The results from the survey will be aggregated and returned to facilities so that they can focus on improving areas of perceived weaknesses. 
The NPC members were supportive of the initiative but expressed some concern over the length of the survey. Some members felt that asking fewer questions may improve participation. In addition, because many of the questions dealt with sensitive patient care deliver issues, employees would probably need more information on how their confidentiality would be protected.
USA STAFFING

Willie Hensley, VA’s Project Officer for USA Staffing, introduced Steve McGarry from OPM’s Automated Systems Management Group to discuss USA Staffing.

Mr. McGarry explained that USA Staffing was a software application developed by OPM to provide an automated solution to announcing jobs, rating and ranking candidates, notifying applicants, issuing certificates, and generating management reports. He indicated that in the future VA employees would be able to apply for internal promotion opportunities by filing an application online, by telephone, or by paper (fax or mail applications. He indicated that in agencies using USA staffing over 80-90% of employees were using the online capability.

He indicated that USA Staffing would reduce VA staff time and expenses devoted to posting vacancies, rating and ranking, and notifying applicants. In addition it would no longer be necessary to sort through resumes and use VA subject matter experts to rate and rank candidates. Applicants would simply answer a number of questions about their job related experience and indicate the level of knowledge and skill they have in each area and how often they use it.

Some of the NPC members expressed concern about the lack of availability of computers for many employees who might want to file applications online. They were equally concerned that employees who are not required to use computers at work or proficient in their use would be disadvantaged from those applicants who had access and knowledge. 

Mr. McGarry replied that these were legitimate concerns that could be overcome by training and establishing resource centers (computer areas) that employees could use to file applications. In addition, employees with computers at home could file their applications over the internet or employees could fill out written applications and ask facility human resource officials to submit their answers to USA Jobs electronically. With respect to the last recommendation, one union partner said their may be a lack of trust between employees and their local HR staff that all of the important information would be submitted.

Mr. Hensley closed the session by saying that he would work with the NPC to address any concerns they have. VA’s plan is to begin the deployment this fiscal year. 
National Nursing Advertising Campaign

Mary Raymer, R.N., Nursing Education Program Manager, talked about VA’s interest in developing a new advertising campaign to attract nurses to work for VA. To assist in this effort her staff had developed a Nursing Focus Group Project. The project’s purpose is to obtain information from direct care providers in and outside of VA on factors that influence the choice of a nursing career and the selection of the place to work.

The current plan involves conducting focus groups of nurses working at a VA hospital, nurses working at hospitals not affiliated with VA, nurses serving in the military, and nursing students enrolled in baccalaureate or masters programs. Sites currently being considered are Boston. Phoenix, Baltimore, Tampa, Oklahoma City, Washington, and San Diego.

The NPC recommended that serious consideration be given to adding at least one Midwest site such as Chicago or St. Louis as VA has reportedly had difficulty filling nursing vacancies in those areas. In addition, it was believed that VA’s Nursing Commission had already gathered data that would also be helpful in designing a campaign. Ms. Raymer thanked the NPC for their recommendations and said she looked forward to keeping the NPC informed on this initiative. She invited individual members to call her if they had any further suggestions.

On another subject, Ms. Raymer provided a status report of the National Nursing Educational Initiative. She indicated that her Office recently approved 248 applications of which 173 represented new awards and 71 for debt reduction. Their office had also recommended that the current funding level of $10,000,000 a year be continued and its sunset provision be eliminated to assure that VA could continue to meet the needs of its current nursing workforce. 
Zegato
The NPC members discussed and expressed concerns over the performance of VA’s new e-travel system called Zegato. Members had experienced or had received reports that travelers were having difficulty scheduling travel and receiving timely reimbursement after the travel had been completed. 
Problems reported include difficulty in booking flights and trains, difficulty in making changes to the itinerary, placement in standby status after originally being told that space was available, lack of knowledge by customer service representatives, inadequate training, confusing online instructions, being timed out to quickly when using website, security of financial information and personal identifiers, lack of timely reimbursement, and multiple approvers being asked to approve authorities and expense reports.

The Council decided that it should send a letter to the Assistant Secretary for Management detailing the concerns and suggesting that Zegato undergo additional testing and refinement before it is put into general use. In addition, more comprehensive training should be done for all current and future users.

Partnership Objectives
Mr. Cowles reminded the members that at the last NPC meeting a number of members had expressed interest in having the Council collect data on EEO complaints, ULP filings, Grievances, and ADR utilization. They had wanted to see the data so they could track over time whether the VA was seeing a reduction in complaints and an increased utilization of ADR. If so the Council wanted to see to what effect this may have been influenced by increased labor-management cooperation and joint promotion of ADR. If not, the Council wanted to discuss ways that it might provide leadership to help address these issues.
Mr. Cowles shared some information for FY 2003 regarding formal EEO complaints including the number filed, the number of formal and informal settlements, the number of withdrawals, and the percentage of cases that go to hearing. With respect to ADR, organizations were beginning to file quarterly reports on the number of new workplace disputes, offers of mediation, formal sessions conducted, management refusals to mediate, and mediation referrals received. With respect to management refusals, it was recognized that a new VA policy will not allow managers to refuse mediation.

A discussion ensued that the statistics were interesting but did not go far enough. For instance, what percentage of time was ADR successful? What was the nature of the EEO complaints? Some questioned, even if the Council had this additional information, what would we do with it and, as important, how did this type or information relate to our NPC objectives?
Two objectives, “Promote a positive work environment for all employees”, and “Support the use of alternative dispute resolution” were identified as related to the above discussion. Based on this it was recommended that our attention focus on getting more information on nature of the complaints being filed, their causes, and the effect and extent to which ADR was successful in resolving or settling the complaints. In addition, what action(s) is the Agency taking to prevent these types of complaints? From this information the Council would be in a better position to make recommendations to VA’s leadership team on improving the work environment and in determining how the Council could be a more  
effective advocate for ADR. It was suggested that we invite VA’s Deputy Assistant Secretary for Resolution Management to our next meeting to discuss our concerns and learn more from his office about the root causes of complaints being filed by VA employees.
Next Meeting

The Council agreed that we should have our next meeting in Washington in January or February 2004 in conjunction with the Secretary’s Award Ceremony for Labor-Management Achievement. It was also recommended that we invite former NPC members to the ceremony if available. Mr. Cowles agreed to coordinate and get back with the members. With this, the meeting adjourned.
