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Welcome 

 Ken Quantock - Moderator (202- 273-9753)

Welcome to the May 2001 OHRM Conference Call.  As I do each month I'll thank you in advance for ensuring that your mute button has been activated.  We still hear occasional doors slamming and phones ringing, so please check one more time.

Before we move to the agenda I wanted to mention that the T-38 staffing items that were on last month's agenda were inserted, without objection, to the minutes of the last call.  Elizabeth Lanier is with us today and will be available to respond to any questions you may. 

Opening Remarks – Bob Clayton, Special Assistant to DAS for HRM,

 (202-273-9831) 

Last month Ventris said that she would share the new OHRM organization with you.  During the past week you may have experienced problems with getting in touch with us.  That’s because we have begun moving staff around so that they are located within their new organizational units, so please bear with us.  The new organizational structure retains some familiar components, such as Human Resources Development, Executive Resources, HRLINKS and the Shared Service Center.  We have established a new office to deal with Workforce Planning (Mel Sessa) and reconfigured the Customer Advisory and Consulting Group.  The CACG has been renamed HR MGNT Programs and Policies to better reflect function.  That Service will continue to be lead by Dennis Curley, however, instead of a geographic breakdown, the Service will be divided into the following sections:

Compensation and Classification

Consulting

Employee Relations

Staffing

Worklife and Benefits.

These changes should not result changes in phone numbers of the staff that you deal with.  We will be getting more information to you about the structure in the very near future.  

Many of you may have heard about the Administration’s desire to de-layer the Federal Government in order to put more people on the front line dealing with customers.  The reaction from the Federal HR community has been to try to influence OMB to avoid a repeat of past across the Board cuts.  We have been advised that OMB will be issuing instructions at any time now regarding agency workforce planning efforts.  They will be requiring information from the agencies, with the first submission due July 4.  While the specific actions we must take are still unknown, we think there’s a likelihood that the questions will include the following:

· What skills are currently vital to the accomplishment of the agency's goals and objectives?  

· What changes are expected in the work of the agency (e.g. due to changes in mission/goals, technology, new/terminated programs or functions, and shifts to contracting out)?  How will this affect the agency's human resources?  What skills will no longer be required, and what new skills will the agency need in the next five years?

· What recruitment, training, and retention strategies are the agency implementing to help ensure that the agency has, and will continue to have, a high-quality, diverse workforce?  

· How is the agency addressing expected skill imbalances due to attrition, including retirements over the next five years?

Finally, Ventris indicated that there would be a special conference call in connection with processing retroactive personnel actions.  That did not occur.  However, Larry Staley will be covering that matter today. 

HRLINK$ Update

Barbara Panther - HRLINK$ (202-565-7812)

General

· The HR LINK$SM Steering Committee’s May 11, 2001 meeting has been cancelled.  The next meeting is currently scheduled for June 22, 2001.

· The first HR LINK$SM Manager Users Group meeting was held on April 18th in Washington, DC.  The following organizations were represented:

Veterans Benefits Administration Central Office

VBA Seattle Regional Office

Veterans Health Administration VISN 2

Office of Financial Management

Austin Automation Center

Financial Services Center

Office of Human Resources Management

Central Office Human Resources Service

Shared Service Center

HR LINK$SM Project Office

Using Groupware, the participants created and prioritized a list of manager-related issues regarding MSS and added recommended solutions for those issues.  In addition, a charter adopted, as well as agreement to hold a conference call on a bi-weekly basis with quarterly face-to-face meetings.

During the first bi-weekly conference call of the Users Group on May 2, 2001, Bob King, VBA Seattle Regional Office named the chair for the Group.  The Group proceeded with its work of identifying issues and recommended solutions to improve MSS.  The Group is beginning its work on MSS issues, but is expected to encompass all HR LINK$SM Manager activities in the future.

Additional user groups are planned for:

Servicing HR (started discussions with MSS Prototype SHRs)

Employees

FSC

SSC

Interface Data Base Users

Position Classification

SSC staff attended a public demonstration of a new automated position description builder and classification product the week of April 23, 2001.  It appears that, like Department of Defense’s Coredoc, this product would require significant work to add new and VA-specific content.  However, it is already a web-based product.

With the emergence of this product, the Project must develop information for the Administrations to consider in deciding whether to proceed with Coredoc or consider the new product.

Recruitment
· The automated recruitment product demonstrations were conducted the week of April 23, 2001.  Seven of the original 16 respondents to the Request for Information provided live demonstrations of their products to the Recruitment Team, which includes Project Office and SSC staff as well as field and Central Office representatives for each of the three Administrations.  As a result of the demonstrations, additional procurement actions are necessary.  The detailed product assessments are now planned for mid-June.

· Two members of the Recruitment Team assisted the Department of Treasury in testing their customization of the PeopleSoft recruitment module.  This first testing of the internal recruitment module revealed typical systems and functionality issues and problems.  Overall, the product looks very promising.  Recruitment Team members are expected to participate in additional testing in late May.

· The NCA Pilot with the Florida National Cemetery completed the six-month trial period the week of April 27, 2001.  An assessment will be conducted beginning in May 2001.  The assessment will provide information to NCA for their use in deciding to continue the servicing arrangement and/or expand to other NCA sites.

Manager Self Service

· The SSC will be the next site to be added to Manager Self Service (MSS) prototype and will join the prototype some time this summer.
· “Because you asked…HR LINK$SM Updates”:  On April 30, 2001 the following new functions were added to Manager Self Service and PeopleSoft:
· Status of Actions:  Managers can view the status of pending Personnel Actions and Job Requisitions.

· Expanded Search List:  When manager’s launch a search request that results in a list longer than 20 items, MSS displays 20 items per screen. Navigation buttons allow you to see the next group of 20 items.

· Action Buttons Moved:  Buttons in MSS such as Continue, Cancel and Submit, have been moved to the bottom of the screen.

· Effective Date Fields Reversed:  The pay period selection field now appears above the specific date selection.

· Emergency Alternate Manager:  The servicing HR office has the ability to assign an Emergency Alternate Manager in case of a Manager's unexpected absence.

Additional Updates scheduled to move to production June 4, 2001.

Payroll/Time & Labor (Please share this information with your payroll staff.)

· Payroll development and product test for Title 5 and Title 38 positions were completed successfully on April 27, 2001.  The payroll product is now in systems test (the next and broader phase of testing).  This is the completion of a significant milestone.

· Development on the time & attendance PeopleSoft product is proceeding.

· Parallel test of MSS, HR, payroll and time & attendance is currently scheduled to include end-to-end testing of all functionalities in these areas including back end processing and interfaces.  Parallel test is scheduled to begin within the next four to six months.

· Full prototype of the complete system is scheduled for 2002.

HRMO Activity
Ken Quantock - Moderator (202- 273-9753)

SELECTION(S) MADE:

Samuel Alitto has been selected to the position of Human Resources Manager at VAMC Fayetteville, NC.

Michael Struski has been selected to the position of Human Resources Manager at VAMC Northern California Healthcare System (Martinez).

Samuel Evans has been selected to the position of Human Resources Manager at GV (Sonny) Montgomery VA Medical Center, Jackson, MS.

CURRENT VACANCIES:

Buffalo, NY

Central Alabama Healthcare System (Montgomery)

Chalmers Wylie Outpatient Clinic (Columbus, OH)

Connecticut Healthcare System

Atlanta, GA

Durham, NC (Network HR Manager)

Salisbury, NC

Within VISN 13 (Network HR Manager)

Wilkes-Barre, PA

San Francisco, CA

South Texas Healthcare System

(Note:  Angela Missouri  is to be notified of any selections made for vacant HRMO positions.  Ms. Missouri can be contacted at 202-273-5937.)

Items of Interest

Classification Issues - Jim Halliday (202-273-4973)

Appeals - The employee should discuss their classification concerns with their supervisor first.  If the employee still wants to appeal he can go to either the servicing HR OFFICE or the SSC if that is providing the classification support and request an event package.  Employee and supervisor fills the events package out and sends completed forms to servicing HR which will forward them to the SSC or at stations where the SSC is providing classification support they are sent directly to SSC.  The SSC will then forward the appeal to central office for a final decision.

OHRM will not reject an appeal if it comes to us directly however we encourage servicing HR Offices to send packages to the SSC since they will serve as the records center for appeals,  e.g. OPM will go to the SSC to ask for administrative reports etc. if the appeal gets elevated to OPM.

Position Classification Guidance for Engineering Equipment Operator (HRM Letter 05-01-02)  - This HRML was developed as a result of an OPM appeal by a NCA employee.  OPM determined that the engineering equipment operator position should be downgraded.  We discussed this situation with OPM and the result was that the VA was to conduct a study and issue agency guidance concerning these positions.  This HRML contains the results of our study and presents the agencies classification guidance concerning the NCA engineering equipment operator positions.  This guidance should be applied by the OHRM offices that are providing HR support to the various NCA  cemeteries.  This HRML will be posted to the OHRM webpage and distribution of hard copies and electronic copies are being arranged.

HRML on Processing and Approval of Personnel Actions

Larry Staley - 202-565-8093

I wanted to let you know about a new HRML coming soon on Processing and Approval of Personnel Action, to give you a short briefing about the CPDF dynamics scorecard that VA recently received from OPM, and to request your assistance with improving VA’s record.  The CPDF (or Central personnel Data File) dynamics file is submitted to OPM each month to provide information on each personnel action processed by an Agency.  OPM rates our timeliness and accuracy on these submissions.  Neither scored very high on VA’s 2000 scorecard.  The accuracy level was 86% compared to OPM’s standard of 95%.  My staff is working towards improving the accuracy and we think we can make great strides through some system improvements and providing some additional training via our monthly P&R training conference calls.  

The scorecard also revealed that only 75% of VA’s personnel actions were submitted within the month that they were effective, while OPM’s requires that 90% of actions be submitted within the month that they are effective.  We really need your help to improve VA’s timeliness.  Ms. Gibson, the Deputy Assistant Secretary for HRM and many other VA managers are very concerned about VA’s timeliness record.  Personnel actions that are not properly approved and processed may result in significant consequences to both affected employee(s) and the Department.  VA servicing HR offices need to give careful consideration to OPM’s requirements concerning the processing of personnel actions.

OHRM asks for your assistance as we all strive together to improve VA’s timeliness record.  We have already made the issue visible to the P&R staffs and the SSC employment systems technicians.  On the P&R training conference call last month, my office reviewed the importance of getting all actions effective within the month into PAID prior to the final end of month processing cycle.  We also began sending out what will become a monthly reminder to P&R clerks (and the SSC) of the PAID processing deadline for each month.  Ensuring that your staff meets these deadlines is very important.  However, we must point out that coding staff cannot do it alone.  Your P&R Staff (or the SSC) require assistance from line managers, HR specialists, and HRM Officers.  Except in rare cases, all SF 52s and supporting documentation needed to code an action should be approved, reviewed, and signed by the appointing official before the effective date of the action.  Yes, I said “signed by the appointing official” before the effective date.  

Because of the importance of this issue, OHRM plans to issue a HRML in the next week or so to remind stations of OPM’s requirements.  The HRML references guidance on effective dates of actions in chapter 3 of OPM’s Guide to Processing Personnel Actions (commonly known as the GPPA).  Effective dates of some actions do not require prior approval of the appointing official, e.g., actions required by law or regulation, actions ordered by MSPB or EEO or some similar body, FEGLI changes, automatic actions like WGIs or changes in tenure group, and a few others.  However, actions such as reassignments, promotions, change in organization, etc., should almost always be fully approved by the appointing official prior to the effective date.  The HRML will also point out that, in most cases, an action had to have been properly approved before administrative error may be used as a reason to backdate an action.  Backdated actions should be accompanied by justification indicating the circumstances preventing the action from being processed timely.  

Once this HRML is issued, the SSC will begin enforcing this requirement for prototype facilities.  To do this, actions will need to be submitted to the SSC prior to the effective date, whether approved via the automated MSS system or via paper SF 52s.  We would hope that you would do the same at your facility.  We realize that this may be a significant culture change at some facilities.  However, it is essential that these rules be followed.  As I said earlier, personnel actions that are not properly approved and processed may result in significant consequences to both affected employee(s) and the Department.  The first step in making this happen is getting managers to submit the actions before the effective date.  The next is to ensure that they are given the priority required within HR to ensure they are fully processed and approved by the appointing official prior to the effective date.

Questions concerning this HRM letter may be referred to the following individuals:  Alan Beale (051) for pay administration issues, (202) 273-9801; Darryl Greene (051) for staffing, (202) 273-9703; William Ellison (051) for position classification, (202)-273-9841; and Roy Coles, Jr. (054) for personnel processing, (202) 565-8093. 

ADDED NOTE:  A good rule of thumb method for determining when the last end of month cycle for PAID is as follows:

· If the end of month falls in the 1st week of the pay period, all actions for that month must be submitted by the first Friday of that pay period.  

· If the end of month falls in the 2nd week of a pay period, then all actions should be submitted by the last day of the month (sometimes the first day of the next month).

Nurse Pay Update - Donna Schroeder (202-273-9810)

We continue to develop implementing procedures for the nurse pay provisions of Public Law 106-419.  VA Handbook 5103.9/2 was issued on March 21 and contained the revisions regarding mandatory adjustments coincident with General Schedule adjustments and the prohibition on reductions in beginning rates of pay.  

The next issuance you should expect will be a VA Notice regarding the new annual report on staffing for nurses.  This will be an on-line report and will be submitted via the VA Intranet.  You will be required to submit a separate report for each schedule in place at your facility.  By law, the reports are due in Central Office no later than July 31.  We will then review all of the reports, summarize the data, and submit all reports to Congress by September 30.  Although the report is still being finalized, I wanted to give you a heads up now because some of the data may be difficult for you to obtain.  You will be asked to provide the turnover and vacancy rates as of June 30 of this year and the previous 3 years.  That is, June 30 of 2001, 2000, 1999, and 1998.  The remaining questions will deal with recruitment efforts, duration of vacancies, pay incentives, and information regarding salary surveys conducted during the past year.

We have scheduled a nationwide conference call for June 29 at 2:30 p.m. to go over the report.  The call-in number is 800-767-1750.  The Access Code is 31309.  I will also send out an e-mail message with this information.

The last provisions to be implemented will be the use of Bureau of Labor Statistics and other 3rd party survey data.  We are in the process of developing policy for the types of data that may be used and how to set rates based on different types of data.  These procedures are being developed in consultation with BLS.  Until revised policy is issued, you should continue to conduct VA surveys as necessary to adjust your pay rates.
Workforce Planning - Mel Sessa (202-273-8682)

This is a major Initiative with a high level OHRM Commitment – DAS for HRM has established an Office of Workforce Planning and has devoted a full time staff to the effort.  The Staff consists of:

· Mel Sessa, Director

· Laura Shugrue, Program Analyst

· Ernestine Blakemore, Employee Development Specialist

· John Puphal, Personnel Management Specialist

Phone number is 202-273-8682.  I've been on the job 3 months.  I've spent a lot of time learning what Administrations are doing so we don’t overlap and duplicate efforts.  

· Member of VHA Succession Planning Committee chaired by Larry Deal.  A good chance for us to meet with those in VHA to discuss what they are doing and what we are doing.

· Also working closely with VBA; NCA. 

Our major initiative: Develop a Departmental Plan

At the Departmental level, raise the level of awareness of the magnitude of the problem that we believe needs to be addressed at that level.

· Statistics

Retirement Eligible:

· 16% of VA's healthcare staff is currently eligible to retire.

· By 2005, 98% of VHA senior executives and 88% of VHA's 

· GS-15's and 94% of GS-14's will be eligible to retire.

The VA Workforce is getting older:

As of September 30, 2000

· Only 6% of the VA workforce is under the age of 31,

· 19% of the VA workforce is between the ages of 31-40,

· 36% of the VA workforce is between the ages of 41-50, and;

· 39% of the VA workforce is over age 50.

Not bringing younger workers into VA.

· In Fiscal Year 2000, less than 1 percent of our new hires were under age 35.

· Only 5.2 percent of our new hires were under age 45.

· Secretary’s Executive Steering Committee on WF Planning (monitor workforce planning activities in VA). 

· Designated Subcommittee (Representatives from Administrations, Staff Offices, and National Partnership Council)

· Group met here in DC two weeks ago and we have since divided into several subcommittees to work on different parts of the plan.

Objectives: 

· Provide the Secretary with options to address one of the most critical issues facing VA. 

· Consolidate corporate goals, objectives, and workforce projections and analysis into one document. 

· Identify and articulate how VA can remain competitive in today’s labor market.  

· Challenge to develop a document that is not overly prescriptive but that articulates strategies and doesn’t hamper the many outstanding initiatives currently underway in the Administrations. 

· Areas of Focus

Workforce data and analysis (i.e., identify projected turnover over the next five years in critical occupations)

Recruitment

Retention

Succession Planning

Worklife Programs

· For example, under recruitment: 

Strategies to better market VA (brochures, web site)

Web Site (other Federal agencies have moved to corporate brands and more employee focused web sites) 

On-line applications

IRS, NASA, and the U.S. Mint have used professional consultants to help design recruitment brochures and web sites

One agency plans to hire and train 40 recruiters to focus solely on college recruitment 

· Much greater emphasis and promotion of worklife programs as part of agency recruitment and marketing, Telecommuting; Fitness facilities on site

· VA offers many of the same benefits but we need to look at how we market and promote these benefits, particularly with prospective employees 

· Need to identify resource requirements:  To rebuild HR, Finance, Acquisitions.  Marketing

· Goal: Complete plan by mid-July and submit for concurrence. 

· Mel's office is looking at other initiatives:

· Executive Forum on WF Planning

· Exploring costs and steps to implement a national marketing campaign aimed at t5 occupations 

· Training for managers and supervisors on WF planning

Broader Overview:

· Senator Voinovich (OH) is championing workforce planning in the federal sector.  No indications of imminent legislation to change the system; but stay tuned

· From OMB point of view, they don't see legislation that would provide overhaul of the pay and appointment process.  Different views, different point of view.  OPM/OMB use existing authorities to address issues. 

· GAO published reports on pending retirements – Raise level of awareness.

Mel opened the floor for comments and questions.  He reiterated the need for feedback and suggestions.  Needs to hear the field perspective.

A little of this…a little of that.

In response to my request of agenda items, I received several suggestions where the response would not warrant a separate spot on the agenda, so I am lumping them together.

· Followup on Employee Handbook - We are now in the process of incorporating the suggested changes/revisions in the handbook.  I have been advised that the expectation is that the updated version should be submitted for the final review and approval early next week.

· Career Intern Program - An update was provided last month and there is nothing new to report.  

· Repayment of Student Loan - also updated last month……expect implementation late summer.  The policy is being developed concurrently with the necessary PAID programming changes.  Can’t have one without the other.

· Partnership - I have been advised that there is some information that has been developed, but it has not gone thru full concurrence process yet.  Stay tuned.

· Guidance on position sensitivity - as mentioned last month additional guidance has been prepared but has not cleared all concurrence levels with the organization. 

· Also  a perennial question…on a special retirement bill for enhancing CSRS eligibility…as always …the answer is nothing, wishfull thinking  it's a rumor, hoax..call it what you will.

· In what may be a coincidence, I received several inquiries about transfer of OPF's within VA.  Not having been in the field since 1974, I contacted the responsible office…Cindy Vaughn in Central Office PAID - HRLINK$ staff tells me that, 

"The Official Personnel Folder (OPF) of an employee who transferred to another VA station will be forwarded within five days after the effective date of the transfer.  Even though, the gaining station should forward a SF 50B to the releasing station, the releasing station should not wait until they receive a SF 50B. "  For those who need to see it in writing, the Reference MP-6, Part V, Supplement No. 1.5, Chapter 3.  Cindy indicated that this topic will also be discussed at the next PAID conference call - next week. 

Next Conference Call is Wednesday, June 13, 2001, 3pm EDT
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