VA NPC MEETS IN WASHINGTON

December 18-19, 2002
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VA’s National Partnership Council conducted its quarterly meeting in Washington, D.C., from December 18-19, 2002. New members were introduced to the rest of the Council. They were Susan Anderson, President, NAGE, VAMC, Martinsburg, W.VA., Claudia Moore, Executive Vice-President, NAGE, VAMC, Coatesville, PA., and Robert Redding, President, NFFE-IAM DVA Council.

Various Council members provided updates of emerging or significant issues from the three Administrations and on VA’s nursing program. This was followed by three presentations on Core FLS (Financial and Logistics System), VA’s Pre-Event Smallpox Vaccination Plan, and Laundry Competitive Sourcing. 

CORE FLS

Martha Orr, Project Manager, explained that it would replace VA’s existing core financial management and logistics system. When deployed it would fully integrate most of VA’s business functions to include general ledger, project accounting, budget, asset management, purchasing, accounts payable, fixed assets, contract management, accounts receivable, and inventory. It would also represent a One VA approach to conducting business, as all of the Administrations and Staff Offices would use it.

Of special interest to the Council was the training plan envisioned by the Core FLS project plan, particularly since the new system envisioned over 100,000 users. Ms. Orr explained that the plan called for just in time training, job aids, online help, user reference manuals, distance learning, and web-based training. All agreed that the success of this new system and the acceptance by employees would be dependent on a well developed training program and the provision of sufficient time and opportunity to master the new requirements.

PRE-EVENT SMALLPOX VACCINATION PLAN

Dr. Susan Mather, VA’s Chief Officer, Public Health and Environmental Hazards discussed VA’s Pre-Event Smallpox Vaccination Plan. She indicated that VA’s plan was an outgrowth of the Federal Government’s desire to upgrade this country’s national defenses against biological weapons. The Advisory Committee on Immunization Practices had recommended that approximately 500,000 American health care workers receive a pre-event smallpox vaccination. The President has accepted this recommendation and has authorized that smallpox vaccine be made available through HHS to State health departments for coordination with Federal, State, and local authorities. 

VA has identified approximately 90 hospitals to participate in this program. Each hospital could expect to vaccinate 100 health care workers that would serve on a health care response team. Likely candidates for vaccination would be emergency department, intensive care unit, general medical, infection control, and housekeeping staff as well as selected subspecialists, respiratory therapists, radiology technicians, and police.

Employees would be asked to volunteer after they had received information on the possible side effects and risks associated with smallpox vaccination. While no employee would be forced to be vaccinated, Dr. Mather felt that most employees would volunteer to do so to protect themselves in the event of a smallpox outbreak.

After Dr. Mather’s presentation, the Council decided to send her some formal recommendations emphasizing the Council’s support for a comprehensive employee education program. This would include time and opportunity on the job for employees to be fully informed of the risks of vaccination. In addition, VBA and NCA employees that deal directly with veterans should be included in any vaccination plan. Additionally, guidance should be developed on what to do in the event of a lack of volunteers and that a vaccination fact sheet and timeline should be developed that could be shared with employees, the public, and the veterans and their families we serve.

LAUNDRY COMPETITIVE SOURCING

Dennis Lewis, VA’s Assistant Deputy Undersecretary for Health for Operations and Management discussed VHA’s decision to initiate a review of all VHA laundry production and associated costs. The goal of the review will be to develop action plans to competitively source laundry production activities by the end of calendar year 2003.

The schedule reviews calls for Tier I (10 FTE or less) operations to be completed by March 31, 2003, and all other reviews by December 29, 2003. While it is expected that a number of laundry operations will be outsourced, some operations may be retained in VHA.

Mr. Lewis also provided information about other functions that OMB had identified for VHA review and that a management workgroup was being established to, (1) identify appropriate functions and timelines,  (2) identify education requirements for the competitive sourcing process, and (3) improve reporting of local existing contracts and day to day competitive sourcing decisions.

Anticipating that VA would likely be outsourcing a number of activities over the next few years, the Council members were interested in what efforts VA was planning to expend to retrain and re-deploy existing employees whose positions would likely go to contractors. Mr. Lewis indicated that a consultant working with VA’s Office of Policy and Planning on VA’s overall Outsourcing Program had been tasked to develop the human resources issues associated with competitive sourcing to include programs to assist employees adversely affected by outsourcing.

After Mr. Lewis’ presentation, the Council decided to send him some formal recommendations to include the early development of a comprehensive and aggressive retraining and placement program for affected employees. In addition the Council recommends that the primary driver in any competitive sourcing program be the quality of service provided to veterans and their families, not just costs.

In addition to the presentations, the Council selected members to serve on an awards committee to review nominations for the Secretary’s Labor-Management Relations Award.  Mr. Cowles asked the members to promote the award program in their organizations. The deadline for submissions has been extended to January 31, 2003. He was asked to develop some language that could be read or put in various internal communications about the program.

The Council also spent a great deal of time discussing some possible activities that could be undertaken in calendar year 2003 to support the objectives in the National Partnership Agreement. Since there was not sufficient time to complete this task, Mr. Cowles said he would e-mail what had been recommended and ask that members add activities to this list for future deliberation.

