VA NPC MEETS IN PHOENIX

April 21-22, 2003
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VA’s National Partnership Council conducted its quarterly meeting in Phoenix, Arizona, from April 22-23, 2003.  New members were introduced to the rest of the Council. They were Tom Balsanak, Director, Administration Service, NCA, Alberta Franklin, 12th District Representative, AFGE, Los Angeles, and William Wetmore, National Representative, NVAC, AFGE.

Various Council members provided updates of emerging or significant issues from the three Administrations and on VA’s nursing program. This was followed by five presentations on Environmental Assessment and ADR, Competitive Sourcing, Exit Interviews, Performance Appraisal & Recognition, and Internet Filtering.

ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT & ADR

James Jones, DAS, Office of Resolution Management, talked about how important it was to understand the workplace environment in order to deal, in a preventive fashion, with practices and relationship issues which could lend themselves to EEO complaints. He said his Office conducts environmental assessments with the purpose of making observations and recommendations on developing and sustaining a supportive work environment characterized by open and honest communication.

With respect to Alternative Dispute Resolution (ADR), Mr. Jones continues to believe that it is a powerful tool in resolving differences, thus avoiding the costs and lost productivity associated with formal EEO complaint procedures. He said the most common finding in ADR is that poor communications plays a direct role in complaint filing. He asked the Council to help his Office promote ADR. 

COMPETITIVE SOURCING

Dennis Lewis, Associate Deputy Undersecretary for Health for Management and Operations, indicated that VHA had been advised that their plans for conducting competitive sourcing reviews on a number of VHA occupations were in conflict with some existing legislation. That legislation requires that Congress must specifically appropriate money for that purpose. Since no such money has been appropriated, VHA has been asked to hold off on the reviews until further notice.

Mr. Lewis said that VHA would complete the review of laundry operations but would wait for additional guidance on the others. With respect to the initial reviews of laundry operations involving 10 FTE or less, VHA has determined that the findings would support outsourcing in about 50% of the cases. 

EXIT INTERVIEWS-NURSING STAFF

Mary Raymer, R.N., Nursing Education Program Manager reported on a review of over 400 exit interviews by nursing personnel who left the agency during calendar year 2002. The most common reasons cited by nursing staff were retirement (84), other (52), better job (37), and spouse relocation (31). Other common reasons included salary (23) and heavy workload (22). Some members of the NPC noted that the high number of “others” might relate to employees being reluctant to share the “real reason” for their leaving. 

Ms. Raymer indicated that it was important to have as much information as possible on why people leave the VA so that we can develop more effective recruitment and retention strategies. In addition to the reasons for leaving, the survey also asked employees to identify the most significant problems facing VA nursing. The exit interviews have been converted to an online survey for use throughout VHA. It is hoped that employees will be comfortable with this format and that the VA will be able to develop a reliable database on which to build action items for improving VA’s success as an employer.

Performance Appraisal and Recognition 

John Murray, Team Leader, Employee Relations, OHRM, discussed the main features of VA’s proposed new five level performance appraisal system and related employee recognition policy. While there are some changes from VA’s previous experience with a five level system, the major features are the same to include both critical and non-critical elements. There will also be linkage with a rating and a performance award that was not possible under the pass/fail system.

Organizations will need to budget for these projected awards and supervisors will need to be thoroughly trained so that the rating process is as objective as possible. National unions will be given an opportunity to bargain on the new system. VA is hoping to have the new system in place by October 1, 2003.

INTERNET FILTERING 

Robert Kolodner, Deputy Chief Information Officer, VHA, responded to Council members concerns that some employees were being blocked from internet sites that were necessary for the performance of their jobs. Mr. Kolodner responded that VHA was sensitive to this concern and had procedures in place to restore this access if inadvertently denied. He promised to have his staff investigate any particular problems encountered by council members. He explained that filters were necessary but because of their broad application, there would be occasional blocks from time to time. He felt, however that this would be less of a problem in the future as VA gained more experience with filtering software.

In addition to the formal presentations, there were discussions on information technology support for union Council members, funding of members attendance at the upcoming workers compensation conference, VA Nursing Commission hearings, the new GS-7 qualification standard for LPNs, and union attendance at Environmental Protection Agency program reviews.

Management members agreed to review IT support for council members so that some level of support was available to all members. The union members asked that VA supply “blackberries” to assist them in their work on the Council particularly when they were in a travel status. Union members will be providing information on their current level of support to the Office of the Associate Deputy for Labor- Management Relations.

With respect to the OWCP conference Ron Cowles agreed to see if funds were available to support attendance by interested council members. Five to six members said they would like to attend the conference. He also agreed to provide information on union involvement during EPA program reviews after consultation with program officials.

Ron Cowles and Tammy LeSane reported on the work of the NPC’s award committee. The committee had rated and ranked all sixteen nominees for the Secretary’s Labor- Management Award and recommended that the NPC nominate four organizations for the Secretary’s consideration. The Council gave unanimous consent to this recommendation and suggested that we try to time the Awards Ceremony to coincide with our next NPC meeting. In addition it was recommended that we invite some of the former charter members to our next meeting so that we could formally acknowledge their contributions. 

As a final order of business the Council talked about ways to measure whether we are achieving the objectives in our National Partnership Agreement.  A consensus developed that we should first try to gather some statistics for establishing a data base on the number of grievances, unfair labor practices, and EEO complaints filed over a specific period of time and how often ADR is used to resolve these types of issues. This latter statistic would include how often ADR is successful. This data would be collected on a periodic basic to analyze trends and to evaluate whether certain interventions by the Council in implementing NPC objectives was having a positive impact. 

The Council objectives that seemed to be most involved were related to promoting and encouraging training on cooperative labor-management relations, advocating a full exchange of views and sharing of information between labor and management, and supporting the use of ADR.       

