NATIONAL PARTNERSHIP COUNCIL MINUTES

Washington, DC

January 30-31, 2007
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Welcome and Introductions

Meghan Flanz, new Deputy Assistant Secretary for Labor-Management Relations, welcomed the group and introduced VHA’s newly designated representatives, Bruce Triplett (Director of the Fayetteville, NC VAMC) and Joe Williams (Assistant Deputy Under Secretary for Health for Operations and Management).  Mr. Williams was unable to attend but was represented by his executive assistant, Vivieca Wright.

VBA and NCA Updates

Dick Wannemacher reported that NCA has recently opened new national cemeteries in Pittsburgh, PA (August 2005), Detroit, MI (October 2005), Atlanta, GA (April 2006), and Sacramento, CA (October 2006).  NCA’s future expansion plans include a new cemetery in South Florida, scheduled to open in April 2007 and serving 354,000 veterans, and six cemeteries scheduled to open in September 2008: Birmingham, AL, serving 212,000 veterans; Sarasota, FL, serving 406,000 veterans; Jacksonville, FL, serving 189,000 veterans; Bakersfield, CA, serving 184,000 veterans; Columbia/Greenville, SC, serving 170,000 veterans; and Southeastern Pennsylvania, serving 170,000 veterans.

Mike Walcoff reported that VBA was negotiating with AFGE on several important initiatives including VSR/RVSR skills certification and the work at home program. The mid-term bargaining team was meeting that week in Florida.  Workload continues to be a concern.  VBA has begun several initiatives that will help in bringing down the inventory and improving timeliness in rating claims. The 2007 budget situation has recently been clarified.  It looks like hiring will continue this year as experienced employees reach retirement and VBA addresses succession planning. The 2008 budget will be announced on February 5. 

National Quality Council: The Way Ahead

Paul Hutter, former acting head of the Office of Policy, Planning & Preparedness and now acting General Counsel, reported on recent activities on the VA National Quality Council (NQC).  The NQC was created as a result of Article 7 of the VA-AFGE Master Agreement and has recently developed a new mission statement: “The VA National Quality Council, a labor-management organization, will champion the development and implementation of continuous quality improvement by involving and empowering the VA workforce to enhance services to veterans and their families.”  VA and AFGE have invited the other national unions to participate in the NQC by designating one representative per union to serve on the Council.  NQC hopes to align its meetings to the NPC meetings and to report its activities to the NPC.  Recent NQC projects include championing employee acceptance of flu shots; championing hand washing to avoid spread of disease across all three administrations; and enhancing VHA’s fitness campaign by championing the effort among employees.  

· Mr. Hutter and Alma Lee requested that the other unions respond to their invitation to join the NQC.

Strategic Planning

Gary Steinberg, Principal Assistant Secretary for Human Resources and Administration, made a presentation on strategic planning for the NPC.  Mr. Steinberg explained the VA strategic planning process and the framework of goals, objectives, strategies, measures and targets that make up a strategic plan.  

· Some NPC members expressed interest in developing a strategic plan for the Council during the next NPC meeting, or as a separate stand-alone meeting.

Management Analysis/Business Process Re-engineering (MA/BPR) 

John Corso of the Office of Policy and Planning (OP&P) reported on the status of VHA’s MA/BPR initiative. VHA is currently doing pilot studies of laundries and food service to determine how functions are currently performed across VA, explore new ways to do business, and identify changes to improve performance.  These studies are at an early “envisioning” stage and at this point no specific changes to bargaining unit employees’ working conditions have been proposed.  However, communication about MA/BPR has been inadequate, and some employees have expressed confusion and fear about the process.  

· Mr. Corso proposed that the national MA/BPR steering committees, which consist of managers from the two pilot study functions, work with a subcommittee of the NPC to develop a joint communiqué so that bargaining unit employees will understand the intent and status of MA/BPR.  The NPC members agreed to convene a subcommittee to consider this proposal.

Nursing Issues Update

Cathy Rick reported on the Office of Nursing Services’ new mission and vision statements, changes in the office’s organization chart, and areas of emphasis laid out in the National Nursing Strategic Plan for 2003-2007.   She also identified current issues and initiatives such as the Nurse Manager Leadership Program and the General Tasks Survey (also known as the Non-Nursing Task Survey) and related action plans.  Under the heading of technology and system design, Ms. Rick discussed the Nursing Integrated Information System (NIIS), the VA Nursing Outcome Database (VANOD), the Bar Code Expansion Project, and new web-based training for medication administration by unlicensed assistive personnel.   Current care coordination and patient self-management initiatives include the MRSA initiative, MyHealtheVet, and the National Nursing Emergency Management Plan. Ms. Rick also discussed workforce development initiatives such as the Travel Nurse Corps, Nurse Residency Program, continuing support of the Magnet program, High-School Outreach Nursing Opportunity Residence (HONOR), and VANEEP.  She reported on a new legislative initiative to convert nursing assistants to hybrid Title 38 to allow for more efficient recruitment efforts and on the implementation of the recent legislation authorizing new alternative work schedules for nurses.  Ms. Rick also reported on the Clinical Nurse Leader pilot, which will be rolled out at 60 VA sites, and on the VA Nursing Academy (VANA).   She also provided the NPC members with copies of the Office of Nursing Services’ 2006 Annual Report, entitled “Journey of Excellence: Celebrating 75 Years of VA Nursing.”

PIV Update
Joe Bond reported on the status of the Personal Identity Verification (PIV) project.  Under this program, employees and contractors will be issued personal identification cards which will allow them to access VA facilities and VA computers. Government-wide standards governing the issuance of PIV cards require that each employee have a completed background investigation on file before the PIV is issued.  Volunteers and others who do not need to access VA facilities or computers to do their jobs may be given lesser ID cards, but the vast majority of employees will need a PIV. Implementation is scheduled for October 2008.

Secretary’s LMR Award

Tammy LeSane reported that nominations for the Secretary’s Labor-Management Relations Award for FY 2005 were due in February 2006, but only one nomination came in.  This represents a significant decline from past years’ nomination activity and is likely due to insufficient publicity about the award. The NPC members expressed a desire to generate greater interest in the award and to increase nomination volume so the award retains its value and importance.  

· The members agreed that the one nomination received in 2006 should be reviewed through the usual process, but the current nomination period should be extended beyond February 2007 while a subcommittee looks into ways to increase awareness of and excitement about the award.

Violence Prevention Research Project

Dr. Michael Hodgson and Dr. Robert Zeiss reported on the Violence Prevention Research Project.  This project addresses violence in health care settings, particularly against nurses.  A recent VA survey conducted by Dr. Zeiss and two of his colleagues, Marilyn Lanza, DNSc, and Jill Rierdan, PhD, determined that 21% of staff overall and 48% of nurses reported one or more physical assaults in the previous year, while 73% of staff overall and 85% of nurses reported non-physical assaults (bullying).  Staff members were responsible for most bullying (62%), but patients were responsible for most physical assaults (70%).  Drs. Zeiss, Lanza and Rierdan believe that a culture that accepts bullying is a culture of disrespect, and that such a culture is conducive to patient physical assaults.  VA has attempted to address this issue in the past through such initiatives as Patient Record Flags for repeat assailants, staff education, intervention training, Disruptive Behavior Committees, and CREW (Civility, Respect and Engagement in the Workplace), but other tools are needed.  

Dr. Lanza, who works at the Bedford VAMC, recently piloted an additional violence prevention tool called the Violence Prevention Community Meeting (VPCM).  The VPCM is based on the community meeting model and involves twice-weekly meetings of all available staff and patients on inpatient psychiatry units; emphasizes shared community goals, communication, and safety; and focuses on awareness and prevention strategies.  In Dr. Lanza’s pilot study, “real time” data was collected using a clicker or event counter to track incidents of non-physical assault, threatened physical assault, and actual physical assault.  The real time data was followed up with a paper report at the end of each day. Dr. Lanza noted a 50% reduction in all forms of assault combined after the VPCM was implemented. This reduction persisted even after the community meetings ceased to emphasize safety and violence prevention. 

At this point Dr. Hodgson and Dr. Zeiss plan to expand Dr. Lanza’s study to include 3 additional pilot sites.  The National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH) has also agreed to fund two control groups, representing an additional 6 sites, in an effort to replicate Dr. Lanza’s results and identify critical elements.  This means that VPCM will be implemented at 3 psychiatric units at 3 different facilities, while 3 other facilities’ psychiatric units will implement an Alternative Community Meeting and 3 will proceed with treatment as usual.  All nine units will track assaultive incidents using an event counter and complete daily reports about assaultive incidents.  Dr. Hodgson and Dr. Zeiss hope that these pilots will validate VPCM as an effective approach to violence prevention.

· Dr. Hodgson and Dr. Zeiss requested that the NPC consider signing a letter indicating its support of the Violence Prevention Research Project, The NPC agreed to consider such a letter.

VHA Update

Brian McVeigh of VHA’s Management Support Office reported on current and future initiatives within the Veterans Health Administration.  The current initiatives included the new physician pay bill, which was implemented in 2006 and is now being evaluated to determine whether the pay tiers and tables need to be adjusted, added to, modified, etc.; the conversion of 22 occupations to hybrid Title 38, which is nearing completion; and a new policy authorizing retroactive promotions for title 38 employees whose promotions are administratively delayed, which is entering the concurrence process and should be completed soon.  Future initiatives include the conversion of additional occupations to hybrid Title 38 status and legislation to credit sick leave for Title 38 employees under FERS.

ADR
Ralph Torres, DAS for Resolution Management, and Greg Burke, ORM Ombudsman, reported on the Department’s Alternative Dispute Resolution (ADR) policy and invited the NPC members to renew their endorsement of it.  Mr. Burke stated that VA encourages the use of ADR to resolve disputes because it is faster, less expensive, and less intrusive than more formal procedures, emphasizes problem solving and parties’ interests (as opposed to their legal positions), and maintains or repairs working relationships.  The Administrative Dispute Resolution Act of 1996 (ADRA) requires Federal agencies to designate Dispute Resolution Specialists, to provide regular ADR training, and to promote and encourage the use of ADR.  VA has implemented these requirements through Directive 5978 and in provisions in its national collective bargaining agreements that encourage labor unions, bargaining unit employees, and management officials to utilize ADR in resolving disputes.  On November 2, 1999, NPC endorsed VA’s ADR efforts.  Mr. Torres and Mr. Burke invited the Council and each participating union to update and renew that endorsement and to encourage union members to participate in ADR, to advise VA’s ADR program office of any issues they encounter in local ADR programs, and to participate in ADR training opportunities.  

· At the end of Mr. Burke’s presentation, Dick Wannemacher asked that the partnership prepare a letter noting the importance of the program as a labor management tool while asking that all Administrations and Staff offices embrace and fully utilize the program.

OS&LE Update

John Baffa, Deputy Assistant Secretary for Security & Law Enforcement, reported on current issues within the Office of Security & Law Enforcement.  These included a planned survey of officers regarding VA’s mandatory shift rotation policy.  Mr. Baffa explained that VA requires officers to rotate shifts so that all officers have an opportunity to perform certain daytime duties that OPM requires for promotion above the GS-5 level.  Many officers have complained about mandatory rotation, however, so OS&LE is considering options for discontinuing or revising the policy.  Mr. Baffa also reported on the issue of cardiac stress testing for police officers.  He explained that OS&LE sets physical standards for VA police, including a physical fitness requirement, but does not set the procedures through which VA Occupational Health physicians determine whether a particular officer meets the physical fitness requirements.  He stated that he did not believe that cardiac stress testing was required in every case but that Occupational Health physicians should order stress testing when an officer’s cardiac risk factors or other circumstances merited such testing.  He suggested that the NPC members seek additional information on cardiac stress testing from Dr. Michael Hodgson, who heads the Occupational Health program.

DFAS Transition Issues

Angela Curtis, Director, ePayroll and Payroll/Human Resources System Service, reported on the status of the DFAS transition.  The initial pilot, which includes employees at the Financial Services Center, Administrative Loan Services, Austin Automation Center, VBA (Austin), ORM and EES, is in process; some problems have arisen and have been corrected, including updating leave balances in ETA and providing year-to-date information on E&L.  A second pilot, to include Title 38 employees, will be implemented at the San Francisco VAMC and the Oakland Regional Office in October 2007. Pilots at additional sites are tentatively scheduled for April 2008 (Site 3), June 2008 (Site 4), August 2008 (Site 5), and September 2008 (Site 6), but that schedule is subject to approval by OMB and OPM. Ms. Curtis also reported that VA intends to convert to the National Institutes of Health’s time and attendance system, and that a new employee benefit statement will be available on Employee Express as of March 2006 that will provide information for use in determining one’s basic retirement annuity and other benefits. 

Office of Information & Technology Realignment Update 

Tom Barritt, Director of OI&T’s Project Coordination Service, reported on the status of the OI&T realignment. He stated that IT operations and maintenance employees were first detailed and then permanently reassigned to OI&T as of October 2006, but that transfer has not been effectuated from a monetary perspective because we are still under a continuing resolution.  The initial plan was for IT development personnel in the 2210 occupational series to stay under their employee facilities, but after the May 2006 data theft incident, the decision was made to detail and reassign them as well; that reassignment is due to be completed as of April 1, 2007. As that process was ongoing, VHA identified that some 2210s were really performing business requirements duties rather than IT duties; decisions are now being made as to which of those will stay with the employing facility and which will be realigned. Mr. Barritt stated that the unions have been provided with relevant organization charts and a list of the affected 2210 employees and will be provided more information to clarify the reporting relationships.   

Federal Unique Employee ID and eOPF

Bob Baratta, Director of the Human Resources Information Service, reported on the Federal Unique Employee ID and eOPF initiatives.  The Federal Unique Employee ID would replace the Social Security (SS) number as the primary means by which VA identifies employees.  Currently, PAID identifies employees by SS and the first three letters of the employee’s last name; all or part of the SS is also used in other systems and documents such as the earnings and leave statement and the SF-50.  OPM is looking to create government-wide unique employee ID numbers to be used on SF-50s and other OPM-owned documents, but that initiative is likely some time off.  In the meantime, VA is attempting to minimize the use of SS numbers where they are not needed so as to cut down on the risk of identity theft.

The e-OPF initiative is a government-wide initiative to replace paper personnel files with electronic files. The unions were notified of VA’s e-OPF pilot on January 12, 2007.  Under the pilot, paper OPF files will be scanned and digitized for electronic storage on a server operated by the Department of Interior’s National Business Center in Denver. OPM has contracted with Northrup Grummond for the scanning service.  After the conversion, employees will access their OPFs electronically through a password protected web-based program.  

Selection of New NPC Co-Chairs

Alma Lee and Meghan Flanz were selected to be the new NPC co-chairs.  
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 Looking Ahead  

The NPC members identified the weeks of April 2, July 16, and October 1 as good times for the next 3 NPC meetings, with the April 2 meeting to focus on the development of the Council’s strategic plan. Gary Steinberg will be invited to facilitate that meeting.  The members suggested that we meet in San Francisco in April; in Boston in July; and in Detroit in October. The members asked that minutes of this meeting be produced and disseminated and that volunteers be solicited to address all action items. 
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