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VA NATIONAL PARTNERSHIP COUNCIL MEETING

Washington, DC 
June 7-9, 2005

Introduction to the new NPC members: 

This quarterly meeting of the VA National Partnership Council was conducted in Washington, DC June 7-9, 2005, following the June 7 Secretary’s Labor-Management Award Ceremony. The Council welcomed two new members, Alice Staggs, RN, President National VA Council, United American Nurses and Steve Muro, Acting Director, Field Program Service, NCA. 
Emerging Issues

Mr. Muro mentioned a number of issues to include several planned new cemeteries, the new training center in St. Louis, and training programs for new Directors, heavy equipment operators, and cemetery representatives. 
Mr. Walcoff discussed the release and major findings of the Inspector General’s review of rating consistency between Regional Offices and its implications, VBA’s current and projected budgets and workloads, a special review of all PTSD claims, and increasing claim complexity (# of issues) evidenced in review of recent discharge cases.
Michael Grove, RN, Program Manager, Special Projects, substituting for Cathy Rick, reviewed the highlights of the Office of Nursing Services Annual Report for 2005.  Discussed were actions being taken to address the Nursing Commission’s recommendations, to include development of a formal tracking system, VA’s position on the Commission’s line of authority recommendation for nurse executives, improving the consistency of nurse functional statements, improving the knowledge of and management of the peer review process, development of a web based training module on the boarding process, providing hot links to directives, advancing a career path initiative, clarifying the role of the Clinical Nurse Leader, promoting Magnet recognition, reissuing guidance on medication administration by unlicensed personnel, developing a directive on staffing methodologies, and the Nurse Travel Corp.

Ms. Miller indicated that increased workloads and costs in VHA were presenting real challenges for VHA managers to find different ways to conserve resources. She mentioned that selective hiring freezes, buyouts, and conversion of capital funding dollars to salaries were being employed to address a serious funding “shortfall”. She said VHA is looking for ways to improve operational efficiencies in pharmacy benefits and medical supply programs, both high cost areas where improvements could have a very big impact on conserving resources.

Ms. Miller also indicated VHA was exploring consolidating its information technology program by establishing regional computer centers. Such centers would offer greater network security, more consistent performance, and reduced costs.

VHA has also asked Carnegie Mellon to critique its efforts to implement a “My Healthy Vet” program which focuses on having personal health records on a secure web site accessible by patients and a central patient record repository available to VA clinicians anywhere in VA. This ultimately will be linked with DOD’s Composite Health Care System so that patient information can be exchanged between the two systems.
CARES recommendations have gone to 18 local non-VA panels for their review and recommendations. Final decisions will consider panel views. In addition, three of the recommended one hundred forty-six Community Based Outpatient Clinics (CBOCs), to close care gaps, have come on line. Additional resources will be needed to establish others and their may be some closures of underutilized current CBOCs.

Finally VHA has been making real progress in implementing the new Physician Pay Bill scheduled for a January 2006 implementation. Ms. Miller anticipated that proposed pay scales will have been developed by early July 2005.

Assistant Secretary for Human Resources and Administration

Mr. Pittman talked about a number of HR initiatives and interests to include enhanced opportunities for careers to newly discharged disabled veterans, career paths, improving diversity, improving amount of data and electronic access to information on composition and skill sets of workforce, pay banding, and pay for performance.
Mr. Pittman mentioned that VA was launching a major initiative to offer career opportunities for servicemen and women who have suffered serious disabilities as a result of their service in Operations Enduring and Iraqi Freedom. VA was developing memorandum of understandings with DOD’s major military medical centers to gain early access to wounded soldiers to begin the counseling and preparation for continuing their careers in the military or working for VA, or other employers depending on their career aspirations. 
Mr. Pittman felt these soldiers would be a welcome source for new VA employees and would also represent a way to increase VA’s diversity.

Along those lines, Mr. Pittman indicated that VA needed to do a better job of establishing clear career paths and opportunities for employees, if we expected to be able to retain those employees who showed high potential for advancement. He felt it was critically important to talk about a career with new employees rather than just “a job”.

As part of VA’s need to replace and or retrain its current workforce, Mr. Pittman suggested that VA needed to gather and automate information on the composition and skill sets of employees. This database would be updated as employees acquired new knowledge and skills as part of their individual development plan. This type of information would help VA decide what kind of recruitment strategies or development programs to support in order to insure a continuous supply of talent to meet VA’s mission objectives.

Looking towards the near future, Mr. Pittman predicted that all federal agencies would be given the authority to implement pay banding and that future pay determinations would be based on performance and market conditions.

He shared his impression of the VA and its employees gained in his visits to various VA facilities as he prepared for his confirmation hearings. He was impressed at the variety of programs VA delivered to meet the needs of veterans and their families and was particularly impressed by the skillful manner in which employees delivered those services. He said it was imperative that VA support the workplace needs of our valued employees and that VA develop a comprehensive succession plan to insure that we have employees well trained to replace highly skilled employees that may leave VA through retirement, relocation, and other means.

Mr. Pittman remarked that VA also needs to improve the way it recruits talent and that VA should have clear career pathways for employees so that they can plan and prepare themselves for advancement. In addition our recruitment plans need to be directed at achieving diversity and increasing the number of veterans who come to see the VA as a great place to develop a lifelong career.

He added that VA also needs to do a better job of preparing supervisors and managers to help develop employees’ skills and to motivate employees by recognizing their relative contributions. He said that this will be greatly assisted by having all employees under VA’s new 5-tier performance management system.

He indicated that he would be working with other VA leaders on developing a comprehensive human resources management strategic plan for the Department that would enable the VA to meet the current and future needs of employees and the veterans and their families we serve.

National Partnership Counsel’s Strategic Plan
Mr. Gary A. Steinberg, Principal Deputy Assistant Secretary for Human Resources & Administration guided the NPC in a half day Strategic Planning Session in an effort to develop a Strategic Plan for the Council. The planning session focused on the objectives in VA’s NPC Agreement. Sub-Committee’s were formed to develop objectives, strategies, and performance measures in three areas.
· Enhanced Work Environment – promoting a positive work environment for all employees;
· Promote the use of ADR – supporting the use of Alternative Dispute Resolution
· Encourage Training – promoting cooperative labor-management relations
National Supervisory Core Curriculum - Update
Michael J. Boucher, Director-at-large, NVAC United American Nurses AFL-CIO, presented an informational update on the National Supervisory Core Curriculum (NSCC).  This One-VA supervisory skills training program is scheduled to begin alpha testing with approximately 30 participants on July 11th.   The training program, tentatively called the "Nuts & Bolts of Supervision", is an online training program of 14 modules addressing behavioral competencies of new supervisors identified by the 3 VA administrations.  The online program uses the Blackboard.com online learning environment, which is the same platform used by many universities and large companies to conduct online training programs.  The NSCC development team is soliciting NPC input and participation in selecting subject matter experts from all 3 administrations, plus union representatives, to serve as instructors and faculty for this program.  Training will be provided by the vendor on using Blackboard.com - it is the subject matter expertise in various aspects of supervision that is essential.  AFGE and UAN already have representatives on the curriculum development team, and VHA has provided the majority of instructors to date - NSCC development team is actively seeking more involvement by VBA and NCA as well as other union faculty.  Applications and a description of duties for instructor/facilitators was distributed.  Mike mentioned that he has been selected as the 'module manager' for the Labor-Management Relations module, and is particularly interested in finding management and other union instructors for this module.

Safety Issues

Arnold Bierenbaum, Director, VHA Safety & Technical Services, presented information on the Green Environment Management System (GEMS). This system is designed to assist VA managers to protect the environment and prevent pollution and to ensure compliance with JCAHO and CAP requirements. 
GEMS includes a guide book which contains an intro to the program, quick fix tables, a 9 step implementation process, and various samples of impacts for operating units. The guide also comes with a CD Rom for easy editing of policies and procedures.
VISN’s 2 & 3 launched a pilot of the GEMS program and training was provided to the VAMCs in those VISNs. Subsequently audits of 2 facilities within the piloted VISN’s were conducted and the data was entered into the CP-Track. A review was done of the lessons learned and the CP-Track was modified to better suit VA needs. The next steps were taken to complete testing at VISN’s 2 & 3 and move the next pilot to 2 other VISN’s for beta testing. The CP-Track is to be offered to all VISN’s and Medical Centers with the requirement that they use the protocol developed in alpha and beta test sites. Medical Centers should have implemented GEMS by late December of 2005.   
Pay Update
Donna Schroeder, Director, Compensation and Classification Service presented on Hybrid Employees and Premium Pay.  May 31st OPM issued interim regulations that implement Section 301 of the Federal Workforce Flexibility Act of 2004.   These interim regulations significantly revise the rules governing pay setting for employees covered by, or moving to the general schedule.  In addition, the regulations change how we administer special rates, locality rates and retained rates. Hybrid employees that worked part-time on the weekend and all hybrids that performed overtime on Sunday began automatically receiving the correct weekend pay in pay period 2.  All other non-hybrid GS employees in the same situation began receiving the correct weekend pay in pay period 5.  In addition, the Office of Finance issued OF Bulletin 05GA2.03 and OF Bulletin 05GA2.04 to assist payroll offices in the processing of retroactive weekend pay.

Department of Veterans Affairs Personnel Enhancement Act of 2004 – Physician and Dentist Pay 

On December 3, 2004 the President signed into law the “Department of Veterans Affairs Health Care Personnel Enhancement Act of 2004” (Public Law 108-445).  The major provisions of the Act establish a new pay system for Veterans Health Administration (VHA) physicians and dentists consisting of base pay, market pay, and performance pay.  This new pay is system is currently being developed through the efforts of an implementation team and will be effective January 8, 2006.  

Federal Human Capital Survey

Ellen Kollar, of the Office of Human Resources Oversight & Effectiveness Service presented on the Federal Human Capital Survey is a tool that measures employees’ perceptions of whether and to what extent conditions that characterizes successful organizations are present in their agencies. 
The survey provides general indicators of how well the Federal Government is running its strategic human capital management systems.  It also serves as a tool for OPM to assess Human Capital in individual agencies and their progress toward "green" status on Strategic Management of Human Capital under the President's Management Agenda.
In the fall of 2004 the survey was electronically administered to over 6688 VA Employees’. The survey focused on 3 areas of the Human Capital Management System – Leadership, Performance Culture, and Talent. Within these areas additional topics were address such as personal work experiences, performance culture, leadership, and job satisfaction to name a few.  The results of the VA survey was compared to the private sector and VA employees’ personal work experience compared positively in having enough information to perform their jobs well and in liking the work that they do. The satisfaction ratings showed challenges when compared to the private sector in information on “what’s going on” at VA, recognition for a job well done, and training within their present positions. 
Looking Ahead
The next meeting locations were recommended and set for Atlanta this coming September and LA in January of 06.
The Unions voiced their concern over the need to improve attendance at NPC meetings, particularly amongst the management members. It was noted that having meetings in Washington DC was often problematic as management officials are frequently called away to conduct other required business. 

The next awards sub-committee was selected and rating packages were handed out for review. 
Ideas for promoting and publicizing the LMR Award program were suggested. Mr. Cowles agreed that participation in the program would increase if VA used a greater variety of communication tools to promote the program. 
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