VA NPC MEETS IN WASHINGTON

January 27-29, 2004
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VA’s National Partnership Council conducted its quarterly meeting in Washington, DC, from January 27-29, 2004. The meeting began at 2pm following the Secretary’s Labor-Management Award Ceremony on the morning of the 27th. Nora Egan, the Secretary’s Chief of Staff presided at the ceremony and congratulated winners from the VAMC in Bay Pines, Fl, VA’s Central Alabama Veterans Health Care System, the VARO in Hartford, CT, and VHA’s Partnership in Safety with Labor and OSHA . She said the Secretary for very proud of their achievements and the way management and labor had worked together to make VA more effective while creating a supportive work environment.

Various Council members provided updates of emerging or significant issues from the three Administrations and VA’s nursing program. NCA topics included their significant expansion, increases in cremation, appearance standards, private cemetery legislation, and employee interchange between NCA and VHA. VHA topics included VA/DOD transition issues, FY 2004 Budget increases, CORE FLS, Consolidated Patient Account Center (CPAC) pilots, patient backlog progress, CARES, SOARS (Systematic Ongoing Assessment Review), and the status of finance, acquisition, and capital assessment reorganization.

VBA topics included current claim inventory, a new Appeal Unit at the Washington RO to handle remands, FY 2004 decreased funding, GS-11 certification testing, Vocational Rehabilitation and Employment Taskforce findings, recent Incentive Award increases and Telework experience.

Nursing Topics included a VA Nursing Outcomes Database, development of a “management dashboard “ of tools for clinical decision making, improving interpretive guidelines for application of nurse qualification standards, a nurse-physician collaboration project focusing on high risk medical team training, the status of the National Commission on VA Nursing, proposed legislation on flexible scheduling, nursing demographics, LPN GS-7 implementation, nursing assistant hiring challenge, and a draft directive on a national staffing plan.
Rose Paradis was introduced to the Council by Cathy Rick. Ms. Paradis will serve as Nursing’s Project Director for Workforce Development.
WORKLIFE4YOU

Jeff Mintzer, Project Officer, Work/Life Program, Department of HHS, talked about WorkLife4You. Selected offices in VA are piloting this program. Under this program employees, at no cost to them, can get web-based or direct assistance with issues related to family, education, health and wellness, financial/legal, and daily life. Most assistance involves sending or downloading printed material and referral sources to get customized help. A number of federal agencies are using this new program and employees who participate in it have a high rate of customer satisfaction. Most staff offices in Headquarters and all of VBA have signed on to the pilot. While VHA is not in the pilot they are very interested in learning of the results so that they can determine whether it is cost effective to make it available throughout VHA.

EMERGENCY MANAGEMENT

Mike Boucher briefed the NPC on VA’s role and responsibility for emergency management as it relates to one of its own strategic goals; improving the Nation’s preparedness for response to war, terrorism, national emergencies, and natural disasters. He underscored the need for VA to be more proactive in training employee responders and employees in general so that employees are protected from unnecessary harm and are able to carry out their responsibilities in a highly effectively manner. 

In explaining VA’s role, Mike talked about the National Disaster Medical System operated by the Department of Homeland Security. Under this system, VA along with HHS and FEMA are expected to provide the medical response to disaster areas. To accomplish this, various teams to include medical assistance, nursing, and pharmacy, have been formed.

Mike’s chief concern is that VA has not prepared employees for dealing with the above kinds of events whether it is in response to an emergency in the community or the VA itself. For many employees, their first “training” opportunity comes during mock emergency drills. Mike stated that the training needed to occur before the drills as it is during the drills that you want to evaluate how well employees perform in dealing with various scenarios to include contamination events. In this later regard Mike is concerned that VA has purchased equipment for deployment to deal with decontamination but has not adequately trained employees on how to use it. In addition he believes that VA needs to be more aggressive in mass immunization of employees who are expected to deal with emergencies such as smallpox outbreaks.

At the end of his briefing Mike recommended that the NPC write a letter of support to VA leadership encouraging the VA to take a more proactive role in training employees and in ensuring that VA’s workplace is as safe as possible to protect all employees during various types of emergencies. The Council wholeheartedly agreed and Mike offered to draft a letter for the council to send.

In addition to the briefing Mike handed out a set of comprehensive briefing slides on emergency management, the National Disaster Medical System, and VA’s Emergency Management Strategic Healthcare Group, the latter explaining how EMSHG coordinates medical back-up to the Department of Defense and assists the public via the NDMS and the Federal Response Plan.

ADR & MEDIATION

R. Lamont Johnson, ADR Program Manager (ORM) talked about VA’s experience with ADR and some new training initiatives.

He mentioned a new course that they had developed for union officials and front line supervisors. The first course was going to be given in St. Petersburg during the Summer of 2004. He asked that the Council promote it and that it continue to be an advocate for ADR throughout the VA.

VA has now started to collect data on the number of times ADR is offered and utilized, however it is not yet collecting detailed data as to how often it resolves a complaint.

In response to Mr. Johnson’s presentation, the Council expressed interest in getting more information on the types of issues that are being addressed under ADR, success rates, and what determines a successful resolution.
ROOT CAUSES

Malcolm Porter, Chief Operating Officer, ORM, provided a comprehensive overview of root cause assessment of EEO complaints to include a root cause fact sheet, definitions, examples, a newsletter, reports for the 1st and 2nd quarter FY 2003, and VA-wide statistics among 5 major VA organizations to include the three administrations.

Mr. Porter indicated the importance of understanding why employees filed EEO complaints so that appropriate training and intervention could occur proactively to prevent complaints from being filed in the first place.

Based on what VA has learned to date most complaints seem to occur as a result of diverse value systems, inconsistent application of rules, lack of understanding or appreciation of diversity, personal problems, no rules or regulations, and lack of resources. Of these, diverse value systems is cited almost 41% of the time.

Mr. Porter suggested that the Council could play an important role in supporting programs that are aimed at improving employee and supervisory awareness of what causes complaints and behaviors that minimize those filings. 
HYBRID CONVERSION

Bob Clayton, Special Assistant to the DAS, Office of Human Resources Management, briefed the Council on a newly enacted Public Law 108-170, December 6, 2003, which converted a number of Title 5 health care occupations to hybrid Title 38. He handed out a draft Human resources Management Letter which included a discussion of the changes and a Q & A attachment containing interim instructions for use while VA developed appropriate implementing policy and guidelines.

While the new hybrids will not effect employees current grade, step or salary rate, employees will be entitled to Saturday pay at the rate of 25% of their basic hourly rate and that this would be effective retroactive to December 6, 2003. Mr. Clayton assured the Council that the VA would fully collaborate with the unions on the new policies and procedures as the law instructed.

USA STAFFING

OPM representatives talked about VA’s move to USA Staffing, an automated job application system and showed a VA videotape that demonstrated the features of the new system. The Council had received an earlier briefing on USA staffing at its last meeting but had asked for a more visual presentation on the system. The advantage of USA staffing over VA’s current manual application system is that it allows employees to apply for vacancies on line and rate themselves by answering job related experience based questions. Ratings are automatically derived from the answers and agencies receive ranked certificates in a very short time. Agencies will be able to fill their vacancies more quickly and employees who are selected will be promoted sooner than under the current system.

As with other on line initiative presentations, the Council expressed its concern that employees have easy access to computers and that thorough training be given on its use so that all employees can benefit alike from the system improvements.

VERDICT

Rick Best, an investigator with VA’s VERDICT Center of Excellence in San Antonio discussed the Center’s desire to establish a collaborative relationship with the NPC so that the NPC can work with and support the Center’s research when it involves VHA employee participation. In doing so he described a current project entitled ‘Evidence-based Approaches to Primary Care Staffing: Job Analysis”.

The research involves meeting with employee focus groups and gathering data on what tasks employees actually do while performing work. One of the outcomes is to more accurately describe what employees due to include the importance and complexity of the task. This data can later be used for various management decisions to include selecting the best individuals to perform given tasks, performance evaluation, and training and development.

After considerable discussion about how to create an ongoing relationship with the Center, it was agreed that the Council would develop an MOU for review by Center officials that would outline the procedures for Council involvement. Bill Wetmore agreed to coordinate the development of the MOU.
SMART CARD

Mark Rohrbach from VA’s Office of Cyber Security discussed a new VA ID initiative (Smart Card) which would establish a standard ID card for use throughout the VA. This could be used to gain access to VA facilities and computer networks as well as allow electronic signature documents and elimination of multiple passwords.
Deployment of the new card is to begin in July 2004 and gradually phased in by September 2007. The card would be color coded, contain a hologram and be tamper resistant. Card readers would be purchased for the initial deployment. Organizations are required to purchase computers with card reader capability as they replace existing equipment.

Once deployed, VA employees will benefit by working in a safer and more secure working environment and VA information systems will be better protected from unauthorized access.

EMPLOYEE SURVEY

Dan Kowalski, HR Consultant, VHA briefed the Council on a new an improved web based employee survey instrument that VHA plans to administer in calendar year 2004.

Driving this desire to do a survey was some level of dissatisfaction with previous survey instruments and the desire to get better and more reliable data on job satisfaction, organizational assessment (how well does the organization support employees) and facility culture.

Even with a new format, managers will be able to compare some of the responses with earlier surveys. Action teams will be expected to work with results in responding to employee concerns and perceptions. Union involvement will be encouraged throughout the process and the follow-up.
To assist the Council members in their review of the proposed survey, Dan provided sample questions and slides on the new approach. He encouraged the NPC to support the survey and said he would make himself available to work with any of the members on any particular questions or suggestions they may have.
VA LEARNING MANAGEMENT SYSTEM

Darin Selnik, Assoc. Dean VALU, and Melinda Griffin, Project Manager, VA-LMS briefed the Council on the VA Learning Management System Prototype. 

They explained that the Learning Management System is a software application that provides a structure for employees to manage all learning activities and shared learning resources across the entire VA. As such it will automatically administer and track instructor led, satellite, web-based training, blended learning and instructional products.

Over the next several months a limited number of sites will test the critical functionality of the LMS. Under the LMS employees will have online access to VA’s Learning Catalog, VA Learning Online (VALO), VA Knowledge Network, VAKN Content Distribution Network (CDN), Facility-based tracking tools, enterprise-wide web-based training, and OPM’s GoLearn e-Training initiative.
If all goes well, LMS will be deployed VA-wide. As a result employees will be able to become more self directed and empowered in planning and executing career development and will enjoy one stop access to a multitude of existing learning resources. 

NEXT MEETING

Ron Cowles said he would send an e-mail to the members concerning their availability for an April or May Partnership meeting and that we would look to  Boston, Chicago, or Cleveland to host the next meeting. 
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