Items of interest from the NASCOE Executive Committee for the NWA                                     by Larry Olsen, NWA Exec

The Ag Committee Chairs and Ranking members submitted their recommendation to the Super Committee regarding Ag cut recommendation amount. The amount submitted was 23 billion. The 12 members of the Super Committee are to come up with cuts of $ 1.2 trillion to $1.5 trillion from the federal budget. The super committee asked for the suggestions by Oct. 14. Nov. 23 is deadline for the super committee to unveil a proposal.
The Legislative Committee is working on a CAP WIZ alert to go out to Congress on Friday 10/21/2011. The alert will be in support of HR 3062 (the new Dairy bill from Colin Peterson Democrat, MN and ranking member of the House Ag Committee) and ask that you also support this legislation to help protect our dairy industry. 

The 2010/2011 NASCOE Executive committee and negotiations consultants from the 5 NASCOE Areas were planning a meeting with FSA management to discuss the 2011 negotiations items and various program issues. This was a meeting that had been approved. Prior to the meeting, the Administrator at that time had to cancel the meeting. During the Q & A session with FSA Management (at the National Convention in August) the current administrator, Bruce Nelson said that he would be meeting with NASCOE. The executive committee then took action and scheduled the meeting right away.  

The meeting will consist of a NASCOE business meeting on Monday November 14, and meeting with FSA management will be November 15 and 16. Attending the meeting will be the NASCOE executive committee and the 2011 negotiations consultants.
NASCOE President John Lohr and Vice President Mark Van Hoose met with Administrator Bruce Nelson, Assistant Under Secretary Caris Gutter, DAFO, and other Agency folks the second week of October. They remarked that one item that appears to be out there is County Office consolidation/closure once the VISP is complete. They did not get a number from management, but 225 offices seems to be a number rumored. Let me emphasize that management did not say this. This is the drift that John and Mark picked up so basically it is no better than rumor, but then we would be foolish to think that the VISP is the end. With the field staff reductions it would only be logical that consolidation/closure would be considered when there are not enough staff to go around.   No further details. 

Administrator Bruce Nelson is going to have a FLP training meeting in Atlanta GA. for all SEDs and STO AOs the first week of November. The FLP portion is how the meeting will be paid for. They are using FLP loan fees which can only be used for training purposes. Assume that during that meeting there will be discussion on what may happen after the VISP is over (consolidation/closure, right sizing). No hard info on that just speculation. Initially John Lohr and the other Association Presidents were invited to attend, but the invitation had to be withdrawn. Administrator Nelson is trying to be as open as possible.
John and Mark have a conference call with Bruce Nelson for Thursday October 20, 2011. Then on Friday October 21, 2011 all National Association Presidents have a conference call at 2:00PM. John and Mark hope to address some of these questions during the calls;

· When might office consolidations begin 
1. Before 2012 appropriations?

2. Before FY 2012 staffing reductions are complete?

3. Before 2012 farm bill is enacted?

· Will NASCOE get a chance to be involved with the County Office consolidation process currently underway?

1. Will SEDs be encouraged to involve State Associations?

2. NASCOE could provide input from its Focus Group report.

· Will Office closures result in additional staff reductions?

· NASCOE supports the preservation and strengthening of the COC system.

· What is the timeframe for SDA appointments and elections?

· Will COC supervision remain intact?

· Would a legislative effort by NASCOE encouraging Congress to require FSA to make a comprehensive efficiency review of all management layers jeopardize the potential for fixing the COC system?

· Are there any plans to review and possibly make reductions in all levels above the COF?
A list of wishes for the upcoming Farm Bill has been put together by the Legislative Committee. I submitted all of the concerns that I received from the NWA. The ones that pertain to possible farm bill wish list are listed below. Many of the concerns were the same as most of the other Areas.
2012 Farm Bill “Wish List”
The Following are items that were submitted as key issues to be pursued in the 2012 Farm Bill. They are listed in order of highest priority as indicated from those who responded.  As an example, COC leasing authority is listed number 1 as it was mentioned the most times by those who responded.  Expanding our role in Crop Insurance was not listed as this is part of a different initiative.  The Crop Insurance initiative ranked high on the list. 
1. COC leasing authority

2. Administrative Agency for Farm Bill Programs

3. Administrative responsibilities for all Conservation Programs

4. COF closing language that gives USDA a process to follow when closing a County Office

a. Review of FSA structure above the COF before a COF is closed or consolidated

b. Approval of all COC’s affected by proposed action

c. Required Public hearings

d. Provide a report to the committee on Agriculture in both the House and Senate

5. Strengthen COC Authority

6. Agency responsible for taking crop acreage and yield reports

7. CO authority to supervise a GS employee

8. Voting rights for Minority Advisor

9. COC time paid out of program dollars

10. Review of FSA structure above COF – focus group plan

11. Study completed on how to streamline USDA above the COF

12. RMA policies serviced by FSA

The remaining items were listed only once by those who responded:

1. Measurement service funds go back to the COF that took them

2. Every COF deliver FLP

3. Future field staffing be CO hires only

4. FSFL loan approval be based on good credit score

5. Reimbursement for RMA spot-checks

6. Reimbursements for doing NRCS administrative work

7. NASCOE be consulted on all changes that affect our membership

8. Share government vehicles between agencies

9. Ability to order supplies from lowest price supplier

10. COF have input on DD’s performance appraisals

11. CED can obtain FLP loan approval authority if they so choose

There will be a Full NASCOE Legislative Conference sometime in February, 2012. More will come on dates and place to be held. Hopefully soon. This is all the details that I have on the Leg Conference so far. 
It will soon be time to submit 2012 negotiation items. The process has changed some for 2012. The negotiation submission form is on the NASCOE website this year and will all be done electronically online. Negotiation form will soon be available. I will speak to Deb Esselman to see if it can be linked to the NWA website and possibly to State Association websites also. 

The final thing that I am enclosing is an article regarding the Senate and House Oversight Committees.

Top members of the Senate and House government oversight committees are calling for an extension of federal employees' two-year pay freeze and other steep cuts to federal pay and benefits.

The freeze, now covering 2011 and 2012, should run for another year, Sens. Joe Lieberman, I-Conn., and Susan Collins, R-Maine, said in a letter to the congressional super committee charged with finding ways to reduce the federal budget deficit.

Similarly, the chairman of the House Oversight and Government Reform Committee, Rep. Darrell Issa, R-Calif., and other Republican members on the panel called on the super committee to extend the federal pay freeze through 2015. They also called on the super committee to permanently end "non-performance-based" step increases.

Federal employees, including members of Congress and their staffs, "must sacrifice as part of an urgent need to curtail the cost of the federal government and reduce the national debt," Lieberman and Collins wrote in a letter to the super committee outlining their proposed spending cuts. A one-year extension would save an estimated $32 billion, they added, but they did not say over what period those expected savings would occur.

Lieberman chairs the Senate Homeland Security and Governmental Affairs Committee; Collins is the committee's top Republican.

Lieberman and Collins also recommended:

• Phasing in a 1.2 percent increase over three years to the amount Federal Employees Retirement System participants contribute to their pension plans. That change would eventually bring their total contribution to 2 percent of salary. President Obama proposed the same thing in his recommendations to the super committee. But the senators added that the proposal should cover legislative and judicial branch employees, not just the executive branch workforce.

• A halt to allowing FERS participants to count unused sick leave toward their retirement. That would save $561 million over 10 years, they said.
• Moving to a "high-five" retirement calculation system. Currently, employee pensions are calculated by using on the three highest-earning years. Transitioning to a high-five system should be structured to limit the impact on workers already near retirement, they cautioned. If that isn't done, the result could be a wave of retirements as employees rush to get out before change takes effect.

In a letter, Issa and other Republicans on the House Oversight and Government Committee recommended that the super committee:

• Boost the pension contribution that FERS employees pay from the current rate of 0.8 percent to 6.2 percent. Participants in the Civil Service Retirement System should increase their contribution from 7 percent to 10 percent, they urged.

• Shift federal employees to a high-five pension calculation.

• Eliminate the FERS defined benefit pension plan for new hires and replace it with a "defined contribution" option that would supplement the Thrift Savings Plan once recipients reach Social Security age.

• Trim the federal workforce 10 percent by hiring only one new employee for every three who leave.

At a minimum, the cumulative 10-year savings would be $375 billion, Issa said.

Officially known as the Joint Select Committee on Deficit Reduction, the 12-member bipartisan super committee is supposed to deliver a roadmap by Nov. 23 on how to reduce expected federal deficits by at least $1.2 trillion during the next decade. The full Congress must approve those recommendations by Christmas, or else automatic spending cuts will begin to take effect in early 2013, under the debt ceiling law signed in August.

The Lieberman-Collins proposals drew a biting response from John Gage, president of the American Federation of Government Employees, who said in a news release that more should be asked of government contractors.

"Federal employees have sacrificed more than any other group, giving up two years of pay increases to help lower the country's deficit," Gage said. "It's time to pass the hat and ask others to pay their fair share."

Contractors can currently charge the government almost $694,000 a year for salary and other compensation for their five highest-paid executives, but more for staff below that level. Lieberman and Collins want to expand the existing cap to cover other contractor employees; the Obama administration is seeking to limit contractor executive pay to Level I of the federal executive schedule, currently $199,700. AFGE believes that the lower cap should apply to all contract employees, a spokesman said Monday.

That approach was endorsed last week by Democrats on the House Oversight and Government Reform Committee, who said in a report that more cuts to federal employee compensation, could hurt recruitment, retention and agency performance.

One item left out of this article was to end the “rest of US”, which essentially would be a pay cut to go to base pay without the rest of US locality increase.
This is a concern. While this is just a suggestion and no real legislation we should all be concerned. I remember reading about many of the items listed a few years back when then Rep. Kantor put forth a resolution with many of these same items. It barely got a yawn from other members. Now it is a calling from the leadership of the House and Senate Oversight Committees. We had better take this serious and encourage our membership to respond to the NASCOE CAP/WIZ alerts and the NARFE alerts regarding our pay and benefits.
This is basically everything that I have at this time. I will try to keep you up to date as I possibly can. The NASCOE now issue is out with some good articles. Encourage membership to check it out. 

Thanks for all you do!
Larry Olsen, NWA Exec
