Brief notes from NSC Operations Subcommittee 7/29/08
Melody Steeples

Issues resolution algorithm
Subcommittee members discussed the algorithm and proposed changes. Changes were made to the document by Melody. See attachment 1 (Resolution algorithm 7/29/08.pdf)

Communications protocol
Members agreed that reports on issues addressed by the NSC Operations Subcommittee should include at least the following:

· Description of the issue
· Description of input gathering process and information obtained

· Steps taken for resolution (presented chronologically)

· Final decision/resolution

· References to any supporting policy, documents, and/or staff who were involved in the decision making process

In terms of communicating decisions and processes to Network projects, members suggested the following:

· Quarterly project calls should be used to relay any decisions that result from OSC activities
· The Network's website should have a page with links to OSC reports, notes, proceedings, etc.

· "Blast emails" should be used to communicate decisions in a timely way
Discussion of Priority 1 issue - simplifying Network contracting

OSC members were asked to contact three to five of their colleagues to get responses to the following questions:

a. What aspects of state and federal share budget development do you find challenging?

b. Can you suggest any changes to the budgeting process that would make your job easier?

c. Can you suggest ways to streamline the continuing contractor process (e.g., the annual process in the interim years of multi-year contracts)?

d. Are there reporting documents that you would recommend eliminating?

e. Can you briefly describe challenges you've had in collecting target audience source data?

f. Can you enumerate changes instituted by CPNS in the past 1-2 years that you've found helpful?

Feedback was received from more than 25 contractors, and the following issues were identified as being challenging parts of the contract development, budgeting, and management process:
· Annual submission of budgets for multi-year contracts
· Time logs and time studies - getting people to fill them out, the time required to do them, the inconsistencies between what is required of different USDA and federal programs…

· Calculating percentages and FTEs for 9 and 10-month employees

· Level of detail required for budget justifications - perceived as micromanagement and inhibits flexibility for contractors; "word smithing" during contract negotiations is time consuming and tedious
· Difficulty in qualifying communities using Network's GIS data
· State's nine line item budget categories aren't parallel to other accounting formats, including other state formats

· Salary cap, especially for school personnel and categories of personnel who are functioning in their professional capacities and not as "nutrition educators"

· Personnel vacancies result in need for hiring independent contractors, who go into subcontract category, and this necessitates the need for annual budget adjustments - for which the $50,000 cap may not be sufficient
· Differences between state and local reimbursements can be problematic (e.g., states per diem rate is $40.00/day, while school districts is $65.00/day)

· Invoice turn around is taking way too long, and some projects' business offices are complaining about the interest that accrues on the outstanding reimbursements

· Timing of due dates for budget and contract documents is often too close to due dates for reports (e.g., progress reports, impact evaluation report)
· Impact evaluation report due date of July 31 is not feasible for many projects - for schools, most project staff are not around during the months of July and August, so it is hard to get the report completed then; for health departments, much of the activity that is being evaluated happens over the summer, so the July 31 due date is both inconvenient and results in the loss of potentially useful data.

· Lack of guidance on WIC match - no state issued guidance or time study document

· Issues related to inconsistent interpretation and application of rules surfaced several times - this issue was tabled, to be addressed at a later date when the priority issue of "communications between Network personnel and local projects" is addressed 
The following were some suggested solutions:
· Seek an alternative to teachers completing quarterly time studies - since they are generally 9 or 10 month employees, they should be expected to time study only three out of four quarters. Seek USDA approval for this.

· Seek clarification from USDA on why there are different time documentation requirements for different programs within the USDA and federal government generally (e.g., Title I has different requirements from school nutrition programs, which are different from WIC, which is different from FSNE…)
· Provide a "best practices" training on how to legitimately match locally funded WIC dollars (e.g., how to reallocate local dollars, time documentation methods, etc.)

· Create budget justification templates that cover a broad range of possible budget items that won't require word smithing…

· Create a mechanism for utilizing dollars lost through staff vacancies - e.g., projects can estimate their usual vacancy rates (e.g., 10-15%), then apply this rate to the personnel budget and move this amount of money into the subcontract category for a contract employee "to be hired…"

Network staff provided some responses to some of the issues that came up:

· Projects will no longer be required to provide budgets annually for multi-year projects - they will need to provide the multi-year budget for their contract, and then will be able to submit Budget Adjustment Requests for changes that occur (assuming the Network will be able to use "cooperative agreements," these will be three year contracts with BARs up to 15% or $100,000).
· Contract Managers will be asked to fax copies of approved BARS to ensure a paper trail.

· For the past few years, "intent to award" letters have been provided on a request basis - the CM unit will start sending these out again routinely when the state plan has been submitted for approval (the usual language of "pending approval of plan by USDA" or something similar will be part of the letter).
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