SCA IT Convergence

Labor Organization Focus Group Meeting

Meeting Summary

August 26, 2003

Note of Explanation: This meeting was hosted by USDA Office of the Chief Information Officer (OCIO) on the recommendation of the SCA IT Convergence Team for Labor Relations, whose members include labor relations specialists from each of the Service Center Agencies (SCA), Office of Human Resources Management (OHRM), and OCIO. Its purpose was to be a first step for management to provide information on the SCA IT Convergence, then to listen and for the OCIO to begin a dialogue with labor organizations that represent SCA IT employees. Being a focus group, only a limited number of union representatives were invited to participate. As reflected in these notes, information gleaned from this meeting will be used to fashion the framework for an ongoing communication process wherein any bargaining units that represent SCA IT employees can be involved.

Attendees:
Scott Charbo – OCIO (gave opening remarks)

Richard Roberts – OCIO

Stan Gray – OCIO

Mara Whitaker – FSA/NTEU Chapter 264

Rhonda New – NRCS/AFGE Local 3839

Lance Smith – RD/AFGE Local 571

Walt Porzel – FSA/AFSCME Local 3825

Pete Rockx – OHRM

Sharon Cooney-Smith – FSA/RD/AFGE 3354 (invited but could not attend)

Facilitator:  Bob Johnson

Scott Charbo opened the meeting at 8:35 a.m. by welcoming everyone and thanking them for their participation.  He outlined the Service Center Agency – Information Technology (SCA IT) Convergence initiative and the expectations for the world class performance and service delivery by the new organization.

The meeting objectives were outlined:

1. To provide the Unions through their representatives a fuller understanding of the SCA IT including its background, processes, and current issues.

2. For participants to listen and for OCIO management to gain a better understanding of SCA IT issues and ideas on how to address those issues from the Union’s perspective.

3. To develop ideas on how OCIO management might engage the Unions throughout the SCA IT.

It was also noted that this meeting is not:

1. A forum to make decisions between labor and management over SCA IT issues.

2. A substitute for collective bargaining.

3. A LMACC (Labor Management Administrative Convergence Council) –like process.

The SCA IT Convergence labor relations focus session was then described and discussed in some detail.

See attachment titled IT Convergence-Union-Presentation-annotated

Next the labor-management relation issues associated with the SCA IT Convergence were discussed. There are two main issues:

1. How do Service Center Agencies meet their bargaining obligations?

2. What does representation look like in the new OCIO organization?

It is hoped that a collaborative relationship can be maintained during this transition.  The process was outlined of how OCIO management is going to explore the issues surrounding the transfer of function and representation.

1. First OCIO management must get a clearer picture of how many bargaining unit positions will be moving to the new organization.  Issue:  The unions believe that positions have been carved out of the bargaining unit by state administrators that by duties should be included in the bargaining unit.  Some clarification may need to be done.  Concern: It doesn’t appear that the number of bargaining unit positions from any one union will be sufficient to trigger successorship.

2. Do data gathering
3. Review case law
4. Preliminary discussions with FLRA
5. Meet with Labor Organizations for dialogue regarding representation in the new OCIO organization.
6. Once the organization is finalized the door is open for the filing of representation petitions.
Formal notice to the Unions for I&I bargaining has not been given.  When it is given it will be in a coordinated manner.  Possible notice by the end of September.

The group then discussed several questions developed by the SCA IT Convergence Team for Labor Relations and posed by the Facilitator.

As a Union Official, what are the top concerns or questions you hear from employees about the SCA IT Convergence?
1. Am I going to have a job?

2. If I go to the Department will my grade be higher?

3. Do I have to go?

4. Will I have a flexi-place or flexible schedule?

5. Who is going?

6. Who decides who is going?

7. What kind of work will I be doing?

8. Who do I call when I have a problem?

9. Where are the HR/Administrative Support services coming from?

10. Where will remaining employees receive Administrative Support?

11. Fair process for those who want to move and those who don’t.  Need to balance management’s needs and the employee’s needs.

12. Consistency between bargaining unit processes (will everyone be treated the same) Concern:  Some employees may have more say in the process by virtue of their local union bargaining a “better” process.
13. Not clear what functions are being moved. The perception is that all IT functions are being moved.

14. Position description and Survey may not accurately reflect actual work duties.

15. Changes in position descriptions, titles, FLSA exemption, and subcategories – who does this at OCIO level?

16. If we have positions on the “Fair Act” list, is there a waiver – how long will it last?

17. Disparity in grade structure between Department and Agency level.

What are some of the benefits you believe can be achieved by labor organizations and bargaining unit employees as a result of the SCA IT Convergence?

1. May not be subject to competitive outsourcing until 2006.

2. One stop “help desk”

3. Consistency in grade level for same duties.

4. Opportunities to work on different projects...growth.

5. Through relocation you may be able to enhance your career.

6. Access to better tools to solve problems – better delivery system.

7. More leverage and better buying/service agreements.

From your perspective, what are the least understood aspects of the SCA IT Convergence?
1. Why is this happening?

2. Who had this idea?

3. How will this impact me?

4. How am I supposed to serve the field, who is my customer?

5. When will this happen?

6. Is this a reorganization or transfer of function?   If you move the whole function, what do you have to do?  If you move some functions, what do you have to do?

What labor-management concerns related to the SCA IT Convergence do you believe should be addressed at your agency?

1. How do you decide who is going?

2. Am I going to have Union representation?

3. Will I have access to the grievance procedure?

4. Will I have flexi-place flexible work schedules?  Suggestion:  There are “Common Administrative Policies” currently in place at the three agencies.  OCIO should adopt those.
5. Survey integrity.

6. Who administers the survey?

7. Who will take the survey?  Concern:  Many staff do various IT tasks not reflected in position descriptions.  Managers will not sign off on new position descriptions reflecting IT duties.
8. Make sure staff is under accurate position descriptions and personal information is up to date.

9. Are you going to allow people to swap duties to go or stay?  Suggestion:  Movement without manipulation.  The Unions can help with this.
10. Changes in working conditions.  Reconfiguring space, cubicles, telephone numbers, e-mail changes, training, performance appraisals, etc.

From the Union perspective, what type of monitoring or oversight do you recommend be used to ensure the convergence process is being implemented fairly within the Service Center Agencies?
1. Training/education for management and Union representatives so everyone knows the roles and rules.

2. There is a need for the Union representatives to get copies of position descriptions, changes proposed or made, and service computation dates.

How can OCIO and the Service Center Agencies do a better job in communicating information to employees about the Convergence?

1. There is disparate information between “ITWG” and other management meeting coming back to the office and employees.

2. Information does not always get forwarded to staff.  Need to get information into hands of all employees associated with IT function.

3. All employees need to get information in the web page.

4. Web page as a “footer” on all correspondence.

In addition to the ITWG meetings and OCIO website, what other communication methods should be used to keep Unions informed about Convergence issues and updates?
1. Keep in mind that Unions are entitled to more information and communication than associations.

2. There needs to be a continuing dialogue between Unions and management giving more detail or in-depth information on IT convergence activities as well as bargaining issues.

3. Updates to Union leadership.  Suggestion:  Set up an e-mail group for union representatives.
In addition to information obtained at this meeting, what other information do you believe is necessary for management to obtain in order to more fully understand Convergence-related issues from a Union perspective?  How should management go about obtaining that information?
1. Senior management needs to impress upon subordinate managers that the staff need to be under accurate position descriptions before OCIO can determine transfers.

2. The Unions need to see the survey design – questions, data collection methodology and analysis.  

3. Dollars – How are priorities going to be met?  What mechanisms are going to be put in place to meet priorities?

4. Has management considered a phased-in approach (security) so that the kinks can be worked out of the process?

Following some time for the Unions to meet for internal discussions, they offered some final thoughts, ideas and recommendations to management.

1. If the Core Planning Group continues, there needs to be different Union representation.  

2. Unions need to have representation on “Working Groups” – the Unions will review and revise, as necessary their representation on the existing working groups.  They should be consulted for representation on all new working groups.

3. Union/member buy-in is critical to the success of this initiative.

4. It’s the people who need to make this successful.

5. This was a good meeting but there needs to be more open and honest communication on what is going on.

6. The Unions need to be more intricately involved in the process as it moves forward.

7. There is an expectation that the items we have discussed today will happen regarding communications.

8. For “Whistle Stops” – you (management) need answers to many of the issues we have raised today.

9. Be consistent!

10. Commitment that people will not lose their jobs.

Finally some next steps were discussed.

1. Management needs to take the information from today and digest it.

2. There will be a continuing dialogue on progress with the Unions.

The meeting adjourned at 5:00 p.m.
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