The following are questions and answers presented on the IT Convergence Teleconference on Monday July, 28, 2003

‘

1. I understand that several hundred IT employees from the SCA will be reassigned to OCIO.  How will you determine who will be assigned into the new OICO organization?  

Based on advice we’ve received to date from our Human Resources staff, this organizational change is called a “transfer of function”.. where the work to support the IT infrastructure is being moved from the SCA into a new organization.. where it has not been previously performed.  

As such, the rules for determining how employees will be identified for reassignment to OCIO are prescribed in Title 5, Part 351 of the Code of Federal Regulations.  

The processes and procedures for how the transfer of function regulation will be applied to the SCA in identifying which employees will be selected for reassignment has yet to be worked out by the OCIO and SCA IT Convergence Human Resources team.  

2. Some employees now in the SCA perform functions that will be performed by OCIO in the future as will as IT functions that will remain in the agency, how will you determine which of these employees will be assigned to OCIO?  

The “transfer of function” regulations mentioned in response to the first question address.. such situations where the employees that are affected perform the function being transferred in only a portion of their job… even those who perform that function less than 50% of the time. 

The regulations leave some discretion on the part of the loosing agency to permit qualified employees to volunteer to become part of the transfer and to establish the number of positions needed to perform the transferring function. 

How these discretionary aspects of the transfer of function regulations will work have yet to be addressed by the OCIO and SCA IT Convergence Human Resources team.      

3. In the future after the IT convergence takes place, what process will I need to go through in order to get my computers fixed and other IT services performed?    How can I be assured that the new organization will provide quality customer service and support to my organization?   

Generally, from the end-user perspective IT support for computer repair and other services should be similar to how it works today.

depending on which positions transfer to the new organization.. the specific individual contacted may be different.  

However, if processes can be put in place to maximize service support, the new organization will integrate those processes.

4. How many employees being assigned to OCIO will be required to physically move to a different duty location?  

OCIO has no plans for relocating any non-supervisory employees and most other employees affected by the transfer of function into the new organization.  

Duty locations for certain OCIO leadership positions will be advertised and filled at certain locations.  

In those cases, it will be the employee’s choice whether they apply for consideration to positions that may lead to a transfer of station.  

5. Will the SCA IT Convergence result in the need to RIF any employees? 

OCIO does not anticipate that the SCA will need to conduct RIFs in conjunction or as a result of the IT Convergence… nor are there any plans for a RIF after the new organization is established. 

6. I understand that IT activities in some USDA agencies are being studied under the competitive sourcing initiative. How will the SCA- IT convergence process affect or be impacted by competitive sourcing?   

OCIO has formally requested the CFO to put a hold on competitive sourcing for the affected IT staffs in the three organizations.

A further request will be made by OCIO to delay any competitive sourcing analysis until the IT Converged Organization is implemented…We fully expect to obtain this waiver.  

By obtaining this waiver, employees would not be the subject of competitive sourcing studies, streamlined competitions, or potential outsourcing decisions while the transition process is taking place.  

This should help reduce the complexity of implementing the Convergence.

7. Is there an organization chart or document that describes how this new OCIO National Infrastructure Organization will be set up and how positions will be filled?  

A) There is a draft organizational chart that will be finalized after all function statements are completed and it has been vetted with key agency stakeholders such as the SCA IT leaders.  

We expect this to be done by the middle of September… We will then post this to the IT Convergence web site.

B) Positions will be filled through a process to be established by our IT Convergence Human Resources Team.

8. When will this reorganization become effective?  

The target date to have the Reorganization package ready is the December to January 2004 time frame. 

This is all dependent on a number of variables such as collective bargaining and the time it takes to resolve unanticipated issues that may arise.

9. Do you anticipate that there will be significant changes to duties and responsibilities for affected employees who remain in the SCA and/or those who will be reassigned to OCIO?  

For IT employees who now perform all or most of the functions either being transferred to OCIO or remaining with the SCA, we don’t anticipate their duties changing significantly.

However, for those who perform a variety of IT functions, some of which will remain with the agency and others going to OCIO, we expect their duties and responsibilities to change once the determination is made whether they transfer or remain with the agency.  

Upon the transfer of function a transition strategy will be employed to ensure agency business continuity.

10. Some of the employees in the SCA's are represented by labor organizations. Does management have any obligations it must fulfill with those unions prior to implementing the convergence?  

The short answer is Yes.  I don’t want this to be an overly complex – but it’s important to mention that in states and SCA organizations where they have Unions who represent IT employees who will be affected by the convergence, management is bound under the Federal Labor Statute to provide their unions notice of its decision to implement the convergence.  The Unions, in turn, have the right, if they choose to request to bargain and make proposals over what we call the impact and implementation of the planned change.   The scope of bargaining is not over whether management can make the organization change or reassign employees into the new organization because that is a right reserved for management under law.  Bargaining would be limited to such matters as procedures and arrangements that could mitigate any adverse impacts the change could have on bargaining unit employees – those employees the unions represent.  With very few exceptions, management is obligated to fulfill its bargaining obligation before the change can take place.  At this point official notice to the Unions, that would trigger this collective bargaining process has not been given.    

Before anyone gets overly anxious about this situation, I need to mention that there is a lot of effort being focused on keeping communication channels with our unions and associations open and to coordinate the labor relations aspects of the convergence process between the SCA, OCIO and OHRM.  Our intent will be to resolve and encourage the resolution of labor relation issues collaboratively wherever possible.    

11. Will Unions represent employees after they are reassigned to OCIO?  

We don’t know, because ultimately USDA does not have the authority to make this determination.  That authority rests with the Federal Labor Relations Authority.  We do know this is a very complex representational situation, since there are four different unions and 30 different bargaining units who represent IT employees in the SCA and OCIO is not organized.   

At present, we at the Department are assessing the situation in anticipation of discussions with the affected unions and the FLRA.  I would also mention that the issue over representation does not need to be resolved before the convergence takes place.     

12. Do you envision any impacts the SCA IT Convergence will have on employee Associations such as the National Association of Credit Specialists or National Association of Soil and Water Conservation Districts?  If so, what are they? 

OCIO anticipates the Convergence will have no impact on associations.

OCIO and Service Center Modernization Initiative has worked with a significant number of these associations in the past with great success.

All of the Associations are sponsored through one or more of the Service Center Agencies and these are the new SCA-IT organization customers. 

Therefore, the continued relationship with the agency will reflect business needs to work with those organizations, as the agency requires.

13. Many of the SCA employees enjoy the benefits of programs such as alternative work schedules, telework, and childcare subsidies.  Will these benefits continue after they are assigned to OCIO?  

Employees being assigned to OCIO will be subject to the same benefits provided to other USDA employees at the Department based on Departmental regulations and guidance from the Office of Personnel Management.  

For example, OCIO provides alternative work schedules, transit subsidies, and telework.

Whether these programs are identical to those provided to SCA employees is unlikely, since each agency has the authority and some discretion in applying flexibility’s under Departmental regulations.

In addition, some of the SCA have collective bargaining agreements that contain provisions that address worker benefits, that would only apply if the employee remained in the bargaining unit.  

14. Who will provide day-to-day human resources management support to the new OCIO organization and its employees?

At this point there has been no decision on who will provide the HR services.

Currently the USDA Office of Human Resources Management provides HR services to OCIO…  However, with the significant number of employees being assigned to OCIO, we recognize that OHRM’s service capacity would need to be increased or some other servicing options explored.

15. How do OCIO and the SCA plan to convey future developments and updated information about the IT convergence to employees, managers, union officials and associations?   

In addition to the traditional correspondence methods and ongoing use of the IT Working Group, we plan to extensively use electronic messages and the IT Convergence Website.

The IT Working Group is a long-standing forum led by OCIO whose members include representatives from SCA IT organizations, unions and associations.  

As part of our communication plan, which is being finalized, we are looking into a number of other communication forums such as focus group meetings and teleconferences like this one but maybe on a smaller scale.

