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Coalition of Federal Ombudsman

Bi-Monthly Meeting

February 4, 2009
ATTENDEES (* denotes call in participant):

Marceita Cunningham

A. H. Davis

Jackie Hoffman

Howard Balick*

John Zinsser*

Virginia Behr*

Anita Kendall*

Michelle McKenzie*

Marsha Larkins*

Ruth Cooperrider (USOA)*

Laurie Larkin

Bonnie Bautz

Barbara Johnson

Marianne Ketels

Jim Sheldon

Mike Turpenoff

COFO ADMINISTRATION:

· Mike Turpenoff called the meeting to order at 1:15 p.m.

· The draft minutes for the November 12th meeting were provided.  Mike Turpenoff asked that members review them and submit comments for correction as needed.

· Mike Turpenoff noted that several members informed him that they were receiving COFO Listserv messages, but were unable to send items on the Listserv.  Mike Turpenoff advised he would address the issue with the supporting Department of Education IT office.

· The possibility of establishing a Federal Ombudsman Chapter in the USOA was discussed and questions posed to Ms. Cooperrider regarding the process for establishing such a chapter.  Additionally, Ms. Cooperrider confirmed that USOA would accept memberships by individual ombudsman positions with incumbents designated as the POC.  Thus, when an incumbent changed, the successor would become the new POC for that membership.  This position membership concept would allow Federal ombudsmen to seek their agencies’ payment of the membership fee.

· Mike Turpenoff raised the question of establishing COFO designated liaisons to various organizations such as the USOA and IOA.  He asked that COFO members consider their views on having such liaisons and whether anyone has an interest in serving as a liaison to a specific organization.  The liaison concept will be discussed at a future meeting.

· Mike Turpenoff noted that COFO had not revised its charter since its original publication.  He suggested that, based upon issues that had arisen (e.g. member definitions, voting capability, quorum definitions), it would be appropriate to review and update the charter.  He asked the attendees to review the charter and provide feedback.  Determining if a working group was needed to complete the revision would be deferred to a subsequent meeting.

USOA COMMENTS ON COFO STANDARDS GUIDELINES:

Ms. Cooperrider did not comment specifically on the COFO standard guidelines, but referenced her December 2005 letter commenting on the COFO, “A Guide for Federal Ombuds.”  She noted the continued applicability of the four issues raised in that document to both COFO and ABA guidelines.  She noted that the ABA had not responded to comments proffered by USOA regarding the ABA 2004 ombudsman standards revision.

DRAFT OMBUDSMAN ACT REPORT AND DISCUSSION:

Mike Turpenoff advised that Greg Burke, the lead on the draft act working group was not able to attend the meeting.  He noted that the working group’s composition was ad hoc, but had regular participation by Bonnie Bautz, Joanne Adams, and Laurie Lenkel or her FDA associates.  He advised that relatively few comments were received regarding the draft act and requested that COFO members review the draft and offer specific comments for changes, deletions, additions to the language.  Bonnie Bautz noted that the working group had crafted a shorter version, patterned on the IG Act and other standards.  That version is available for review upon request to Bonnie.  Mike Turpenoff related that the intent is for the working group to consolidate the two versions and suggested changes into a unified document for a final review.  He also solicited opinions as to whether COFO should move forward on the project. 

John Zinsser offered comments including concern regarding the implications of an ombudsman act upon non-federal and private ombudsman practitioners.  He asked what the impetus for seeking the legislation?  (Mike Turpenoff advised it stemmed from National Tax Payer Advocate comments regarding independence and the elimination of an organizational ombudsman positions in federal agencies.)  John Zinsser indicated he believed the act needed to expand upon the various roles of an ombudsman and to address the scope and size of the program.  He advised that there was legislative opposition to ombudsman programs and believed statements in the draft act needed to be strengthened (based upon empirical data) to reflect the value added of an ombudsman program.  Although he counseled against rushing the process, he suggested that the project should have time sensitivity based upon congressional activity regarding financial oversight which uses the term ombudsman.

FEDERAL GOVERNMENT OMBUDSMAN JOB SERIES REPORT AND DISCUSSION:

Mike Turpenoff noted that comments received and compiled by Joyce DeMoss regarding the job series proposal offered alternative views.  Further, there was a need to solicit other organizations for their views.  He said it was his sense from the comments that the effort should go forward in a careful and measured fashion.  He also noted that it was an incorrect assumption that OPM would establish the series independently.  Rather, OPM would seek input from subject matter experts and would not unilaterally define the position.

Bonnie Bautz advised that she had contacted OPM regarding the guidelines for establishing a new job series.  The OPM representative responded that there were no specific guidelines.  However, she suggested that it would be beneficial to have one or two agencies take the lead in supporting the proposal.  The OPM representative noted that, rather than establishing a new job series, they had streamlined a vacancy announcement for a FOIA Specialist but retained it under the Program Manager job series.

Mike Turpenoff observed that there were two tracks on the project.  One was developing the language for the job series.  The other was surveying agencies to assess the nature of ombudsman functions.  He suggested that developing the series language could proceed before a survey was conducted.  Ensuing discussion noted that a COFO survey effort circa 2000 had proven ineffective as the use of the term was ombudsman was widespread but frequently inapplicable to established ombudsman functions.  Thus, conducting a survey of all federal ombudsman positions would require obtaining external survey expertise and assistance.

John Zinsser commented that it may be useful to juxtapose the legislative action versus the job series action.  Laurie Leckler agreed to contact the National Taxpayer Advocate’s assistant, Megan Kinney, to obtain information on the surveys they had conducted.

OPEN FORUM:

There was no additional discussion.

Mike Turpenoff advised that the next COFO meeting would be on Thursday March 19, 2009, at the ATFE Headquarters, from 1:00 – 3:00 p.m.  This would enable COFO to return to its normal bi-monthly meeting schedule.  He also requested that members be prepared to decide on the next steps for both the proposed ombudsman act and job series project at the next meeting

Mike Turpenoff adjourned the meeting at 3:10 p.m.
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