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Meeting Date: December 14, 2011
Location: Citizenship and Immigration Services Ombudsman's Office 

Attendees (Name, Organization):
Wendy Kamenshine, DHS/CFPB, COFO Chair
Vern Hill, FMC
Peggy Gleason DHS CISOMB
Noreen Kinnavy*, IBB, COFO Secretary

Barbara Malebranche*, OPM, Standing Up New Ombuds Office Subcommittee Chair
Brian Bloch*, DOI

Gerald Papica*, Tennessee, and USOA Vice President
Joanne Dea*, FDIC

Yolanda Swift*, SBA
Mindy Bickel*, USPTO
Sheryl Brown-Norman*, ODNI
Francine Schlaks, IRS

Carla Miller*, ATF

Esther Herold*, FDIC
Virginia Behr*, FDA/CDER, COFO Secretary
* denotes on the telephone
Agenda/Topics at a Glance:          
1. Introductions
2. COFO Elections – an update
3. Annual Conference – your feedback and ideas for next year!
4. What Does the Ombudsman Do at the Internal Revenue Service (IRS)?  

5. Discussion Topic – Outreach materials for internal and external ombuds
6. Expanding on the Partnership for Public Service Survey -- what things are implemented to achieve success on employee engagement/morale, etc. in agencies?  
7. Discussion Topic – How to Close an Inquiry When the Inquirer Doesn’t Want to
8. Ombuds Jobs/Upcoming Conferences/Trainings
9. Calendar of Meetings for FY2012, First Quarter
Discussion:
1. Introductions 

2. COFO Elections – an update
All members of the Executive Committee are up for election. There are five people on the nominations committee which is chaired by Esther Herold. We hope to complete the elections process by February 2012.
3. Annual Conference – your feedback and ideas for next year!
Some members shared ideas and feedback.  
· Overall, very positive feedback.  
· Would be nice to have additional breaks in order to network. 
· Expanded discussion on what defines a Record?  
· Consider shortening the day and having topic of greatest interest at the end. 
· Cost (free) and location (local) add to attrition at the end of the day. 
· Any additional ideas for topics or format can be emailed to Wendy Kamenshine.
4. What Does the Ombudsman Do at the Internal Revenue Service (IRS)?  
Francine Schlaks gave an overview of the IRS Ombudsman’s Office. They have an Internal Ombuds program which includes two ombudsmen. Of note, the office has been testing a pilot program with the IRS’ Criminal Investigation unit for the past three months. They chose that unit because it has 5000 non-Union people who are mostly high level employees, GS-13 through 15 and SES. The pilot has been successful so far, as measured by the 30-35% return rate on their feedback survey.  A high percentage of complaints coming to the ombuds office are centered around career progression and location transfers. Francine gave some tips on how to mediate well via telephone, as this is her preferred mode of communication. You can contact Francine at francine.d.schlaks@irs.gov 
5. Discussion Topic – Outreach materials for internal and external ombuds
Shared experiences with publishing outreach materials, e.g. newsletters. Publishing is a good way to address systemic issues and raise awareness of the existence of ombudsman’s office and role. Ombudsman Offices can consider publishing their own newsletter or be a contributor to an organization-wide newsletter. Outreach ideas should be added to the document repository that the COFO Standing Up an Ombuds Office subcommittee is working on.
6. Expanding on the Partnership for Public Service Survey -- what things are implemented to achieve success on employee engagement/morale, etc. in agencies?  
John Palguta, the keynote speaker for the 2011 COFO annual meeting, shared with a COFO member about ways to make improvements for both internally and externally focused ombuds. Idea was put forth to have a series of discussions about success stories either during COFO monthly meetings or as a stand-alone series.  
7. Discussion Topic – How to Close an Inquiry When the Inquirer Doesn’t Want to
The consensus was that the ombuds should close out an inquiry/complaint in writing (whether an email to the individual or a note for the internal files, as appropriate), sum up the actions taken and suggestions made, then politely but firmly state that the matter is considered closed for the ombuds office. If the case is received in an ombuds office staffed by more than one person, the inquirer will sometimes end up contacting several ombudsmen colleagues. So, how does an office keep track and have consistent actions?  Internal communication is key to avoiding this sort of problem, e.g. daily or weekly meetings.  
An additional line of discussion ensued regarding how to respond to discriminatory remarks, profanity, etc. Many ombuds thought one should give caller time to emote but then focus the conversation into a more productive route.  Personal attacks are not acceptable and might be cause to terminate the call. Tolerance for bad language and so on varies by individual ombuds, so just be clear to the caller what that level is. The suggestion was made to give the caller a chance to correct their behavior or give them the option to contact the ombuds again when they are ready to have a productive conversation. 
8. Ombuds Jobs/Upcoming Conferences/Trainings
No updates.
9. Calendar of Meetings for FY2012, First Quarter
Will schedule meetings for the first quarter, 2nd Wednesday of each month from 1-2:30pm.  Will consider sending invitations using Outlook Calendar.
10. Additional announcement: IADWRG (at www.adr.gov) ready to link COFO website.
Decisions/Agreements Reached: none
Action Items: 
· Any ideas for next year’s annual conference should be emailed to Wendy Kamenshine at Wendy.Kamenshine@dhs.gov  
· Outreach ideas should be added to the document repository that the COFO Standing Up an Ombuds Office subcommittee is working on.

· Pursue “success stories” presentation series.

· 1st quarter 2012 COFO meetings will be scheduled by Wendy Kamenshine.
Minutes preparer: Noreen Kinnavy/ Virginia L. Behr
Date drafted/finalized: December 28, 2011/ December 29, 2011
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