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Meeting Date: July 13, 2011
Location: Citizenship and Immigration Services Ombudsman's Office 

Attendees (Name, Organization):
Wendy Kamenshine, DHS-CIS Ombudsman, COFO Chair
Noreen Kinnavy, IBB, COFO Secretary

Virginia Behr*, FDA/CDER, COFO Secretary
Barbara Malebranche*, OPM, Standing Up New Ombuds Office Subcommittee Chair
Tom Kosakowski*, IOA President
Liz Phillips*, FDA/HHS

Vern Hill*, FMC

Francine Schlaks*, IRS
Scott Deyo*, NGA
Neal Cohen*, CPSC
Esther Herold*, FDIC
Shayna Plummer*, OPM
Kathleen Jackson

Salomon Chiquiar-Rabinovich*, Census Bureau
Patrick Naehu

Laurie Lenkel, FDA

Sara Alsaleh, FDA

Sarah Styslinger, FDA

Sheryl Brown-Norman, DNI 
Brian Block, DOI 
Shireen Dodson, State Department

* denotes on the telephone
Agenda/Topics at a Glance:          
1. Introductions

2. Tom Kosakowski, IOA President re. Vision for IOA
3. What Does the Ombudsman Do at…? 
4. The President’s Executive Order on Improving Customer Service – Impact on Ombuds?
5. Who to Report to in an Agency?
6. COFO Website – Membership List
7. Annual Conference – An Update
8. Announcements on Events/Upcoming Conferences/Ombuds Jobs (Item updated)
Discussion:
1. Introductions 
2. Tom Kosakowski, IOA President re. Vision for IOA
IOA President Tom Kosakowski discussed vision and plans for the association.  After providing history of the volunteer group’s founding, Kosakowski highlighted challenges for the profession and IOA in light of current economic climate.  IOA’s outreach and education efforts will focus on:  establishing more inclusive parameters for full membership; meeting with decision makers to explain the value and variety of ombudsman offices; and addressing membership growth at the international level.  
COFO Chair Wendy Kamenshine will introduce Kosakowski to contacts in USOA.
3. What Does the Ombudsman Do at the State Department (DOS)? 

Over a year ago, Shireen Dodson became the first full-time organizational ombudsman for civil service employees at the State Department (DOS) (www.state.gov).  Prior to her appointment, the legislatively mandated position was usually occupied by an official with collateral duties.  
Among other assistance, Dodson provides guidance on a wide range of workplace issues: referring visitors to appropriate offices; working as a conflict coach to assist employees in resolving workplace challenges and problems; and utilizing shared neutrals and mediation as appropriate.  
Dodson follows the IOA Code of Conduct and Standards of Practice.  She reports to the Secretary of State, makes recommendations to address systemic workplace issues, and maintains general statistics, sharing them with management as appropriate.
The following link to State Magazine provides additional background:  http://digitaledition.state.gov/publication/?i=62139&p=33.  Addendum A is an informational sheet for DOS employees.
4. Report from the Standing Up An Ombuds Committee
Barbara Malebranche, Chair of the COFO Standing Up New Ombuds Office Subcommittee, provided an update.  The group would like assistance from fellow members in compiling documents useful for an ombuds office, for example, charters or authorizing documents, MOUs with unions, position descriptions, performance elements and standards, among others.  Please email helpful documents to Barbara.Malebranche@opm.gov, deleting any identifying information not to be shared publicly on the COFO website.  
5. The President’s Executive Order on Improving Customer Service – Impact on Ombuds?

Two Executive Orders—an E. O. of 1993 and another of April 2011—address agency requirements in serving the public and reporting results.  Members discussed how the orders applied to their role as ombudsman.  
6. Who to Report to in an Agency?

IOA and USOA recommend that ombudsmen report to the highest level person possible in the organization.  

Federal ombudsmen often report to the most senior agency official, regardless of whether the latter occupy career or political appointee positions.  In some instances, the official reporting relationship is different than the active reporting relationship.  In one case, an ombudsman reports to the IG rather than the office of the agency director.  Overall, participants expressed a positive correlation between high-level reporting relationships and responsiveness to issues raised as well as effectiveness of the ombudsman role in general.      
7. COFO Website – Membership List
COFO’s officer and membership list is outdated (http://ombudsman.ed.gov/federalombuds).  Members should send their updated information to Wendy Kamenshine (Wendy.Kamenshine@dhs.gov) and specify “opt in” for posting on the public website.  
8. Annual Conference – An Update

COFO’s annual conference will be held at ATF on November 16.  Potential keynote speakers have been invited.  Members should email Wendy Kamenshine (Wendy.Kamenshine@dhs.gov) with topic and panel suggestions as well as their preference for a full or half-day event.  COFO will recognize ombudsmen retiring this year.
9. Announcements on Events/Upcoming Conferences/Ombuds Jobs
Events:   

Brian Block (DOI) and Sarah Kith (Red Cross) announced reestablishment of the monthly DC Ombuds Discussion Group to begin in September.  The events may feature guest speakers from the ombudsman profession, with follow-up Q&A sessions.  

Conferences:

USOA (http://www.usombudsman.org/) will hold annual conference in late October.  The USOA Planning Committee is in search of volunteers/candidates to participate in panel on role of traditional ombudsman.  Email or contact Laurie Lenkel (Laurie.Lenkel@fda.hhs.gov) or Robin Matsunaga (Robin.Matsunaga@ombudsman.hawaii.gov).
Job openings:
Department of Education has detail opportunities for Operations Officer and Ombudsman.  Interested candidates should email DOE Chief of Staff.  

Announcements:

Wendy Kamenshine will be on detail to the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau and remains available through current email address at DHS.
Next COFO meeting will be in September.

Decisions/Agreements Reached: none
Action Items: 
· Wendy Kamenshine to introduce Kosakowski to contacts at USOA
· Email Barbara Malebranche with documents useful for ombuds offices

· Members to send updated contact information for the COFO website (“opt in”)

· Members to send COFO conference ideas

· Members to volunteer or propose candidates for USOA panel on traditional ombudsman

Minutes preparer: Noreen Kinnavy / Virginia L. Behr
Date finalized: August 9, 2011
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The Role of the Ombudsman 

As the newly appointed Department of State Civil Service Ombudsman, I want to take this opportunity to share an overview of the role. “Ombudsman” is a Swedish term dating back to the 1800’s.  It means a person who has an “ear” to the people.  It is used world-wide designating a senior official who is dedicated to making a complex bureaucracy more efficient, fair, and reasonable.  These are worthy goals in any country or culture.  The Department of State is a complex and far flung organization with over 20,000 employees spread over 200 countries, 178 Embassies, 86 Consulates and 9 Missions. We state routinely that people are our most important asset, however there are times for nearly all of us when we need assistance or relief to solve difficulties in our work lives.  When these problems defy easy categorization as potential HR complaints, Union Grievances, EEO issues, or IG/matters, that is precisely when you should call on the Ombudsman.

 

The Ombudsman will advise the Secretary and senior management on non-union, systemic issues affecting our workforce. The Ombuds experience and observation may result in policy recommendations, while feedback may uncover unintended, previously overlooked negative consequences as a result of procedures and practice. The Ombudsman may address  a variety of issues— obtain information regarding agency policy, delete  red tape, uncover evidence of prohibited personnel practices and workplace safety issues.  Through all of this, the goal is to facilitate and support a fair, equitable, and nondiscriminatory workplace that ensures the essential well-being of the workforce especially in matters where problems are likely to be overlooked.

 

The Department of State’s workforce has several major components – FS, CS, FSN’s, Political appointees and our Contractor community.  And accordingly there are already resources for problem solving, especially for the Foreign Service. The Ombudsman is clearly not intended to duplicate EEO, the DG apparatus, IG, or Unions. The role is specifically intended to expand and enhance problem solving resources for the Civil Service.  It is understood that the Ombudsman will work collaboratively with the aforementioned entities.  One of the most critical roles is to assist employees in finding the appropriate outlet for solving a problem of which the employee may be unaware.

 

The Ombudsman MUST be independent, confidential, impartial, and neutral.  Here are the roles:

· Listener. Oftentimes it is helpful for an employee to merely use the Ombudsman as a sounding board to help clarify the issues, disentangle complicated situations, and prioritize concerns. 

· Information resource. The Ombudsman is available as an information resource, providing access to applicable guidelines and policies, or facilitating communication with other services or appropriate administrative units. 

· Provider of options. The Ombudsman may suggest a range of feasible options and help employees evaluate the pros and cons of the matter in question. 

· Role-player. The Ombudsman is available to discuss potential situations and “role-play” methods, approaches, and strategies for a  pending  meeting, as well as suggest constructive approaches to handle difficult situations. 

· Informal intervener. With permission of the employee, the Ombudsman can act as an intermediary to clarify issues and initiate problem-solving solutions, including facilitating a mediation session. 

· Trend recorder. The ombudsman will periodically report to management on problem areas and trends within the organization so that such issues can be addressed through policies and procedures. 

Although I am initially physically located in the Office of Civil Rights, the co-location has no carry-over to EEO or any connection with filing an EEO complaint or initiating a formal grievance.  Ombudsman contact does not delay the deadlines applicable to the EEO or any other grievance process.    

I look forward to serving the employees of the Department of State in my new role. I want to provide a dependable,  risk-free option marked by confidentiality and reason. I am located in HST, Room 7428 and may be reached on 202-647-9387.  Please do not hesitate to give me a call.

 

Shireen Dodson
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