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Coalition of Federal Ombudsmen
Annual Meeting

June 24, 2009
ATFE National Headquarters
99 New York Ave, NE
Washington, DC 20226

Coalition of Federal Ombudsmen (CoFO) Chair, Mike Turpenoff, welcomed all attendees.  He was followed by ATFE Acting Director Kenneth E. Melson who offered opening remarks.  Mr. Melson commented upon the importance of the ombudsman in resolving employee concerns before they became grievances.  He cited the ATFE Ombudsman Office as a safe haven for employees to be able to talk and as an information channel for management, assisting the agency in being proactive in heading off issues. 

A panel comprised of Ms. Joan Beck, U.S. Ombudsman Association (USOA) representative; Ms. Joyce DeMoss, Ombudsman, Transportation Safety Agency (TSA), Ms. Wendy Kamenshine, Acting Deputy Ombudsman, Citizenship and Immigration Services Ombudsman, Department of Homeland Security (DHS); Mr. James Sheldon, Agency Ombudsman, National Geospatial-Intelligence Agency; and moderated by Ms. Marianne Kettels, ATFE Ombudsman, addressed the topic of Ombudsman Program Diversity.  After general remarks by Ms. Beck, the discussion focused on four questions:

· How did the individual program originate and how was it chartered to perform to perform the ombudsman’s duties?

· How was the office staffed and what type of population did it service?

· What type of inquiries did the office receive and what was its workload?

· To whom did the office directly report, in what format and how often?  Was an annual report prepared?

Ms. Kamenshine introduced Mr. William Holzerland, Associate Director for Information Release, DHS, and Mr. John McDade, Federal Student Aid Ombudsman, U.S. Department of Education, for a discussion on FOIA requests to ombudsman offices.  The discussion cited the Presidential Memorandum signed by President Obama advising agencies to release information in the absence of specific, compelling reasons not to.  The discussion recognized the inherent tension between the FOIA and the ombudsman’s confidentiality commitment.  Mr. Holzerland discussed a recent review by his office regarding a request for release of ombudsman information.  He noted that arguments for withholding confidential ombudsman information might cite FOIA exemptions b2, internal personnel rules and practices; b5, common law privileges; and b6, privacy protection versus the public benefit.  Reference was made to the FOIA exemption specified in the Alternative Dispute Resolution Act (ADRA).  Mr. McDade provided perspective from the function of his office.

The Honorable John Berry, Director, Office of Personnel Management (OPM), provided a key note address.  He offered the perspective that the ombudsman gives people a “fair shake” without resorting to legal processes.  He described his three short term and long term goals in his role as OPM Director:

· Short term:

· Work place balance.  Convey respect to employees in recognition of their efforts.  He noted that he disliked the term “human capital” as conveyed the sense that people were widgets, not persons;

· Streamline the Federal hiring process.  Move toward the resume-based process of the private sector.  Shorten position descriptions and capture them in plain English.  Motivate people to come to work for the Government.  As an example of a failure to motivate, he described a conversation with an intern who described the lack of an orientation program, being given a work assignment with virtually no direction, and exclusion from social interaction by other employees; and

· Improve veterans hiring.  Increase the number of Veterans working across the federal government by: 1) working with them before leaving the military to identify their “federal civilian dream job;” and 2) helping them to get it.   

· Long term:

· Increase diversity within the Federal work place:  Achieve increases without resorting to quotas.  He noted as an example that Hispanics comprise 14 percent of the U.S. labor force, but only eight percent of the Federal work force;

· Improve the FEHB program.  He noted that there were private sector programs that provide better benefits and that such benefits should be available to Federal employees; and

· Address Title 5 pay issues.  He called for a performance appraisal system that was simple, fair and final.  He said the evaluation process needed to change the dynamic that being average was being successful.  He noted a need to be able to remove employees who did not perform in a cleaner and less drawn out process.  He described a process of setting “must do” and “nice to do” performance goals for each employee annually, then holding them accountable for achieving those goals.  He suggested the creation of a three person panel to serve as the appeal process for appraisals.

The program portion of the conference concluded with a panel discussion regarding a proposed Federal Ombudsman Act.  The panel was facilitated by Mr. Ed Weaver, TSA Ombudsman Office, and was comprised of Mr. Gregory Burke, ORM’s Ombudsman, Veterans Administration; Mr. Howard Gadlin, Ombudsman, National Institutes of Health; Ms. Bonnie Bautz, Ombudsperson, U.S. Mint; and Ms. Joan Beck, USOA.  The panel engaged in a spirited discussion regarding whether CoFO should move forward on a Federal Ombudsman Act that would require establishment of Ombudsman Offices in Federal agencies.  Mr. Burke and Ms. Bautz voiced support for the Act.  Mr. Gadlin articulated his views against requiring agencies to have an ombudsman function, but acknowledged that there may be benefits in having some legislated standards.  Ms. Beck stated that while she personally favored having an Act, she cautioned that it was necessary to recognize that anything legislated at the Federal level would have ramifications for ombudsman functions at state and local levels of government.  In responses to audience questions and comments, it was agreed that the outcome of a pending survey of CoFO members regarding moving forward on a Federal Ombudsman Act requiring the establishment of ombudsman functions in Federal agencies would dictate the course of future CoFO action.

The conference concluded with the Annual CoFO Business meeting led by CoFO Chair Mike Turpenoff.  The meeting addressed the following items:

· Election of Officers Process.  Mr. Turpenoff noted that the CoFO Charter identified four elected positions (Chair, Vice Chair, Secretary, and Coordinator).  The election process requires appointment of a nominating committee and Mr. Turpenoff has appointed Ms. Sarah Ziegler, Ombudsman, FBI, as the committee chair; and Ms. Marianne Kettels, Ombudsman, BATFE; Mr. Dennis Lazzar, Ombudsman, U.S. Environmental Protection Agency; and Ms. Laurie Lenkel, Director, Office of the Ombudsman, U.S. Food and Drug Administration, as committee members.  CoFO members may submit nominations to the committee by 01 September 2009.  The nominees will be presented at the CoFO meeting scheduled for 09 September 2009.  The election will take place in November 2009.  Mr. Turpenoff noted that the CoFO charter indicates that the election will be by the Executive Committee.  However, Mr. Turpenoff moved that the charter be suspended for this election, and that there be a vote by the CoFO membership.  The motion was approved by those present.

· Revision of CoFO Charter.  Mr. Turpenoff advised that he would initiate a poll of CoFO members to determine if a revision of the CoFO Charter should be undertaken.

· Creation of an Ombudsman Job Series.  Mr. Turpenoff solicited the views of those present regarding moving forward on creation of a Federal job series for Ombudsman.  The consensus was that Mr. Turpenoff would solicit views of the membership and initiate a collection of current ombudsman position descriptions.  It was agreed that no further action would be taken until the new Executive Committee is in place.  Ms. DeMoss agreed to collect the position descriptions.

· Assistance to OPM Director Berry.  At Mr. Berry’s request, CoFO will provide information to Director Berry regarding issues addressed by ombudsman functions within the Federal government.  Additionally, CoFO will offer to serve as a consultant to Mr. Berry in establishing an ombudsman office within OPM.  Mr. Turpenoff will send a listserv message to CoFO membership asking that those who perform as internal ombudsman provide statistical data on the nature of concerns raised to them using the IOA categories.  External ombudsman will be asked to furnish the top 10 issues raised to them.

· Recognition:  It was moved that CoFO extend official thanks to ATFE Ombudsman Marianne Kettels and her staff for making the conference arrangements and obtaining funding for the continental breakfast.

Next CoFO meeting:  09 September 2009 - Time and location to be announced.
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