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USDA LABOR-MANAGEMENT FORUM 
MEETING MINUTES 

JULY 29, 2010 
 
 

Approved 08/25/10 
 

Roll Call and Adoption of Minutes. 
The meeting commenced at 1:05pm in Room 104-A of the Whitten Building in Washington, DC, 
after a meeting between the labor members and Secretary Vilsack’s Deputy Chief of Staff 
Carole Jett.  Ms. Jett expressed the Secretary’s concern about the low scores received by USDA 
in the latest Employee Viewpoint Survey. She said that the Secretary was interested in hearing 
labor’s ideas about how he could improve employee morale.  She asked, on behalf of the 
Secretary, that they submit ideas on this matter after they had a chance to review the survey 
data.   
 
Co-chair Debra Arnold called the roll.  The sign-in sheet is attached.   
 
The June 7, 2010, Forum meeting minutes were approved. 
 
Employee Viewpoint Survey. 
Co-chair Billy Milton led this follow-up discussion to Ms. Jett’s meeting with labor.  Members 
were given summary results of USDA’s Employee Viewpoint Survey.  The discussion centered on 
members’ questions clarifying information presented in the analysis.  Mr. Milton asked labor 
members to review the summary analysis and solicited their feedback on the survey's findings 
with suggestions on things that could be done to improve employee morale.  He also said that 
there would be a future sort of the data by agency.    
 
Definition of Full Partnership: A Facilitated Discussion. 
Joe Swerdzewski facilitated discussion of this agenda item.  Mr. Swerdzewski pointed out that 
the labor-management relationship under Executive Order 13522 is not the same as with 
partnership under the Clinton-era Executive Order.  Consequently, the discussion focused on 
how parties should work together in the context of Executive Order 13522.  The discussion 
included a review of the E.O. 13522, especially section 3.  Two attributes of the labor-
management relationship advanced by the Executive Order were identified:  collaboration and 
pre-decisional involvement (PDI).  PDI represents a method specifically identified in the 
Executive for attaining labor-management collaboration. 
 
Several attributes of collaboration were identified by Forum members:   

 Consulting with each other 

 Mutual agreement on what should be worked on 

 Effective communications 

 No surprises 
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 Develop common goals 

 Establish a basis for trust 

 Respect 

 Realistic expectations 

 Active participation-taking collaboration seriously 
Mr. Swerdzewski suggested the attributes could serve as guiding principles for collaboration 
under the Executive Order.  
 
Communications.   
Members were given a copy of the July 7, 2010, memorandum sent by OHRM Director, Karen 
Messmore, to Agency Heads and the Deputy Administrators for Management (DAMs) 
requesting them to move forward with implementing the Executive Order within their 
respective jurisdictions and to report on their progress to the USDA Forum’s August meeting.  
The memorandum was the product of the Forum’s Communication Work Group.  Ms. Arnold 
(who served on the Work Group) said that she thought communication from the Forum co-
chairs would carry more weight.  Labor Relations Officer (LRO) Ron James (who was also on the 
Work Group) explained that Ms. Messmore’s memorandum was in response to the desire 
expressed by Forum members in the June meeting that agencies and staff offices be given the 
“green light” for implementing the Executive Order.  Ms. Arnold and member Sharon Cooney-
Smith expressed concern that the word had not gotten out to operational levels within the 
Department.  Mr. Milton said that agencies should not be dilatory.  Member Stan Painter noted 
that FSIS management in the field had been responding to his union’s request to implement the 
Executive Order that they were waiting for instructions from the Department.  Several 
management members, specifically the DAMs for FSIS, REE, FFAS, and RD, noted the steps they 
have already taken to set up forums within their areas. 
 
Climate Assessment Survey.  
Mr. James updated members on the status of the Forum’s labor-management relations climate 
assessment regarding the focused interviews component.  Ms. Cooney-Smith expressed her 
concern that the right FSA field bargaining unit be targeted for a focused interview.  Mr. James 
assured members they would be contacted directly for them to identify their respective labor 
and management officials to be interviewed.  The expectation was that all interviews would be 
completed by the Forum’s August meeting. 

 
Details. 
Mr. Painter said that he was concerned that employees volunteering for details in FSIS were not 
selected when per diem costs were involved, and employees not interested were directed to 
take on details they did not want.  Member Jim Bradley described REE’s detail program and 
noted, as a matter of policy, his agency did not pay TDY for details outside the home area under 
certain circumstances.  Ms. Arnold noted a concern specific to her RD bargaining unit.  Mr. 
Milton said that details were a notable concern at the Secretary’s Cultural Transformation 
employee listening sessions.  In response, the Department was considering setting up a USDA-
wide details registry as one of the action-steps in response to these concerns.   
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Cultural Transformation Initiative and IDPs. 
Chris Berry, attending on behalf of members Melissa Bauman and Ron Thatcher of NFFE, asked 
whether the actions items being considered through the Cultural Transformation initiative are 
focusing on real problems.  Mr. Milton noted that the 82 action items were in direct response 
to concerns that were repeatedly brought up at the six employee and the union-only listening 
sessions.  Mr. Painter asked what was being done to educate supervisors with regard to 
Individual Development Plans (IDPs).  This led Mr. Milton to move up management’s discussion 
of IDPs planned for later on the agenda. 
 
IDPs: Request for Feedback on Draft Departmental Regulation. 
After distribution of a draft Departmental Regulation on IDPs, Mr. Milton noted that IDPs were 
another issue that was articulated as a wide-spread concern of employees in the Cultural 
Transformation listening sessions.  In response, the draft Departmental Regulation had been 
prepared.  Mr. Milton asked unions to provide their input on the draft regulation within the 
next two to three weeks.     
 
Departmental Regulation on Labor Relations DR-4070-711 Revision: Request for Feedback. 
After distribution of copies of the draft revised regulation to members, Mr. James said the 
regulation’s focus was on intra-Departmental processes and the relationship between 
agencies/staff offices labor relations operations and the Department.  He mentioned the 
previous distribution of the draft to USDA’s national consultation rights unions pursuant to the 
statute and said no comments were received.  Mr. James asked members to review the draft 
revised regulation and provide feedback and/or comments within the next two weeks.   
 
Telework: Request for Feedback on Draft Departmental Regulation. 
Members were given copies of the draft Departmental Regulation on Telework, 4080-811-002, 
and a copy of HR 1722, the Telework Improvements Act of 2010, recently enacted by the House 
of Representatives.  Ms. Arnold and Ms. Cooney-Smith and member Pat Maggi noted the 
uneven access to telework by employees within their respective agencies.  Mr. Milton observed 
that telework was another significant cross-cutting issue raised by employees in both the 
Cultural Transformation listening sessions and the Employee Viewpoint Survey.  He asked labor 
members to review the draft regulation and offer their feedback within the next two weeks.    
 
Centralization and Budget. 
Labor members expressed their concerns regarding the centralization of operations in certain 
agencies causing employees to perform administrative tasks formerly handled by support 
personnel—webTA and GovTrip were mentioned as examples.  Centralization of IT support was 
mentioned as a concern, with no on-site helpdesk available as a result, in at least one agency.  
Labor members commented on a general state of work-overload as vacant positions remain 
unfilled.  Mr. Painter said there was an over-abundance of managerial and supervisory positions 
in FSIS, while line employees were forced to pick up more and more work.  Mr. Milton said that 
the Secretary had tasked OHRM to develop a supervisor/employee ratio as part of a position 
management plan.  The position management plan would result in workforce analysis and 
organizational assessments being used as the basis for making decisions to fill vacancies 
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beginning in FY12.  Member Anthony Thompson noted agencies are living within serious budget 
constraints.   
 
OneUSDA.    
Member Sharon Church inquired as to whether the OneUSDA initiative was exclusively HR-
focused.  Mr. Milton responded that it was and explained that the initiative was looking at using 
a single enterprise IT system for HR to replace the many now in use.  Mr. Berry asked if there 
would be PDI on the initiative.  Mr. Milton said there would come a time when OneUSDA could 
be shared with the Forum. 
 
Onboarding Initiative: Request for Feedback. 
After distributing a summary of the initiative, Mr. Milton explained that the goal of this 
initiative was to improve the onboarding process for new employees.  The initiative was looking 
at standardizing across all USDA agencies and staff offices certain aspects of onboarding new 
employees.  Mr. Milton asked members to review the summary and asked for feedback and 
comments. 
 
Next Forum Meeting Scheduled. 
The next meeting of the USDA Forum was set for Wednesday, August 25, 2010. 
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