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 Moderator
Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for standing by.  Welcome to the U.S. Department of Agriculture Town Hall Conference Call.  During today’s presentation, all participants will be in a listen only mode.  Later, we will conduct a question and answer session and instructions will be given at that time.  
I would now like to turn the conference over to our host, Greg DiNapoli.  Please, go ahead. 

G. DiNapoli
Great. Thank you very much.  Thank you all for joining us this afternoon for the all employee Town Hall meeting. We appreciate that Administrator Al Almanza has taken time out of his busy day to address us on PHIS, and a number of management council members are here with us to answer some of your questions.  So, Al is going to give brief remarks and then we’re going to take some questions and then he’s going to close, and having said that, Al would you go ahead, please?  
A. Almanza
Sure.  First of all, I want to thank everybody for calling in and I know that it’s been a while since we’ve had a Town Hall meeting but, you all know that I’d like to have them regularly to tell you all what’s going on here and more importantly, to hear what you all are doing and how you all are making out, out there in the field.  

For the past month, I’ve been visiting some plants out in the field and PHIS has been a big topic of discussion as most of you all know.   And you’ve been telling me what you like about it and what you think that we should work on.  You’ve also given us some great feedback and we encourage you.  We’ve also learned from lessons on our own, just like we’ve learned some lessons from rolling out PBIS—one of those things where you think that you can anticipate the majority of the problems, but with any big system, especially an IT system of this magnitude, it’s difficult to predict all of the situations that might arise.  So, PHIS is really a work in progress. I want to highlight the word ‘progress’ here because we truly are making some very, very solid progress.  Once it’s completely operational, I’m sure we’ll all find that PHIS will make our lives easier and help us do our jobs better to protect public health.   
Some of the lessons learned over the past year and you know... we’ve conducted many hands on training sessions.   The sessions have been good and I give our trainers a lot of credit …-- as I said before, a huge undertaking and through the cooperation of all the program areas, I think that they have done a phenomenal job of putting this training together.  But still, nothing prepares you for the actual work until you sit down to do it.  In a real life study, you learn what works and what needs a little more bit more work while you’re doing it.  Based on what we’ve seen since our April roll out, there are some things that we still have to continue to work on.  

One of the main challenges is the uploading of important data.  We’re working around the clock to resolve that and there are a couple of other issues that—there are a couple of some bigger issues and then, there are some other lesser issues that we continue to work to fix on.  So, with that, we’ve come to a somewhat tough decision.  Knowing that there are some things that need work, we’ve decided to postpone the PHIS implementation for the second wave of circuits.  This also means that the classes will not be held from July the 4th through the 29th.   Now, I don’t want there to be any misunderstanding from this.  We’re not stopping PHIS training.  We’re not stopping PHIS implementation.  What we’re doing, is a result of the feedback that we’ve gotten from you all.  The feedback that some of these issues that we’re dealing with make what you’re doing a little bit more complex, and so, what we’re going to do in this break from July 4th to 29th is address those issues that add complexity to what it is that you’re trying to accomplish.  So, we’re going to continue with full implementation, but until the outstanding issues are adequately addressed, a delay is necessary for this time.  For me, the timeline is not as important as getting the job done right.  
I know you probably have a lot of questions so I have Bill Smith and Ken Petersen here to join me.  So, right now, we’ll go ahead and take some questions on that.

Moderator
Thank you, Sir. Ladies and gentlemen, we will now begin the question and answer session. 


Our first question comes from the line of David Needham.  Please, go ahead.

D. Needham
Yes, for the circuits that are scheduled to implement PHIS on this coming Monday, does that continue as scheduled?

A. Almanza
No.  They won’t be brought into the queue until sometime after the interruption that we’re going to have there between July the 4th through the 29th, so somewhere after July the 29th is when we’re looking at bringing those additional circuits on.
D. Needham
Okay, thank you.

Moderator
Thank you.  Our next question comes from the line of Michael Gafrancesco.   Please, go ahead.
M. Gafrancesco
Hi Al.  My question is about the Beacon.  The June Beacon stated that PHIS is going to be turned on June 6th for the—in the Albany—the Syracuse circuit—is it still going to be turned on?  

A. Almanza
No, no it’s not going to be turned on and that’s one of those things that we’ve taken this situation of postponing the implementation very, very seriously.  And, we’ve taken a lot of things into consideration.  And so, when the Beacon article ran that was still the premise in which we were operating under.  But, we’ve had to do some things and we think that it’s in the best interest of you folks that are in the field.  We think that it’s in the best interest of the folks in the district offices to just delay it a little bit and let us get our IT stuff and our data stuff to be able to address the issues in that four week time span to be able to have a program out there that is functional for all of you.
M. Gafrancesco
Okay, thank you very much.  

A. Almanza

Sure.

Moderator

Thank you.  


And our next question comes from the line of Renee Collins. Please, go ahead.

R. Collins
Hello, I’ve been working with PHIS and I guess, my biggest issue with it is the ‘refresh’.  Are they working on that?

A. Almanza
I’ll let some of our IT folks address some of these issues, but I know that there are a number of issues that are what they would consider—the way it was explained to me is ‘the pole in the tent,’ which is the major issues that they are having to deal with PHIS and then there are a number of additional issues that we need to address.  The ‘refresh’ issue is one.  The ‘timing out’ issue is another – there are about—

[Audio cut off]
Moderator
Ladies and gentlemen we are experiencing technical difficulties at this time, please remain on the line, your conference will continue momentarily.


Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for standing by.  We are now back in conference.

B. Smith
Yes, this is Bill Smith and I just wanted to add on to what Al has said.  He identified a number of issues—‘timing out’ and ‘refresh’.  One of the things—we’re looking at a number of things on refresh--- one is, on some of the forms you fill out, you have to refresh after every entry and we understand that may take up to thirty seconds per page, depending on the connectivity.  We want to look at that, and so, one of the ways to get around that is to put—allow more entries before you go to ‘refresh’.  We also want to balance that against if you do put a lot of work in that you don’t lose it if it’s not refreshed in a timely manner. So, we’re looking at both ends of that ‘refresh’ issue.

R. Collins
Okay.
Moderator
Thank you.  Our next question comes from the line of Calvin Rittenhouse. Sir, please, go ahead.

B. Hanley
Yes, my name is Bill Hanley.  I was just wondering when the classes would be rescheduled. When will the schedule come out again, and if you have any tentative dates, and are we going to the same locations?

J. Riggins
Hi, this is Judy Riggins in Office of Field Operations.  We are going to continue with sessions six and seven.  Session six will begin this coming Tuesday.   People will travel on Monday.  And then, session seven will continue as scheduled.  Session seven ends on July the first and at that point, we will have a hiatus during the month of July.  So, during the month of July we will have no classes.  Then, we’ll resume during the month of August.  Section or session eight will be held from August 1st to August 12th, session nine from August 15th to August 26th and then, in September, we’ll have session ten, which will be September the 12th to September the 23rd.  Then, we move into fiscal year 2012 and we will have session ten will be October the 17th to October the 28th.  I’m sorry, that’s session eleven—will be October the 17th to October the 28th. And then session 12, which will be the last session, will be November the 28th to December the 9th.   So, we’re going to publish this new schedule and your RMAs in your districts will receive this new schedule and we’ll be working with them to assign people to the new classes.
B. Hanley
Thank you, thank you. 

Moderator
Thank you.

J. Riggins
Oh, I’m sorry and the locations will remain the same.  We will have Burbank, Dallas, and Philadelphia.

Moderator
Thank you.  Our next question comes from the line of Joe Ruggiero.  Please, go ahead.
J. Ruggiero
Yeah, I’m out here in Kansas and my question has to deal with the off-line version of PHIS.  And I was wondering if that’s going to be enhanced so that the data can be entered or task scheduled in the off-line mode?

B. Smith
This is Bill Smith.  Absolutely.  We have the – it’s called the disconnected state.  It’s operating, but in isolated areas, it’s not operating, certainly, the way we want it to be.  And that is one of our major, major focuses as Al said.  First, we’re looking at the data upload process.  I’m finding out we can do that a whole lot better and make it easier for both the district office to put information in and then load the other information as to the hazard analysis to process.  We’re all looking at a complete—how we can do that best with the minimal amount of impact upon the folk in the field.  The disconnected state, again, that is a process we have to look at.  We have to look at our loading instructions.  There were several emails.  There are several steps that have to be done in a chronological order.  We need to go back and look at those instructions, but that is our goal to get that operating as soon as possible.  I can’t give you a firm date now, but I can tell you we just discussed it again with a group that we’re working with.  That is one of our top priorities to get—find out why it’s not working everywhere and then to get it fixed so that it is a tool that’s available to you.

J.  Ruggiero  
Okay.  Thank you.

Moderator
Thank you.  

Our next question comes from the line of John Maltby. Please, go ahead.

Mr. Maltby, your line is open.  Mr. Maltby, if you have a question, please tap your mute button.  We are unable to hear you.

J. Maltby
Sorry about that.  This is John Maltby and I have a question.  I’m in PHIS now and I’m assuming that it’ll be left on for those circuits that were first trained in March and April, correct?
M
Correct.

J. Maltby
Okay.

Moderator
Thank you.  I show no further questions in the queue at this time.  Please, continue.

A. Almanza
This is Al.  While we’re waiting for additional questions, I just want to say that I think you all understand how important PHIS is to me and I think that all of you understand that when PHIS was being formulated and PHIS was in its preliminary stages, one of the things that we really, really focused on was being helpful to those of you that use it every single day in the field.  And most of you all know that I started in the field and I worked in most positions out there that are similar to what you all do and I would not have pushed this PHIS system if I didn’t think that number one, it would be about public health.  Two, it’s about food safety, and number three, it puts you all right there in the forefront of being able to see things as they’re occurring and to be able to help you make decision as quickly as you can and not having to wait to do data mining on tasks that you performed and then having to look back a month and a half or two months.  

So, all that being said is—this is really a system that I truly believe is going to help you be more effective and efficient in what you all do on a daily basis.  Now, yes we’ve encountered some of these bumps on the road, which really weren’t unanticipated.  Have they been a little bit more than what we thought they should be?  I would say, “Yes, they absolutely have.”  But, in order for us to be better and in order for us to be the agency that is really looking at public health in a way that is proactive, I think this is the system that’s going to do it for us, and so, I just wanted to say that because I know that there is some frustration with the system and I have been somewhat frustrated by it as well, but I also understand that when you have a system this big that impacts the number of employees that we have, that it’s not an easy, easy thing to do.  So, with that, any more, any other questions—
Moderator

We do have a question from the line of Daran Stovall. Please, go ahead.
D. Stovall
Yes, I was going to ask are there going to be any improvements to the reports that we have available in PHIS and are you looking to making those a little easier to generate.  There are several steps you have to go through now that can trip you up. Is there anything moving forward with those?  

B. Smith
This is Bill Smith. We certainly need that feedback and information.  Again, first of all, we’ve placed our first emphasis on the data upload because so much of what’s in this system is driven off of that initial data …. So things happen because they’re looking for a piece of volume information.  They’re looking for procedures or something to be in place and if one place is missing, that’s causing some of your frustration out there.  So we want to get that as close to a hundred percent as we can, so that’s our first.  Simultaneously, and right behind that, is the disconnected state.  And then, we want to provide a means for you to give us council on how the reporting and those things can be better on the back end once we’re through these two initial steps. And, I believe field operations has already put a number of things in place to talk to the district and how you identify information and I’ll let them identify that and certainly, you’d want to continue to make those kinds of comments to our folks and policy people in Omaha because they will capture that.  And Greg, at the end here is going to identify another means for you to identify these.  So, we know there are numerous steps right now.  But, for the immediate, that reporting and when it reports will probably be in place until we get these other two done.  But, we are very interested.  If you have suggestions to make it better, we need that so we can make it better.

D. Stovall

Okay, thank you.
B. Smith
Chris Alvares-- I’m going to let him add to that.

C.  Alvares
This is Chris Alvares.  I’m with data analysis and integration in ODIFP and I just wanted to make a quick comment there that we are continuing to work on reports.  We have a team that is developing reports and is also making improvements to the reports and so that’s an ongoing process.  We do expect to add reports to the system and we do expect to be making some modifications to the reports not just to make them easier to kind of understand and to run, but to make them more user-friendly and more digestible.  So, we certainly would appreciate feedback and we’ll look for ways to get some of that feedback but, that is an ongoing process.  

J. Riggins
And this is Judy Riggins in Office of Field Operations.  With regard to the feedback we have initiated groups that are basically trainers, our EIAOs and front line supervisors and several of our DMs and DDMs.  They are going to be an additional resource to our inspection personnel to answer questions to explain how to navigate the screen in PHIS and we’re going to be issuing a note down to the GS-7 level on how to contact these trainers once they rotate off of their teaching assignments in PHIS, they’ll be available to you to answer questions. We are providing them with software that will enable them to get permission from you to see or view what you are experiencing on your screen on your computer and they will be able to help you navigate through the screens so that you can figure out what’s going wrong, what you need additional help with. So, that’s going to be happening within the next two weeks.  So, you can look for a note from us about how to contact those trainers.  

In addition, Dawn Sprouls who is a DM in Des Moines has agreed to be the point person for us in the field to gather information, concerns, requests, questions about the system and the information that she will be getting from you. You should make sure that you get that information to the trainers whose names we’re going to make available to you.  Dawn would then gather that information and get it to OCIO so that we can be sure that we are addressing all of the issues as people encounter them. So those are two additional pieces or vehicles for you to communicate with us.  An email is not a problem.  Believe me, you can email any of us in OFO and we will certainly be available to answer questions.  Charlie Gioglio, Lynvel Johnson, myself, Judy Riggins, we are available any time you need to ask a question.  We’re in outlook.  And so we are working as best we can to answer your questions to get your issues answered.
Moderator
Thank you.   Our next question comes from the line of Isabelle Alexander- Hague.  Please, go ahead.  

I. Alexander-Hague
Yes, we have a question on export.  Is there any kind of time frame for when they’re going to bring the export online with PHIS?

B. Smith
This is Bill Smith.  I understand we’ve gotten direction from Al and we’re going to implement our domestic program as laid out by Judy in that training schedule and then next, would be import.  And so, what we’ve learned from the domestic is that we need to make sure everything is right for the customers which is you folks and user friendly and it’s working as you’re trained.  I mean, that is our goal here—is to make sure that this system—that that would be the measure of success that works exactly how you’ve been trained to do because you’re seeing it in the training, you’re seeing it work, and the way it’s presented in the training is the way it needs to be working for you at your desk where you work when you interact with that system. So, domestic is going to be first followed by import and so at the very end of that will be export and so, we need to get through these first two waves first.  And so, I believe the schedule that Judy identified takes us into December at least and that will get us domestic and import and then, we’ll come back and advise you further on, on the export process. 
I. Alexander-Hague    Thank you.
Moderator
Thank you.  Our next question comes from the line of Amber Donahou.  Please, go ahead. 

R. Bane
Yes this is Robert Bane from the Springfield district.  A number of our folks in the field have expressed concerns about entering footprints tickets and then the tickets were closed without them having received any kind of answer.  They’re not sure if that is an indication that footprints couldn’t address the issue or if it was a technical issue that’s been resolved.  Is there any way to make sure that those folks get some sort of feedback when they enter a footprint ticket?
B. Smith
I’m going to ask our OCIO representative, Carl Mayes to answer that question.

C.  Mayes
This is Carl Mayes. A ticket in footprints shouldn’t be closed until the issue has been resolved or it’s no longer viable.  So, what will happen is I will go back and talk to our service desk people to make sure that people are being notified when tickets are being closed and the action that was taken—why the ticket is being closed.
R. Bane
Thank you.

Moderator
Thank you. 

            Our next question comes from the line of James Shanahan. Please, go ahead. 

J. Shanahan
Hi Bill.  This will go for you.  When you were talking about these uploads and uploading the data system, the question we have out here in the field, will that make the system faster?

B. Smith
That is our goal—that the system—what we’ve determined is that when we don’t have  a complete upload of information and the system cycles are stopped or it doesn’t perform like it should and so, we feel that we will get improvement.  Now, whether that’s going to relate to speed, we will see—I want the CF redo, actually plan, to put in place our upload process and how we’re going to make it substantially better than what we did on the first wave. Then, we will go back and test that and then, we will see speed as a factor of the system working as designed because it has the information in place but then for another piece of speed has to do with our connectivity and we’re also looking at that.  We know our UCN and our DSL connections are outperforming the EVDO.  The OCIO is constantly looking at providers as they change into more capacity.  So, that’s a two-part answer.  Then, one, we do expect efficiencies coming out of the data upload improvements, and then we will, whatever we learn from this process, we will have to go back and apply it to the 41 circuits already in as part of the data upload process.  And then, two, we are constantly looking at this connectivity peak.
J. Shanahan
Sure.  And I think that that’s one of the big questions out in the field is what’s going to make the system better and faster so that we can perform it quicker.  Alright, that’s my question. Thanks.

B. Smith
Thank you.

Moderator
Thank you. 


Our next question comes from the line of Grace Keister.  Please, go ahead.

G. Keister
This is not really a question, but on the footprint ticket I had sent one in and had not received an answer, but when I went into the system under my questions, the answer was there, so it may be that you can check that and you may have your answer. It didn’t come back to me through email, but it was actually in the footprint system.

B. Smith
            Thank you.

G. Keister
You’re welcome.

Moderator
Thank you.  Our next question comes from the line of Philip Stanley. Please, go ahead.

P. Stanley
Hi, Al.  This is Philip Stanley up in Amarillo.  With the volume of emails that have been going back and forth with PHIS and just our physical footprint here, would it be possible to get those emails about the disconnected state just retransmitted?  We haven’t been able to get the data base loaded up and I don’t know if that’s—if I just missed the emails or if we’re just out of the loop.  So, I’ll just kind of disconnect or put it back on mute and listen to the answer.  Thanks.
Al Almanza
Thank you for that question.  Before we do anything else to disconnect, we want to go back and look what our instructions are and then test them and make sure they work as we’ve asked them to be done.  So, we need to make sure that our instructions are right on the money first and then, we will be sending out—communicate with everybody.  Once we feel that we have solved the process, then yes, we’re going to be very visible and coming out to everybody again on how they can connect up and utilize this disconnected state.  There’s been various issues and various other places and so we know that the instructions may be part of the problem.  And so, we just need a time to go back and revalidate everything that we put out there and make any adjustments.  But, as soon as we’re ready to go on that, we will reissue instruction to everyone.  

Moderator
Thank you.  


And our next question comes from the line of Seamus Curtis. Please, go ahead.

S. Curtis
This is actually Seamus Curtis and I just wanted to get this all clarified.  Starting Monday, we were supposed to turn all the circuits on and I was just wondering if we can’t do all that, they’re not going to turn them on until you get this all implemented and are we going to have any more Town Hall meetings after more circuits get turned on because this is pretty informative.  I was just wondering if we’re going to continue to get this.  Thank you.

Al Almanza
This is Al.  First of all, it’s not being cancelled.  What we want to do is we want to get everything in order as I said in the beginning for it to be effective and efficient especially for your time, because we understand the fact that you all are having to spend a little bit more time on the system and so, in order for us to be more effective with what you all are trying to do, we’re just going to delay the implementation of the next 42 circuits at least until after we go back and start training again.  So, it’ll be after July the 29th.   So, number one, no we’re not going to discontinue PHIS, but we’re just going to put a hold on the number of circuits that we bring on until that period of time.  


The other point is that we want to be sure that these fixes that we have are going to be what we expect them to be and then we’ll bring on additional circuits and we can’t tell you, if we’re going to bring on 42 circuits at one time.  It’s possible, but it may—it just depends on what we believe the right thing to do for the field people, for you that are using the system, is the right thing to do.

Moderator
Thank you.  Our next question comes from the line of James Sapp.  Please, go ahead.  

J. Sapp
This is James Sapp.  I may have seen the answer today, but something I read about the lab sampling led me to believe that I should use paper copies, but then I’ve been using lab sampling filter tabs, some samples, and then I’ve gotten paperwork also.  Am I going to continue using both?
C. Alvares
This is Chris Alvares with the DAIG. Maybe, I’ll start and then Judy or some others may have some follow-up information but, we realize that there has been some difficulty with getting sampling tasks scheduled, collected and analyzed through PHIS and so we have made the decision to continue with paper forms for the circuits that have transitioned to PHIS.  So, you will be getting paper forms and probably already are getting paper forms again.  There are, in addition to that—there are still tasks scheduled in PHIS, and we are working to troubleshoot any issues that exist with those, whether it’s having difficulty identifying them or scheduling them.  So, for right now, there is a combination, but we are essentially switching to paper forms for the near term until we can troubleshoot some of that.
J. Riggins
And this is Judy Riggins again.  Just to clarify, if you’re in either Buffalo circuit or Nagodoches  circuit, we are going to be working with you to try to continue to use the PHIS system, but what we are asking is that you fall back on using the paper forms if PHIS doesn’t work, but Charlie Gioglio and Lynvel Johnson, Scott Seebohm and Todd Reed are going to be working with Buffalo circuit. Glenn Unterborn and his folks and Dr. Rebecca Hairgrove and her folks to see if we can get the PHIS sampling module to work.  So, if you’re in either one of those circuits, you would be trying to use PHIS working with us, but if it’s not able to use the forms from PHIS, fall back to using those paper forms. But, just those two circuits for right now because we’re trying to figure out what’s working and what’s not and why it’s not working.

Moderator
Thank you.  I show no further questions in the queue at this time.  Ladies and gentlemen that does conclude our conference for today. Thank you for your time.

G. DiNapoli
Operator?

Moderator
Go ahead.

G. DiNapoli
I believe Al was going to finish off and then I was going to jump in with an announcement.

Moderator
Please, continue.

Al Almanza
Okay, just to finish up on our next steps with PHIS, I want to go ahead and continue to keep you all posted through the whole process because I want you all to know what I know.  And then, you should also look for a weekly feature.  You should know specifically about PHIS or maybe questions that you’ve asked or we think others may want to know the answers to or just information that we might want to pass on to you. But, I think one of the questions that was asked was if we could have some additional Town Hall meetings to keep you all apprised of the status of PHIS and I think that’s a great idea, so we’ll try to do that somewhere in mid to late July to kind of give you all an update of where we are.  So, with that, Greg, would you go ahead and finish it up?

G. DiNapoli
Sure.  Thanks Al for taking time to talk to everyone and the management council here, as well.  I just wanted to let everyone know, there’s a special PHIS edition of News & Notes today.  Everything in News & Notes today is all about PHIS, which is very useful information.  And then, the other bit of information that bill eluded to earlier is we’ve also developed another suggestion comment box that you all can email us with your questions or feedback and its phisfeedback@fsis.usda.gov .  And, again, if you’re ever having trouble, you can also look it up in the global system.  It’s ‘PHIS Feedback and Comments.’  And, that’s all.  We appreciate your time.
Moderator
Thank you.  Ladies and gentlemen, that does conclude our conference for today. Thank you for your participation and using AT&T Executive Teleconference.  You may now disconnect.

