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Coordinator:
Welcome and thank you for standing by. At this time all participants are in a listen-only mode. To ask a question during the question and answer session later please press star then 1 on your touch-tone phone.


Today's conference is being recorded. If you have any objections of course you may disconnect.


Now I'd like to turn the meeting over to your host today, Mr. (Al Almanza). Sir, you may begin.

(Al Almanza):
Thank you. We'll good afternoon and good morning to some of you. I want to thank everybody for participating in today's Town Hall meeting.

I want to also thank the Management Council that is sitting around the table here with me along with Dr. Scott Hurd.


This meeting is just going to be a brief and informal way to look at the state of our Agency and answer some questions after my comments.


I'm going to start by talking about a subject that we're tackling at FSIS which is foodborne pathogens.


With Salmonella, as you know, the incentive and verification testing programs we've seen improvement in the data trend and hope that that continues.


With Listeria, we're holding joint small plant workshops with FSIS employees along with state officials where we're emphasizing educating and training our workforce and monitoring high risk locations.


Where also - and I - this is probably familiar to most of you dealing with E. coli O157:H7, that's been a huge challenge for us. But we've held several public meetings and taken proactive steps to address this problem.


I think that the public meetings that we’ve had have been some of the best public meetings that I've seen as far as getting information from all our stakeholders, getting people to communicate and to understand each other's position - and that is no small task.


I'll tell you, I was really surprised at how some of those meetings have progressed.


Our program areas have collaborated in order to create solutions from some of those meetings and hopefully we can continue on that path.


We've also worked with industry and consumers in brainstorming some of the solutions as well. I would be remiss if I didn't thank you all in the field for helping complete the E. coli Checklist because that was really the springboard for the payoffs that we've seen, and it's through your hard work.

We know that it was a very short timeframe in which we asked those teams or the Checklist be accomplished, but it's been paying huge dividends for us.


The next thing I want to talk about is our import equivalency and safety.


Import safety has been a very hot issue on Capitol Hill and in the media. We have a strong equivalency and we are looking at ways to strengthen the system.

We also held a public meeting with NACMPI in August to discuss import equivalents with FDA and other stakeholder groups.


We are not without our challenges, but I also want to talk about some of our success. But before I do, I want to discuss a few of the challenges which are the Hallmark/Westland situation.


I think that we handled the Hallmark/Westland situation quickly, and through cooperation with OIG we came to management decision on all the issues that were raised. 

Through the OIG audit we also looked at some of the surveillance of animals outside the approved hours of operation, and then we're also working on finalizing a ban on all non-ambulatory cattle for the slaughter.


The next one was the Nebraska Beef recall. We learned from that - that many are grinding - many establishments are grinding products that are not intended for grinding.

So we're looking to further educate and provide guidance to industry and consumers. So one of those things is testing of beef trim for O157:H7 in the trim producing plants.


The successes that I mentioned over the past year, we've had more in plant personnel than any other time that we've had since 2001. We have 250 more net employees since the end of 2006 and 100 more since the end of 2007.


I think that HR, OFO and certainly our recruiters have been doing an excellent job. And by these numbers I think that demonstrates our commitment to our recruitment and retention of employees to protect public health.


The other thing that we did was we created a new program area which is OOEET, and most of you all have heard of that.  It is an innovative small plant outreach with targeted training and outreach such as podcasts for industry. It also goes into the new inspection and personnel training programs, and gets plants and inspection personnel on the same page.

The latest of our successes is Dr. Karen Hulebak was elected Chair of Codex, certainly a success not only for FSIS but for the United States government.

The Agency with help from field personnel responded quickly to Hurricanes Gustav and Ike to help get operations back up quickly and respond to the problems these storms caused.


In communication, the Town Hall meetings, this – and we had one in January. We had one in April and this one today. I would like to get them more regularly scheduled. Certainly I think that these are very helpful to hear from our employees and what is on your mind.

The other thing is the Internal Communications Board. I heard from many of you at the Diversity Conference in New Orleans about communication. I will work with the Management Council to decide on how to enhance that.


The next things are the Webcasts and podcasts, not only for industry but also for consumers. That also includes hearing impaired employees.

Also I want to talk about our standardized operations and data analysis collection and reporting. We established a Data Analysis Integration Group to centralize information in data. This will ensure the quality of data for both the Agency and stakeholders.


We also strengthened our foodborne illness investigative methods so that we work with all FSIS divisions and other Federal agencies in responding to outbreaks.


Third, we launched the In-Commerce System which will provide efficiency in analyzing and reporting on administrative, criminal and enforcement cases.


Looking ahead, I want to discuss some of the changes in store for FSIS in the New Year which is the Public Health Information System or PHIS.


This is something that is very exciting and I say that because when I first got here that was something that was very foreign to me as far as how we were going to develop this new system.


But having been here for a little over a year and working at all the different parts of the Agency that are coming together to put this Public Health Information System together and all the different features and the themes that this will accomplish… I've got to tell you, I mean having worked in the field and having been an inspector, this is probably going to be one of the best tools that has ever come out from our Agency.


It will build and improve data infrastructure and it will provide us with a more proactive approach to inspection by identifying food safety trends and vulnerability.


It's also going to allow us to act more quickly to protect public health which is absolutely of most importance to us.


We’re also committed to providing more of the tools you'll need to get your job done such as high speed computer connections, laptop computers, portable scanners and printers.


These things, we feel, will pave the way for making PHIS functional and useful.


We will also continue with risk-based sampling for E. coli O157:H7 in ground beef and we will be collecting more samples from plants that we believe are at greatest risk.


Finally, I want to extend my thanks and appreciation to our employees and to all of you for all your hard work, dedication and commitment to excellence. You are a foundation of our success and I truly mean that.

That is one of the things that we all have a deep appreciation for. I know that we don't say it enough. We certainly don't get to visit in person and to tell you that often enough, but we do truly appreciate what you all do in the field. We do believe that we are here to support you.

I also believe in recognizing high performers. So I want to encourage supervisors to nominate employees for recognitions such as the Administrators Award for the Excellence program.


This award honors exceptional FSIS employees who are committed to our Agency’s goals.


Together, we can recognize and celebrate the important work that all our employees are accomplishing here at FSIS.


Well with that I think I've said enough or too much probably and I'll open it up for questions.

Coordinator:
If you would like to ask question, please press star then 1. You will be announced by your name and program area. To withdraw your request, press star 2. One moment please.

If you do need your line open, please press star then 1. One moment please.


One moment please.


Again, if you have a question, please press star then 1. My first is from (Gloria Chisley) with FSIS-OPPD. Your line is open Ma'am.

(Gloria Chisley):
Hi. I had a question because I didn't quite understand or could you reiterate when you were indicating something about the commerce system? What is the commerce system or did I say it or put it down wrong?

(Al Almanza):
Go ahead (Bill).

(Bill Smith):
This is (Bill Smith), of the Office of Program, Evaluation, Enforcement and Review. The In-Commerce system is the system that documents all surveillance investigation and enforcement actions that we do in commerce.


Last summer we published a number of FSIS directives that defined method for surveillance, investigation, product control, things of that nature.

And this is the system then that-- where those procedures and methods are carried out and documented.

(Gloria Chisley):
Okay, thank you.

Coordinator:
Again, if you have a question please press star then 1 and my next now from Trent Berhow with Field Ops. Your line is open.

Trent Berhow:
Yes. I heard you talk (Al) about the increase in the number of positions. What's the current - what kind of numbers are we looking at currently in regard to vacancy rates nationwide both for inspectors and for PHVs?

(Al Almanza):
Do you want to talk about that (Ken)?

(Ken Petersen):
Hi Trent, Ken Petersen with Field Operations. Currently - I think last numbers I saw that were good hard numbers were the end of fiscal year ‘08.

For what I'd call on-line positions which would really kind of aggregate food inspectors and PHVs were easily at two percent or slightly less.

So most of the push in hiring we've done the last couple years has obviously been at the entry level. I think those numbers demonstrate that.


Then on the processing side meaning, you know, eights, nines and tens, in aggregate were probably at about five to six percent on the off-line end of the spectrum combined, you know, inspectors and – well inspectors on that.


Then of course we have got pockets of some high vacancies that we’re always struggling and have historically hard to fill -- New York City, LA -- those kinds of locations.


And we've worked with obviously the Office of Management who’s worked with OPM to give us a variety of hiring authorities whether it be direct hire or recruitment bonuses, you know, hard to fill location bonuses.

We've gotten a lot of approvals for those where they’re continually mining the system to try to get additional kind of authorities for us to bring folks in.


So we're doing pretty well. I guess kind of behind the numbers that (Al) gave was we had to bring on board about 550 or so people in the last year to net that 100 that we added on in the front line end of the charts this last year. So, a lot of ongoing hiring, a lot of recruitment.


We know folks like you and others try to reach out to folks and tell them about FSIS and I think those activities will continue to be helpful.

Coordinator:
Thank you then. Our next is from Tamera Baker with USDA. Your line is open.
Tamera Baker:
Hello. We were wondering here at the District Office in Minneapolis about the timeline for the computer and printers and other things having to do with telecommunications electronics in general.

Unidentified Speaker: Implementation time.

Tamera Baker:
Yes, implementation time.

Janet Stevens:
Are you talking about the laptop rollout to replace the older equipment? This is Janet Stevens.

Tamera Baker:
Well we're talking yes, laptops and also the new printers that have been discussed.

Janet Stevens:
Right. The laptops we...
Tamera Baker:
And the scanners too.

Janet Stevens:
Scanners were - those were purchased for - yes, those were specific needs and those if you have additional needs go through the RSC process.


For computers we put out 3000 laptops already. We are waiting on the final 5000 to come in from the manufacturer and as they come in they’re being rolled out to folks in the following order; which is broken first, and then oldest to newest.

So we'll by the end of calendar year ‘09 we hope to have rolled out a total of 8000 new laptops.

Tamera Baker:
Well what about the scanners for the EIAOs?

Janet Stevens:
Those are in process.

Tamera Baker:
Okay, so those should be coming out within the next couple of weeks?

Janet Stevens:
I wouldn't say next couple of weeks. Those are in process. We have to order those in bulk and we have to get them in and ship them. But they are in process.

Tamera Baker:
Okay thanks.

Coordinator:
Our next question from (Peter Evans) with OPHS. Your line is open.

(Peter Evans):
Hi. Where do you see the Agency’s policy with regard to E. coli O157:H7 on primals and subprimals going?

(Al Almanza):
Wait a minute. (Phil Derfler) is coming to the table to answer that.

(Phil Derfler):
Well we had the public meeting that I'm sure you're aware of and we’re reviewing how to - what our decision’s going to be as part of a broader review of our E. coli O157:H7 policy.


As you're probably aware, we've put out a large number of notices over the last year or so, what we're trying - what we're planning to do is reissue the 10,101. And as part of that, we will review the issue about primals and sub primals and deal with it as part of that.

Coordinator:
Thank you, our next question is from (Ann Howell) of Dallas. Your line is open.

(Ann Howell):
Thank you. I have a question about child nutrition voluntary services. It's my understanding that AMS is going to start child nutrition audits sometime around March or after March. And once they start their auditing process that we’ll no longer need to charge for time performing CN tasks. Do you guys have any knowledge about that?

(Ken Petersen):
No. This is (Ken Petersen) again. No, actually we’re looking at some heads shaking side to side. We don't - and we're not aware of that. And in fact, if anything we’re tending to go the other way to reinforce our authority to verify as a reimbursable service particularly for those firms that are covered under the AMS programs. That's a directive that goes back ten years or so.


Recently we kind of reasserted our authority to be getting compensation for that. But no I'm not aware. We’ll certainly follow-up with our colleagues in AMS in case we’re thinking different things on that.

(Ann Howell):
Okay.

(Ken Petersen):
Thank you.

(Ann Howell):
Thank you.

Coordinator:
Our next question from (Troy Picatri), Alameda, California. Your line is open.

(Troy Picatri):
Hello. This is about exports. Does the Agency have any plans in the future to make the export holes - or our whole export system for the inspectors better than what it is?

All our questions currently are pretty much directed to one person which may or may not get back to us or if we can't get a hold of, if we ask anybody else they kind of say, well ask so and so.


And the export thing is becoming so technical anymore and so specialized it's almost like a - it gets in the way of inspection. That's it.

(Phil Derfler):
Okay. This is (Phil Derfler). We are in the process of hiring additional people to work on the export program.


And also, I'm not sure if you're aware of this but the - a number of people were transferred from the Office of International Affairs to the Office of Policy to work on policy issues and to work on the kind of questions that you're referring to.


So we hope to improve the service that we’re providing on those sorts of issues and to clarify our policy on export questions as well as to make  askFSIS a more useful tool on those questions as well.

(Ken Petersen):
This is (Ken Petersen) again. The one, the additional thing on that is that when I was talking about PHIS in the future, you know, it's always been to share good news when we have it.


And with the rollout of PHIS there will be one module on exports. And the information I've seen on it, to be honest with you, one of the best enhancements that I've seen in a very long time.


Much of your checks that you need to do today on the export library will be fully automated where those country- by- country requirements will be programmed into the system.

So those, you know, follow-up kind of confirmations that you do spend time and sometimes a lot of time doing today because they do change, it will rely on the system to be giving you the accurate information.

Then you can focus your export activities I think where those - where your duties belong,  which is on the integrity of the product and kind of get you out of the country check business.


So for Field Operations and I know for most of the other program areas, because that's going to automate a lot of what we do for exports, there's a lot more detail to it.


But for your work I think it's going to be a significant improvement and so we're really looking forward to that down the road. And it's not that far down the road.


Next question?

Coordinator:
Next from (Mark Motten), OFO. Your line is open.

Please check your mute button sir. Your line is open.


I’ll move on. Leslie Fisher, CRDOM. Your line is open now.

Leslie Fisher:
Yes hi. I would like to know what kind of data, the data analysis workgroup would be looking at standardizing?


Hello?

(Al Almanza):
Yes we’re here.  What we're looking at here is all the data that we're getting and trying to put it in a usable format that's familiar to everyone.


So I mean, you say what type of data, well any type of data that we generate is what we're looking at.

Leslie Fisher:
That would include personnel data and things of that sort?

(Al Almanza):
No, not personnel data.

Leslie Fisher:
Okay. Okay thanks.

(Billy Milton):
I think the concern that Leslie has is Leslie works in Civil Rights.

(Al Almanza):
Oh.

(Billy Milton):
They have standalone reports that must be filed and it's generated by a data system...
(Al Almanza):
Oh.

(Billy Milton):
...with the deposit.

(Al Almanza):
Okay.

(Billy Milton):
They want to know whether our system is going to interfere with that or, you know, or now only to use it...
Karen Messmore:
Leslie could you hear the additional discussion here?

Leslie Fisher:
Yes and he's - (Billy), he's right on target.

Karen Messmore:
 Okay and right now our systems from a human capital standpoint are all driven from - corporately from the National Finance Center at the Department, and both systems will remain there.

Leslie Fisher:
Okay.

Karen Messmore:
All payroll personnel, you know, that type of data is centrally driven.

Leslie Fisher:
Okay thank you.

Karen Messmore:
Okay.

Coordinator:
Next question from (Bill Fisher) with FSIS. Your line is open.

(Bill Fisher):
Hi (Al). How are you doing?

(Al Almanza):
Hey (Bill).

(Bill Fisher):
Listen, one of my questions I wanted to ask is lately we've been hearing a lot of stuff about a single food agency from the Obama administration, that they've really got a commitment to it with a lot of backing from Senator Clinton and from - and I was wondering what your thoughts were on that. You know, where it would lead us or the impact on us or just, you know, I mean whatever you're thinking on it.

(Al Almanza):
Well I haven't talked to Senator Clinton or to Obama yet but I wouldn't say never. But it's kind of early (Bill). You know, new administration. We've had their transition team in to speak to us. But it's too early in the game.


I mean all we know is what we read in the papers just like you do and there’s certainly going to be changes. I mean that's what new administrations do. But I can't even comment because I really wouldn’t - don't know. I don't have any firsthand knowledge of any directed changes that they would be expecting.

(Bill Fisher):
Okay. Thank you very much.

Coordinator:
And presently my last question is from (Mark Motten), OFO. Your line’s open.

(Mark Motten):
Yes. In November of ‘07 most all inspection personnel received a letter in the mail that described two new initiatives. One of the initiatives was the PHIS, and the other was described as the public health based young chicken inspection system.


We’ve continued to hear updates about PHIS, but we're just wondering about the status of the described initiative - the public health based young chicken inspection system.

(Phil Derfler):
Okay. This is (Phil Derfler). Well we’re continuing to look at the possibility of developing a system like that. At this point though it's been moved, we have not been actively engaged in it. I think we're going to need to see after the new administration comes in about where we want to go with that.

(Al Almanza):
We - just to finish up on that question, which doesn't mean that we're not continuing to analyze the data that we have regarding that.


I mean it is something that will, you know, will have significant change. So to make these kinds of changes in light of a new administration is kind of awkward right now.


So we would - we are moving forward, but we have to kind of be deliberate in what we do.


So just what you read is probably the closest to the newest news on that topic right now.

(Mark Motten):
Okay thank you.

(Al Almanza):
Sure.

Coordinator:
And my last question presently from (Wayne Humphries). Your line is open.

(Wayne Humphries):
Thank you. Regarding the transition team, I know they've been at USDA for a while now. What has been their main focus in your discussions with them? And has anything come along the line with that on food safety education consumer outreach?

(Al Almanza):
The meetings with the transition teams are very high level. Basically what they want to know is -  they want to know the issues that we are currently dealing with. They want to know the new initiatives that we're looking at. They want to know what we did with Hallmark/Westland and they want to know what we did with Tops.


So they’re very high level type of issues. They're not getting into what their agendas are or what they expect or anything like that. It is a very high level type of discussion. Because understand that a transition team is nothing more than a communication board if you will.


They‘re - all they're doing is they're taking information for where the Agency is and communicating it back to the people that will ultimately take over this, you know, this Agency or the Department and/or this administration.


So it's not that down in the weeds yet and certainly as we move closer to changing administrations we’ll certainly have more information and we will share it with you then.

(Wayne Humphries):
Thank you.

Coordinator:
At this time I have no further questions. I would like to turn the call back over to Mr. (Almanza).

(Al Almanza):
All right. Well I want to thank everybody for listening and certainly for sharing. I know that you all have to take time out of your day to listen to these calls. But we do think that they are very important and we take everything that you say seriously.


We're also going to post transcripts of the Town Hall meeting on Inside FSIS shortly.


If there are any questions that you think of later on, certainly don't hesitate to ask and to raise them because we're only going to get better if you come up with questions or issues and ask them. Because if you keep them to yourselves that's where they're going to stay and we do need your help in getting better and moving forward. So again, I just want to thank you all and have a good rest of the day. Thanks.

Coordinator:
Thank you everyone for participating in today's conference call. You may disconnect now at this time.


That concludes today’s conference. You may disconnect.
END

