	
	

	



Heidi:	I would now like to introduce Deputy Under Secretary Al Almanza. Please go ahead.
	
Al:	Okay, thank you. Good afternoon, and I want to thank everybody for calling in to this meeting and certainly also the folks that are sitting here with me. It's been a while since I've had one of these calls, so I wanted to take some time to share with you some of the initiatives the agency is moving forward on this year, and also talk a little bit about the budget. Just like 2014, we have another busy year ahead of us, so I'm here in San Antonio right now to speak to some of our OIEA employees as soon as I hang up. I have more travel and town halls planned in the coming weeks, so I look forward to seeing quite a few of you in the near future. 
	In the meantime, as you know, we have our new poultry inspection system that we're in the process of rolling out. We have catfish inspection coming down the road as well. We also have several proposed rules and final rules on policy initiatives that we have underway. We have a strategic plan that we're following, with an emphasis on modernizing food safety and reducing foodborne illness, especially with salmonella.
	The new poultry inspection system very much ties into that plan. We've had almost two dozen plants express an interest so far, and I expect more will do so as we get closer to the implementation. As I said before, we've asked for plants wishing to opt in to let us know by February 23; however, this date's only for the first wave. Should plants choose to participate at a later date, they can certainly do so. 
	I've received a bunch of questions about the number of plants that might make the transition. My concern is about food safety advancements in the rule - the required testing, and things like that, which are happening regardless. Mandatory requirements for all poultry facilities to update their food safety plans and perform new testing are effective for large and small plants now, and will be effective for very small plants on February 17. 
	As a public health agency we want to make the best decisions about public health, and so that's what I'm thinking about. I also think the companies will also weigh that into their decisions regarding their operations. 
	We're doing so much right now. It's really amazing when you think about how productive we've been in such a short time and the progress we've made for food safety. I really have to thank all of you for that. You've worked hard and long hours, day in and day out, often doing thankless work that consumers don't even know what's taking place. But when they sit down at the dinner table, they have safe food to eat, and we have safe food to eat.
	I also want to talk a little bit about the budget and what's ahead for us. Earlier this week, the President released his 2016 budget request. In that request, he asked Congress for the authority to reorganize several agencies to improve efficiencies and eliminate overlapping responsibilities. This included combining FSIS with the food safety functions of FDA to create a new food safety agency under the Department of Health and Human Services. I'm sure you'll hear about this in the news in the coming days, so I wanted to share with you what I know. 
	First, how FSIS conducts business is not changing as a result of this proposal. It will be business as usual. Carcass-by-carcass inspection is the cornerstone of our work, and this proposal will not change that. You all are doing great work, and you should continue that. This will not and should not overshadow anything that we're doing currently or even plan to do. I'm aware that there are a lot of complex questions about this proposal, though it's worth noting that the Administration views this as the beginning of a conversation. Modern science-based food safety requirements and strong enforcement would still be very much a part of what we do. I assure you, should this proposal develop further, I will keep you informed of that along the way. That is something I've strived for with every transition this agency has ever made, and that is a promise that I plan on keeping. 
	I'm sure you have questions, but I'll be honest with you, and I'll tell you that I do not have very many answers for you at the moment, specifically, related to this single food safety agency. I have some questions of that myself, but I'll do my best to answer any questions you may have. And with that, I'll take any questions that you may have on the phone. 
Alexandra Tarrant:	Heidi, can you just let people know how they can submit a question?
Heidi:	Absolutely. If you would like to ask a question, dial "*1" on your phone to be placed in the question queue. You'll hear a notification when your line is unmuted. Please then state your name and question. If your question is answered before your turn, pressing "*1" a second time will take you out of the queue. And we do have a question.
Alexandra Tarrant:	Okay, go ahead. 
Heidi:	Please go ahead.
Stan:	Yes, this is Stan. How are you today, Al? 
Al:	Hey, Stan. I'd be surprised if you weren't number one. I'm doing well, how are you?
Stan:	I told the group ... we're in a meeting, and I told them that you would be disappointed if I didn't jump in there. Al, my question is about the people who have raised their hand that want to go under the new poultry inspection system, and the number that you quoted. Is that in addition to the current HIMP plants, or including those that are under the current HIMP system?
Al:	I believe that it's in addition to, but I'll have to check the number. I'll send you an email about that. 
Stan:	All right, thank you.
Heidi:	Please go ahead.
	Looks like at this time we have no more questions in the queue. 
Al:	All right-
Speaker 5:	Hi, I'm sorry. 
Al:	Okay. 
Speaker 5:	I'm sorry, did you hear my question at all?
Al:	No.
Speaker 5:	I'll go. Under the President's proposal to combine FSIS and FDA, it would be put under Health and Human Services. Is there a reason that, over that versus the USDA?
Al:	No. I mean, I think you've read what I've read. I think what they're calling for, or at least the proposal says, an independent food safety agency. But you know, again, I want to stress that this is just the beginning of a dialogue, the beginning of a conversation. This has happened before, but I think that in order for the Administration to put forth a proposal, they have to put it in a context in which they have a vision for that. But you know there still needs to be a lot of work done, a lot of conversations. Certainly Congress and the Administration. I would say right now I think we just need to read the information that comes out regarding this proposal and just be informed. But as we get additional information, or if there's any progress made, we'll certainly have another call so that I can give you the latest information that we have.
Speaker 5:	Thank you. 
Heidi:	Okay, we do have another question in the queue.
Al:	Okay. 
Heidi:	Caller, please go ahead. 
Bonnie:	Hi Al, this is Bonnie Straley, North Central California.
Heidi:	Hi, Bonnie.
Bonnie:	Hey. I see in Wednesday Newsline that you're going to be offering training resume writing training classes, and I would like to know when and where these locations are going to be for this training. 
Al:	Okay. We have a list of those, Bonnie, that I can get for you, but if they're going to be in the districts that you're interested in, we can get those to you through those district offices as well.
Bonnie:	Okay. Thank you. 
Al:	Uh-huh. 
Heidi:	Al, we have two more questions in the queue. Caller, please go ahead. 
Tim:	Good afternoon, Al. How's it going? My name's Tim.
Al:	Hey. 
Tim:	My question is, when you say carcass-by-carcass inspection wouldn't change, under a new model. Also, how does that relate to those of us that are in processing patrol assignments that don't necessarily inspect carcasses, more or less facilities and workers. Is that looking to change? What kind of information do you have about that?
Al:	The one thing that we are going to certainly insist on is that we maintain our daily inspection, which reflects directly on carcass-by-carcass inspection. That isn't going to change. We believe that we have the best inspection system in the world, and we're recognized for that because we have daily inspection, daily presence in all our processing facilities, and we have carcass-by-carcass inspection. We're not going to give that up. 
Tim:	Okay. Yeah, I appreciate that. Thank you. 
Al:	Uh-huh.
Heidi:	Caller, please go ahead.
Mary:	Yes, hi. Mary with FSIS in California. I had a question. With this possible merger, and I know you don't have all the answers, but the pay scales are different for a CSI versus a CSO. If the two agencies were to be merged, how would that be ... which way would that go, as far as if we were to take on more responsibilities that the FDA does daily now, or how they function? And now if we were to take some of those responsibilities, would we be bumped up to that pay scale? How would that be determined?
Al:	Yeah, that's going to be part of the conversation that will encompass all those details. I'll say this: We inspect. FDA doesn't inspect. I don't know how that pay thing will evolve, but I can assure that we are going to be as engaged in the conversation and certainly explain what our expectations will be as far as inspection goes, because our inspection workforce is the best. That's why other countries look to us. That's why other countries try to replicate how we inspect, because we do a darn good job of it. I don't know what that will look like at the end, other than we're going to insist that we continue to inspect the way that we have. That's just way down the road kind of details that I can't even start to answer. 
Mary:	Okay. Just a second part - would there be a reduction in force in either agency?
Al:	Maintaining carcass-by-carcass and daily inspection ... to be honest with you, I think there's only the ability to enhance what we already do. I certainly don't see any less than ... as far as personnel goes, I don't see less than what we have now.
Mary:	Okay. Thank you.
Al:	Uh-huh. 
Heidi:	Caller, please go ahead. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Richard:	Hi, Al. My name is Richard [Shibner]. I'm a CSI in Chattanooga, Tennessee. As a supervisor, I have a couple questions about LERD, maybe some drug testing. What's the agency's policy on that now? I don't know if this is an appropriate time to be asking these questions, but ...
Al:	I'll tell you that LERD is probably in the best shape that, I believe, the best shape it's ever been. We're always looking at personnel policies. We're always looking at ways to better engage with our employees. Drug testing has come up before, but that's nothing that is currently an initiative that we're looking at in our workforce. We do have drug testing for executive-level employees in headquarters, but at this point, that isn’t something that we currently have on our agenda. 
Richard:	Okay. Can you speak of anything as fitness of duty? Is there any such thing as that anymore?
Al:	Sure there is. I would encourage you to reach out to your LERD person in your district office if you're having an issue or a situation that you need handled. Certainly you can contact the folks in headquarters as well.
Richard:	All righty. Thank you. 
Al:	Uh-huh. 
Heidi:	Caller, please go ahead. 
Liz:	Hi Al, it's Liz [Dergen]. I have a question. I got an email regarding my electronic official personnel file, and I tried to go into the computer but I was having issues. What I thought was interesting was not only did it have USDA as something for me to choose but Health and Human Services was also located on my window, so I didn't understand that. Do you have any idea why that was?
Al:	I do not. I don't know if somebody back at headquarters knows why that is happening, but if you can send me an email directly, I will have an answer for you about that.
Liz:	Will do.
Al:	Okay. I'm not hard to find, just send me an email and I'll get an answer for you on that. Sometimes some of these databases are shared by different departments, different agencies, and so we wind up with some type of message on our email or on the data access that reflects something that is just because we share that data stream with them. Right, Carl?
Carl:	Yes.
Al:	Yeah. Okay. But I'll find out specifically for you, okay?
Heidi:	Okay, and our last caller. Please go ahead.
Debbie:	Good morning from New Mexico. My name is Debbie. My question, Al, is, is there a timeline for discussions with FDA and HHS on this? And will it be fast-tracked according to President Obama's wishes for completion in the next, I don't know, six months, eight months? Do you have any idea? And thank you.
Al:	I do not. I can tell you that this is a budget submittal to Congress. As you well know, Congress takes some time before they make decisions, and they do a very thorough job of going through the budget and what the different initiatives are. This could be something that we could start ... as far as discussion goes, we could start in the next few months. But it's just difficult to say in that a budget process is quite lengthy and there's just a lot that goes into it. For me to give you a projection on a timeline would be just a total guess, because this is a very, I would say, a very dynamic issue, an issue that there's going to be a lot of interest in, both on the Hill and certainly in the White House. Do we have any more calls?
Heidi:	Oh, one just popped up. Hold on, please. Caller, please go ahead.
Chuck:	Hi, yeah, this is Chuck from Florida. Everything I've read about this so far today ... why are they taking the larger agency, FSIS, out of USDA and putting us in HHS? It makes no sense. Any ideas?
Al:	Other than you've read what I read, and I can certainly guess that they ... if you read some of the articles, they're talking about a single food safety agency. They want to look at different ways of creating this single food safety agency. I can only guess at why, but I really don't know. I think, as I've said, there just needs to be a lot of dialogue, a lot of discussion. And who knows? Who knows what the outcome will be? I really can't tell you. I wasn't involved in that discussion, but we just have to wait and see. It's a little bit too early to get nervous about this. As I hear, or as I get additional information, I will certainly share it with all of you. I think that we just need to wait and see how some of these conversations and this dialogue turns out. Okay?
Heidi:	At this time, we have no questions in the queue.
Al:	All right. I just want to go ahead and thank everyone for calling in. As I said, I promise that as I get additional information we'll do this again. I hope to get more information sooner rather than later, but you never know. As I said, this is going to be a lengthy process. I also want to thank you all for what you do. Keep up the hard work, keep up the attitude, certainly the work ethic that you demonstrate every single day. Let's just wait and see what happens. Let's not get too concerned over something that we have no control over. Thank you, and thanks for calling in.
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