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I.
Introduction

Ms. Karen Alderman, Executive Director, JFMIP began the meeting at 9:00 a.m. by welcoming the various agencies attending the Forum and asking representatives to introduce themselves and indicate what their participation is in the implementation of new financial management systems.

Alderman stated the goals of JFMIP are to highlight common challenges with agency systems, get their feedback and explore what JFMIP can do to assist them more. 

Alderman introduced Sky Lesher, Deputy CFO at the Department of Interior and Chair of the CFO Council Systems Committee. Sky shared with the audience his observations from the perspective of the CFO Council.

Investing in Financial Systems

Lesher pointed out that including financial management systems in investment planning and funding is very important. He indicated that recognition of the need is well documented; however, the challenge to obtain the necessary funding is an issue. He talked about the need for sponsors and questioned whether or not there are true champions at the senior level. He added that with the change in administration, we will need to establish new champions.

Changing Requirements

Lesher discussed the challenge faced by the JFMIP to keep the certification process up to date and to ensure that vendors understood the needs of federal government with regards to FMS.

Security Issues

Lesher emphasized that security is increasingly an issue noting a need for FMS systems to respond to security issues in a more open environment. He added that vulnerability increases exponentially with the web, Issues that need to be addressed include how to minimize the risk, and what to do to avoid hacking. The CIO Council is working with JFMIP on how COTS packages need to support these security risks.  The CIO Council is developing new processes; we need to follow those and support their efforts.  Sky emphasized the need to work more closely with the CIO community; the solution requires new partnerships with the CIO community. Other issues mentioned include the smart pay program, which we rely on very heavily. Maintaining the security of credit cards is an issue.

Successfully Implementing Financial Systems

Lesher also discussed some key factors in successfully implementing financial systems. He recommended breaking implementations project into smaller pieces so results can be seen earlier.  He recommended that we readjust our planning models so that we are delivering results every 6 months.  He pointed out that we are being evaluated on one measure, results.  If we have a project that fails or is canceled the grade is 0. The old model of investing only for the implementation, and not for the full life cycle of the system, no longer works.  For a variety of reasons, we will be changing our financial systems every year, and we should recognize that financial systems require a continual investment of resources.

Lesher discussed the importance of effective project management. How do we make sure we have the right project manager?  He noted that we could outsource project management, but not project responsibilities.

Lesher indicated that change management is another important factor to success.  Across the government, processes need more standardization; however, people are resistant to changing their own processes to meet a new standard. We need to consider, to what degree do we standardize our processes, and how much flexibility should be allowed.

Alderman, Steve Balsam and Bruce Turner (staff members of JFMIP) spoke about the various processes and products JFMIP have developed.  Steve Balsam covered JFMIP’s incremental test results including FACTS II, future plans for updating the test, new Treasury requirements and strategies for improving the test processes.  Bruce Turner discussed the new JFMIP Knowledgebase and Financial Systems Roadmap as well as other initiatives and areas of research underway.  Ms. Jean Holcombe of OMB substituting for Jerry Williams, discussed future directions of OMB provided through Circular A-127, CPIC and FFMIA.  Slides were provided to the meeting participants.

II.
Recommended Action Items for JFMIP

· Complete the list of agencies using each of the certified financial management systems.  

· Consider the development of standard inputs and outputs for feeder system interfaces.
· Post to the JFMIP website by December 15, 2000, Core Competencies for Project Managers Implementing Financial Systems.  
· Schedule the next Super Users Group meeting.

III.
Question and Answer Session

Ms. Alderman opened the floor to open discussion and several questions were raised.  The following are the questions asked and the answers provided by JFMIP and OMB:

Question: At the agency/bureau level, our financial projects always take a back seat to more politically visible programmatic projects.  Is OMB doing anything to help level the playing field so that our projects have a chance to even get in the OMB request?  Competition for funding is extremely difficult and cumbersome.

Answer (OMB): Yes. Every agency faces this challenge.  Try to get agency financial management plans incorporated into information technology plans, which are then incorporated into capital investment plans.  Getting financial system needs into the overall planning process is important.  We worry so much about quantitatively measuring the benefits as savings but forget to emphasize the value of additional benefits to be gained such as new functionality and better information.

Question: Has OMB considered development of a matrix to crosswalk report requirements to OMB Circulars, Exhibits, and laws?

Answer (OMB): OMB is not the only entity generating regulations (for example, Treasury does as well).  The road map would be a good place for such a matrix.

Question: Which Exhibit should include remediation plans?

Answer (OMB): In the agency financial management plan required by Section 52, address goals and strategies.  Also, highlight plans in fixing FFMIA problems.

Question: When will the new A-130 Circular be posted on OMB’s web site?

Answer (OMB): Until it is posted on OMB’s web site, check the CIO web site.  Also, it may have been published in the Federal Register.

Question: Earlier, it was mentioned that agencies need to be more creative in selling the need for new financial systems; however, when agencies do this OMB responds with wanting to see cost savings.  Agencies have a hard time projecting and documenting such savings.  The benefits of the new financial system are obvious, but hard to quantify.

Answer (OMB): There are other cost savings, such as lack of information, which can be quantified.

Question: At our agency, we have done extensive research on return on investment (ROI) in order to get a project approved.  ROI’s are often negative at the local level; it’s hard to get a positive ROI without being accused of “cooking the books”.

Answer (OMB): Present savings and benefits for each module or component of the system to show what each is providing.  Include benefits that would result from new functionality provided too.

Answer (JFMIP): Administrative processing costs may not be primarily in the financial management office. The process costs may be in the program offices that have to hand off paper from place to place before getting the transaction processed.  Agencies often have difficulty capturing such process costs.  Recommend conducting an “as is” to “to be” analysis of process cost cost to construct the business case.  Also, system replacements are being made to mitigate the risk associated with not having technical resources for legacy systems.  Companies who built legacy baseline rationale is staying in business rather than reducing cost.

Question: How do you ensure that the certified version of software is what is provided to clients by the vendor?

Answer: JFMIP has considered this.  JFMIP had a major vendor fail the software test the first time.  As a result, the vendor suggested that JFMIP “escrow “ the software which JFMIP has declined to require.  Instead, JFMIP has advised agencies to do the following:

· Make it a contractual arrangement - the software is essentially the same software as has been certified.

· As one of the first steps in your selection process, have the vendor set up the software in your environment and run some test steps - you can use test steps from the JFMIP qualification test materials or set up your own test steps

· In implementing the software, ask the vendor to demonstrate the software by using the JFMIP qualification test to check compliance.

Question: Is software that has been customized to meet agency-specific requirements still certified?

Answer (JFMIP): No. Once code has been changed, JFMIP cannot certify its compliance.  If you need software changes, reconsider whether you can instead adapt agency processes to work with the existing system.  Also, the Government, through user groups and changes to the qualification test, can move the market where we need them to go.

Answer (OMB): For customized software, the agency will need to ensure that JFMIP requirements are still met through systems implementation testing.

Question: As releases occur of new requirements, why don’t we have agreement with vendors that they will update their software (to incorporate new requirements)?

Answer (JFMIP): We do have such a capability, through an incremental test.  See the JFMIP testing policy located on our web site for details.  An example of an incremental test was the FACTS II testing that was completed this summer.  For next year, an incremental test will not be performed since no new requirements, such as FACTS I, have been solidified.  When JFMIP revises the complete test, we will then incorporate FACTS I and other functional requirements.

Question: What are the first steps for an agency to take the JFMIP test?

Answer (JFMIP): Read the testing policy and notify JFMIP of your intent.  Testing is voluntary for organizations that provide services to other government agencies.

Question: Will JFMIP disclose which companies struggled with FACTS testing?

Answer (JFMIP): We have considered this previously - perhaps in the next round of certifications.  Such an assessment is subjective, and we have encountered legal challenges since testing began.  One suggestion is to look at the JFMIP web site for information provided by vendors on value added features.  Also, on an ad hoc basis we meet with agencies to provide guidance on factors to consider during the software selection process.  JFMIP has tried in the past year to identify metrics.  Let JFMIP know what performance metrics are important to you in evaluating software.  If JFMIP posts actual performance metrics of agencies that are implementing new systems, this objective information could help inform other agencies who are evaluating options.

Question:  Does JFMIP have a list of agencies using each certified system along with contact names and numbers?

Answer (JFMIP): We are working on a list and only question whether the agencies will allow us to publish it.  Also, we are looking towards sharing OMB financial systems inventory data via the JFMIP web site.  JFMIP will try to capture such information through the interview/survey process - see the draft survey handed out at this meeting.

Question: Does JFMIP have plans to certify other types of financial systems (e.g., Travel, HR/Payroll, etc.)?

Answer (JFMIP): Our charter allows it.  In order to undertake such a significant investment, we need the community to agree that a standard test in a subsidiary area would susbstantially reduce cost and risk among many agencies.  Also, agencies would have to support the infusion of dollars.  The core test, as an example, cost $700K in direct costs (not including outside agency support) - and, we were building on a test that already addressed 25% of the requirements.  We have the potential to test subsidiary systems, but it is not something on our immediate horizon.

Question: We need standard inputs and outputs for feeder system interfaces.  That would be a major improvement in dealing with other financial software.  Can we define a minimum standard?

Answer (JFMIP): We will consider this request.  We do test standard interfaces with Treasury Systems.  Agencies are buying ERP’s that have data integration processes already defined for the functions supported by the ERP.  However, for agencies that need to integrate with systems external to an ERP this still needs to be addressed.  The challenge will be to define standard interface API’s.

Question: JFMIP requires testing to ensure CFO compliance.  For ERP’s, modules that are CFO compliant are different than commercial modules.  Is there any way JFMIP can exert influence to make ERP software fully governmental instead of a potpourri of government and commercial functionality?

Answer (JFMIP): ERP packages typically include functionality for subsidiary systems with a small portion of total functionality supporting core financial system functional requirements.  ERP vendors who have received a JFMIP certificate of compliance may claim that they are “CFO Compliant.”  However, agencies must consider that many of their system challenges stem from subsidiary systems do not produce the required data.  Also, the subsidiary system requirements are only now being organized and presented as JFMIP system requirements.  For instance Property systems requirements were published only in the last quarter.  This is an evolving process.  Currently, for component pieces, agencies have to do their own checklist.  There are no standard test scripts for subsidiary systems.  Through user groups, agencies may be able to share scripts.  Finally, as we move to greater use of commercial products, keep in mind that the Federal Government is only 1-2% of the COTS market.  We will not be able to dominate and force changes to vendor software.  So we need to articulate the mandatory requirements clearly and be open to options on how to meet them.

The meeting adjourned at 12:15pm
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