Statement from NFFE Forest Service Council on PEER release on FS NEPA plan

January 22, 2008
Public Employees for Environmental Responsibility (PEER) released the agency’s final report on the Feasibility Study of Activities Related to National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) Compliance in the US Forest Service, along with the Chief’s letter in which the report’s recommendations were accepted and agency leadership solicited for advice regarding implementation method, on January 14, 2008.  PEER’s press release on the topic is posted at http://www.peer.org/news/news_id.php?row_id=971.  The NFFE Forest Service Council has been contacted by a number of media outlets seeking background on this issue.  Questions focused on the specifics of the recommended reorganization and on the anticipated timing of its implementation.  This document summarizes the union’s response.
Concerns with “to be” organization

The Council feels that removal of NEPA from the field is a bad idea.  NEPA requires local knowledge of the land, interaction with the public, etc. which we feel would be lost by implementation of Service Centers as laid out in the report.  In addition, relocating employees to Service Centers would remove expertise required for other land management work.  The 8,000 or so employees perform 3,295 FTEs of NEPA work.  The situation is this: hydrologists, foresters, wildlife biologists, etc. are in the field managing the land.  Some of their duties involve work to comply with NEPA; however, usually this is a collateral duty.  Since half-employees cannot be reassigned, centralization would leave holes in expertise in the field to perform non-NEPA land management work.  Here’s an excerpt from a recent briefing paper illustrating the point (the redistribution difficulty is the same for any centralization, whether A-76 is involved or not):
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A quick primer for the bean counters:  The A-76 process is potentially useful only when applied to work performed by a severable business unit, as represented by the beans on the left.  There, duties are nicely segregated: one employee performs one duty.  However, the A-76 process fails to address the issue of collateral duties, represented above by the mottled colors on the individual red runner beans.  As shown on the right, A-76-forced redistribution of such duties can be very harmful to the organization.  To switch metaphors, even if public employees are considered nothing more than cogs in a machine, one cannot switch out half-cogs.

 

In addition to the NEPA collateral duty issue, over 3,500 of the 8,000 employees are emergency responders (fire and all-hazard).  In fire, initial attack is obviously much more effective.  Common sense tells us that removal of a significant number of responders from the field via centralization would have an adverse effect on initial attack capabilities.  This should be carefully considered.  

 

The plan calls for downsizing of 620 of the NEPA FTEs (18.8%).  My best estimate from the report is that roughly 1,800 land management professionals would be moved to the service centers, making the total number of FTEs removed from the field 2,420.  The only NEPA presence left in field units would be lower-paid data collectors (often seasonal employees), who would be left without the oversight and guidance required for quality data collection.  We think this is a recipe for disaster. 

 
Current status of NEPA reorganization plans

However, while the union and agency employees are still concerned, there is good reason to hope that the Report’s recommendation to centralize NEPA is not written in stone.  I've been told by agency officials that the agency has not rejected centralization as an option; however, the plan's specific recommendations have been characterized to me as preliminary, and a willingness to consider other options has been expressed.  
Regulatory and political contexts have changed rapidly since the NEPA Feasibility Report was released.  The Report was generated as part of the administration’s competitive sourcing agenda (background info at http://www.nffe-fsc.org/Documents/CSIndex/CSIndex.html).  The political agenda, forced down the agency’s throat straight out of the White House, was to downsize, centralize, privatize.  We believe the NEPA centralization plan was greatly influenced by these constraints.  For example, A-76 outsourcing rules require agency work to be “bundled” to match service packages provided by government contractors, not to meet the needs of the agency.  Consolidated NEPA is easier to outsource.  The Report is an example of what happens when the tail wags the dog.

 

Fortunately, the competitive sourcing agenda has been largely discredited. Congress recently enacted legislation banning A-76 transfers of work from Forest Service employees to government contractors.  With the statutory prohibition on competitive sourcing, there is a different playing field that provides an opportunity to reflect and consider unintended consequences before proceeding with the agency's next step.  Indications are this is happening.

 

The union approached agency leadership with a proposal to slow down and get input from field employees on the Report and alternatives to it.  The agency agreed.  The union and agency are now jointly using the formal content analysis process to analyze comments solicited and collected from nearly 1,000 employees at all levels of the Forest Service organization.  This is similar to the process often used to analyze public comments on proposed agency actions as part of compliance with NEPA.  We hope to conclude the coding phase of this project by the end of February and commence drafting employee concern statements and compiling the final report immediately thereafter.  This is a significant effort, and I doubt it would have been undertaken without intent to use its results.

These points are reiterated in the talking points developed in response to PEER’s release, posted at http://www.nffe-fsc.org/Documents/CSIndex/NEPA/FS_080116_NEPA_TP.htm, which include the following statements:

· A lot has changed since the NEPA Feasibility Study was completed.  Employee feedback and internal management discussions have caused the agency to pause and take a second look.

· Formal content analysis of employee issues [is being] conducted with full involvement of the employees' union, NFFE.  This information will be available to all employees and used by any future BPR teams.
· [T]he report's recommendations are not written in stone, they will be assessed in light of comments/information from field experts and decision makers.
· Based on field feedback, the agency will consider all options and alternatives...
Employees agree that the agency can do NEPA better.  The question is, “How?”  The Feasibility Report generated a good deal of anxiety, but perhaps in the long run it has accomplished a good thing: it has started a meaningful dialog between the agency’s real experts – front-line employees who actually do the work – and agency leadership.  The union is proud to be helping facilitate this interaction.  We hope this will serve as a model for using the agency’s greatest resource – it’s employees – as we work together for greater effectiveness and efficiency in caring for the land and serving people.
Mark Davis, Chair
NFFE Forest Service Council Competitive Sourcing Committee

Note: This plan has now been put on hold

See http://www.nffe-fsc.org/Documents/CSIndex/NEPA/FSC_To_NEPA_080225.htm
