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August 20, 2002

To: 

Karen Siderelis

Geographic Information Officer

Through:
Robert M. Hirsch /signed/



Associate Director for Water

From: 

Michael E. Slifer /signed by K. Lins, for?

Chair, WRD Information Technology Advisory Committee 

Subject: 
Improving Communications between the Geographic Information Office and field employees

The Water Resources Discipline (WRD) Information Technology Advisory Committee (ITAC) is a cross-functional committee who serves as advisor to the Associate Director for Water on issues related to information technology.  At a recent ITAC meeting, several gaps in communication were brought to our attention, and we would like to offer assistance.  The ITAC recognizes that for the new bureau/regional structures to have a positive impact on all employees, it is critical that these communication issues be addressed and clarified so that the new organizational structure can be effective.

The Committee has identified three areas of communication that need attention:

· Communications from the Geographic Information Office (GIO) to field personnel.

· GIO’s acknowledgement of feedback received from field personnel.

· Communications and interaction of the existing Technology Advisory Committees with bureau and regional IT groups.

Communications from the GIO office to field personnel.  A number of recent email communications have caused confusion at several levels of the organization, particularly at the Science Center level.  A significant number of emails being sent directly to all employees at Science Centers are not being perceived as important and, thus, are not 
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getting the expected reaction or attention.  A recent example of this was the email sent to all employees by the bureau IT Security Manager, announcing the mandatory Security Awareness training.  Timely completion of this training is very important, especially after the recent security compromises and results of security audits, but, to date, only 63 percent of the U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) community has completed the course. Until other methods are established and prove successful, ITAC suggests that the GIO communicate critical messages requiring action through the existing channels of communication/authority which employees are accustomed to.  This would mean that instead of sending an all employee email, communications would instead be channeled through the Regional Directors to the Regional Executives and effectively reach the employees with appropriate authority at each Science Center.  To communicate with the field directly, employees will need to be educated on how the new bureau IT positions will interact with the sources that, up to this date, provided IT guidance.  This approach will initially require a significant effort from the GIO office to define interactions between the old and the new organizational structures, and to educate all employees and their immediate supervisors as to the importance of specific IT issues.

Bureau level employees should also be informed that a number of Lotus email groups already exist which can facilitate communications to the field.  Some examples of existing groups are GS-ER SA (System Administrators in the Easter Region), GS-W Webmasters (All Webmasters in Water).  To avoid duplication of effort among bureau IT groups, ITAC recommends that the other Disciplines and Regions define similar groups following the existing naming convention (i.e., GS-CR SA, GS-WR SA)

GIO’s acknowledgement of feedback received from field personnel.  To ensure a successful transition, as resources are reallocated and processes change, it is essential for the field to feel that their voices are being heard and their concerns are being addressed.  At this point it is unclear to ITAC and to field employees, if our feedback is working its way up the chain to the appropriate audience.  It is important that issues raised by the field receive at least some degree of acknowledgement; this is why ITAC would like to volunteer to be a significant point of contact.  We would be happy to reiterate your decisions and messages to our constituents so that the reasons behind decisions become clear to them and through ITAC the GIO can ensure that field concerns are seriously being considered and understood at the bureau level. 

Communications and interaction of the existing Technology Advisory Committees with Bureau and Regional IT groups.  The mission critical operations of WRD rely on the National Water Information Systems (NWIS) database infrastructure.  Support of these databases could not be accomplished if it was not for the expertise of the field personnel that participate in a number of technical committees and the responsibilities they hold at their local Science Center.  These committees (Sun_TAC, NT_TAC) and other support focus groups (i.e., Splus, tkg2, Ingres) work closely with the NWIS staff to ensure functionality, compatibility and efficient operations.  It is important that the GIO also be aware of the role these committees play and take advantage of them.
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ITAC acknowledges that appropriate channels of communication were never established in the past with HQ IT groups and is hopeful that the new IT organization will see the benefit of collaborating with the personnel each discipline considers to be their IT experts.  As a first step, ITAC suggests that the GIOLT define which IT topics they will support and then allow the regions to identify the disciplines’ recognized experts in those areas.  These experts can be brought together, by creating a lotus email group for each IT topic (i.e., GS Help Unix, GS Help WAN).  The groups will not only facilitate networking among IT personnel but will also facilitate communications with IT experts for all employees.  These groups can later become the backbone of the Bureau Help Desk.

ITAC welcomes the opportunity to discuss these issues with your staff.  Please feel free to contact me at (573) 308-3667 or e-mail at meslifer@usgs.gov or contact Katherine Lins, Acting Chief, Office of Information at (703) 648-5014 or e-mail klins@usgs.gov.  We hope these suggestions will assist the bureau and regions in accomplishing a smooth transition to the new organizational structure. 

Thank you for your consideration.

Copy to:  
Robert M. Hirsch, Associate Director for Water, 

Mark Kutsko, Acting Eastern Region GIO

Jim Brokaw, Acting Central Region GIO

Carol Lawson, Acting Western Region GIO

Michael E. Slifer, Chair, ITAC

Katherine Lins, Acting Chief, Office of Information

