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Overview

The USDA Forest Service, in partnership with the National Wildfire Coordination Group (NWCG), is engaged in a wide ranging effort to improve business management and accounting operations that support incident management.  In concert with this long term effort to seamlessly integrate business management operations with the automated infrastructure of participating agencies, the Forest Service intends to independently implement short term actions for the fiscal year (FY) 2003 fire season that will accomplish two objectives:  1. Provide an automated “proof of concept” for longer term accounting reforms; and 2. Establish additional procedures that will increase the quality and speed of obligation reporting.  These actions will include use of new automated tools operating at select wildfire incident sites and in support of centralized dispatch for large national fire support contracts.  Additionally, improved standards for use of centralized payment centers and reduced timeframes for transmittal of obligation data will be implemented.

Issue
Due to the itinerant nature of Incident Management Teams which operate largely in remote areas, automation of many incident management functions, including financial information management, has not evolved at the pace seen in other parts of the Federal government.  The few automated systems employed operate on isolated platforms with limited capability to communicate with corporate systems.  Additionally, many financial processes are done manually.  This has produced a labor intensive financial recording process that often requires multiple entry of like data into separate systems, long delays in getting the data into the financial system, and the use of inaccurate and out-of-date data in decisions regarding the management of the Wildland Fire Management appropriation.
The Forest Service exceeded available funding in FY 2000, and thereby violated the Anti-Deficiency Act.  The largest reasons for the violation were the severity and lateness of the 2000 fire season and the significant delay in reporting obligations.  The Forest Service did not have the resources or technology needed to enter the enormous number of transactions created at incidents into its new accounting system, the Foundation Financial Information System (FFIS).  The breakdown in process produced incomplete financial information causing managers to severely underestimate obligations incurred, making it impossible for managers to make accurate management decisions. 
In FY 2002, while the Forest Service initiated new procedures to increase the timeliness of the entry of incident financial information into FFIS, incomplete data continued to hinder the ability of managers to make supportable decisions regarding the need for additional funds to cover higher than expected suppression costs.
The events of the FY 2000 and FY 2002 wildfire seasons, as described above, highlight the need to improve incident financial information reporting procedures and systems.  As a result, an Interagency Incident Automation project was commissioned in May, 2002, with the goal of improving overall federal and state coordination of incident management.  This effort seeks to evolve incident information into a seamless state of the art process that is timely, efficient, and fully compatible in today’s automated business environment.  In contrast to this combined Department of the Interior and Forest Service effort, the Incident Obligation Demonstration Project, will focus on immediate action to improve Forest Service obligation reporting, and establish a “proof of concept” that supports objectives of the Interagency Incident Automation project. 
The Future
The goal of the Interagency Incident Obligation project is to have seamless IT products and financial services that increase financial operations efficiency, provide information that can help reduce costs associated with incidents, and provide timely accounting information to those that manage the program, including external entities that rely on the information.
To do this the Forest Service must:
· Expand the use of telecommunications technologies to ensure large fire incidents no longer operate on isolated platforms and are able to connect to the accounting system in a manner that allows fast movement of information.
· Integrate incident information systems with the corporate accounting system to eliminate manual processes that are redundant and create reporting delays and inaccuracies.

· Based on the successful operation of centralized payment centers in FY 2002, take further action to assure payments are efficiently processed in a centralized manner to increase standardization, assure skills are available, and reduce transaction process time.

· Develop methods that will serve future inter-agency cooperation in incident financial management.

Past Efforts
In response to the Anti-Deficiency violation of FY 2000, the Forest Service initiated immediate incident financial management policy changes and commissioned a Needs Assessment to review the entire incident accounting process. 

Policy Changes

Incident Obligation Matrix

Starting in FY 2001, the Forest Service used an Incident Obligation Matrix that prescribed the standards for entering obligations in FFIS promptly and accurately.  A key directive in the matrix is a requirement that starting every July, Forests must enter transactions received from an incident into FFIS within seven days.  Forest Service policy is for the hosting forest to process transactions.  However during a large fire, this can mean thousands of transactions must be processed by small, disperse, and often inexperienced staff.  Past experience has shown that this process could result in as much as a two month delay in processing information into FFIS.  
Payment Centers

During the FY 2002 fire season, it became apparent that, similarly to FY 2000, individual Forests did not have the up-to-date experience and resources necessary to keep pace with the enormous number of transactions initiated at fire incidents.  In response, the Agency established temporary payment centers to process incident payments primarily associated with Emergency Equipment Rental Agreements (EERA).  These temporary centers provided a centralized process that allowed the Forest Service to focus resources as needed.  It standardized procedures, and greatly increased the timeliness of processing transactions.  In 2002, the policy at the payment centers was to enter transactions in FFIS within seven days of receipt of an invoice or other payment document.

National Contract Obligations
In FY 2002, the Forest Service initiated new spending chain procedures for national contracts.  This process began with entering a commitment be entered in FFIS for the estimated duration a national contractor would be providing services to the Forest Service.  Commitments were drawn down as obligations and payments were processed.  This process improved suppression cost estimates.  Taking commitments into consideration provided additional information about services that had been dispatched with expected future obligations and enabled managers to better estimate future total expenditures.
These changes improved accuracy of emergency suppression requirements.  In FY 2002 and FY 2001, the percent of total obligation entered into FFIS on a weekly basis showed improved consistency. As can be seen by referring to the chart, unlike FY 2000 that shows unacceptable growth in the number of obligation during the final two week of the year (more than 40% of all obligation, or over $400 million, was entered into FFIS in the last two weeks of the fiscal year), the 2001 and 2002 curves are more linear and show a steady increase in obligations.  Analysis of this trend indicates that the obligation matrix, use of payment centers, and national contract commitment procedures, increased the analysis capability of regional managers, and created an environment where more accurate and timely financial information was in FFIS throughout the year. 

The policy changes in FY 2001 and FY 2002 had positive effects on incident financial information management.  However as was also experienced in FY 2002, the incident financial information processes continue to require further reform, and remain impacted by obligation lag. 
Needs Assessment

The focus of the Needs Assessment commissioned in FY 2001 was on the requirements necessary to capture, compile, and account for incident costs in FFIS with improved timeliness and accuracy.  The report, “Needs Assessment for the Forest Service – Incident Accounting Improvement Project” April 2002, written by Booz Allen Hamilton, concluded that
“Current fire cost management practices are not ensuring that costs incurred at the incident site area being captured and reported timely in [FFIS].  This results in the inability for the FS to review, monitor, and forecast costs in order to make critical business decisions associated with fire operations and funding.”

The report also found that; (1) communication networks at incident camps are restricted, (2) the lack of financial management technology used at incidents results in inefficient and inconsistent manual production of documents, (3) processing payment packages are also manual and result in duplication of effort and are often delayed, (4) the lack of standard policies and practices at incidents causes inefficiencies in processing and managing financial activities, and (5) the interagency environment presents additional challenges in managing costs in a timely manner.

Taking the findings of the Needs Assessment and building on the past successes of the policies started in FY 2001 and FY 2002, the Forest Service has initiated its next step in improving incident accounting.   In FY 2003 plans are in place to speed up the recording of obligations in the financial system, standardize the processing of payment transactions through expanding the use of payment centers, and the continue the use of the Incident Obligation Matrix. However, while these policy changes are helpful, they are inefficient and cumbersome.  Accordingly, the agency has developed an action plan to rectify the findings identified in the Needs Assessment and support inter-agency evolution of incident financial information management into an integrated state of the art system and process based on today’s automated business environment.
FY 2003 – Current Actions
Phase 1 - Incident Obligation Demonstration Project
The Forest Service has initiated an automated Incident Obligation Demonstration project to test improved obligation procedures on large wildland fires.  The goal of Phase 1 is to successfully demonstrate procedures that will increase the timeliness, efficiency, and accuracy of fire suppression obligation entries into FFIS.

The Forest Service decided to first implement this “proof of concept” approach rather than pursue a “full solution” for several reasons.

· The NWCG’s Interagency Incident Automation project is underway.  It is not assured that incident management software now in use (ISUITE) will be used over the long term unless enhancements can be made that will enable the software to operate over the full range of incident management functions.  Use of this software will be an inter-agency decision.  This effort seeks to evolve incident financial information management into a seamless state of the art process that is timely, efficient, and fully compatible in today’s automated business environment.  Full implementation will occur over several years.
· Through the Forest Service demonstration project the effectiveness of specific ISUITE modules can be assessed, while efficiently designing a proof of concept that demonstrates the prompt and accurate entering of information from an incident into FFIS.  This will support a final interagency decision on ISUITE.
· Full and hurried integration of ISUITE with FFIS is not practical without first evaluating how data can be transferred in a manner that complies with generally accepted accounting principles.  With over $1 billion in fire related transactions, it is imperative that an effective and federally compliant incident obligation infrastructure and process be fully tested. 
· The NWCG effort is proceeding at a more deliberative pace.  This assures full inter-agency coordination and integration with existing incident business management practices and organizations.  The Forest Service is “under the gun” to demonstrate improved processes immediately.

There are two objectives that need to be accomplished in order to meet the goals of the demonstration project:
· Improve the procedures used to enter in FFIS obligations for national contracts managed at the agency’s Boise, Idaho office. The goal is to have financial information updated daily during the fire season.
· Implement a demonstration project that electronically summarizes and transfers Emergency Equipment Rental Agreement (EERA) financial information directly from an incident into FFIS.  The goal is to have financial information summarized and reported in FFIS on a daily basis.
These objectives were chosen for the following reasons.  The project focuses on contract costs, including national contracts and EERA’s, because these obligations make up approximately half of all incident expenditures.  That percentage is expected to grow potentially at a rate of five percent annually for several years.  Of financial information tracked at an incident, it is EERA’s that are typically the last transactions to be entered into FFIS. The absence of a “front-end” system for EERA’s and national contracts, means focusing on this area has the best opportunity for improved efficiencies in processing contract related expenditures.  Reviews of large Type 1 fires indicate these expenses represent approximately 55% of total suppression costs.  
On January 3, 2002 the Forest Service awarded a contract for the demonstration project to SabiOso, Inc.  SabiOso is headquartered in Utah and is the primary architect of ISUITE.  They have been under contract with the Forest Service for two years helping develop and test the ISUITE system on Type 1 incidents.  They also have started working with the NWCG since the Group has adopted ISUITE as the base system for incident automation for the near term.
Specifically, SabiOso will:

· Conduct detailed process mapping (processes, skills, and technology) to determine information needed to enter national contract and EERA financial information directly into FFIS.
· Design and build a feeder system that requires minimal, and preferably no change to the current ISUITE program. This will also test the system in the National Incident Coordination Center for national contracts and on a number of large fires throughout the year for EERAs.
· Evaluate the results of the tests including recommendations on how to expand the system to include all fires and other types of incident financial information.
The Forest Service also intends to add an additional work assignment to its current contract with American Management Systems (AMS), the architects of FFIS, to assist with the project.  When this is done, it will bring together the two groups with the most technical and corporate knowledge of the systems that need to communicate with one another, thus providing the demonstration project with its greatest chance of success.

Specifically, AMS will:

· Provide the agency with a compliant definition of an obligation that must be adhered to in designing incident reporting procedures.

· Develop a portable “front-end” system for use on laptop equipment that will support entry of a “summary” obligation into FFIS.

· Develop a subsidiary ledger for detail information to support the summary obligation entered in FFIS.  This detail information must be readily available on agency servers.

· Serve as an expert on FFIS procedures in support of SabiOso in designing an automated process for transferring information from ISUITE to the FFIS front end system.

This project is being conducted in accordance with a detailed timeline (attached).

It is important to note that the demonstration project will be applied to a selected set of Forest Service wildfires.  Accordingly, the agency intends to issue additional policy before the beginning of the fire season that will cover the following:

· For type 1 incidents, not under the demonstration project, minimum standards for timely transmittal of EERA information to payment centers will be required and will be significantly reduced from the current standards contained in the Obligation Matrix.

· The mandatory use of payment centers will be required for all type 1 incidents.

Future Steps
The demonstration project seeks to test a solution to one of many challenges identified in the Needs Assessment and to address concerns expressed by the Department, OMB, and Congress.  Success of the demonstration project is not dependent on solving all the financial issues facing wildland fire.  Rather it is intended to demonstrate procedures that can improve the timeliness, efficiency and accuracy of the entry of national contracts and EERA fire suppression obligations into FFIS.

Following operational tests during the FY 2003 wildfire season and a post-fire season evaluation, recommendations will be developed and incorporated with the Interagency Incident Automation effort.  Based on the demonstration project results, a full implementation timeline will be developed for interagency implementation in FY 2004.   As part of the contract, SabiOso Inc. will provide assessments and recommendations based on the results of the project.  These results will help the Forest Service, in cooperation with the NWCG:

· Get direct obligation entry of all financial information into FFIS from incidents.

· On an inter-agency basis, fully integrate incident business, at the incident site, with FFIS or other accounting systems, on a real-time basis. 
· Identify the processes, skills, and technology needed to make these changes a reality.
Summary

The Forest Service is moving rapidly and methodically to implement a demonstration project in FY 2003 that will provide a proof of concept for automated incident obligation entry in FFIS.  This project will focus on national contracts and EERA’s.  The Forest Service is committed to the vision of fully implementing seamless IT products and financial services that increase efficiency, reduce costs, and provide real time financial information to those that manage the program or rely on the timeliness and accuracy of the information.
































































Integration of automated systems leads to better information management and reduced costs








The data cannot account for weekly flucuations in obligations caused by changing fire activities (peaks and valleys), however the more linear the lines in 2001 and 2002can be interpreted as more consistently updated and thus more accurate data.








Consistent, accurate and timely information leads to better management decisions









