The Spirit and Intent of PASAs and RSSAs in a USDA/USAID Partnership

Historical Perspective

USDA and USAID are beneficiaries of a long-standing partnership going back to 1950 when USAID's predecessor, the Technical Cooperation Administration (TCA), was created. Before that USDA had administered the agricultural training and technical assistance programs of President Truman's Point Four Program and, under TCA, continued to lead recruitment and management efforts for U.S. agricultural development programs. When all foreign economic development efforts were consolidated in a new International Cooperation Administration (ICA) in 1955, USDA expertise and institutional resources were still critically needed. As a result, ICA and USDA drew up a major agreement to facilitate cooperation in technical assistance, training, and Information dissemination.

After the passage of the Foreign Assistance Act of 1961 and the creation of USAID, a new General Agreement in 1966 laid the framework for cooperative relationships, with USAID recognizing "…the unique personnel resources, capabilities and experience of the Department." USAID further sought through the Agreement "...to enlist as fully and effectively as possible, on a partnership basis, the pertinent resources of the Department in planning, executing and evaluating those portions of the foreign assistance program in which it has special competence." To advance broad U.S. objectives, USDA, in turn, recognized "...its responsibility, within its authority, to contribute toward U.S. foreign policy by participation in foreign assistance programs."

Still in force today as the basic instrument for ensuring effective, inter-agency cooperation, the Agreement is based on the premise of a partnership between USDA and USAID, with emphasis on joint planning, coordination and consultation. The Agreement is not like a contract in which the Government is the customer and a private firm the service provider. Instead, it establishes operational guidelines and a spirit of cooperation to link the institutional resources of two government agencies in accomplishing U.S. foreign assistance goals. The Agreement also affirmed new partnership mechanisms to access USDA expertise under Participating Agency Service Agreements (PASAs) and Resources Support Services Agreements (RSSAs).

Authorizations for PASAs and RSSAs

Authorized under Sections 621 (a) and 632(b) of the Foreign Assistance Act, RSSAs and PASAs enable USAID officers to secure "technical assistance...in the field of education, health, housing, or agriculture..." by utilizing "…to the fullest extent practicable, the facilities and resources of the Federal agency or agencies with primary responsibilities for domestic programs in such fields..." In a later amendment, Section 621 stipulates that Participating Agency resources must be particularly or uniquely suitable for technical assistance; are not competitive with private enterprise; and can be made available without interfering with domestic programs.

Two additional authorities govern the use of PASAs and RSSAs. The Economy Act requires both the Secretary of Agriculture to certify that assisting USAID is in the best interest of the Government and USAID's Administrator to ascertain that "…the ordered goods or services cannot be provided as conveniently or as cheaply by a commercial enterprise." The Office of Management and Budget's Circular A-76 also figures heavily in determining whether USDA or a private firm should provide technical assistance. Under A-76, USAID can enter into PASAs or RSSAs with USDA only if the following conditions are met:

· USDA resources and expertise are used for technical assistance;

· USDA can provide the technical assistance better than USAID, the private sector or another Federal agency, i.e. USDA must be uniquely or particularly suitable for furnishing services as required under Section 621(a);

· USDA has a formal program for managing excess personnel capacity that allows staff to provide assistance under RSSAs and PASAs; and

· USDA services are not competitive with private enterprise.

Before a RSSA or PASA can be approved and issued, a detailed justification must be provided on USDA's unique suitability, and all other A-76 requirements must be met.

Spirit and Intent of PASAs and RSSAs and Responsibilities in Implementing Them

USAID's Handbook 12 defines PASAs as agreements with other Federal agencies for specific services or support tied to a specific project goal and performed within a definite time frame. PASAs are normally issued by Missions for support outside the U.S. but can be used to carry out a specific goal or goals of an AID/W project.  On the other hand, RSSAs are agreements funded in AID/W for continuing general support assistance, usually provided in an AID/W office, and have no specific, readily measurable goals to be accomplished within a set time period. In the 1990's, most USDA/USAID agreements have been RSSAs.

The intent and spirit of RSSAs and PASAs are to strengthen the partnership between USAID and USDA by fully utilizing Departmental competence, resources and experience and exchanging critical information and knowledge to benefit both agencies.  To this end, RSSA and PASA staff should have a clear understanding of USDA's unique capabilities as the world's largest source of technical expertise n agriculture, natural resources management, and related areas. This would include familiarity with the mission of USDA agencies, what they do on both the international and domestic scene, and who the key players are. While USDA Headquarters staff should apprise RSSA and USAID employees of Departmental activities that can enhance their work, RSSA staff should also cooperate and interact with USDA agency employees having mutual interests, whenever possible.  Sharing RSSA knowledge with Departmental officials can positively impact U.S. agriculture and USDA goals, which, in turn, can ultimately advance development efforts.  As equal partners with USAID, we should use the depth and breadth of USDA expertise in joint planning, coordination and consultation, staying involved in discussing development needs and the best ways of fulfilling them.

Partnership also means that USDA recruits for RSSA positions from Departmental agencies and the land-grant university network first, drawing on its unique pool of expert resources nationwide. When USDA makes a selection, USAID is asked to concur. Once appointed, RSSA employees receive technical advice and guidance from their USAID Project Officer, but their official supervisor is at USDA.  RSSA performance appraisals are determined by the USDA supervisor, who should obtain input for the appraisal from the USAID Project Officer.  RSSA employees' annual work plans should also be developed consistent with USDA policies and objectives.  Continuous dialog between USDA and USAID officials and RSSA employees is critical for successful performance at both the individual and agency level.

By capitalizing on this spirit of collaboration and cooperation, benefits will continue for U.S. foreign assistance as information and knowledge flows from USDA to USAID and - equally important - from USAID to the Department.  RSSA employees play a crucial role in facilitating this exchange and are key to sustaining the long-standing partnership between the two agencies.
