CES Policy Council – Meeting Notes
July 22-24, 2008
Washington, DC
Members in attendance:
· Wendy Carlton (BLS)

· Chet Chinsky (NJ)

· Joe Winter (CO)

· Dino DeMarte (LA)

· Lincoln Dyer (CT)

· Molly Garber (BLS)

· Tom Hecht (PA)

· Larry Huff (BLS)

· Brynn Keith (AK)

· Joe Malcom (IL)

· Kirk Mueller (BLS)

· Dennis Reid (BLS)

· Ken Robertson (BLS, federal co-chair)

· Becky Rust (FL, state co-chair)

Members absent:
· Dave Dahlberg (CA)

· Paulette Day (IA) {retiring}

Guests:
· Jason Chute (BLS)

· Pat Getz (BLS)

· Julie Hatch-Maxfield (BLS)

· Michele Eickman (BLS)

· Mike Roosma (BLS)

· Kathie Hughes (FL)

· Rich Speigle (BLS)

· Dominic Toto (BLS) - minutes
· Chris Foshier (ACES)

· Mary Ursu (BLS)

Note: copies of all handouts are available on Stateweb.
CES Policy Council Meeting minutes

Meeting held in Washington D.C. July 22-24th, 2008

Tuesday, July 22, 
Day 1 
Ken Robertson welcomed everyone and gave a quick program update.  He reminded the council about the effects of the budget cuts on the CES program, especially the scaling back on planned improvements to data collection activities.  
Ken went on to say that the President’s requested FY 2009 funding level will support the reinstatement of the metropolitan area employment and hours and earnings series that were cut in 2008.  Although funds have not yet been reinstated, initial plans have been developed for restoring the discontinued series.  

Becky indicated that increasing response rates would resolve some of the State issues.  Wendy added that targeting critical non-responders would be a good starting point.  Ken reminded members that BLS had already offered to target 10-20 critical non-respondents per State.  States indicated that those who have respond to this offer have not yet gotten any feedback.  BLS will ensure that states are aware of this offer, and will develop a tracking report that can be shared with the states.
Becky distributed a copy of an e-mail regarding the CES Policy Council BLS S-Memo workload impacts.  CES Policy Council state members were asked to review 24 BLS S-Memo workload impact statements: 

· 6 of the 10 states responded

· For 14 of the 24 S-Memos (58%) all the states agreed with the BLS estimate of workload.

· For 5 of the 24 S-Memos (21%) at least half or more of the states did not agree with the workload impact estimated by BLS.

Ken reviewed the CES Policy Council Charter.  Most agreed that the section of the Charter regarding “States Rights issues” was too broad and not clearly defined. 

Ken also reviewed the CES Strategic Plan, and a draft of an updated Strategic Plan.  It was decided that the updated Strategic Plan needs to be structured as a 2-year and 10-year plan.  In addition, creating a CES marketing team and a customer satisfaction survey were brought up, as these issues are mentioned in the Strategic Plan.  Asking BLS customers questions regarding the ease of use of the public web site and how much detail they need/don’t need were some preliminary ideas regarding these issues.  

Action items:

Pat Getz and Becky will solicit interest from the WIC on marketing efforts for all Fed / State programs, and will also ask about plans or thoughts on conducting a customer satisfaction survey. 
Dennis Reid will locate a copy of the early-2000 MLS customer survey for ideas on how to proceed.  
The Action Items from the previous Policy Council meeting (Mar 2008) were reviewed.  Work on all items is either complete or on going.
Dennis Reid reviewed the proposal to rename “Natural Resources and Mining” to “Mining and Logging”. Dennis briefly summarized David Cooke’s (OR) “Proposal for the CES Policy Council: To Change a Current Employment Statistics Title for the Industry Series Containing NAICS 1133 and 21 From “Natural Resources and Mining” To “Mining and Logging (4-18-2008).”  
The CES Policy Council has reviewed the proposal, and has agreed to provide all States an opportunity to have input on this issue before making a final decision on the title change.  
Action item:
State Policy Council members should distribute David Cooke’s proposal for review and States should reply within 2 weeks with any comments.  
Julie Hatch Maxfield then gave an update on Summer School editing 2008.  She said that essentially the same editing rules used last year were used this year.  The major change was if May data were missing, April or March data were used (if available) as the base month for calculating the adjustment.  The web page for school editing adjustments has been enhanced from its 2007 version: it now includes all micro data received, base month data, current month data, and test results.  
If necessary, microdata collected by BLS are adjusted every day.  Data collected by Illinois and Wisconsin are automatically adjusted since both states chose that option.  If a state erroneously changes microdata that they did not collect, BLS-National office notifies the regional office. 

In June 2008, about 9,000 school reports were received with about 8% adjusted.  As of July 18, about 2,300 reports were received with about 30% adjusted.  Reports will be adjusted through the August data collection period.  


Jason Chute and Julie Hatch Maxfield discussed the status of the On-Track system redesign at the National Office.  A redesign team was created in the program office because the current system was not designed to focus on data collection, and the ticket responses were not meeting user expectations.  The redesign team solicited user feedback that identified common issues, which resulted in enhancements such as prioritized tickets, threaded comments, and improved user ticket tracking.



Other changes/enhancements to the On-Track system will include:

· Closing tickets after 3 failed attempts to contact the respondent (to lessen respondent burden).  Note that this is a policy decision and not a systems change.
· Improve the detail in response messages to include a description of actions taken and notification of ticket closure.
· Users will not be allowed to respond to a closed ticket.
· Tickets with 5 iterations will be reviewed by collection supervisors.
· There will be a 10 iteration limit on all tickets.

· A new On-Track policies document outlining the dos and don’ts for sending and responding to tickets.

· Upgraded logins and passwords to comply with BLS security requirements.
· Regional Offices will have authority to establish and maintain the state user accounts.

In addition, there have been some key changes to the On-Track system policy.  For example, tickets can be generated for the most recent 3 months of data only.   Top priority will be given to employment tickets, while requests within the On-Track system for “missing data” will be low priority.  Note that an automated process is being developed – outside the On-Track system – to notify data collectors about missing prior month data.   The goal for On-Track is a 7-day turnaround time.  

Julie Hatch Maxfield then gave an update on the project to improve response rates by converting TDE respondents to Web collection.  There are 2 main ways that respondents switch collection methods:
1. via a note in a letter included with the TDE forms mailed out twice a year or 
2. by BLS selecting groups of respondents to be contacted (by Niceville) to gauge their interest in web reporting.
Currently, TDE represents 13% of the active sample or 37,000 units.  Web represents 12% of the active sample or 33,000 units.

At the last Policy Council meeting, we discussed the elimination of TDE as a data collection method for two reasons.  First, the current TDE software is written to work on very old communication hardware (and nothing else) and we are at risk of it failing.  Our assumption was that it would be expensive to procure new hardware and develop new software to mitigate this risk.  Second, this method has no internal consistency edits or longitudinal edits, so a high percentage of TDE cases go to the Edit Reconciliation facility.  BLS staff has identified a low cost commercial product that can replace our current software, and it works on low cost servers.  In order to address the second issue, the new TDE system will be limited to respondents who report employment data types only.  Therefore, we are still working to convert many TDE units to web.
Julie presented and discussed the results so far on the web conversion.  In general, respondents are interested in Web reporting but not always comfortable with using it.  It is taking longer than anticipated to walk respondents through their first month of Web reporting; thus, BLS will be sending Niceville smaller panels to convert to Web each month.  
     State members expressed concerns that the response rates are related to the magnitude of modeling.  States members encouraged BLS to improve response rates.

Pat Getz summarized a presentation she gave at the July 2008 WIC meeting that discussed the CES National and Sum of States Issue (SOS).  Pat also reviewed and explained the history of the SOS initiative while emphasizing the need for a consistent and well-documented statistical methodology that BLS and the States can readily reference for all data users.  Becky and some other members feel that this issue may be getting better since probability sampling was begun.  
Pat reiterated that the SOS problem can be resolved by ensuring that consistent statistical methods are used to develop both state and national estimates.  The overlay review process by BLS has become one of the main sticking points with the WIC; however, if the unrestricted use of overlays continues, CES will not have achieved the goal of a consistent statistical methodology.  The upcoming test period should help this process.  Also, the top-down approach to estimate review should result in fewer interventions (overlays) because higher level estimates (at the supersector level) are less variable than smaller cells.  
Action item:
Dominic (and Kirk/Molly) agreed to provide an overlay procedures/best practices guide to the States as soon as possible so that the States have enough time to study and learn the processing in a production environment.  

Meeting adjourned.
Wednesday, July 23, 
Day 2 
Day 2 began with Lincoln Dyer (CT) expressing his concern over the trend toward moving away from sample based estimates to more model-based estimation.  He would like this reflected in the CES 2-year plan if it already is not implied by the section on “improving the microdata” already on the plan. 
Other Policy Council members, recalling the previous topic, expressed concern that there will not be adequate time for parallel testing estimators before their implementation.   
Ken agreed to create an e-mail for states on what to say regarding NCA units to find out if 15 states collect any other data type besides AE.  States will contact the 15 states in question regarding the BLS collection method for quota units in NCAs. BLS will work to develop either the current forms with the OMB number removed (to be used with NCA units) or will develop an AE-only collection form if it will replace the more complicated forms for all states utilizing NCA units.  
Ken then clarified the cooperative agreement and the statement in there about the MOU.  For security and legal reasons, States may not utilize CES sample data outside of the ACES system without a Memorandum of Understanding in place.   However, all States have MOUs on record with BLS, so for now everyone is in compliance with this policy.
Kirk Mueller gave an update on Regional Estimation Research with alternate series review.
He reviewed the highlights from the most recent Webex sessions with each of the regions and distributed an Excel workbook that summarized the feedback from all of the States by region regarding the 3 different estimators.  

States recently provided feedback on three alternative estimators.  Among the three, a majority of States preferred the Fay Herriot model-based estimates over the Robust estimates (which are purely sample-based), or the modified F-H which integrates the two techniques.  Most States also indicated that their published estimates outperformed the three experimental series.  BLS responded that the goal of the review was to examine and choose among the three estimation formulas based on their differing strengths and weaknesses, rather than to make a direct comparison to the published estimates.  (F-H has less variance but is more likely to miss true economic change, while the Robust is more likely to pick up change but is subject to more variability). BLS pointed out that the published estimates have gone through both micro and macro data review while the experimental series have not.  Issues surrounding the appropriate use of analyst intervention will be the subject of the next phase of the production testing where BLS regional and national staff will be reviewing and providing feedback on State overlays on a regular basis.  During this phase BLS believes it will be more appropriate to compare published with experimental series. 

Of the three estimators under consideration, the Fay-Herriot model seemed to best address State concerns over volatility in the estimates.  Both BLS and the States are concerned about the performance of the Fay-Herriot estimates at turning points, however, because of its reliance on projected QCEW trend.  There was general agreement that the modified Fay-Herriot, which is controlled to the Statewide robust total private estimate, might better reflect economic turning points.  The new ACES system will “freeze” the data sets used in production estimation processing, so States may run and review the three estimators after completing the publication estimates. 
The topic of overlays and disagreements on requested overlays during production was revisited.  States are particularly concerned about requesting overlays because of late reporters.  Many States look at outside data sources, such as UI claims, to compensate for nonresponse at the preliminary closing.  Ken pointed out that overlay requests with appropriate documentation are more likely to be approved than requests with limited documentation.  Regional Offices will be the first level of review during the test period to ensure that appropriate documentation is included on overlay requests.
To address State concerns with respect to the overlay processing, Dominic, Kirk, and Molly agreed to draft an overlay approval processing document providing formats, guidelines, rules of thumb, etc. for the States that can be used during parallel testing and will continue to be refined during the testing process.  (Stated above as an action item.) 
Action item:
In addition, the Program Office will draft an S-memo expanding on phase II of estimator testing before the State Conference this fall.  The memo will provide details of top-down methodology, State overlay guidelines, parallel testing in ACESweb, timing and prioritization of test estimates during review, and training.  
Erik Friesenhahn gave a detailed account of extending the Birth/Death model to MSAs.  Currently, MSA birth/death factors are raked down from Statewide net birth/death levels.  Modeling individual MSAs allows there to be differences in seasonality across areas, but it introduces more volatility into the factors.  MSA-level birth/death modeling could be implemented as early as the 2010 benchmark, but there are both methodological and operational issues to consider.  Some areas may be too small for the model to produce meaningful factors.  Also, adding MSAs to birth/death review will result in an increased workload burden for both the States and the Program Office.  How much of a burden depends on factors such as the number of areas reviewed and the level of industry detail at which MSA factors are produced.  Interstate areas provide an additional challenge, as responsibility for review will need to be determined.
The Policy Council recognized the need for specialized training and documentation for the States in order to continue efforts to improve the net birth/death factors.  Breakout sessions on birth/death methodology are already planned for October’s State Conference.  Additional training via WebEx is also possible.  LDB micro data could be made available to States upon request, as well.  The aggregated source data from last year’s review is still available on Stateweb, so States can continue to examine the series and look for outliers and possible linkage issues.  Kirk also passed out hard copies of his May 2006 MLR article, “The impact of business births and deaths in the payroll survey.”  
Action item:
Kirk will also provide Policy Council members with a direct link to his MLR article via email.
Mary Ursu gave an update on the Benchmark methods team, whose primary objective is to research options for a wedge methodology.  This team has tested a straight wedge and wedges under different threshold scenarios as suggested by the States.  She displayed some graphical examples from the wedge website.  The State-suggested scenarios led to benchmarking by replacement in an overwhelming majority of instances.  Mary is also researching the impact of wedging at the supersector level and replacing at the detailed cell level; in this simulation, the detailed cells are then controlled to sum to the wedged supersector values.  The team feels that a consistent benchmark methodology and benchmark month should produce final benchmarked series that do not often lead to a SOS and National difference.
On the topic of wedge vs. replacement, State preference may be contingent upon estimator choice or a big vs. small sample issue.  In general, smaller States are more comfortable with a replacement benchmark.  Both replacement and wedge methodologies are programmed in ACESweb, and States can plot the series side-by-side on a chart for comparison.
Mike Roosma gave a brief update on the joint project to match CES and QCEW.  The goal is to develop a quarterly check (possibly web-based) to look for large employment differences because currently there is no formal or regular process to do so.  The handout from March 2008 has not been updated and this endeavor remains a “backburner” issue.  The rough target date is 2010.    

Michele Eickman summarized the RAS (Response Analysis Survey) that was completed at the National Office to study in-depth the differences between CES and QCEW data.  The survey studied the prevalence, magnitude, and causes of seasonal and reporting differences between the CES and QCEW.  To collect this information, Niceville interviewers called selected respondents.  The sample was 3,000 and the response rate was 63%.  
Some preliminary reasons for why there are differences between the CES and QCEW data were: 
QCEW
· Data including more than one location

· Providing a monthly count of all who worked 

· Not reporting for the pay period that included the 12th of the month.

· Including/excluding different employee types such as salaried and commissioned employees.

CES

· Data including more than one location

· Including/excluding different employee types such as salaried and commissioned employees.

· Clerical / posting errors

· Manual or “from memory” count of AE. 

A complete summary of the results will be available later in the fall.  Another RAS was conducted for payroll processing and payroll software firms to examine how these companies prepare/file their QCRs for their clients as well as what tools they provide to their clients to help them complete their own CES or QCR forms.

Jason Chute discussed the status of the Centralized Database (CDB) project.  The CDB is to serve as a “master repository” with the ability to successfully integrate with ACESweb, DEEPS, and the EDI/DCC collection systems.  A complete registry/micro data load from mainframe ACES was completed in May 2008.  A full integration with ACESweb during Proof of Concept and Load & Stress testing began in May and was completed in July 2008.  Integration/refinement with ACESweb is taking longer than anticipated, primarily because of communication issues still being resolved between ACESweb and the BLS State Central Facility (SCF), where the CDB resides.  Currently, the CDB is being refined for incorporation with the Master File, Sampling, Estimation, and Benchmarking during Phase II in July/August 2008.  Full production implementation of the CDB will coincide with the production implementation of ACESweb in February 2009, after the 2008 benchmark.
Next, Rich Speigle and Chris Foshier led a discussion about ACES Mainframe.  Rich and Chris stated that no significant improvements are planned for the mainframe system.  Mainframe will continue to be used for estimation, registry/micro data, benchmarking, and proration through the end of 2008 benchmark.  In February 2009, mainframe ACES will no longer be required for estimation or registry/micro data processing but will serve as a backup.  Rich indicated that proration will not be operational in ACESWeb by January, so that function may need to be done on the mainframe for now.
The current BLS contract with SunGard expires on November 30, 2008.  BLS will pursue a 6-month extension to allow for switchover activities.  ACES does not plan to make the switchover if ACESweb deployment is successful.  To that end, the ACES developers are focusing their work on providing current ACES functionality on ACESweb.  Enhancements to the system will be added in future versions.

Ken then spoke briefly about the CES State Operations Manual (SOM) team.  Brad Farrell and Demetrio Scopelliti are the co-chairs of this team.  The goal of this project is to streamline the contents of the existing SOM, while documenting State and Regional procedures.  Certain sections will need major rewriting given the transition to ACESweb, the CDB, Top Down review, and a closed estimation methodology at the Estimation SuperSector level.  Brad and Demetrio will send States and regions an updated outline and collect feedback.  The expected completion date for the revision is planned for 2009.
To conclude Day 2, Molly Garber provided an update on cell structure review for the 2008 benchmark.  The Program Office is considering reviewing publication structures “from scratch”, meaning that all cells from a 6-digit NAICS through all levels of aggregation will be evaluated for publication eligibility.  This sort of review has not occurred since 2006, mostly because budget reductions have prevented CES from expanding State and area publication.

The move to top-down estimation in ACESweb will be an opportunity for major change to State and Area cell structures in the future:

· Since estimation/supersectors are the new basic cell, can CES support more detailed cells?

· The Program Office is running summary counts on the number of series that would be added with different minimum sample thresholds.  The estimation team will review them and make a recommendation.

· Other estimation team issues include sample stability criteria, “guaranteed” hours and earnings cells, and the need for the SDM in detailed cells under top-down estimation.
Meeting adjourned.
Thursday, July 24
Day 3
The main topic for day 3 was the ACESweb production system.  Rich Speigle and Chris Foshier provided an update on ACESweb development.  Proof-of-concept testing was completed in mid-May with positive results.  At that time a new and powerful SAS server was deployed in the State domain. The load/stress test performed on July 1, 2008 uncovered problems that led to improvements in performance.  ACESweb and CDB staff are attempting to resolve problems with a DataBase linkage issue to allow both databases to exist independently.  Another stress/load test will be done once all changes have been implemented and accepted.  The target date for that is August 15, 2008.  
Parallel testing of the ACESweb system will begin after the next load test and be finished by mid-January 2009.  ACES developers are almost done with programming the Robust estimator.  But the F-H estimator is more complex with respect to extracting from the CDB and will take a little more time.  Seasonally adjusted data is stored right now, but not in any interfaces yet; this will be a future upgrade.  Historical updates and series breaks are still an issue to be worked out.  Chris and Rich expect changes based on testing comments.  
In addition, there will be new and enhanced benchmark features contained in ACESweb:  

· Wedge series will be calculated for every cell.  

· Monthly tolerances will be included

· One-time corrections to EQUI records. (It maps through and updates all impacted series automatically).

· Separate fields for four different types of adjustments:

· EQUI

· Wedge

· Series specific

· PNCs (by industry, area, and ownership) 
Finally, top-down estimation in ACESweb was described in great detail, from reviewing edit and screening to transmitting estimates to BLS.  Supersector estimates will be a separate data type with its own series structure independent of the regular AE series structure.  Rich went on to explain that for either a Robust or F-H estimate, if the user enters an “estimate adjustment” (overlay) and clicks “adjust”, BLS will be informed of the adjustment.  
Dennis suggested that this new ACESweb estimation process should be included in the S-memo that details Phase II.  Letting states know ahead of time about the requirements, options, etc. regarding taking an extra step to get rejected data back in and tracking estimates should be described in detail.  

Rich ended his presentation with several questions for moving forward: 

· What are the SS to be used?  Estimation SS or true SS?

· What are the SS estimates if they do not have 30 UIs?  Must it be SDM or is there some leeway if close or good estimates?  

· What is the fate of the cells beneath the SS?  Is it States choice as to the estimation type?
The next three meetings were also tentatively planned:
· November 18-20, 2008 in Austin, TX

· March 17-19, 2009 in Los Angeles, CA

· July 21-23, 2009 in Milwaukee, WI   

Meeting adjourned.

Policy Council adjourned.
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