A2LA Accreditation Council Meeting Summary

The Sheraton Columbia Hotel, Columbia, MD

Sunday, April 13, 2008

(10:00 AM – 12:00 PM)

SUMMARY
1. Welcome, Introductions and Accreditation Council (AC) Performance Statistics
Chairman A. Klein called the meeting to order at 10 a.m.  Attendance sheets were passed out and 

A. Klein asked any new AC members to introduce themselves (attendance is listed on page 5 of these minutes).  A. Klein then presented a summary of the AC’s activities and performance statistics for the past year [see Attachment 1].  Presently the AC has 57 active members, and the average turnaround time for reviewing AC packages has once again decreased to 9.42 days.

There was some discussion in regards to the voting options currently listed on the ballot.  

T. McInturff explained that the option of voting “for accreditation, once contingent items are received” is directed by A2LA staff, and the contingent issues are explained in the letter to the applicant and the AC Memo.  If the AC member has other issues (not directed by A2LA staff) that the laboratory must resolve, then that member should vote against accreditation and list the issues in the “Remarks” section of the ballot.  Some of the attendees requested that the voting “for accreditation, once contingent items are received” option should be clarified by adding the words “staff directed” or changed to “hold accreditation, until contingent items are received”.

Action Item 1:  T. McInturff to consider changing the phrasing of the voting options on the AC ballot.  (To be completed by June 30, 2008)
A. Klein’s presentation also reviewed the reasons for the three lab appeals from the past year.  In the discussion that followed, it appears that in all of these cases, the relevant assessor was not given the opportunity to be involved in the appeals process.  The attendees requested that A2LA review the 9-member review panel process and revise this process so that the assessor has the opportunity to provide feedback/comments on the situation as soon as A2LA receives an appeal from a laboratory.

Action Item 2:  T. McInturff to revise A2LA’s process for handling accreditation decision appeals by laboratories to include an opportunity for the assessor to provide feedback.  (To be completed by July 31, 2008)
2. Status of action items from previous AC meeting on March 25, 2007
Previous action item 1:  Rather than wait until the 2008 Conclave, T. McInturff to provide each AC member with details from the staff “binder” regarding their availability to review packages, in the event those details can be updated (by May 31, 2007)

Action Taken:  T. McInturff explained that A2LA has eliminated the paper AC logbook and the information is now captured electronically.  Therefore, if an AC member is going to be away for a lengthy period of time, they are to inform either himself or W. Wagner at A2LA so that the AC member can be removed from the AC selection list for that time period.  The specific time period (from/to dates) must be provided.  The question was raised as to whether the AC members could enter this information themselves on the AC location of the A2LA web site, and T. McInturff indicated that A2LA would look into this possibility.

Action Item 3:  T. McInturff to consider an automated process for the AC members to enter the period of time that they will be away on the AC location of the A2LA web site.  (To be completed by May 31, 2008)
Update:  It was discussed at the A2LA Staff Meeting on May 8, 2008 that, if AC members are entering this information themselves, staff might not be aware that the AC member is away.  AC members should continue to notify T. McInturff or W. Wagner when they will be unable to review packages for a lengthy period of time.
Previous action item 2:  After two votes, the online ballot is disappearing from the AC web site.  

D. Valentine informed AC members that the problem had been fixed prior to the meeting.

Update:  One AC member informed T. McInturff (February 21, 2008) that when he was the last voting member, usually the voting option was removed from the web site resulting in further delays.  D. Valentine stated that he would make sure the problem is corrected by the end of the week 

(April 18, 2008).

Previous action item 3:  There are a number of AC packages that take days or even weeks to receive.  The AC member turnaround times are based upon a 15-day window that begins with the completion of the AC package by the Accreditation Officer, but does not take into account the mailing response time of the Accreditation Associate or the mail service.  T. McInturff to develop a mechanism that will track the AC member turnaround time starting when the package is received by the AC member, by perhaps allowing a place for each AC member to input online when they actually receive each package (by May 31, 2007).

Update:  T. McInturff explained that it would be very difficult to implement a process to track when an AC member actually receives a package, and that the starting date would continue to be the date in which the e-mail notification is sent by A2LA staff.  D. Valentine then reported that he would soon be initiating a trial run with a few AC members to view AC packages electronically.  He indicated that by next year’s Conclave, all packages would be available on-line; however, the AC member will still have the option to receive a hard copy of the package.

3.
AC members needed especially for Plastics, Biochemical, Chemical and Statistics (for proficiency testing providers)
A. Klein stated that AC members are especially needed in the areas of Plastics, Biochemical, Chemical and Statistics (for proficiency testing providers), and that if anyone is interested in joining the AC to contact either himself or T. McInturff.  E. Shanklin-Selby indicated that AC members are also needed in the area of food testing.
4.
AC logbook
See discussion under Section 2 (previous action item 1) of these minutes.

5.
Code of ethics
T. McInturff explained that AC members are to alert the applicable A2LA Accreditation Officer if they are assigned an AC package and have a conflict of interest with the laboratory.  The package should then be either returned to A2LA or destroyed.  Since information can be input into the database, AC members should inform A2LA of their commercial status and affiliation to help identify potential conflicts of interest.  Currently, the applicant lab must identify conflicts; if A2LA also has this information from the AC members, then some potential conflicts of interest could be identified earlier.  The question was raised as to whether A2LA considers it a conflict of interest if an AC member is assigned to review a package for a laboratory in which he/she was a previous assessor.  

T. McInturff indicated that this situation is not considered a conflict of interest.

6.
AC members having issues with the assessor’s reports
A. Klein explained that sometimes it appears negative votes are cast as a result of something the assessor had done or not done – perhaps valid issues or simply a conflict between the AC member and the assessor.  Potential valid issues in regards to the assessor or the assessment may be identified and explained in the second comments section (Assessment Package Evaluation Form) on the AC ballot.  Conflicts between an AC member and assessor must not enter into the voting process.  The vote by the AC member is based on the review of the response from the laboratories to determine whether the lab provided the evidence for effectively correcting the deficiencies.  These conflicts diminish the accreditation process, hurt those involved and have a negative impact on the laboratories.  Options for dealing with these conflicts add time to the process and should not be implemented:

a. purging the name(s) of the assessor(s) from the AC package;

b. creating an arbitration panel to intervene when a negative AC vote appears to be aimed at the assessor.
There was also some discussion on whether the AC and A2LA staff require enough detail from the assessor to adequately review the assessment package and understand the logic for the cited deficiencies.  The assessor needs to be aware that the AC does not get the checklist.

7.
Progress on the ability to view electronically and download AC packages from the AC location on the web site
See discussion under Section 2 (previous action item 3) of these minutes.

8.
Why incomplete packages requiring contingent information from the laboratory are sent to AC members
T. McInturff explained that sending the AC incomplete packages, in which accreditation is contingent on receipt of further corrective action from the laboratory, is another way to reduce the cycle time for the accreditation process.  AC members may vote negative if they want to review the contingency information and then revise the vote to positive if the information was acceptable.  T. McInturff also described A2LA’s management of the accreditation process when a package is sent to the AC with contingent evidence due from the laboratory as extensive and error proofed:

a. SOP 205 on review of corrective action responses, step 2.2.3.1, allows for voting with contingent evidence due from the lab;

b. SOP 206 on balloting the AC, step 2.2.5, requires the letter to the applicant and the AC Memo, through the use of pull-down templates, contain a comment that accreditation is contingent upon receipt of further evidence from the lab;

c. SOP 207 on processing final accreditation paperwork, step 2.2.1, references the receipt of any required contingency information before granting accreditation;

d. A very detailed accreditation checklist that must be completed prior to issuing final accreditation paperwork contains an item for confirming receipt and resolution of contingency information.

There was also some discussion that A2LA staff may need more detailed guidelines and/or re-training as to when it is appropriate to send the AC a package that is contingent.

9. Prompt to third AC member via email after two votes were received
A. Klein clarified that this prompt to the third AC member is sent only one time and is intended as a gentle notification when two AC members have submitted votes, and as an aid in reducing turnaround time.

10.
Other New Business
The question was raised as to when A2LA will complete the transition from paper ballots to electronic voting.  T. McInturff stated that A2LA is ready to make that transition; however, a lot of paper ballots are still submitted by the AC.

A. Klein received a question asking if AC members can be notified when and why another AC member votes negative on the same package, for informational purposes only.  There was a lot of interest from the attendees for A2LA to make this information accessible to the AC members, and A2LA will look into a process for allowing AC members to review other votes after all of the ballots have been submitted.

Action Item 4:  T. McInturff to consider a process that will allow AC members to review other votes after all of the ballots have been submitted.  (To be completed by August 31, 2008)
There was discussion on how A2LA follows up on negative AC votes, and T. McInturff explained the process.  Some of the attendees also expressed concern that A2LA staff is not consistent in notifying the next assessor of “red alert” issues.  T. McInturff indicated that A2LA would look into developing a more systematic process to provide this information to the assessors.  Additionally, the question was raised as to whether A2LA can track negative votes so that issues associated with these votes can be discussed at the next Conclave.  T. McInturff stated that A2LA would investigate this possibility as well.

Action Item 5:  T. McInturff to look into a systematic process for Accreditation staff to inform the next assessor of “red alert” issues.  (To be completed by August 31, 2008)
Action Item 6:  T. McInturff to investigate a means of tracking negative AC votes.  (To be completed by September 30, 2008)
The meeting was adjourned at 11:15 a.m.

Minutes prepared by Sara Weitzel, A2LA Accreditation Officer.
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