HRM CONFERENCE CALL

December 10, 2003

3 PM – Eastern Time (VACO Room 630)

Tel:  800-767-1750

IMPORTANT - ACCESS CODE NOW REQUIRED - 16248#



MINUTES
1. Welcome  - Thomas J. Hogan, Acting DAS for Human Resources Management (202-273-4920)
Summary:  Mr. Hogan expressed his thanks to all of those in the HR community for all that they do and have done to further HR’s contribution to the VA mission.  He acknowledged the remarkable people both in VACO and in the field, many of whom he has known for some time.  Being an HR professional is not an easy task, it was emphasized, and there are things that each of us (i.e., VACO and field personnel) can do better than the other.  We in Central Office will continue to develop policies and assist with the myriad complexities associated with some of those policies.  As counterpoint, we ask of HR managers that their staffs do all that they can to resolve questions at that local level (e.g., checking the HRM’s) before referring inquiries to VACO personnel.  By working together this way we can solidify our community.


2.  HRMO Activity –  Terry Young
No selections to report.

CURRENT VACANCIES:
GS-15 … VA Desert Pacific Healthcare System - Virtual position – may be assigned to any facility within VISN 22: Greater Los Angeles, Long Beach, San Diego, Loma Linda or Southern Nevada Healthcare System).

3.
HR Management Programs and Policies - Items of Interest:

Status of VA’s Adjudication Program –   Chuck McClellan (202-273-8262)
At this time, I first want to thank all facilities for their participation in submitting the necessary data for VA’s suitability adjudication report to Office of Personnel Management (OPM) in the last few months.  The Department reported it had a total of 1,668 pending adjudication cases as of October 24, 2003.

OPM expects to require future reports of this nature, but has not yet given us the next report due date, nor the required frequency.  Once we know, we’ll get the word out.

Before the next data call, OHRM plans to streamline the Web site for reporting pending cases and allow you to edit your data before submitting it into the database.  These changes should make it easier to avoid delays in submitting information on your pending cases to the system.

OPM has established a benchmark that Federal departments and agencies return 85% of all 79A forms within 90 days from the date the closed case was received at your facility.  The 79A form is the Report of Agency Adjudicative Action on OPM Personnel Investigations.  As of November 24th, VA’s rate of return was 66%.  As of result, you will need to continue to submit more adjudication reports until VA meets or exceeds the 85% rate of return benchmark.

OPM has asked me to convey the following information to avoid administrative delays in processing your adjudicated 79A forms.

· The biggest problem is failing to complete the type of adjudicative action the facility took.  This requires filling in the oval in the appropriate section on the form.

· Another problem is failing to complete the bottom portion of the form with the following information: the adjudicator’s signature, direct telephone number, and the date.

I am recommending that those facilities not yet tracking completion and submission of personnel background investigations forms, receipt of findings, adjudication, and dispositions, should institute such a tracking system in the next few weeks.  The establishment of such a system will be beneficial for monitoring and reporting your adjudication program for future data requests.  When developing your tracking system, you will want to include the following parameters:

· Date when the SF-85 form was mailed to OPM;

· Date when a closed case is received back from OPM for adjudication (90 day timeframe to adjudicate);

· Date the case was adjudicated; and

· The date the case was mailed back to OPM or filed at the facility for low risk and non-sensitive cases (normally serious codes N or Q).

Staffing Division (051D) will keep you posed for future developments on this subject.

T38 Annual Review of Special Salary Rates –   Dawna Powell (202-273-7527)
VHA Directive 2003-059, on the Title 38 Annual Review of special rates was issued on 10/15/03.  The purpose of the review is to determine whether special salary rates for health care occupations should be increased by the amount of the January 2004 GS increase in order to remain competitive. As of the December 5th deadline, no certifications NOT to give the increase had been received.  Therefore, all title 38 special salary rate authorizations will be receiving the January 2004 GS increase.  If you sent a certification, please contact me immediately as it has not been received.  I can be reached at 202-273-7527.   



Pay & Salary Changes – Bill Soults (202-273-9812)

A couple of laws recently passed that will have a significant impact on pay entitlements.  
 
1.  The Defense Authorization Act, Public Law 108-136, was enacted on 11/24/03.  The Act modified the overtime cap applicable to Federal employees exempt from the Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA).  The overtime rate for FLSA-exempt employees had previously been capped at time and one-half of the GS-10/Step 1.  This often resulted in employees earning not only less than time and one-half for overtime hours but less than even their straight-time rate for overtime hours. 
 
The new overtime cap for FLSA-exempt employees is either one and one-half times the rate for the GS-10/Step 1 or their regular hourly rate of pay, whichever is greater.  This ensures that employees never receive less than their regular rate of pay when performing overtime work.  Overtime for employees not exempt from FLSA is not affected as their overtime rate is not capped.
 
The change is effective 11/24/03.  Payroll policy is working on the implementation and will issue instructions to local payroll offices. 
 
2.  The Veterans Health Care, Capital Asset, and Business Improvement Act of 2003, Public Law 108-170, was enacted on 12/6/03.  It entitles certain health care workers in VHA, such as nursing assistants, to Saturday premium pay.  This change will be effected on 1/11/04.  We will provide further guidance once the specific positions to be covered are identified.  
 
Each of these changes will be incorporated into VA Handbook 5007.
 
FY 2004 General Pay Increase
 
Because of the Senate’s not voting on the Omnibus Appropriations Act, 
the President’s alternative plan will go into effect on January 11, 2004.
Therefore, OPM has been drafting basic pay schedules with a 1.5% pay increase.  Locality schedules will vary.
 
If and when the Omnibus Act is approved with other general pay increase provisions, we will proceed at that time to process a second round of pay increases, just like earlier this year [FY 2003].
3. "A little bit of this…a little bit of that…"…. Terry Young
• Update on Performance Plan – The Employee Relations Division will conduct a special call on VA’s new 5-level Appraisal Program on December 17th.  It will be held at 3pm (eastern time) on 800-767-1750, access# 57643.
• The Defense Authorization Act (P.L. 108-36) was enacted on November 24, 2003.  It included the following government-wide provisions:
· Overtime Cap [Bill Soults addressed this earlier in the call]

· Asbestos Differential Pay – extends GS differential pay provisions to FWS

· Student Loan Repayment Program – increased annual payment limitation to $10,000 per year (requires changes to VA Handbook 5007)

· Senior Executive Service – changed pay structure, OPM to issue regulations

· Flexible Spending Accounts (FSA) Administration Fees – Mandates agencies to cover the administrative costs of FSA and establishes reporting requirements for tracking administrative costs and identifying tax savings

· Federal Long Term Care Insurance Program (FLTCIP) – added eligibility for 3 additional groups including Federal deferred annuitants who separate with title to a deferred annuity, even if they are not yet receiving that annuity

· Establishes a Human Capital Performance Fund to promote greater performance and reward highest performers; OPM will administer the fund and establish criteria for agencies to use in applying for the funds.  One criteria will be that the agency has a multi-level performance appraisal program that distinguishes between levels of employee performance (such as the 5 tier system that VA is adopting).

More information will be forthcoming as these provisions are implemented in VA.

• Demise of the Recruitment Bulletin – Angela Porter

Ventris Gibson, DAS for Human Resources Management signed a memo November 4th, which discontinued the Monthly VA Recruitment Bulletin effective October 31, 2003.  The monthly publication had provided nationwide assistance to VA field facilities when trying to recruit hard to fill positions.   The Bulletin will be replaced by services on the Internet, which offer easier accessibility and timeliness of information.   
• Veterans Health Care, Capital Asset and Business Improvement Act of 2003, PUBLIC LAW 108-170 (“Hybrid Legislation”) was signed by the president on 12/6/03.  Key HR provisions include:
Adding the following occupations  to 7401

Audiologists

Speech Pathologists

Audiologist-speech pathologists

Biomedical Engineers

Dietitians

Medical Instrument Technicians

Medical Records Administrators or specialists

Medical Records Technicians

Medical and Dental Technologists

Nuclear Medicine Technologists

Occupational Therapy Assistants

Kinesiotherapists

Orthotist-Prosthetists

Pharmacy Technicians

Physical Therapy Assistants

Prosthestic Representatives

Diagnostic Radiologic Technicians

Therapeutic Radiologic Technicians

Social Workers

It includes provisions for :

• Planning, developing and implementing promotion and advancement systems in collaboration with exclusive employee representatives;

• provides specific timeframes for receiving BU recommendations and resolving differences, 

• references to using the Federal Mediation and Conciliation Service if the situation warrants it, and 

• reporting requirements to congressional committees for recommendations deemed unacceptable by the Secretary.

The new law also provides for:

• Additional pay for new hybrid occupations

• Changes to FTT, PT and WOC appointments

• Appointment of Chiropractors as pure title 38 (effective 180 days from 
  enactment)

• Additional pay for Saturday tours of duty for employees appointed under 7408 
  on the same basis as nurses [as mentioned earlier in this call by Bill Soults]

• Changes to VCS employment laws.

Policy changes will be required to reflect and implement this new law.  Workgroups will be established to plan, develop and implement these new provisions.  We know managers and employees are anxious to accomplish this conversion.  The law, as written, requires us to “collaborate” with the unions, and that would require a minimum of 90 days.  As we expect to engage in meaningful dialogue with the unions, this will take longer than the minimum period, but we will do this as quickly as possible.

• OPM’S Approval of VERA – see attached document
• VHA’s Executive Career Field Program – Bob Swanson (202-273-8925)

(NOTE - this report will follow at a later date)






ENJOY THE HOLIDAYS !!
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NEXT CONFERENCE CALL – Wednesday, January 14, 2004 - 3:00 PM EST


