HRM CONFERENCE CALL

February 11, 2004

3 PM – Eastern Time (VACO Room 630)

Tel:  800-767-1750

IMPORTANT - ACCESS CODE NOW REQUIRED - 16248#



AGENDA 


1. Welcome  -  Terry Young, Moderator (202-273-9821)


2.  HRMO Activity –  Terry Young


SELECTION(S) MADE:

Randy Turner as HR Manager Boise, Idaho, effective 3/21.
CURRENT VACANCIES:
Bay Pines, FL



Big Spring, TX
3.
HR Management Programs and Policies - Items of Interest:

Retirement issues – Bruce Ducharme – (202-273-9832)

First I would like to start off by congratulating and thanking everyone involved with the processing of retirement packages.   

OPM has provided us with information, for the 3rd quarter of CY 2003, on how well VA is meeting the 80 percent timeliness standard for retirement benefit-related submissions.  This standard is met if at least 80 percent of retirement records for annuities, deaths-in-service, and refunds are received by OPM within 30 days of an employee’s separation.

VA was 92 percent timely during the 3rd quarter of 2003 and 91 percent timely for the last four quarters ending September 30, 2003.  VA has far exceeded the standard set by OPM.

-----------------------------------------------------------

Next I want to hit on the highlights of Benefits Flyer 04-1, regarding HRM staff questions on retirement program issues.  The Flyer was emailed to you on Monday, January 12th.  The Health Revenue Center‘s Retirement Advisory Group is now available to respond to retirement questions that your staff may have.  This may include interpreting the regulations, answering basic retirement questions, and application processing questions.  

Employing offices are still responsible for answering employee benefit questions, providing retirement counseling, retirement estimates, and processing retirement packages unless they have contracted with the Health Revenue Center to provide those services.  

As mentioned in the flyer, HR staff should always research the law, regulations, and guidance provided by the Office of Personnel Management, the Federal Retirement Thrift Investment Board, and OHRM’s Worklife and Benefits Division, prior to calling the HRC.  Benefit program reference material can be found on the OHRM intranet site under Benefits where you can click on Benefit Program References (http://vaww1.va.gov/ohrm/Benefits/BenefitsReferences.htm).  HR staff working in the benefits area should refer to this listing when researching program related questions.  

The benefit programs include; retirements (CSRS and FERS), health insurance (FEHB), life insurance (FEGLI), Thrift Savings Plan (TSP), Long Term Care Insurance (LTCI), and Flexible Spending Accounts (FSA). 

Employees with questions on the FEHB, FEGLI, and TSP programs need to contact their local HR benefits counselor.  If additional assistance is needed regarding the FEHB, FEGLI, and TSP programs, HR staff can email me, Bruce Ducharme or Therese Kilgore of the OHRM Worklife and Benefits Division. 

Please ask your staff to do all that they can to resolve questions at the local level before contacting the HRC or VACO personnel.
Pending FWS Increases –   Bill Soults (202-273-9812) 
The Transportation, Treasury, and Independent Agencies Appropriations Act, 2004, as contained in the Consolidated Appropriations Act, 2004 (Public Law 108-199, January 23, 2004), contains two provisions that affect the determination of pay adjustments for Federal Wage System (FWS) employees in FY 2004.

Section 613 provides for a pay cap similar to previous years, equal to the [same] formula based on the average of GS locality percentages.

Section 640(b) [effectively] negates Section 613 by providing that pay adjustments for FWS employees may not be less than pay adjustments received by GS employees where they [FWS] work [i.e., in the wage area].

Because FWS wage areas do not match up with the GS locality areas, we have an unusual situation in 38 of the 116 VA wage areas.

Note that the other 78 areas will continue to have only one FWS schedule.

32 areas will have two FWS schedules with different rates.

- Example >> Chicago has FWS employees in the Chicago GS area and in the RUS GS area.

6 areas will have three FWS schedules with different rates.

- Example >> Philadelphia has FWS employees in the Philadelphia GS area, the New York City GS area, and the RUS GS area.

Effective dates will be the same as previous years.  New rates will be retroactive for schedules with effective dates prior to the date we release the new schedules.

As a minimum, FWS schedules will receive across-the-board increases equal to the percentage increase of the RUS GS schedule.  Other schedules will receive larger across-the-board increases equal to the GS percentage of the GS locality in which they live.

OPM has not released the amounts of the percentage increases for GS and FWS, pending the President signing an executive order.  At this point we have no indication when the President will sign the executive order or what the numbers will be.

Update on VA’s Suitability Adjudication Program  –   Chuck McClellan (202-273-8262) 
At this time, Office of Personnel Management (OPM) is tracking our efforts to cleanup the backlog of outdated suitability adjudication cases and our ability to reach the 85% compliance rate for returning cases within 90 days upon receipt at your facility.  Because of the minimal improvement in these two areas, the (Acting) Assistant Secretary of Human Resources and Administration recently received a call from the Deputy Director at OPM mandating VA to enhance our time for submitting these cases and compliance rate.  Currently, our compliance rate remains in the 60 percentile range.  Failure to comply with this recent request by OPM will cause this program to be elevated to the Chief of Staff.  We have been informed the White House has received a report containing the status of each federal agency’s suitability adjudication program.

OPM has provided Office of Human Resources Management (OHRM) with a list of specific facilities having numerous pending cases for adjudication that are over the 90 days old.  We plan to breakdown this report by facility to enable you to compare your records with OPM’s information.  The facility’s copy will be sent to the Chief, HRM this week for action and report to us your findings.  Instructions for appraising and completing your review will be provided in a message containing the list of outstanding adjudication cases.

We discussed on the December 2003 HRM Conference Call that all facilities need to develop a method to record and track these adjudication cases.  Also, emphasis was placed on properly completing and processing 79A forms to avoid delays in closing out these cases.

To assist VA reaching the 85% compliance rate, OPM has made several suggestions to improve our current compliance rate -

· Send completed forms to the address on the 79A form within 90 days upon receipt.

· Fill in the date of adjudication decision.

· Fill in adjudication action code.

· Sign and date forms.

· A scanner is used to read the 79A form and will reject the form having stray marks or writing.

Note:  Attached is a copy of the 79A form highlighting these common mistakes.

OPM plans to ask VA to conduct another adjudication data call this month.  The methodology for collecting this information will be similar to what you submitted several months ago.  Further instructions will be provided in a separate message along with a link to a dedicated Web site for submitting your information.

Contact Charles McClellan at charles.mcclellan@mail.va.gov  or (202) 273-8262 with further questions.

Title 38 Hybrid Update  –   Carol Mellen (202-273-9754) 

· Until Interim Instructions are issued, Servicing HR Offices should continue to use Title 5 appointment procedures for all the new Title 38 Hybrid occupations.  This includes the use of OPM and DEU certificates, VRA appointments, and all other appropriate Title 5 appointing authorities.

· Until Interim Instructions are issued, existing Title 5 procedures and requirements should be followed for promotions, including merit promotion procedures and career ladder promotion procedures. 

· Some managers are being advised that they may not make appointments into the new Title 38 Hybrid occupations.  This is not true.  Appointments may be made into the new Title 38 Hybrid occupations using all existing and appropriate Title 5 appointing authorities.

· The Interim Instructions will permit Title 38 Hybrid recruitment and appointment procedures to be used for all the new Hybrid occupations, except that Professional Standards Boards will not be established under the Interim Instructions.  Therefore, grade and step will continue to be established using classified position descriptions and existing Title 5 regulation and policy.

· The Interim Instructions will provide that promotions will be subject to Title 5 merit promotion rules and procedures with required competition for positions higher than the grade for which employees previously competed.


Veterans Canteen Service Employees and Appointment to the Competitive Service   –   Barbara Panther or Ann Williams at Ophelia.Williams@mail.va.gov (202-273-9827)

· Sec. 304 of PL 108-170 provides a statutory mandate that Veterans Canteen Service (VCS) employees "be considered for appointment to a Department position in the competitive service in the same manner that a Department employee in the competitive service is considered for transfer to such position."
· You may now consider VCS employees for appointment to competitive service positions.  Their applications and eligibility for employment should be considered as if they were already in the competitive service.  No interchange agreement is needed since this eligibility is statutorily based.  This means that:

· A VCS employee on a permanent appointment may be considered for and appointed to permanent competitive service positions through the merit promotion program and its exceptions.
· A VCS employee on a new permanent appointment may not be moved from his/her position until 90 days have elapsed, in the same manner that an employee in the competitive service must wait 90 days after a competitive appointment before any substantial change in employment may be made, including duties, title, series, grade, work schedule, duty location, etc.

· A VCS employee on a temporary appointment may be considered for and appointed to temporary competitive service positions through appropriate application and referral procedures.
· A temporary VCS employee may not be appointed to a permanent competitive service positions unless he/she has the same type of eligibility that would permit a temporary competitive service employee to be appointed to a permanent position.
· All existing Title 5 competitive service requirements must be met, including qualifications, citizenship, employment of relatives restrictions, etc.  

· VCS employees may be appointed to competitive service positions in any part of the Department of Veterans Affairs, including Veterans Health Administration, Veterans Benefits Administration, National Cemetery Administration, and VACO staff offices when all appointment, eligibility, and qualification requirements are met.
· Existing Title 5 regulations and policies should be followed in determining qualifications, setting pay, determining benefits eligibility, etc.  According to PL 108-170, a VCS employee so appointed to the competitive service "may count toward the time-in-service requirement for a career appointment in such position any previous period of employment in the [VC] Service."  This means previous periods of employment VCS count towards meeting the service requirement for career tenure.
· In order to ensure that all VCS employees are appropriately and uniformly advised that they may apply under internal vacancy announcements, vacancy announcements should include a statement such as the following:

Current [AS APPROPRIATE:  "permanent" OR “permanent and temporary"] Veterans Canteen Service employees may apply for consideration under this vacancy announcement.

· Conference call questions with answers:

· Are VCS management staff eligible for appointment to the competitive service under this authority?  Yes, VCS management staff appointed under 7802 are eligible for appointment to the competitive service under this authority.  Such appointments are no longer subject to the restrictions and requirements of the interchange agreement since this is now a statutory provision.  The requirements and provisions of the statute as discussed above must be met.
· Conference call questions being researched:

· Do VCS employees serve a probationary period?  Or, does a year under a VCS permanent appointment count toward meeting the requirement for a probationary period?
· If a new probationary period is required and VCS service counts toward career tenure, can a VCS employee receive a career (rather than career conditional) appointment and still have to serve a probationary period?
· Do time-in-grade restrictions apply?

3. "A little bit of this…a little bit of that…"…. Terry Young

· I am pleased to announce that Debra Walker has recently joined the OHRM staff in the Office of Marketing and Recruitment.  She brings a wide range of experience and will be a key part of our recruitment, marketing, and outreach efforts at the national level.  Debra can be reach via e-mail or at 202.273.8922 and we are pleased to have her as part of our VA community.
· Regarding Temporary Appointments:

· Temporary Limited Appointments are authorized in 5 CFR part 316 subpart D.  Subpart D describes several different procedures for making such appointments.  On June 13, 2003, OPM issued interim regulations that removed agencies’ ability to fill temporary limited appointments using outside-the-register procedures by rescinding 5 CFR part 333.  In addition, OPM rescinded the TAPER authority described in 5 CFR part 316, subpart B.
· All the other procedures described in 5 CFR part 316 subpart D for making temporary limited appointments remain in effect.  These include (but are not limited to) appointments from OPM or DEU certificates of eligibles, reinstatements of candidates with competitive status, VRA appointments, and appointments of veterans with compensable service-connected disabilities of 30% or more.  Only "outside-the-register procedures" as described in 5 CFR 333 may no longer be used to make temporary limited appointments since 5 CFR 333 was rescinded.
· Other authorities that may still be used include 30-day temporary appointments for special needs (5 CFR part 213, subpart C) and temporary appointments for up to 3 years of medical support personnel [38 USC 7405(a)(1)].
· OPM made these changes at the same time that they issued regulations for the new Title 5 direct hire authority.  OPM reasoned that this direct hire authority for severe shortage of candidates or critical hiring needs, along with other flexibilities granted to agencies over the past several years, eliminated the need for the outside-the-register and TAPER authorities.


NEXT CONFERENCE CALL – Wednesday, March 10, 2004 - 3:00 PM EST


