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                                                            November 23, 2004
Greetings!  Since my last update, there has been a lot of activity in the human resources arena and listed below are several of the “hot” issues.  As always, I will keep you abreast of any changes as they occur.

CHR NEWS:

Federal Employees Health Benefits (FEHB) Open Season

Open season for the Federal Employees Health Benefits Program will be November 8 thru December 13, 2004.  Open season elections will be effective January 9, 2005.  There are many significant plan changes that will take place in 2005 to include terminations of plans and plans reducing their service areas.  Employees whose health plan has been terminated will need to enroll in another plan during the open season in order to retain health benefits coverage.  Employees whose health plan is reducing their service area will need to determine if they are affected by this change and take appropriate action, as necessary.
As with any open season, employees are encouraged to review their current health plan in order to determine whether it will meet their needs for the upcoming year.  Additional information and links to other appropriate websites can be found on https://www.abc.army.mil/ 
Thrift Savings Plan (TSP) Open Season 
The Thrift Savings Plan Open Season is scheduled for October 15 through December 31, 2004.  During the open season, employees will be able to increase the maximum amount they can contribute to their TSP account.  Civil Service Retirement System (CSRS) maximum will be 10%; Federal Employee Retirement System (FERS) will be 15%.  The overall maximum allowable contributions are $13,000 for 2004.  To make elections for this open season, employees must use the Army Benefits Center - Civilian (ABC-C), a centralized service center for Department of the Army civilian employees.  They can access the ABC-C by telephone via toll-free number, 1-877-276-9287.  Hearing Impaired 1-877-276-9833 or through the Internet at https://www.abc.army.mil/.  The ABC-C automated systems are available almost 24 hours a day and benefit counselors are available to assist employees between the hours of 6:00 a.m. and 6:00 p.m. Central Standard Time (CST). 

Global War on Terrorism (GWOT) Expeditionary/Service Medals
Per the Office of the Deputy Chief of Staff, G-1 (DAPE-PT), former service members who met eligibility for the GWOT Expeditionary and Service Medals will not have their DD 214s retroactively amended to reflect receipt of these medals.  Even if the service members are ultimately provided amended DD 214s, this will clearly be a lengthy process.  However, if the DD 214s reflect that the service members were mobilized, activated or assigned for the prescribed tour of duty in Operations Iraqi Freedom/Operations Enduring Freedom contingency areas, the former service members will be granted preference (search http://www.hrc.army.mil/, click Active, Soldier, Family & Retiree/Veteran, Awards & Certificate, messages, #124).  Similarly, if the DD 214s reflect that the service members were serving on active duty on September 11, 2001 and after (until a date to be determined), they will be presumed to have been awarded the GWOT Service Medal.  Award of both the GWOT Expeditionary and GWOT Service Medals are fully qualifying for VRA eligibility.  
Retention Allowance Payment
As a reminder, a retention allowance can only be paid in bi-weekly increments.  Lump sum payments are not authorized.  A retention allowance of up to 25% of basic pay may be offered to certain current employees to retain their services. A current employee is eligible for a retention allowance based on the unusually high or unique qualifications of the individual, or a special need of the agency for the employee’s services.  Normally, retention allowances are approved on a case-by-case basis. A retention allowance is paid at the same time as basic pay (every two weeks), although it is not considered part of basic pay.
Administrative Claims for Annual Leave as a Result of the Decision in Butterbaugh v. Department of Justice, 336 F.3d 1332 (Fed. Cir. 2003)  
On July 24, 2003, the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Federal Circuit ruled that employees were required to take military leave only on the days on which they were required to work and that agencies should have allowed 15 workdays of military leave for reserve training (instead of 15 calendar days). Therefore, the court ruled that agencies should not have charged military leave for nonworkdays that occurred within the period of military duty prior to the change in the military leave law that became effective on December 21, 2000 (allowing employees to take military leave on an hourly basis).  The plaintiffs in Butterbaugh maintained that because they were charged military leave for non-workdays within their period of military duty, they exceeded their allowance of 15 days of military leave each fiscal year and were forced to take leave without pay and/or annual leave to complete their annual reserve training.  In response to the Butterbaugh decision, it is anticipated that agencies will begin receiving administrative claims for crediting annual leave as a replacement for military leave that was charged on nonworkdays.   At this point, the information about the Butterbaugh decision is being shared with the labor unions and they have been asked for their input on how to best communicate this matter with the workforce.  Once procedures have been put into place by Headquarters, Department of the Army and the Defense Finance and Accounting Service then both the CPACs and the MACOMs will have to work in a collaborative manner to ensure that everyone gets the notice – both present Army employees as well as those who have bee separated but may be eligible for payment of annual leave used.
Latest News on the National Security Personnel System (NSPS)
The NSPS design options that were developed by the Working Groups are being briefed to the Overreaching Integrated Product Team (OIPT) for decision.  Design options in the areas of compensation, performance management, employee appeals, staff and labor relations are being considered.  The Assistant Secretary of the Army (Manpower and Reserve Affairs), represents Army on the OIPT.  The Acting Secretary of the Army is still considering the Army organizations slated for participation in Spiral One.  We do know that there are some organizations in our region who will participate but they have not yet been confirmed.  Spiral One implementation is projected for July 2005.  Nominees have been forwarded to the NSPS Program Executive Office for the next round of consideration as well.  

More to follow,
Jan
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