INSIGHT

BY MIKE CAUSEY

Duck and Cover

Re gardless
of what the
weather or crime
level is where you
live and work, be-
ing a fed, you might
want to wear a flack
jacket, a flotation vest and ear plugs.
At least during the mid-term election
campaign between now and Novem-
ber.

All of the above may come in
handy when you visit with nonfederal
neighbors (or relatives), when you
watch TV news, or listen to debates
between your incumbent senator or
representative and his or her chal-
lenger.

Whether you are in a social or
political setting, or simply sitting at
home in front of the TV listening to a
$200 haircut read a teleprompter, you
might find yourself a tad uncomfort-
able in 2010.

For many, many Americans, 2009
was a lousy year. Lots of people lost
their jobs. Or their homes. Or their
health insurance. Adult kids moved
back home out of necessity. Compa-
nies cut jobs. Tax revenues dried up
and state and local services were cut.
Tens of thousands of state and local
government employees were fired, or
furloughed.

Even the news media took a major
hit, with many newspapers folding,
or cutting both staff and coverage big
time. Large numbers of media em-
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Unions Redouble
Efforts At TSA After
Terror Attempt

wo of the largest federal employee

unions opened the new year by
strengthening their push for full union
rights for airport security screeners—
known as transportation security of-
ficers, or TSOs—and arguing that im-
proved workplace rights for TSOs will
enhance, rather than impede, perfor-
mance at the Transportation Security
Administration.

The union call came amid height-
ened public—and political—attention
on airline security in the wake of a wide-
ly publicized failed bombing attempt
aboard an American airliner, Northwest
Airlines Flight 253.

At least one key lawmaker—Sen. Jim
DeMint, R-S.C.—has vocally opposed
unionization at the agency and vowed
to block the confirmation of President
Obama’s nominee for TSA administra-
tor, Erroll Southers.

“Erroll Southers has not been forth-
coming about whether he’ll give union
bosses control of our airport security,
which is one of the most important de-
cisions he’ll make as head of the TSA,”
DeMint said Jan. 1. “Mr. Southers” un-
willingness to form a position on collec-
tive bargaining seriously calls into ques-
tion his judgment, because it weakens
security and has already been rejected
by the CIA, the FBI, the Secret Service,
the Coast Guard, and by every previous
TSA administrator.

As of press time, DeMint appeared
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to be in a very small minority of law-
makers vocally opposing Southers and
threatening to derail his confirmation
over the union rights issue. Nonethe-
less, DeMint’s call got ample press cov-
erage—garnering stories in USA Today
and the Associated Press, for example—
as the public heard more about the
bombing attempt, including revelations
that its perpetrator was connected to al-

Qaida.

Alienating TSOs ‘Not Helping.

“One of the things I have noticed
over the last couple of days is that there
does not appear to be a chorus behind
[DeMint] on the Republican side,”
Charity Wilson, legislative representa-
tive with the American Federation of
Government Employees, told FEND
on Jan. 4. “I think that’s because his
views put a political ideology—and
anti-union animus—above the place of
public safety. I think his views are unac-
ceptable to most thinking individuals,
elected officials and others.”

Wilson argued that unionization
would improve security by addressing
current high turnover rates and low
morale among the TSO [transporta-
tion security officer] workforce. With
unionization, she said, “we’re going to
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ployees—from anchors and columnists
to researchers and IT types—took pay
cuts. The “lucky” ones lost only 5 per-
cent. But more often than not, strug-
gling publications (from newsletters
to major newspapers and TV outlets)
agreed to 15 to 25 percent pay cuts in
lieu of losing their jobs.

State government workers from
California to Ohio and Virginia were
slammed—furloughed or laid off. Last
week, 560 employees of Virginia’s high-
way department got pink slips. The only
issue: Will they get any severance pay?

Across the country, firms—includ-
ing some big auto companies—are giv-
ing unions a choice: Take over expen-
sive employee health care insurance or
we eliminate it. In many instances, the
unions have accepted the responsibility
for the ultimate financial “gift” that will
keep on giving.

It took the Supreme Court to tell the
governor of California that it was illegal
for him to furlough workers paid with
federal funds. State employees and oth-
ers who were furloughed didn’t get the
same break. And people notice these
things.

By contrast, 2009 was a very (as in
VERY) good year for federal and postal
workers. And for many federal retirees,
who got a 5.8 percent cost of living ad-
justment in 2009.

Congress approved a half dozen
major benefit improvements. They in-
cluded major improvements in your
Thrift Savings Plan (like the upcoming
Roth option), a sick leave incentive for
workers under the Federal Employees
Retirement System, a better retirement
deal for feds in Alaska, Hawaii, Puerto
Rico, as well as incentives for Civil Ser-
vice Retirement System employees who
go part-time into retirement, and for
retirees to come back to work for Uncle
Sam.

While the private sector was shed-
ding jobs, the government announced
a new program to hire more feds to re-
fill jobs that had been farmed out to the
private sector by the Bush and Clinton
administrations.

So how do feds feel about their rela-
tive good fortune? Here’s one comment
and suggestion:

Visit us on the Internet at www.FederalDaily.com

“I am a rural carrier from Maine
When I have returned holiday tip mon-
ies because A.) it's illegal, and B.) I
make enough money for my needs, the
citizens I have encountered are incred-
ulous. I guess the standard is to include
the postman in the list of ‘servants, as is
traditional in the UK with Boxing Day,
while the workforce—and I'm speaking
of the career workforce—is entrusted
with the role of acting like Franciscan
monks.

“My solution has been to roll any
monies into collective office parties or
to gently suggest to customers some food
bank, low-income heating assistance
programs, or worthy charities (animal
shelters, non-profits, healthcare, and
now, after your article’s highlight, jour-
nalistic relief benevolent associations).

“However, it chafes when my stan-
dard of performance—when compared
to the legal self-policing and bailout
terms for some business interests—re-
quires my sole conscientious act. My
first postmaster, God bless him, felt
great reluctance to turn back customer
gifts to employees when the message
came down from on high during the
first President Bush’s ‘ethics review.
And this postmaster utilized incentive
programs to help when employees were
having difficulty attempting to execute
their duties, without crossing ethical
boundaries. His comment at the time
was, ‘It’s not right to pick on the little
guys out there getting the job done.’”

So what can you do to dispel the
perception (and sometimes resent-
ment) that feds “have it made” in
these tough economic times?

Probably nothing.

So the next time the stranger sit-
ting next to you on an airplane asks
what you do for a living, maybe you
can do what I do: Knowing the un-
popularity of the media (I have twice
seen fellow reporters decked by irate
strangers), 1 either tell the person in
the next seat that 'm an oral surgeon,
or that I work for the IRS. Not only
do they not smile, but they usually
keep their mouths shut for the rest of
the flight.

And good luck with your new
identity!
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end up with a more experienced security
workforce on the job. And anyone in law
enforcement will tell you, the longer you
are on the job, the better your feel and
skills for protecting people becomes.

“Secondly, [unionization would
help] by taking extraneous matters out
of the situation, and letting TSOs focus
on screening passengers and maintain-
ing security, rather than letting TSOs be
diverted by the current lack of standard-
ization—airport to airport and check-
point to checkpoint and shift to shift—
and over-burdensome management. It’s
very stressful, and hinders rather than
helps TSOs to do their jobs dealing with
security threats. Collective bargaining
will certainly help address these issues.”

Wilson said full union rights would
provide TSOs with “a safe way to voice
their concerns without being concerned
about retaliation. So we’ll get better re-
porting when things aren’t working
right. Security will get better. Alienating
the TSOs now is not helping the situa-
tion at all.

“Remember, TSOs do not have the
same rights of appeal to an outside third
party like the Merit Systems Protection
Board as other federal workers do. All
these things are pretty much handled
in-house. Often grievances on the front
line are handled by the person who an
employee was grieving in the first place.
This has to change”

Wilson also pointed out that the
security breach occurred at the Am-
sterdam airport, at a station staffed by
another country’s security team—and
reiterated her union’s full support for
Southers’ confirmation, lauding his
broad experience in air security as a
former FBI agent and current assistant
chief of intelligence and homeland secu-
rity for Los Angeles airports.

On Dec. 31, the National Treasury
Employees Union—which like AFGE is
vying to officially represent TSOs in col-
lective bargaining if the administration
permits it—also reiterated a call for full
union rights for TSOs. NTEU President
Colleen Kelley called Southers a “clearly
well-qualified nominee”

Visit us on the Internet at www.FederalDaily.com

he year has begun, and a lot of new 2010 information has come online over
the holiday break:

«  New General Schedule, Executive Schedule, Senior Executive Service and
other pay tables—as well as locality payment tables—are available from the
Office of Personnel Management at: www.opm.gov/oca/10tables/index.asp.

+  DoD’s Civilian Personnel Management Service Wage Division has posted
Appropriated and Nonappropriated Fund schedules at: www.cpms.osd.mil/

wage/.

are listed at: www.gsa.gov/mileage.

+  CPMS on Jan. 3 also posted National Security Personnel System pay tables
at www.cpms.osd.mil/wage/wage_sched_suppl.aspx.
+ And the new privately owned vehicle mileage reimbursement rates for 2010

“There is bipartisan support for
him and he should be approved as soon
as possible,” Kelley said. “This nation-
wide agency has been without perma-
nent leadership for too long. Given the
critical role TSA employees play in se-
curing aviation safety, the Senate must
act promptly.”

For more, go to www.afge.org and
www.nteu.org.

Sexual Assault Reports
At Academies Decline

he number of sexual assaults at the

military service academies contin-
ued to fall last year, with just 25 such
attacks reported at the three academies
for the 2008-2009 academic year—a
26-percent drop from the previous
year.

According to DoD’s Annual Report
on Sexual Harassment and Violence at
the United States Military Academies,
released in December, the aggregate
number of reports for all three acad-
emies has decreased by 37.5 percent
over a three-year period. The number
of total reports fell from 40 reports in
2006-2007 to 34 reports in 2007-2008,
to 25 reports last year.

One sexual assault is too many,” said
Gail H. McGinn, a DoD deputy under-
secretary. “Our assessment shows the
academies understand and have insti-

W

Don’t miss our discussion of weekly news topics at www.FederalSoup.com.

tutionalized some remarkable pro-
grams to prevent and respond to this
crime.”

Many Not Reported

However, according to the re-
port, there is no clear reason for the
decline—and sexual assault remains
a disproportionately underreported
crime. The report warns that the
academy reports likely capture just
a fraction—less than 10 percent—of
the actual cases.

While there may have been an
actual decrease in the number of as-
saults, there could be other reasons
for the lower number, the report said.
For example, cadets and midshipmen
could have become less willing to re-
port instances due to the outcomes of
recent courts-martial of sexual assault
defendants. Or perhaps victim-blam-
ing behavior could have had a chilling
effect on reporting.

Nonetheless, the report noted that
all three academies made progress in
refining their respective prevention
and response programs for both sexu-
al harassment and sexual assault, and
each academy’s educational program
ensures every cadet and midshipman
receives prevention training, the re-
port said.

“All three MSAs are focused on
evaluating the effectiveness of their
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strategies and are constantly searching  conference-related spending for DHS  Another underestimate of costs came
for opportunities to refine them to meet ~ components in Fiscal Years 2005, 2006  from the S&T Asia Pacific Home-
the evolving needs of their cadets and  and 2007. land Security Summit and Exposi-
midshipmen,” the report said. According to the report, the agency  tion, where the component estimated
For example, at the U.S. Military  spent approximately $60 million in di-  $62,500 in conference expenses, ex-
Academy, the chief of community men-  rect costs, as well as $50 million identi-  cluding travel and salary, and the OIG
tal health relocated his office to the acad-  fied as salary expenses, to send employ-  received copies of invoices for approx-
emy’s Center for Personal Development  ees around the world to conferences in  imately $85,000.
in order to become more accessible to 43,989 “instances”—the number does “The recent findings of the In-
cadets. Also, the chief created an initia-  not represent 43,989 different employ-  spector General that DHS employees
tive where he meets with each new ca-  ees, because some employees attended  failed to account properly for travel
det one-on-one to familiarize them with ~ more than one of the 8,359 conferences  and conference expenses raise ques-
available services, including support for  that were documented. tions about whether taxpayers’ dol-
victims of sexual assault. This may fur- For the conferences the IG reviewed,  lars were spent wisely,” said Sen. Susan

ther reduce the stigma of seeking assis- there was little documentation associ-  Collins, R-Maine, ranking member of
tance, because every cadet is required to ~ ated with planning, and insufficient  the Senate Homeland Security and
visit the CPD at some point in their ori- supporting documentation for costs.  Governmental Affairs Committee.

That makes such spending vulnerable  “The IG’s findings do not inspire con-
to fraud and waste, the report said.  fidence that the department ensured
Costs were reported inconsistently, and  careful stewardship of the taxpayers’
supporting documents and invoices fre-  money.”

quently did not match up with the total To see more, go to: http://www.
reported costs spent on the conference, dhs.gov/xoig/assets/mgmtrpts/
the report said. OIG_10-19_Nov09.pdf  (report) or

“When compared to the annual  http://tinyurl.com/yf78nvt. €=

enacted budgets of DHS, the amount
spent on conferences represents less
than 1 percent of available funds each
year,” the report said. “However, these
small ratios represent millions of dol- APWU Surveys Small-Office
lars where management vulnerabilities Employees

can exist.” The American Postal Workers

entation to the USMA, the report said.

At the Naval Academy, personnel at
the Midshipman Development Cen-
ter implemented several programs that
sought to dispel the negative percep-
tion some midshipmen had about those
who sought counseling, the report said.
The MDC worked to create an inviting
atmosphere to reduce any stigma that
might exist regarding its services, the re-
port said. Fourth Class (freshmen) mid-
shipmen are given a tour of the center
during their first summer at the acad-
emy to alert them to available services,
the report said.

In Brief

com/ya46c8h.

To see more, go to: http://tinyurl.

For example, the Directorate for
Science and Technology reported that
for the BioWatch conference, it spent
approximately $190,000 on confer-
ence costs, excluding travel and salary

Union kicked off 2010 by conduct-
ing a survey of postal employees in
smaller postal offices—often employ-
ees “whose hours have been reduced
while managerial hours have been in-

expenses. However, a task order was  creased,” according to a Jan. 5 APWU
issued for $426,637, and a post-confer-  release.

ence invoice from a conference contrac-
tor listed the final cost as $288,888.

IG Says DHS Must
Tighten Conference-
Travel Oversight

Small-facility employees are being
sought to complete a questionnaire
about their hours and working con-

Costs Underreported ditions—a questionnaire employees
he Department of Homeland Se- In addition, it appears that of those  can learn more about by consulting
curity Office of Inspector General —DHS components studied, some units  the union’s Web site.

last month told the agency to tighten  underestimated and underreported The call for small-office employee
its conference-travel oversight after an  conference costs, the report said. For input comes as working hours for
investigation found that DHS compo-  example, invoices retrieved from the part-time flexible clerks continue to
nents could not adequately document  National Disaster Medical System con-  pe severely cut back at many loca-
all of the $110 million they spent over  tractor and subcontractor showed costs  tions—a sore subject for postal work-
three years to send employees to mis-  that were significantly higher than the  ers, and one that APWU President
sion-related events. amounts reported to OIG by the Fed-  William Burrus explores in a column

The OIG on Dec. 17 released the re-  eral Emergency Management Agency—  in the latest American Postal Worker

sults of its investigation in a report on  a difference of approximately $580,000.  magazine.
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