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The Post's Stephen Barr is the author of The Federal Diary , which runs Sunday through Friday in the Metro section. Steve has been a reporter and editor at The Post since 1979, including stints as Federal Page editor, congressional editor and a staff writer covering the federal bureaucracy. He takes the column live to answer your questions Wednesdays at noon ET .

The transcript follows.
Stephen Barr: Good day to all. I'm supremely confident that all of you are in the holiday spirit and looking forward to 2006. My best wishes to all, and my thanks to all readers in the federal community and the assistance and insights they have provided me during this year. With that, we'll go to the questions and comments. Happy holidays!

_______________________

Washington, D.C.: Always enjoy the chats....a question on moving between agencies.

Why is this process so abysmal? I recently took a job with a different agency and after my first pay period with the new agency discovered that my TSP and FEHB did not transfer from the other agency. The new agency says the problem is that the old agency hasn't sent my personnel records and the old agency says it's just the way the process works. Oy!

I'm now in danger of being without health insurance for a period of time and my TSP will suffer (ever so slightly) because of the arcane system used by federal agencies. Why isn't there some central system to control this process? I can't believe I'm the only person who has had this problem.

Happy Holidays!

Stephen Barr: Hello, D.C. That's a heck of a way to start the New Year!

But there is hope. The Bush administration recognizes that too many personnel folders are paper-based, and they are trying to create an electronic personnel folder and moving to consolidate payroll systems. These steps may not solve all the problems, but I guess it may lower the odds of the kind of breakdown you describe. Still, your example is a good reminder: save all your records and don't rely on your agency.

Best in the new year!

_______________________

Anonymous: I want to put the maximum into the TSP for next year (I'm not eligible for catch up contributions), but still receive the maximum match. It was not clear on the TSP calculator how to figure this out. Are there better calculators that others have found useful?

Stephen Barr: Hi Anon. Here's one approach -- figure our your biweekly salary for next year. Divide that by 20 to get 5 percent. Make sure you are putting at least that 5 percent into the TSP each pay period -- that guarantees you the maximum match. You'll also need to know how many pay dates have been scheduled by your agency in 2006. It's probably 26, but you need to find that out. You'll also need to know when any contribution change will take effect; sometimes there is a time lag of a couple of weeks. With that information in hand, try the TSP calculator again.

One other thought: now that TSP has ended the percentage of salary limit, it may be easier to think of making contributions in dollar terms. The maximum contribution this year is $15,000 (not counting catchups).

_______________________

Bolling AFB: I can relate to the person whose records didn't follow him to his new job. Same thing happened to me, even though I brought copies of my papers with me to the new personnel office. They need "verification" from the old personnel office, and it seems that once they are rid of you, the old agency doesn't give a darn. Still waiting for transfer of my military leave.....after six months!

Stephen Barr: Yikes, as they say. Thanks for this good example.

_______________________

D.C. area GS-13:: I understand with the new pay banding that GS-13 will be in the GS-9 through GS-13 band. One of the previous Navy pilot programs had the GS-13 in a band up to GS-14 step 5 pay band. Why was it lowered and why hasn't there been an uproar from all the GS-13's in the D.C. area?

Stephen Barr: A very good question, D.C. And I can't give you a good answer. My guess is that this hinges on the occupational grouping involved, but it does seem that a substantial majority of Defense employees are going to end up in a GS-9 to GS-13 band. Hopefully, Defense will explain the implications of this prior to the roll out next year.

_______________________

Arlington, Va.: Steve, I'm dreading the changeover to the new pay-band system. Can you point to any large government agency where the transition has worked and most employees are as satisfied as they were under the old system?

Stephen Barr: Experts tell me that it generally takes about five years for people to settle comfortably into pay band systems that try to stress job performance. Some research suggests that employees find they are working harder and longer under these systems, and it appears that poor performers do not fare well and have left demonstration projects rather than stay and compete.

The administration sees success stories in places such as China Lake and other experiments. For your holiday reading, check out this Web site: OPM
Best in the new year!

_______________________

Clifton, Va.: OSD employees and others are scheduled to go under the new personnel system January 1 2006. Our current performance evals are being closed out and new ones opened under the new plan. Guess our wonderful unions missed this move and so did you! Would have thought the lazy Federal employee union officials would have had their lawyers get an injunction to stop this.

Stephen Barr: Not really. DoD has said all along that it needs a dry-run performance rating cycle before tying the new job ratings to compensation. I'm told that training is underway.

The unions raise questions of fairness and transparency in regard to performance-based pay systems, but they have not attacked the idea in their lawsuits. Unions are focused on maintaining bargaining rights and due process for employees facing major disciplinary action.

_______________________

Arlington, Va.: With management/labor relations like those described in today's column how can leaders expect the change from GS1-15 to the new DOD system to go smoothly. No one trusts each other or behaves in a professional, courteous manner.

Stephen Barr: Good point. Trust is a big deal here, and it is fairly nonexistent. Management and unions need to find a way to communicate and rebuild trust. Unfortunately, union leaders feel they are elected representatives of employees and that, if they lose too many bargaining rights, then they will fall short in meeting their obligations. Most managers see unions as naysayers and obstructionists who want to control the workplace. Hard to figure out how to get them together.

_______________________

Anonymous: When I transferred agencies several years ago, I too had the same problems. I complained that it took 6 months to get my TSP fixed. My reply was that I should be happy - the HR Director had to wait 18 months to get his TSP restarted when he switched!

A few years ago I discovered my official personnel file is lost. I tried for the better to get people to find it, but in the end the only thing that could be discovered was the personnel file that was started when I started at the new agency. Upon taking a mid-career retirement seminar, I learned that this could cause some problems when I prepare to retire.

Stephen Barr: Thanks, Anon. A good warning for folks -- keep a set of your records, in as many original copies as possible. And, as you point out, it's smart to check out your personnel folder way in advance of when you might retire.

_______________________

Cubeland: It took my sister over a year to transfer her annual leave (they were able to do her sick leave much easier, for some reason). I transferred to another agency about 2.5 months ago and noticed that I hadn't been paying my FSA, so they took over $400 out this last paycheck! I was told that FSA doesn't know when you change agencies, so it's incumbent upon the employee to tell them.

Stephen Barr: Darn mess, I'd say. Still, I think the FSA Web site carries a warning that this situation can happen.

Perhaps OPM needs to revisit some of these areas and see if rough edges can be knocked off. Thanks for this example.

_______________________

Atlanta, Ga.: When will the federal employees' COLA go into effect for 2006?

Stephen Barr: It will be the first pay period of the year--probably Jan. 8 for most folks.

Now, remember, the actual pay date linked to that pay period will come sometime after, so you probably will see a difference in your paycheck a week to 10 days after the end of that pay period, depending on your agency's payroll cycle.

Hopefully, this will all become clear by early February.

_______________________

Washington, D.C.: My agency switched payroll managers in April, so all my payroll year to date stuff goes from that date.

My concern is the Social Security maximum, which finally kicked in. It should have done so based on the actual calendar year. How do I go about getting a refund?

Stephen Barr: Hard to believe they let you overpay into Social Security. My best guess is that you're going to have to compile your pay records and schedule a visit with your personnel office. Until then, you might check out the Social Security Web site and see if the agency offers general advice in this area. This is a first for me!

_______________________

Silver Spring, Md.: Hope this isn't too technical a question. I'm well over a decade into federal service under FERS, but also have some years of prior service under CSRS for which I took my retirement money out when I left (in the early 80s). While I know I can get full FERS credit for my years under CSRS if I make what they call a redeposit of the funds I took out, with the hefty interest they charge, the $5K I withdrew in 1983 has grown into several multiples of that amount!

While I know it's financially worthwhile to do the redeposit, do you know if it's possible to do it by a rollover of funds from an IRA into, in effect, my FERS account? The IRS rules on permissible rollovers don't specifically mention federal retirement plans.

Stephen Barr: You'll need to pay a visit to your personnel shop, too. Off the top of my head, I don't believe they will permit rollovers from an IRA because of the tax treatment given those savings.

There are situations where the redeposit can be paid back as a deduction from your annuity. Perhaps that's an avenue worth exploring.

_______________________

Silver Spring, Md.: What is status of two pieces of legislation to benefit federal retirees? The proposed change in the windfall provision and the proposal to allow retirees to pay health benefits with pre-tax dollars.

Stephen Barr: They are not on Santa's sleigh. As best we can tell, they are frozen in ice at the North Pole.

Hang in there Silver Spring, and put these two items on your list of New Year resolutions.

_______________________

Washington, D.C.: Where is the best place to look to find open federal positions? My federal neighbors are at home when I go to work and are at home when I return and they still get over 5 weeks off in flextime. Two day meetings with government paid travel to CONUS/OCONUS locations become two week vacations. They get paid time off for all holidays, vacation, sick leave, when it rains, or snows, a national crisis or even a funeral. Plus federal retirement benefits that nobody in the commercial world will ever see. So PLEASE tell us where is the best place to find a federal positions.

Stephen Barr: Assuming you're not a Grinch and being sarcastic here, you do point out some of the benefits of federal employment. But many federal employees are in it to make a difference in the lives of Americans, to further programs that they believe in, not just for the job security or the benefits. We don't want to generalize too much about all this, because people bring different attitudes and perspectives to their jobs.

My hunch is that federal employment is going to become increasingly challenging in the next decade, as technology and the world of work undergoes huge transformations. That should be a positive development, because young people are interested in their work and want it to be meaningful, and they won't volunteer for public service if they feel they are about to be mired in bureaucracy.

Thanks for joining in this discussion today, and best to all in the New Year! See you back here at noon Jan. 4.

_______________________

