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The transcript follows.
Stephen Barr: Thanks for joining us here today. Only a few spending bills are left to be finished in Congress, but some of the disputes involve tough issues (torture abroad, for example) and it's possible that the Defense Department's appropriations and authorization bills could slip into 2006. The pay raise, however, appears on track, and we are awaiting the president's executive order, which will trigger publication of new pay tables. Happy Holidays!

_______________________

CBP officer: I am a CBP officer in the southeast and the subject of your column today really hits home for me. The showdown over work assignments is really about the government not hiring enough officers to do the job properly. I can understand that management may need officers to work overtime occassionaly when unexpected situations arise. But when every day you are required to work "unscheduled" OT because they are shorthanded even though they know well in advance what the needs are it becomes tiresome. This administration talks out of both sides of its mouth about family values. Tell me what kind of family values are promoted when you never get to see your family because you are required to work 3-4 hours of overtime after your regular shift ends every day. Management allows the increase in vessels or planes inspected and then cries that don't have the staff to take up the load. The whole situation benefits no one and only causes low morale, stressed out supervisors and irate passengers.

Stephen Barr: Thanks for explaining the key issue here in a nutshell. Our nation is growing, the government's responsibilities are increasing, and yet I fear Bush administration officials are not paying enough attention to the everyday workload demands being placed on some front-line public servants, such as the fine folks at CBP.

_______________________

Washington, D.C.: Per your column today, is there no hope for labor-management relations in this government?

Stephen Barr: There is always hope. Many parts of the government enjoy cooperative relationships with unions. There are places where management and unions have engaged in legal warfare for ages and will probably continue. Time may resolve some of the hard feelings; one union official told me that he expects "one face at the border" to finally start working in 30 years, when the current generation of employees is long gone. I'm hoping it is not that long, of course.

_______________________

Alexandria, Va.: Follow up remark to your NSPS comment last week that indicated a discrepancy between the conversion guidance and the sample pay charts in the town hall briefing. The town hall briefing doesn't show how grades convert into NSPS. The grades and steps listed on the sample pay chart are there to identify where the salary ranges are derived from the Title 5 pay tables. They aren't the parameters for conversion of current employees. That is spelled out in the conversion guidance. Its apples and oranges. For example, YA-III salary is GS-13/5 to GS-15/10; however, for conversion purposes, only current GS-14s and GS-15s will go in YA-III. Seems like the goal is to give maximum flexibility to setting pay for new hires. Perhaps an agency has someone new to federal service selected for a YA-III position with average equals or the manager wants wiggle room, the range allows to pay a little under the GS-14 salary and to grow the salary, incentivize the employee. Hope this clarifies or is it still clear as mud? I'm an NSPS enthusiast and look forward to the flexibility in the new system.

Stephen Barr: Thanks, Alexandria. I noticed some of that, too, and believe you are right. The town hall briefing slides seem geared to bringing in hew hires, while the conversion document seems more specific to current employees.

NSPS officials hope that the changes will allow greater flexibility in hiring entry-level employees and a chance to better compete with the private sector on salaries. I'm hoping that's the case.

_______________________

Arlington, Va.: A lot of feds here in Washington are in the upper pay grades. How long before the AMT, since Congress currently needs money for Iraq, starts to hit fed salaries? I imagine in some two-income homes it won't be long. And, would that help an AMT roll-back, that feds, who everyone says are underpaid, will be soon getting hit by the AMT under current rules?

Stephen Barr: The alternative minimum tax is hitting them now--I would think anyone earning $100,000 or more needs to be aware of this. Hard to say, since it depends on your tax filing status. Washington-area federal employees are finally starting to see some handsome salaries, thanks in part to locality adjustments. So, yes, this will be an issue for feds and non-feds.

_______________________

Washington, D.C.: Dear Stephen, you provide all levels of feds with vital information; thanks be for that. I'm looking at retirement under FERS, which means, besides the TSP, a small "pension" (1%/year high three average - less than Social Security!) per month. Queries: is that "pension" taxable and will it be eligible for a yearly COLA? Many thanks again.

Stephen Barr: Thanks for the kind words. A federal annuity is made up of two parts--the money you put in yourself, which has already been taxed; and the government share, which has not been taxed. The government share will be taxable, and your share will not.

The way to figure this out is to consult IRS publication 721, which has lots of information about how these shares are determined. But it is also a good idea to consult with a professional tax adviser if you get as confused by IRS publications as I do.

Yes, federal pensions are eligible for COLAs, but there are restrictions under FERS, which make then generally not payable until age 62. The COLAs are generally smaller than those paid under CSRS. Don't forget that you'll also get a Social Security COLA if you are in FERS.

_______________________

Bowie, Md.: The current rate of the TSP Annuity interest rate index is 4.250 percent for annuities purchased in December 2005, and 4.250 percent for annuities purchased in November 2005. Do you know what data the TSP Board uses to arrive at this multiplier?

Stephen Barr: As I recall, it is based on the G Fund annualized rate of return, which, in turn, is based on the market basket of Treasury securities that the TSP uses to create the G Fund.

It's been my experience watching the G Fund that it is very stable and doesn't swing around all that much, month to month.

_______________________

Nokesville, Va.: Hi Stephen,I really don't have a question but I am a retired U.S. Park Policeman that has had his retirement changed back in 2000 from a bill H.R. 4880 was enacted as the Law Enforcement Pay Equity Act of 2000, P.L. 106-554 Subsection (f) which excluded other U.S. Park Policemen and Secret Service Uniformed Service Officers retirees from the adjustment in their annuities based on the pay raises which were received by the active officers. What this means is that for the first time ever, these federal police officers retirees have been excluded from receiving annuity increase benefits. Our annuity increase benefits have not changed for 80 years until now back in 2000. We have had bill before the 107th and 108th Congress to correct this but have not been successful. And again this year in the 109th Congress we have a bill H.R. 960 that is apparently going to die. As the private sector is changing their retirees and active employees retirement it is happening to federal employees. These police officers entered law enforcement careers and gave long years of service based, in part, on the promise from the U.S. Government that they and their families would be cared for when their years of service were completed. The commitment and loyalty of these law enforcement public servants never changed. Why should the commitment of the Federal Government change? The financial burden for the retirees will not continue forever as we have already lost over 21 retirees since the enactment of the Law Enforcement Pay Equity Act of 2000. So my question is I guess what ever happen to the promise of the government made to us and why should their commitment change?

Stephen Barr: Thanks for taking the time to write about this. I know this is a big concern for Park Police and Secret Service retirees and that some members of Congress, such as Rep. Steny Hoyer, have tried to address it.

I would encourage you to write Rep. Jon Porter of Nevada, who is pulling together a team to rethink law enforcement pay and retirement rules, with an eye to bringing some consistency to how various LEO groups are treated.

I'm also sure that Linda Springer, the OPM director, would like to hear about this issue. OPM will play a key role in deciding whether the administration will sign off on Porter's effort and his possible bill next year.

_______________________

Washington, D.C.: Steve, it is clear industry will not be able to afford pensions and employees will have to rely solely on 401 plans. Is there any chance that the government will change or restructure this the retirement benefit for federal employees ?

Stephen Barr: I don't think so. No. 1, the federal government should be a model employer and demonstrate the importance of an array of benefits for workers; No. 2, members of Congress receive these pensions. That's a glib response, but I'd venture there is something to it.

_______________________

Washington, D.C.: A year ago I took a residential TSP loan for a down payment. I'm contributing 15 percent to TSP and paying a lot extra each paycheck on that loan (about $500 above the minimum). However, I just had to get a new car. The 12-year-old clunker bit the dust. I now need to cut back on the TSP and extra loan payments. Am I better off cutting my TSP to 5% and paying as much as I can on the loan or paying the minimum on the loan and 15 percent into TSP? Any suggestions?

Stephen Barr: This is a personal decision, as you fully realize. (I, too, drive an old car.)

There is a school of thought that you should always take advantage of any tax break available to you. The money you put into the TSP as your regular contributions effectively cost you less because they are pre-tax salary dollars. Still, one hates to be in debt for longer than necessary.

Best of luck!

_______________________

Bowie, Md.: "Yes, federal pensions are eligible for COLAs, but there are restrictions under FERS, which make then generally not payable until age 62. The COLAs are generally smaller than those paid under CSRS. Don't forget that you'll also get a Social Security COLA if you are in FERS."

Re: your above statement to a previous questioner, are federal law enforcement retirees, 1811 series, immediately eligible for COLAs under FERS even though they may retire at age 50?

Stephen Barr: Yes, they are. (Note the clever use of generally in the response; you'll see it a lot in the column too. I also like the words usually and typically. This is one big government with lots of exceptions to every rule.)

_______________________

Washington, D.C.: Presentation of the Federal FY 2007 Budget is about two months away. Any hints as to who's out for FY 2007?

Stephen Barr: I've not had a good leak, to be blunt. But everyone acts like the non-defense agencies took a big hit in the passbacks over Thanksgiving and that budgets will be very tight in the next cycle.

_______________________

Washington, D.C.: What an outrage. How does OPM and DoD get away with denying information that every taxpayer should be able to know--what federal employees make and where they work.

Stephen Barr: I'm taking this as a reference to a report on today's Post Federal Page. The administration appears to be arguing national security concerns, but I assume any fight, if it develops, will be decided in the courts.

_______________________

Washington, D.C.: Hello quick question, I haven't heard ANYTHING about the 2006 pay increase. Are the new pay charts out and it somehow missed me?

THANKS!

Stephen Barr: My goodness. Congress and the president have approved a 3.1 percent average raise. We're waiting for an executive order that will trigger publication of pay charts, probably at the end of this year or the start of next year. Cheers.

_______________________

Washington, D.C.: I saw an ad by the American Federation of Government Employees saying that CBP officers don't receive the same benefits as other law enforcement officers. What is this all about?

Stephen Barr: What's it all about is interpretation of the law that governs who is deemed to be a law enforcement officer for purposes of the special retirement benefits provided those officers. The law describes duties such as investigation, apprehension and detention of suspected criminals, and traditionally the CBP positions have not been deemed to fall under that definition. Don't ask me why. It seems that they do the same types of duties as many other law enforcement officers who do get special retirement benefits.

This is one of the things that Rep. Jon Porter is trying to sort out as part of an overhaul of LEO benefits.

_______________________

Oklahoma City: How can anyone say that the government has shown any fairness in forming the NSPS regulations? They haven't negotiated in good faith in one instance during the whole process. It has nothing to do with National Security, it has to do with using terrorism to take rights away from federal workers.

Stephen Barr: Well, Secretary Rumsfeld wants to create a more flexible civil service cadre at Defense that can take on new jobs and responsibilities and get higher pay. It's an ambitious effort, and Deputy Secretary England thinks it can be managed, step by step, so that few employees end up feeling their rights have been violated.

Congress did not require the Pentagon to negotiate with unions over the NSPS, only to consult with them. It's an effort at a fast-track approach to reform.

_______________________

Clifton, Va.: Excuse me, D.C., you have right to know what a Federal employee in a certain grade makes but not where I work or exactly what I make. If you don't like it move to Canada, punk!

Stephen Barr: According to the Post's report, the name, job category, salary and workplace of every public employee has been deemed public information since 1816.

Federal employees are paid with taxpayer dollars, and those dollars are a part of the public record, as I understand the law.

Anyone else out there have a view on this?

_______________________

Anonymous: Yesterday's article on the dwindling Postal Service Board was interesting. But the problem goes beyond the PSB - there are way too many agencies and commissions that are running close to losing quorum. Why does this happen, especially in agencies to which Congress seems to be giving more and more responsibility?

Have you done a story on all the agencies who are in danger of losing quorum? It just seems like the PSB is a minor one compared to others who may lose quorum in the next year.

Stephen Barr: A good idea. Frankly, in many cases, the White House does not think the agencies amount to a high enough priority to make these appointments. Two other things to consider--many appointees get bogged down in background checks, and, in second terms, fewer and fewer Americans volunteer for consideration to a board, commission or job that requires them to disclose their financial information and histories to the Senate.

_______________________

Pittsburgh, Pa.: I assume the efforts to repeal the social security WEP is dead this year. Any idea what will happen to it?

Stephen Barr: Yes, it looks dead for this year, and I've not a clue about what will happen next. Repeal or modification of the WEP has been a top priority of NARFE members, but the broad-based support that NARFE has cultivated does not seem to be translating into legislative success.

_______________________

Washington, D.C.: Good afternoon Stephen:

Anything new on ridding the system of us pesky, albeit expensive CSRS employees,early?

Stephen Barr: Pretty quiet. OPM projects that most of you will retire, of your own will, between 2008 and 2010. With agencies short of budget dollars, I don't think we'll widespread buyouts (although there will be some). Agencies also want to retain experienced hands right now, given the competitive job market for some occupations. Hang in there!

_______________________

Patuxent River, Md.: Any new word on the continuing resolution? I may get my Christmas shopping done after all...

Stephen Barr: Don't know about that shopping; there appears no chance the government shut down; only two appropriations bills are left to be enacted and Congress hopes to deal with them this week. If it does not, lawmakers will pass a CR stretching into January, when they will try again.

I assume you work for Defense, given your location, and that is one of the bills still hanging out there. The other is Labor-HHS. If Defense gets stuck on a long-term CR, I suspect you'll hear groans across the Potomac and Patuxent rivers.

Once again, we've run out of time for today. Thanks for joining in the discussion and reading this transcript. We'll see you here at noon next Wednesday, just before Santa comes to town.

_______________________
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