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THE TRUMP ADMINISTRATION is moving 
more slowly than other recent adminis-
trations in accomplishing the appoint-
ment and confirmation of thousands of 
needed political appointees to key jobs 
at executive branch agencies.

There are over 4,000 such presidential-
ly-appointed jobs throughout the federal 
government that can turn over with a 
new president—and hundreds of the 
top tier slots must be confirmed by the 
Senate.

For all White House transition teams, 
accomplishing this turnover in a timely 

way is challenging—as shown by the rel-
atively low numbers of political appoint-
ments made in the first few months by all 
recent presidents. But, in comparing the 
official record, the Trump administration 
indeed is moving more slowly than almost 
all presidents since the late 1980s.

SLOW GOING IS THE NORM
In every new administration, it takes 

time to choose and vet so many quali-
fied leaders. In addition to White House 
foot-dragging, another source of slow-
down is that some prospective appoin-
tees either don’t want to serve—or bring 
unacceptable baggage that emerges only 
late in vetting, preventing them from 
taking the job, and perpetuating a 
vacancy. But sometimes the problem 
comes in finding someone capable and 
politically acceptable.

In some cases, a vacancy can hurt the 
functioning of a new administration. In 
others, not as much. The point is that 
within months of the inauguration most 
of these thousands of slots normally 
can be expected to be staffed with new 
people.

The Partnership for Public Service, a 
nonprofit group, working in partnership 
with major media, has been tracking the 
new administration’s progress.

“At the higher level positions, by this 

WH slow on appointments, compared 
with previous administrations 

Unusual suspect
FOR NEARLY TWO OF THE EIGHT YEARS 
I spent in the Army Reserve I did 
almost nothing except write, then 
rewrite, then revise the same letter. 
Over and over. Maybe a hundred times. 
Or more. I still had to do summer camps 
where we did real army stuff. But back 
home at the Reserve Center, while my 
comrades in arms were 
drilling, field stripping 
weapons or watching 
films about how to dig 
a foxhole during our 
Thursday night and all-
day Sunday drills, I went AWOL. But 
legally.

While others were in drill or combat 
mode I was over the hill. But with 
good cover. As soon as the roll-call was 
finished and the drilling commenced, 
one of the senior sergeants and I would 
retire to a comfortable room with cof-
fee and a typewriter. He would dictate. 
I would type. Then we would discuss 
the evening (or days’) work and pre-
pare it for yet another revision. And 
another. And another.  For two years.

My sergeant was a World War II vet 
who felt Uncle Sam owed him money. 
I think it was around $40. So the let-
ter—if it we ever mailed it, which we 
didn’t—was addressed to the Secretary 
of War at the War Department. That 
was its original name before the more 
politically correct, and comforting con-
version to the Department of Defense. 
Defense is better than War, but we’ve 
had an awful lot of wars in the time 
period when we went on Defense.  But 
I digress…

Just when we thought the letter was 
perfect and ready to be mailed (post-
age went up a couple of times during 
my tour) one of us, usually me, would 
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point since the start of his presidency, 
the numbers of appointments sent to 
the Senate by the Trump White House 
are fewer than those sent by Obama,“ 
Mallory Barg Bulman, vice president for 
research and evaluation at PPS, told 
FEND. “In his first month, Obama had 
made 41 appointments, compared with 
Trump’s 33 by the same point in his 
administration.”

Bulman notes, however, that Trump 
made more appointments in his first 
month compared with several other 
recent presidents, including President 
Clinton and both George H. W. and 
George W. Bushs’ administrations.

Yet—again, speaking just of the 
first month—Trump remained way 
behind most recent presidents in 
Senate confirmations.

By the end of month one, Trump 
had won just 14 confirmations—ver-
sus Obama’s 28, George W. Bush’s, 19 
and Clinton’s 25, according to PPS 
research. Only George H.W. Bush had 
fewer in the first month, with 10.

“He isn’t moving that fast, here,” 
Bulman said.

MONTH TWO
Comparing Trump’s progress on 

appointments near the end of month 
two—up to Mar. 15—to the same 
point in the previous four recent 
administrations, however, and the 
Trump White House appears to be 
moving a little faster, Bulman noted.

Looking at those numbers, by mid-
March of their first year’s tenure, 
Obama had made 70 nominations; 
George H. W. Bush, 42; Clinton, 41.

By that same point, President Trump 
had only submitted 38 nominations to 
the Senate—ahead only of one recent 
president—President George W. Bush, 
who had made just 35. (Note that the 
nominee count for President Trump 
here excludes three nominees who 
were either never formally submitted 
or withdrawn.)

As for completed Senate confirma-

tions by mid-March, Trump likewise 
came in with the lowest number—with 
just 20, behind George H.W. Bush’s 21.

President Obama had 33 Senate con-
firmations by this point; Clinton, 29; 
and George W. Bush, 24.

NEED FOR SPEED,  
BUT QUALITY IS KEY

As of FEND’s deadline for this edi-
tion, Mar. 16, the Trump administra-
tion still had just 20 Senate-confirmed 
appointees.

But Bulman cautioned feds—and 
all readers of President Trump’s low 
appointment numbers—to keep some 
perspective. It is not the speed of 
appointments in the first month that 
matters most, she said.

“It’s the bigger picture that mat-
ters,” Bulman told FEND. “Remember—
there are over 4,000 of these positions 
in the federal government that need 
to be filled. What he has done up to 
now is just the beginning.”

So, whether the administration is 
at—say, for example—30 or 300 nom-
inees confirmed by month three, it is 
raising the tempo and getting on with 
fulfilling “this huge staffing task” and 
with the right kind of leaders that 
matters down the line, Bulman noted.

Max Stier, the CEO of PPS, in recent 
weeks—joined by other government 
human resources experts—also has 
publicly advised the White House to 
pick up the pace of staffing these 
leadership jobs.

One of the most glaring bottlenecks 
can be found at the State Department. 
Of approximately 116 slots needing 
appointments—most of them ambas-
sador posts—the administration has 
only even announced choices for the 
very top posts, including the Secretary 
of State slot (Rex Tillerson) and the 
U.S. Ambassador to the United Nations 
(former South Carolina governor Nikki 
Haley), as well as a smattering of 

ambassador nominees—to the UK, 
China, Russia, Senegal and Guinea-
Bissau, as of Mar. 16.  

As of Mar. 16, the White House 
also had made deputy secretary-level 
picks at Commerce, Health and Human 
Services, Justice and Transportation. 

LEFT BEHIND:  
DEPUTY LEVEL APPOINTMENTS
Max Stier, the CEO of PPS, in recent 

weeks—joined by other government 
human resources experts—also has 
publicly advised the White House to 
pick up the pace of staffing key lead-
ership jobs. 

Stier has pointed out that although 
most of the unfilled jobs are not 
vacant, and instead are being staffed 
by holdovers and leaders who are 
working in an “acting” capacity, that 
is not normally as effective as having 
properly nominated and confirmed 
leaders working together for the White 
House that chose them. 

“The early signs are just not as 
strong as they should be,” Bulman 
told FEND. 

“There are a lot of agencies that are 
operating without a full leadership 
team in the field.” 

PPS and other experts early on had 
recommended that the White House 
transition team send “batches” over 
to the Senate for approval. In other 
words, they hoped to hurry the con-
firmation process by picking groups 
of nominees—in effect the leader-
ship teams—for most departments. 
Unfortunately, the transition team 
didn’t bite. 

The resulting slowdown has been 
especially troubling at the deputy sec-
retary level—the number two position 
at each department. “This is particu-
larly troubling—the lack of deputies, 
effectively of chief operating officers,” 
she said. “The COO in my opinion is 
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perhaps the most important position in 
government. These are the people who 
really get things done.” 

“For an administration that prides 
itself on bringing in outside expertise, 
they are going to need to rely on the 
COOs to manage these large and com-
plex agencies,” Bulman told FEND. 

In any case, to date, PPS’s experts 
are just not that impressed by the 
administration’s efforts. 

Media reports on the slow transi-
tion have noted that, on the one 
hand, Trump’s team has been slow 
to nominate deputy secretaries and 
others—and that, on the other hand, 
opposition leaders in the Senate have 
employed procedural delay to slow the 
administration’s confirmations. In the 
end, however, the White House simply 
has not moved quite as fast as it has 
the power to do. 

“People have to remember the 
importance of filling these positions,” 
Bulman added. “And there also has to 
be recognition that after nomination, 
there still remains an extensive process 
to go through—one that each nominee 
must go through, and so the sooner 
they are picked the sooner they will 
be ready.” 

Environmental 
scientists answer 

questions on 
proposed deep cuts 

at EPA
PRESIDENT DONALD J. TRUMP released 
a proposed $1.1 trillion dollar federal 
budget that fiscal year 2018 budget 
expected deep cuts across all non-
defense agencies—with agency cuts 
ranging from 10 to more than 30 per-
cent, in some cases. The President has 
repeatedly said he believes agencies 
can work more efficiently with less—
and that the Department of Defense 
and related agencies require funds 

that must be cut from what he sees as 
less urgent priorities. The president’s 
budget faces alteration and debate in 
Congress, but deep, widespread cuts 
are likely to happen at many depart-
ments, including the Environmental 
Protection Agency. This week, FEND’s 
Nathan Abse speaks with two academ-
ic environmental scientists—who do 
not work for EPA—to get their outside 
opinion on what a proposed 30-plus 
percent funding cut would do to staff 
and scientist morale and functioning 
at the agency.  

Professor Rajagopal: as an aca-
demic scientist outside of govern-
ment, how might the proposed mas-
sive cuts affect the EPA—a hugely 
scientific organization?

Rajagopal: The cuts [have been] 
announced. But, at EPA, do we know 
exactly what will happen next, how 
the cuts will be managed? No, not 
to my knowledge. All I know is that 
some programs, including EPA’s water 
program under the Clean Water Act, 
and pollution and global climate 
issues under the Clean Air Act pro-
gram, these are very important pro-
grams. We hope these are handled 
carefully.

You lack exact knowledge, but 
what might happen to the mission 
at EPA if the cuts pass?  

 
Rajagopal: If these proposed deep 

cuts are applied across the agency 
in such a way that it is going to hit 
every program, then we do know—
and the media has been reporting 
this—that the EPA and our whole 
country is going to scale back our 
involvement, for example, in climate 
change programs, everywhere. This, 
on its own, is very unnerving. There 
are over 150 countries on board the 
[2016 Paris Agreement] to address 
climate change. The previous admin-
istration signed onto it. This treaty 

structure is so important—it is a 
kind of insurance, planetary insur-
ance.

So, you say EPA cuts will likely 
harm the environment—but spe-
cifically, how might they affect the 
work at EPA labs, investigations, 
and enforcement?

Rajagopal: The cuts will lead to 
new decisions. As soon as the cuts 
are official, the EPA administrator 
must make many decisions—if the 
law is written for that, which is 
likely—about how to do the cuts. 
The EPA has 14 main labs across the 
USA—some concentrate on health 
effects [of toxins], some on air and 
hazardous waste, some on water and 
the [effects of nuclear pollutants at 
the] Nevada Test Site. Agency funds 
to these labs and other programs 
come under six major laws that 
consume about 95 percent of the 
agency’s budget. Again, the main 
ones are the Clean Water Act, the 
Clean Air Act, the Toxic Substances 
Control Act, and others. The admin-
istrator likely will have to decide 
many things about implementation. 
As I said, in my view, there are three 
or four areas that are crucial to the 
functioning of the EPA—and to our 
environment, and to the global envi-
ronment—clean air, water and the 
toxic substances. These are areas of 
great interest. Geographically and to 
the workforce, the cuts will hit every-
where. EPA has a major facility in 
Duluth, Minnesota, and another one 
in Bay Shore, Louisiana, and another 
in Las Vegas, for instance. Each is 
assigned crucial work. Everybody is 
going to feel the pain of this huge 
cuts as they percolate through the 
system. In terms of [the types of] 
personnel, I think the cuts will 
lead to contractors being laid off 
first, and then ultimately fewer EPA 
employees.
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THE PREVIOUS WEEK’S “Informed 
Investor” column discussed the rules 
for a parent to claim a qualified child 
as a tax dependent on the parent’s 
federal income tax returns. This week’s 
column discusses which parent can 
claim a child as a tax dependent in 
the event that the child’s parents are 
divorced or legally separated.

A child who receives more than half 
of his or her support from his or her 
parents during the year and is in the 
custody of one or both parents for 
more than half of the year is normally 
the qualifying child and thereby eli-
gible to be a tax dependent of the 
custodial parent. But the child can be 
a qualifying child to his or her non-
custodial parent if all of the following 
conditions are met:

1. The parents are divorced, legally 
separated, or lived apart at all times 
during the last six month of the year;

2. One or both parents provide more 
than 50 percent of the child’s support 
for the year;

3. One or both parents had custody 
for more than half of the year; and

4. The custodial parent signs IRS 
Form 8332 (Release/Revocation of 
Release of Claim to Exemption of Child 
By Custodial Parent) and releases the 
exemption to the noncustodial parent.

It is important to understand that 
a child’s custodial parent is normally 
the parent who has custody of the 
child for the greater portion of the 
year. In general, this is the parent 
with whom the child resides for a 
greater number of nights during the 
calendar year.

Before 2009, in some situations 
individuals could attach a copy of 
certain pages of the individual’s 
divorce or separation agreement to 
the individual’s tax return instead 

of using Form 8332. But effective 
Jan .1, 2009, a copy of a divorce or 
separation agreement cannot be used 
instead of Form 8332. The exception 
is a copy of a divorce or separation 
agreement executed before 2009 can 
continue to be used instead of Form 
8332. This is only true if the agree-
ment met the requirements for doing 
so in the year it was executed.

IRS Notice 2006-86 explains the 
effect of a custodial parent’s release 
of an exemption to the noncustodial 
parent. The following table summa-
rizes the effect in terms of a depen-
dency tax exemption, tax credits, and 
income exclusion.

Note that as a result of the release 
of the exemption, the noncustodial 
parent benefits for tax purposes only 
from the child tax credit and from the 
dependency exemption and not for fil-
ing as head of household. This means 
that the noncustodial parent cannot 
file as head of household unless the 
noncustodial parent can claim some-
one else as a qualified child or as a 
qualified relative.

Finally, both parents can treat a 
child as a tax dependent whether or 

not the custodian parent releases 
the exemption for the dependency 
deduction for the following medical 
expenses paid on behalf of a child:

1. Medical, dental or vision expens-
es that qualify as potentially deduct-
ible medical expenses on Schedule A;

2. Tax-free employer reimburse-
ments for a dependent’s medical, den-
tal and vision expenses;

3. Tax-free employer coverage of a 
dependent under an employer’s medi-
cal plan; or

4. Tax-free health savings account 
distributions used to pay for a depen-
dent’s medical, dental, and vision 
expenses and long term care insurance 
premiums. 

Edward A. Zurndorfer is a 

Certified Financial Planner, 

Chartered Life Underwriter, 

Chartered Financial Consultant 

and IRS Enrolled Agent in Silver 

Spring, MD.  Tax planning, fed-

eral employee benefits, retirement and insurance 

consulting services offered through EZ Accounting 

and Financial Services, located at 833 Bromley 

Street Suite A, Silver Spring, MD 20902-3019 and 

telephone number 301-681-1652.      

RELEASE OF EXEMPTION TO NONCUSTODIAL PARENT

PARENT ENTITLED TO CLAIM CHILD AS 
QUALIFYING CHILD FOR....

CUSTODIAL 
PARENT

NONCUSTODIAL 
PARENT

Child and dependent care credit X

Child tax credit X

Dependency exemption X

Earned income credit X

Head of household filing status X

Income exclusion of Employer-provided 
dependent care assistance

X

Informed Investor
DIVORCED OR SEPARATED EMPLOYEES NEED TO UNDERSTAND THE RULES  

FOR CLAIMING CHILDREN AS TAX DEPENDENTS 
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Amid layoffs and staff cuts, what 
about productivity and morale 
issues in those who remain?

Rajagopal: The current budget for 
EPA is around $8 billion. Much of 
that goes to EPA’s labs and research 
missions, and otherwise to carry out 
program objectives. This is the bread 
and butter of this agency. The point 
is, a cut down to $5 or $6 billion is 
going to be devastating. It’s going 
to shatter a lot of people’s work. 
There will be a chain reaction. The 
only thing I can guess is that the 
administrator will cut some areas 
more than others—but we just won’t 
know exactly where until the cuts are 
enacted, and how they are enacted. 
I believe it will be devastating to 
the agency. But I think we should 
remember that things can change 
and recover after this. As for the 
whole country, not the agency, we 
need to remember that environmen-
tal work and jobs are mostly state 
and local level [and private sector, 
too], and add up to perhaps $200 
billion—versus the agency’s $8 bil-
lion.

What might the cuts mean, with 
regard to EPA’s enforcement staff 
and activity? 

Rajagopal: It appears that this 
administration in general is not mov-
ing toward more enforcement—and 
obviously, enforcement looks like it 
will take a cut. What does this mean? 
If you monitor the water, and you 
monitor the air, and there is a viola-
tion, what do you do? You find out 
who is violating, then enforcement 
staff normally go and try to enforce 
that violation. They tell those who 
are doing it to stop, or there will 
be a fine and an enforcement proce-
dure—laying out the consequences. 
But if the administration is not too 
strong on regulations or enforce-

ment, this can all be weakened. I 
just don’t know if this is where they 
are headed yet. 

The White House claims cutting 
EPA’s budget will create jobs—but 
it won’t at the agency, of course?

Rajagopal: That’s right. The 
issue here is that the administra-
tion says, on the one hand, they 
want to increase job opportunities 
in America. Meanwhile, they say 
they are all about jobs to the local 
areas and states, and if they reduce 
the regulatory burden, there will 
be increased job opportunities at 
the state and local level—that’s 
the conservative position. And there 
are some merits to this idea: that 
regulatory burdens sometimes get 
in the way of productive work. I 
say there needs to be a nice bal-
ance. This is the most important 
thing. In environmental protection, 
too much protection can cost a lot 
of jobs. Allowing absolutely no pol-
lution would be a disaster, just like 
allowing all pollution is a disaster. 
Either extreme is unacceptable. 

Do you think these cuts will hurt 
your ability to interest students, 
or governments to recruit scientists 
out of your graduates, to pursue 
government careers in the environ-
ment? 

Rajagopal: This could be the 
case. I just participated in a two-
day retreat regarding environmental 
employment, in which [teachers and 
employers] talked to about 40 stu-
dents. I try to say, look, there is 
the federal part, the state part, and 
the local part to this sector. Most of 
environmental work is local: we deal 
with garbage and separate recycling 
and manage much of the environ-
ment locally, all the time. And so an 
enormous amount of environmental 
work takes place locally, as I was 

saying previously. Even with sizable 
cuts to the federal part, no one can 
destabilize either the environmental 
sector—or the American economy—
overnight. If these cuts are made, no 
doubt it will affect morale—and it 
will shake up many people’s jobs and 
lives. But if it does too much in that 
way, I think we will see a reaction to 
that in the next election. It may, or 
it may not. 

Prof. Butman, can you please 
comment on how cuts of over 30 
percent at EPA could affect morale?

Butman: Generally—speaking 
for myself—this is a big concern 
[for environmental scientists], that 
decades of scientific inquiry that 
informed the EPA appear to be get-
ting tossed aside. If this is what 
happens, it will feel like we are 
losing the support that we had 
from this country to protect natural 
resources—for ourselves as individu-
als, for industry, for everyone. There’s 
a very large concern among my col-
leagues, among all of us.

How could that affect morale, 
specifically? 

Butman: For morale, clearly the 
scientists at EPA and those like us at 
universities do what we do because 
we are passionate about it, and it 
is part of being a scientist. You fol-
low data, and it leads you to certain 
directions, and places. You use the 
best information and you go from 
there to make informed decisions. 
And you hope that, outside of the 
lab, that this same kind of thinking 
process—using the best informa-
tion—would happen all the way up 
to the people who work at the policy 
level. And yet here, in this instance, 
we are all able to hold the best 
information—and yet [in my opinion 
and my colleagues] it is being disre-
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garded, in these cuts. It is very hard 
to have high morale. Essentially you 
are being told that your job is no 
longer being valued.

Can you name a specific reason 
why you feel the cuts mean morale 
might plummet?

Butman: Well, in this situation, 
your training is being completely 
negated—whether for reasons politi-
cal or something else, it’s very frus-
trating.

Though EPA is federal, in 
Washington State, where you live 
and work, hundreds of millions of 
EPA dollars could be cut—making it 
hard to recruit new “envi sci” stu-
dents and future employees at EPA?

Butman: There are two levels to 
that: First, can we really recruit 
young people to study something 
and offer them the possibility of 
jobs that would be supported, in 
the environmental field? That’s one 
thing we have to do. If there are far 
fewer or no viable jobs, no students 
will be interested. That’s got to be 
a nationwide concern. Regionally, 
as you said, we know that our area 
in Washington State and the Puget 
Sound is going to lose a lot of sup-
port from the EPA. And that is going 
to have not just personnel impact—
but environmental impact too. It has 
taken 10 to 15 years for some of our 
huge improvements in water quality 
to take place—with EPA’s help. And 
having that ripped out from under us 
is another slap in the face, and may 
hurt recruiting for jobs at universi-
ties and government too.

What about administration’s 
argument—that many agencies 
need to be cut because they really 
don’t show tangible results?  

Butman: I am relatively new to 

the Pacific Northwest. But there 
have been environmental results. The 
[federal government’s environmen-
tal] work at the Washington state 
Hanford nuclear site, for example, 
and elsewhere on our rivers is impor-
tant. Hindsight is 20/20. But we have 
made some incredible efforts—some 
of which comes from the EPA, and 
other agencies. As a result, there has 
been some recovery on the Columbia 
River—and tremendous recovery on 
other smaller river systems. These 
are real successes in that we have 
reduced habitat degradation, and 
permitted salmon and other species 
to be maintained.

Two lawmakers 
introduce separate 
‘official time’ bills

TWO REPUBLICAN LAWMAKERS have 
introduced their own legislation in the 
same week aimed at targeting federal 
employees’ use of official time to con-
duct union activities.

On March 6, Rep. Jody Hice (Ga.) 
introduced HR 1364—known as the 
Official Time Reform Act of 2017— 
which would take away retirement 
savings from some federal employees 
if they volunteer to serve as union 
representatives.

The American Federation of 
Government Employees is condemning 
legislation.

“This bill would deny federal employ-
ees their lawful right to fair union 
representation by imposing artificial 
caps on how much time the union and 
federal agencies agree is needed to 
adequately represent workers,” AFGE 
National President J. David Cox said 
in a statement. “Even worse, this 
bill would financially penalize union 
representatives who exceed those arti-
ficial caps by taking away the retire-
ment benefits they have rightfully 
earned,” he added.

Employees are allowed to use offi-
cial time to conduct union activities 
such as working with employees and 
managers to resolve disputes, address 
issues of discrimination and retalia-
tion, and effect improvements in the 
workplace that benefit all employees.

Union-specific business is not con-
ducted using official time.

“The terms and conditions for repre-
senting employees on official time are 
spelled out in law and agreed to by 
each agency and union,” Cox added. “ 
This bill would create more inefficien-
cies in the workplace by essentially 
tying the hands of agency managers 
and union representatives to deter-
mine for themselves how best to use 
official time to uphold the rights of 
federal employees,” he continued.

Jodey Arrington (Texas) on March 
9 introduced the introduced the 
Veterans, Employees and Taxpayer 
(VET) Protection Act, which require 
Veterans Affairs to track the use of 
official time.

Under VA’s current union agree-
ments, union members can use “offi-
cial time” to conduct union business 
such as working on employee griev-
ances, addressing bargaining issues 
and some lobbying efforts while being 
paid.

Arrington’s bill would require VA to 
track that time and prohibit employ-
ees who work directly with patients 
from spending more than 25 percent 
of their time on union activities, and 
any VA employee from spending more 
than 50 percent of their time on such 
union work.

“It is outrageous and unconscio-
nable that VA employees, especially 
employees who provide much needed 
health care services, are spending 
the majority of their time conduct-
ing union business instead of ful-
filling the duties they were hired 
to do,” Arrington, who is chairman 
of the Subcommittee on Economic 
Opportunity, said.
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Thrift Savings Plan Share Prices
Funds Mar. 15 Month Ago Year Ago  

G Fund 15.2602 15.2324  14.9767 

F Fund 17.4808  17.4627 17.2782

C Fund 33.0444 32.4856 27.3305 

S Fund 42.8850 43.1659 33.5860

I Fund 26.1872 25.5675  23.2700 

Lifecycle Funds      
L Income 18.7144 18.6285  17.7819 

L 2020 18.7144  25.0019  23.0541

L 2030 27.9628 27.6746 24.7826

L 2040 30.0571 29.7085 26.1910

L 2050 17.2113 16.9918 14.7590

Register free to get rates of return and other TSP info at: www.FederalSoup.com/pages/resources/thrift-savings-plan.aspx

Federal Benefits 

Q&A
QUESTION: “I’m planning on retiring 
at the end of 2019 with 33 years 
of service under FERS. I’ll be 56 in 
August of 2019. Should I wait for the 
end of the pay period or the last day 
of the month to retire? I’m also want-
ing to know how to get the max hours 
of annual leave when I do retire.”

ANSWER: Generally speaking, the best 
day for a FERS employee to retire in 
which the employee wants to get 
their first FERS annuity check as soon 
as possible and get paid for as much 
as unused annual leave as possible is 
December 31. Therefore, your best day 
to retire would be Dec. 31, 2019.  

Readers are encouraged to ask questions 
related to general employee benefits—such as 
CSRS, FERS, the Thrift Savings Plan, tax and 
estate planning, insurance, Social Security and 
Medicare—at the “Federal Benefits Q&A” at 
www.FederalSoup.com.  
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House Committee on Veterans’ 
Affairs Chairman Phil Roe  (R-Tenn.) 
said of the bill, “The mission of the VA 
isn’t to take care of unions; it’s to take 
care of veterans,” adding, “This legis-
lation will ensure that the well-being 
of our heroes is prioritized above all 
else, and I thank subcommittee chair-
man Arrington for his leadership on 
this issue.”

DOI IG finds 
director behaved 
inappropriately 
toward female 

employees
A DIRECTOR at the Department of 
Interior is alleged to have “behaved 
inappropriately” toward six of his 
female employees, the agency’s 
inspector general reports.

The IG investigated sexual harass-
ment and retaliation allegations made 
by an employee who said Office of Law 
Enforcement and Security Director Tim 
Lynn routinely hugged and touched 
her and made inappropriate com-
ments. She also alleged that after she 
reported the behavior, Lynn retaliated 
against her by criticizing her work 

and embarrassing her in front of her 
colleagues.

During that investigation, the 
IG identified five other female DOI 
employees who said Lynn had dis-
played similar behavior toward them 
including making inappropriate ges-
tures and flirtatious remarks on con-
versations of inappropriate topics, 
touching, hugging and sending per-
sonal text messages.

“Lynn’s actions demonstrated a pat-
tern of unprofessional behavior,” the 
report notes.

Investigators interviewed at least 
one employee who said they wit-
nessed the behavior. That employee 
said, “Lynn’s action appeared to be a 
display of dominance and he did not 
know whether Lynn realized how bad 
it appeared,” according to the report.

On one occasion, the female 
employee said Lynn once “put his 
head on her shoulder and rubbed her 
hair” while they were alone in his 
office.

On another occasion, while she was 
working alone, she alleged that Lynn 
said, “…I know you’re just over here 
looking at porn, I know you.”

Another female employee inter-
viewed said she just deemed Lynn as 
a “touchy-feely type [of] guy.”
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“When confronted, Lynn admitted 
to some of the actions, but said he 
had not meant to make the women 
uncomfortable,” the report notes.

In addition to investigating the 
OLES employee’s allegations, the IG 
reviewed the actions that Deputy 
Assistant Secretary Harry Humbert, 
Public Safety, Resource Protection, 
and Emergency Services, had taken  
when issues were brought to his atten-
tion, and the inappropriate behavior 
seemed to have discontinued.

The report concluded: “We dis-
cussed these allegations with the 
U.S. Department of Justice’s Public 
Integrity Section, but that office 
declined to pursue the matter further. 
We provided this report to the Acting 
Principal Deputy Assistant Secretary 
for Policy, Management and Budget 
for whatever action she deemed 
appropriate.”

View the full detailed report at 

https://www.doioig.gov/sites/doioig.
gov/files/ROI_Alleged_Inappropriate_
Behavior_OLES_Director_Redacted_
Final_PDF.pdf.

Lawmakers seek 
more info on 

record-keeping 
compliance

IN RESPONSE to recent reports that 
some federal employees may not be 
complying with federal record keeping 
laws, top lawmakers from the House 
Oversight and Government Reform 
Committee are asking agencies to 
submit proof of how their employees 
are following the rules.

In a letter sent to 55 heads of fed-
eral agencies and to the White House, 
Committee Chairman Jason Chaffetz 
(R-Utah) and ranking member Elijah 
Cummings (D-Md.) asked each agency 
to submit documentation that indi-

cates they are in compliance with the 
Presidential Records Act (PRA) and the 
Federal Records Act (FRA) when han-
dling government documents, infor-
mation and communication.

The Presidential Records Act, gov-
erns the records created or received 
by the president and those in the 
Executive Office, while the Federal 
Records Act, governs records for fed-
eral agencies.

The letters specifically asks for more 
information about how employees are 
using social media, text encryption 
apps, personal email accounts, and 
other unofficial devices to communi-
cate government information.

How agencies are complying with 
the Freedom of Information Act is also 
at issue with the committee members.

“Official business must be conduct-
ed in such a way as to preserve the 
official record of actions taken by the 
federal government and its employ-
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For over 25 years, Your CSRS Retirement has been used by thousands 
of federal employees to maximize their CSRS retirement by taking 
appropriate actions ahead of time. Download our latest edition for step-
by-step instructions and expert advice on:

Get the CSRS retirement you deserve. Download Your CSRS Retirement 
today to get started!

DOWNLOAD YOUR FREE 2017 EDITION TODAY! 
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2017

2 0 1 7  E D I T I O N

Your CSRS
Retirement

http://www.federalsoup.com/Home.aspx
http://tinyurl.com/zfeguh9


V i s i t  u s  o n  t h e  I n t e r n e t  a t  w w w . F e d e r a l S o u p . c o m M A R C H  2 0 ,  2 0 1 7  •  V O L .  6 6 ,  N O .  3 3

1 0

7 P A G E  9

ees,” the letters state.
The letters also raised issue with the 

president’s use of two official Twitter 
accounts and deleted tweets that 
should have been preserved for official 
presidential records.

Each letter includes a list of requests 
that must be met by March 22.

View the letter to agencies at 
https://oversight.house.gov/wp-con-
tent/uploads/2017/03/2017-03-08-
JEC-EEC-to-McGettigan-OPM-Federal-
Records-Act-due-3-22.pdf, and the 
letter the White House at https://
overs ight.house.gov/wp-content/
uploads/2017/03/2017-03-08-JEC-EEC-
to-McGahn-WH-Presidential-Records-
Act-due-3-22.pdf. 

VA Secretary 
promises to expand 
mental health care 

to vets
DEPARTMENT OF VETERANS AFFAIRS 
SECRETARY DAVID J. SHULKIN said he 
plans to expand mental health care to 
former service members with other-
than-honorable (OTH) administrative 
discharges, a move that would be 
the first time a VA secretary has 
implemented an initiative specifically 
focused on expanding access to former 
at risk OTH servicemembers.

The plan is to address high rates 
of suicide among veterans by giving 
them access to urgent mental health 
care.

Testifying at a House Veterans 
Affairs Committee hearing on March 
7, Shulkin noted that many vets who 
commit suicide are not using VA medi-
cal care.

“The president and I have made it 
clear that suicide prevention is one 
of our top priorities,” he said, adding, 
“We know the rate of death by suicide 
among veterans who do not use VA 
care is increasing at a greater rate 
than veterans who use VA care. This 

is a national emergency that requires 
bold action. We must and we will do 
all that we can to help former service-
members who may be at risk.”

An estimated 500,000 former ser-
vice members have OTH discharges. 
As part of the proposal, former OTH 
service members would be able to 
receive treatment at a VA emergency 
department, Vet Center or contact the 
Veterans Crisis Line.

Shulkin said he plans to finalize the 
expansion by early summer.  

In Brief
EPA EMPLYOEES FIGHT AGAINST 
PROGRAM, WORKFORCE CUTS

ORGANIZED BY LABOR UNIONS 
and advocacy groups, hundreds of 
Environmental Protection Agency 
employees gathered on March 15 to 
protest the new administration and 
their new administrator, Government 
Executive reports.

About a dozen speakers, including 
members of Congress, addressed the 
crowd in downtown Washington, D.C., 
pledging to fight against workforce 
and funding cuts at the agency, the 
article notes.

The new administration has plans 
to cut one-fourth of EPA funding and 
eliminate 20 percent of its workforce 
and about 24 programs and grants 
would be eliminated entirely, accord-
ing to the report.

See the report at http://www.gov-
exec.com/management/2017/03/
e p a - e m p l o y e e s - p r o t e s t - t r u m p -
p r u i t t - o u t s i d e - a g e n c y - h e a d -
quarters/136181/?oref=river. 

FORMER NGA EMPLOYEE 
SENTENCE FOR TAKING 

CLASSIFIED  
DOCS HOME

A FORMER IMAGERY SCIENTIST at the 
U.S. National Geospatial Intelligence 
Agency has been sentenced to 12 
months and one day in prison for 

willful retention of national defense 
information.

According to a Justice Department 
statement, FBI agents recovered more 
than 20 classified documents at the 
home of Mohan L. Nirala of Maryland, 
during the execution of a federal 
search warrant.

The more than 500 pages of docu-
ments classified at Top Secret and 
Secret levels were found in a white 
duct-taped box underneath the base-
ment stairs in Nirala’s home.

Nirala, who worked at NGA from 
2009 to 2015, pleaded guilty Sept. 
16, 2016. 

View the DOJ statement at https://
www.justice.gov/opa/pr/former-nga-
employee-sentenced-taking-classified-
information. 

OPM BACKLOG GROWS  
IN FEBRUARY

THE OFFICE OF PERSONNEL MANAGEMENT 
had a slight uptick in its backlog of 
retirement applications in February.

The backlog increased in February to 
23,916 claims, up from 23,087 from 
last month.

The agency processed a total of 
8,285 retirement claims, compared 
with 8,362 from 2016 for the same 
month. It took an average of 38 days 
to process a single claim in 60 days or 
less. The average number of cases that 
took more than 60 days to process 
was 104.

A total of 9,114 new retirement 
claims were logged in last month.

The new figures came from OPM’s 
monthly claims processing progress 
report available at https://www.opm.
gov/about-us/budget-performance/
strategic-plans/retirement-processing-
status.pdf.

TRUMP ADMINISTRATION FIRES 
ALL OBAMA-ERA U.S. ATTORNEYS
PRESIDENT DONALD TRUMP’S adminis-
tration on March 10 abruptly asked 
the remaining 46 U.S. attorneys held 
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over from the Obama administration 
to resign from their posts, USA TODAY 
reports.

A Justice Department spokesperson 
confirmed the resignations in a state-
ment, saying the mass firing was a 
part of an effort to “ensure a uniform 
transition,” the article reports.

Several lawmakers have expressed 
concern over the action, including 
Sen. Dianne Feinstein (D- Calif.), who 
said in statement that normally U.S. 
attorneys general leave gradually and 
work under transitioning administra-
tions until their positions are filled 
as a way to avoid disrupting ongoing 
federal cases, the article notes.

View the report at http://www.
usa today . com/s to r y /news/po l i -
tics/2017/03/10/attorney-general-
seeks-resignations-of-46-us-attor-
neys/99020566/. 

SENATE VOTES TO ELIMINATE 
CONTRACTOR PROTECTIONS

THE SENATE VOTED 49 to 48 to elimi-
nate the Fair Pay and Safe Workplaces 
rule, which is aimed at federal con-
tractors, the Washington Post reports.

The rule — which required federal 
contractors to disclose violations and 
alleged violations of several federal 
labor laws in order to bid on govern-
ment contracts —has already cleared 
the House, the article notes.

Sen. Elizabeth Warren (D-Mass.) 
released a report that showed that 
66 of the federal government’s 100 
largest contractors have at some point 
violated federal wage and hour laws, 
proof she says the rule was needed, 
and terminating it only makes it 
“easier for companies that get big-
time, taxpayer-funded government 
contracts to steal wages from their 
employees and injure their workers 
without admitting responsibility,” the 
article states.

Read the report at https://www.
washingtonpost.com/national/republi-
cans-poised-to-roll-back-worker-safety-

regulations/2017/03/06/87a6c266-
fd27-11e6-8f41-ea6ed597e4ca_story.
html?utm_term=.18e61021e625.

AFGE RESPONDS TO ACA PLAN
THE PRESIDENT OF THE LARGEST FEDERAL 
EMPLOYEE UNION released a state-
ment March 7 in response to the 
House’s plan to repeal and replace the 
Affordable Care Act.

“This new plan does not improve the 
Affordable Care Act,” AFGE National 
President J. David Cox Sr., said. 
“It cuts taxes for the wealthy, and 
makes healthcare unaffordable—and 
thus inaccessible — to millions who 
obtained coverage on the exchanges 
or through Medicaid expansion,” he 
added.

Cox said the ACA was modeled on 
the Federal Employees Health Benefits 
Program and has many of the same 
problems that federal employees are 
familiar with, such as costs, lack of 
coverage and it puts private health 
insurers in control, but “it’s better 
than nothing.”

He noted that AFGE has long been a 
supporter of a ‘single payer’ national 
health insurance modeled on Medicare.

“So, [House Speaker Paul Ryan 
(R)], if you want to replace the 
Affordable Care Act with something 
better, replace it with Medicare for 
all. But please, don’t just cut taxes 
for the wealthy and call it health care 
for all.”

Read the full statement at http://
www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/
la rges t - fede ra l - emp loyee -un ion -
responds-to-aca-repeal-and-replace-
plan-300419796.html. 

NONPROFIT SEEKS TO 
BOOST FEDERAL EMPLOYEE 

ENGAGEMENT WITH TRAINING 
SEMINARS

THERE MAY BE FEWER WORKFORCES more 
demoralized today than the civil ser-
vice. Even before the election of 
Donald Trump and this week’s apoca-
lyptic budget proposal, only about one 

out of every four federal employees 
reported feeling engaged in their jobs, 
according to a 2014 Gallup poll. 

The nonpartisan Partnership for 
Public Service is attempting to address 
the issue through series of webinars 
next week. The event, scheduled for 
March 21-23, is designed to coach 
federal managers on how to build 
a culture of engagement within the 
workplace. According to the program 
brochure, the event will draw from 
“research-supported methods” that 
“help frontline supervisors and manag-
ers use appreciation, communication 
and empowerment” to boost employee 
engagement. 

Each day’s session will focus on a 
different tactic, drawing from exper-
tise provided by a range of leaders 
and executives from highly-ranked 
agencies from the Best Places to Work 
in the Federal Government survey, also 
compiled by the Partnership for Public 
Service. 

The webinar series comes on the 
heels of the latest employee survey, 
which urged incoming political lead-
ers to make employee engagement 
a priority in 2017. A press release 
warned that “2016 data show wide 
disparities among agencies” when it 
comes to employee satisfaction, com-
mitment and willingness to put forth 
discretionary effort to achieve results. 
From the release:

“The U.S. Coast Guard, for example, 
tops the law enforcement and border 
protection category with a Best Places 
to Work employee engagement score 
of 71.1 out of 100, while the Secret 
Service is at the bottom with a score 
of 32.8.”

The webinars will each last 75 
minutes and include a panel discus-
sion, small group conversations, a 
case study analysis and questions and 
answers. 

More information is available at 
https://ourpublicservice.org/issues/
employee-engagement/assets/building-
a-culture-of-engagement.pdf 
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find a flaw. Something in the letter 
which might outrage the Secretary of 
War and cause him to deny the claim. 
So we rewrote. And rewrote for nearly 
24 months.  Good times…

When my military obligation was up, 
I found a new recruit who could write 
and type. I told him he had a good 
assignment coming up if he would 
meet the aggrieved sergeant (who was 
a wonderful guy and a good soldier 
at one time) and takeover my job as 
writer, editor and disassembler of let-
ters. Somewhere out there good Sgt. 
Reed and some young trooper may still 
be at it. I hope so. 

So why this updated, poor man’s 
version of Two Years Before The Mast?

Because here we go again.  For the 
last dozen presidents, maybe more, 
federal and postal workers and retirees 
have faced the same old threats—year 
after year. Those threats were that 
they were going to cut our retirement 
benefits or charge us more for them, or 
change the ways retiree COLAs are cal-
culated to cheat CSRS retirees out of 
anywhere from $60 to $80k in future 
benefits. Or fire or furlough us. Or 
shut down the government. This time, 
with congressional Democrats leading 
the way. And more of what some-
body called the round-up-the-usual-
suspects routine. The same threats are 
brought out, or brought up, every year. 
They mostly don’t happen. Or if they 
do (like higher contributions for FERS 
employees) they are made prospec-
tive so that it doesn’t impact current 
employees.

What makes things interesting is 
that this time some things may hap-
pen. For the first time in a very long 
time the same political party con-
trols the White House, the House of 
Representatives and the U.S. Senate.  
Back in the day, Democrats had that 
luxury for nearly 30 years, but nobody 
has had it lately. Until now.

Another difference is the insider vs. 
outsider presidents. Kennedy, Johnson, 

Nixon, Ford, George H.W. Bush and 
Obama were insiders. All had served in 
Washington. All but Obama were war 
veterans. Of the outsiders to serve, 
Carter, Reagan, George W. Bush, Bill 
Clinton all were governors and three, 
Carter, Reagan and Bush, were mili-
tary veterans. But all understood how 
government operates. And why it does 
what it does.

Donald J. Trump is different. Love 
him or not, he’s the ultimate outsider. 
A New York businessman with no gov-
ernment or military experience. Not 
that there’s anything wrong with that.

But he’s definitely different and 
might not take the more or less tradi-
tional approach his predecessors have 
taken to government.  Reagan threat-
ened to slash government but it grew 
during his time in office.  Clinton made 
real cuts by contracting out many 
services and making it mostly painless 
with buyouts for long-time workers.

Trump is different. Maybe better for 
you as a fed. Maybe not.

But we may have left the era of 
round-up-the-usual suspects.   
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For the first time in 
a very long time the 
same political party 
controls the White 

House, the House of 
Representatives and 

the U.S. Senate.  Back 
in the day, Democrats 
had that luxury for 
nearly 30 years, but 
nobody has had it 
lately. Until now.
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