S E P T E M B E R 1 6 , 2 0 1 9 • V O L . 6 7 , N O. 5 0

FEDERAL
EMPLOYEES
NEWS DIGEST

dangerous and damaging track from
the heavily-damaged Bahamas up the
Southeastern U.S. coastline, the White
House let fly a now famous, magic-marker scrawled image on top of an official
agency prediction map—and a story—
that the National Weather Service had
predicted deep into the storm’s course
possibly damaging outcomes in the
state of Alabama.
That story has been roundly rejected
as untrue, most tellingly by the agency’s
own Birmingham, AL office. What followed has been more insistence by the
White House that the incorrect story is
instead true—and a lot of upset from
federal employees who saw the event as
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The good
ole’ boys
IS THERE AN old boy or old girl

NOAA management move raises
protests from fed unions,
scientific orgs
IN THE MIDDLE of Hurricane Dorian’s

INSIGHT

a textbook case of inappropriate political
interference in civil service work.
The matter is now the subject of endless
news stories and some investigations.
The employees’ union, for its part—
and other federal unions—stand strong
at press time asserting their protests
against such interference.
“As employees of NOAA, we are blessed
to have the jobs we have,” Dan Sobien,
head of the National Weather Service
Employees Organization said in a statement. “Few people can come home from
work knowing they helped so many
people.”
“Whether your job is protecting lives
and property, protecting ecosystems,
gathering data for people protecting
lives, property and ecosystems or you are
part of the administrative staff without
which no one else can do their jobs you
can hang your head high today,” Sobien
said. “You are members of the most
effective, professional team in the Federal
Government, actually in the world.”
“Recently NOAA management did not
show support to one of its NWS forecast
offices, a forecast office that was doing
what was right, that is unfortunate,”
Sobien noted. “But remember we work
for the American public and we have the
overwhelming support of the American

network where you work? Are only
certain pre-selected people destined
to get ahead in your shop regardless
of talent? Or lack of thereof? Ask
yourself a couple of questions:
Have you ever
seen the boss
naked? Or maybe
even worse, in a
thong bathing suit?
Ever been in the
room when your
section chief or director hurled
in a wastebasket after a night of
partying?
Has the chief of staff ever asked
you to apply sun tan lotion to his
hairy, pock marked back?
Did you?
I ask because I had a flashback
the other day. To a time when key
bosses and managers—unbeknownst
to we serfs—took vacations together. Not just parties and weekends
but extended one, two and three
week trips. To the Bahamas, to
resorts to tropical paradises in winter and mountain or lake retreats in
summer. Just them. A dozen or so
people. All in management ranks.
I worked for a large media company with nearly 1,000 people on
the news side. That was huge then,
almost unknown in the modern era
of downsizing and outsourcing. But
we did.
I was well up the ladder, one of
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What’s your cause?
Whether you care about education,
military families, or animal welfare
- the CFCNCA has a charity for any
cause you want to support. Make a
diﬀerence and give to your cause.

SSG Oceana Howard
U.S. Army

Choose your cause and Show Some Love today.

cfcnca.org
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Nursing Home
Prices Expected
to Continue to
Skyrocket
A PREVIOUS “INFORMED Investor” col-

umn discussed the decrease in long
term care (LTC) insurance policy sales
and the addition of hybrid policies
(combined life and LTC insurance or
annuities) to pay for the increasing
cost of LTC. LTC insurance policy premium costs are soaring for a number of
reasons. This column looks into the US
nursing home costs, and in particular
discusses what has happened in US
nursing home prices in recent years,
and what is expected to happen with
respect to these prices in the future.
Georgetown University Medical Center
conducted a study of US nursing home
prices for the period 2005 through
2010. The study revealed that LTC costs
in the United States are increasing at a
far greater pace than overall inflation.
Additional data showed the upward
trend has continued since 2010. To
make matters worse, many nursing
home residents who do not own LTC
insurance - this includes many federal
annuitants and spouses - must spend
down the bulk of their life savings
before qualifying for federal assistance
in the form of Medicaid. The latter

trend is intensifying and expected to
get worse. Life savings include home
equity, traditional IRA’s, Roth IRA’s,
Thrift Savings Plan (TSP), and other
qualified retirement plans, and non
-retirement assets such as investment
assets held in brokerage accounts.
Future health care costs are increasing at a rate exceeding the general
inflation rate. Recently retired federal
employees (most of whom are the socalled “baby boomer” generation) need
to be especially concerned as to how
they will pay for future LTC costs and
specialty prescription drugs if needed.
But younger generations need to be
concerned as well. Generation X, millennials, and Generation Z need to be
concerned as they too face a bleak
future when it comes to future LTC
costs. Individuals who have disabilities, dementia, or Parkinson disease
face perhaps nursing home stays in the
future that could deplete their savings.
According to a recent Department
of Health and Human Services report,
nursing homes have long been a source
of financial drain on retirees and, as
such, constitute one of the greatest
risks retirees face when it comes to

that nursing home care is an industry that requires significant “handson” attention, and technology cannot
eliminate many jobs. While the labor
market for nursing homes is already
tight, uncertainty over US immigration rules may further reduce available health workers. According to the
Urban Institute, during 2017 immigrants made up 23.5 percent of formal
and non-formal LTC employment sector
workers.
The “baby boomer” generation is in
their 60’s and 70’s and approaching
their 80’s, which means that many of
them will need nursing home care or
other types of LTC. This generation is
rather large, with few of them having
saved enough to pay for extensive
nursing home stays and other types of
LTC such as performed in the home. A
minority of “baby boomers” purchased
LTC insurance, and many of those who
did in the 1990’s and early 2000’s can
no longer afford the premiums and as a
result have dropped their LTC insurance
policies.
Some states have started to implement programs to pay for LTC. The
state of Washington passed legislation

The “baby boomer” generation is in their 60’s
and 70’s and approaching their 80’s, which
means that many of them will need nursing
home care or other types of LTC.
managing their retirement assets. The
unfortunate thing is that the annual
cost for nursing home care will continue to grow at a rate much faster than
the consumer price index for urban
workers (CPI-W), which is used to
determine annual cost-of-living adjustments (COLAs) for federal annuitants
and Social Security recipients.
The problem of rising nursing home
costs is further aggravated by the fact
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in April 2019 that will implement a
0.58 percent payroll tax that would
give Washington state residents up to
$36,500 to pay for LTC services. Payroll
tax withholding will begin in 2022, and
state residents can start withdrawing
to pay for LTC services starting in 2025.
But that is just one state.
Finally, there is the possible
Medicaid option. Medicaid is a federal
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IN BRIEF
DEMS QUESTION BLM’S PLAN TO
MOVE JOBS
THE ACTING HEAD of the Bureau of

Land Management faced questions from
House Democrats about a plan to
move more than 300 jobs out of
the Washington, D.C. headquarters and
establish a new western headquarters
in Grand Junction, Colorado.
Rep. Raul Grijalva (D-Ariz.) the chairman of the House Natural Resources
Committee said the move “appears to
be nothing more than a poorly veiled
attempt to dismantle a federal agency,”
at a Sept. 10 hearing.
“The Department of the Interior has
done nothing to alleviate concerns that
this move has been hastily planned,
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Retirement
2019
TAXATION OF FEDERAL
RETIREMENT BENEFITS
2019
CHAPTER X: XXXXXXXX

According to the plan, spelled out in the written
testimony of BLM Acting Director William Perry
Pendley, the agency plans to move at least
323 jobs out of Washington, D.C. as part of
an agency reorganization.
Junction headquarters. Additionally, 222
posts will be moved to BLM regional
headquarters and other sites and 74
allocated to state office functions. The
plan calls for about 60 employees to
remain in Washington, D.C.
Pendley defended the move in his
testimony, saying it will “save money in
the long run and make us more effective
as an organization.”

poorly researched and questionably
motivated,” Grijalva.
According to the plan, spelled out in
the written testimony of BLM Acting
Director William Perry Pendley, the agency plans to move at least 323 jobs out
of Washington, D.C. as part of an agency
reorganization.
The BLM director, deputy director
other senior staff will be included in 27
posts to be relocated to the new Grand
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“One of the things I think we will see
[after the move] is a better relationship
with our stakeholders,” Pendley said.
“We will have a better understanding
of the investment in our communities.”
Rep. Diana DeGette (D. Colo.) pointed
that of the 323 jobs slated to move,
only 177 are currently occupied and that
Interior Dept. estimates project that 45
of those will retire or move to other
jobs rather than move out west with the
reorganization.
Rep. Eleanor Holmes Norton (D-D.C.)
noted that already 97% of BLM’s 9,000
employees work outside Washington,
D.C. and said that emptying out the
headquarters office would reduce institutional knowledge and collaboration
with other agencies.
“With virtually nobody left in D.C,…
with no leadership left one wonders
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2019
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how would the BLM coordinate with
other agencies such as Fish and Wildlife,
Department of Defense, U.S. Forest
Service…in order to fulfill the your mission?” Holmes Norton asked.
Pendley said that in one week, BLM
human resources officials will be meeting one-on-one with employees to discuss what specific positions will be
relocated.

FORMER FEMA EMPLOYEES INDICTED FOR CONSPIRACY
TWO TOP FEMA officials and a contractor

have been charged with using the 2017
hurricane recovery efforts in Puerto
Rico to enrich themselves through bribery, gifts and favors by steering work to
the contractor on the island.
According to the Department of
Justice, Ahsha Nateef Tribble, a FEMA
deputy regional administrator who’d

been sent to the island to lead power
recovery efforts; Jovanda R. Patterson, a
FEMA deputy chief of staff also assigned
to the island; and Donald Keith Ellison,
president of Cobra Acquisitions, LLC,
have all been charged with 15 counts
related to the scheme.
“Ellison provided Tribble with personal helicopter use, hotel accommodations, airfare, personal security
services, and the use of a credit card,”
according to a DOJ press release. “As
part of Ellison’s pattern of providing
things of value to Tribble, he also
secured employment within COBRA’s
affiliated companies for her friend,
defendant Patterson. In exchange,
Tribble performed official acts, including influencing, advising, and exerting
pressure on PREPA and FEMA officials,
in order to award restoration work to
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COBRA and accelerate payments to
COBRA,” the statement continued.
Tribble awarded nearly $2 billion in
contracts to Ellison’s company in return
for the perks.
Charges include conspiracy to commit
bribery of public officials, acts affecting
a personal financial interest, making
false statements; disaster fraud, honest
services wire fraud, Travel Act violations,
and wire fraud.
“These defendants were supposed to
come to Puerto Rico to help during
the recovery after the devastation suffered from Hurricane María. Instead, they
decided to take advantage of the precarious conditions of our electric power grid
and engaged in a bribery and honest services wire fraud scheme in order to enrich
themselves illegally,” said U.S. Attorney
Rosa Emilia Rodríguez-Vélez. “All government officials are entrusted with performing their duties honestly and ethically.
The charged offenses are reprehensible,
more so in light of PREPA’s and Puerto
Rico’s fiscal crisis,” she added.
If found guilty, the defendants could
face possible sentences of up to five to
30 years.
DOJ also noted that the charges in the
indictment are “merely accusations.”

LAWMAKERS URGE CONGRESS TO
PROTECT FEDS’ COLLECTIVE
BARGAINING RIGHTS
A LETTER SIGNED by more than 200 lawmakers and initiated by federal employee unions is urging Congressional leadership to take immediate action to
prevent the Trump administration from
“undermining” the collective bargaining rights of federal employees.
“This is the first time in four decades
that federal unions have had to come
to Congress to ask for protection of the
institution of fair collective bargaining,
including their ability to collect union
dues and obtain adequate amounts of
official time to carry out legally-required
representational duties,” the letter to
House Speaker Nancy Pelosi and other
Democratic budget leaders states.
According to the 218 lawmakers who
signed the letter, agency budgets being
finalized this month by Senate and
House appropriators need to include
a provision that would prevent the
president’s political appointees from
stripping federal employees of their
collective bargaining rights and protections against whistleblower retaliation
and other mismanagement.
Although a district court judge largely invalidated a collective bargaining

executive order issued by the Trump
administration last year that restricted
employees’ use of “official time,” and
limited collective bargaining rights, the
White House is continuing to fight the
decision in court.
“Without this provision, the Trump
administration will likely succeed in
crushing the federal employee unions,
making a mockery of the collective
bargaining guarantee and rendering the
task of effectively representing union
members all but impossible,” the letter
continues, adding, “We who affirm the
right of American workers to form, join,
and operate independent labor unions
must stand up for our federal employee
unions in this precarious moment. They
have sought our assistance as a last
resort, but they need our help and
they are unlikely to survive the Trump
administration’s assault on their rights
without our action.”
The Trump administration contends that
the case challenging the collective bargaining and other workforce executive
orders that curtail union activities at
federal agencies should be heard by the
Federal Labor Relations Authority, and
not in court.

Thrift Savings Plan Share Prices
Funds

Sept. 11

Month Ago

Year Ago

G Fund
F Fund
C Fund
S Fund
I Fund
Lifecycle Funds
L Income
L 2020
L 2030
L 2040
L 2050

16.2643
19.5931
43.6489
52.9062
30.2738

16.2349
19.5487
42.3629
51.7027
29.3106

15.8463		
17.8576
41.1672
54.1753
29.4973

20.7502
28.6217
36.3149
36.3149
21.1000

20.5875
28.3498
32.5831
35.5219
20.5836

20.0484
27.6828
31.9637
34.9480
20.3197

Register free to get rates of return and other TSP info at: https://federalsoup.com/portals/top/thrift-savings-plan.aspx
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maybe a dozen columnists. Most
were writers, editors, researchers,
photographers or clerical or administrative staff. Generally speaking,
it was the ivy leaguers and the
rest of us.
The boss clearly had certain
favorites, which we accepted
because he was so good, so cool,
so charming that it didn’t matter.
In fact, I secretly hoped he would
never ask me to his mountain
retreat or beach house. I was
afraid I would embarrass myself.
Should I bring a six-pack? How
about soap? How do the rich and
famous really live?
My prayers were answered. I was
never asked. Call me lucky.
That sort of discrimination was
one thing—social/educational
segregation. I got it. Although, I
was on the losing side, I realized
I didn’t have what they wanted.
I’d never be a top do because of
my social standing and inferior (to
them) education. Just a lone wolf
columnist which I liked anyhow.
The elite system (like the British
Army of old) produced some wonderful, talented people.
Then I went to another place of
employment where it was the
same, and yet very different.
Not as classy as the previous
employer, but a big deal nevertheless. But, what they did was different. Which I didn’t get for a while
because it lacked the elitism of the
previous employer.
I first noticed it when I heard
about guys (not ladies) from work
golfing together. Since I don’t

golf, it didn’t bother me. I couldn’t
afford it as a kid (golf and tennis
were for the rich) and I no interest
as an adult.
Then I heard about paint-ball
shooting. Again all guys. By invitation only you went out in the
woods and shot at each other until
one team ‘killed’ off the other.
Sounded like heaps of fun, but. I
was never asked. But the guys who
did play got the promotions and
the bonuses.
That seemed to go away. But it
was replaced by what I call Club
Med. Six to a dozen people, all
from the same organization, going
on vacation together. For years.
And all of them moving up. All the
time. Vacation after vacation. Is
that a good thing?
From what I could tell none of
the Club Med folks were (or are)
married. Many have been, but not
now. Or at least when I found out.
Most are bosses or section chiefs.
None seem to go as a couple.
Some also take outside (non-work)
friends. Sometimes they get a
group house. Sometimes separate
rooms. From what I could tell
while carefully investigating, there
is no inter-office romance. They
may meet people while on vacation but it was mostly described to
me as just “the gang” on vacation.
Once you “discover’ something
the obvious question is, is this a
revelation or am I just naïve? Am I
always the last to know? Does this
happen at lots of places. Or everywhere. Or is it unusual. Question
marks everywhere.
Is this wrong, or reality?

Federal Benefits

Q&A

I’m in my 60s, have been a
federal employee for more than
a decade, and plan to retire
as soon as I am eligible to
keep my FEHB in retirement. My
eOPF shows that the creation
date for my FEHB enrollment
was Dec. 14, 2016 (following
open enrollment season) and
the effective date was Jan. 8,
2017. I’m confused about which
of these dates marks the beginning of the required five-year
FEHB period. What would be my
earliest date of retirement with
federal health benefits?
Since your FEHB enrollment became
effective on Jan. 8, 2017, your
five continuous year FEHB program
requirement enrollment became
effective that date. Therefore, the
earliest you could retire and keep
your FEHB enrollment for retirement would be Jan. 8, 2022.
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 https://forum.federalsoup.com/default.
aspx?g=topics&f=6.

Don’t miss our discussion of weekly news topics. Discuss these stories and
more with your fellow federal workers at www.FederalSoup.com.
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Public. So, hold your heads high, you
have the support of the people and
press as well as members of the Weather
Enterprise from all across the country.”
Major scientific organizations also
joined in the din of protest against the
White House’s continued peddling of
the story—a story that painted NOAA
and NWS employees in an unfairly
uncomplimentary light.
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government-sponsored program in
which individuals who are “impoverished” may be able to qualify for
assistance to pay for a nursing home
stay. The federal government provides
Medicaid funds to the states and the
states develop guidance for determining which state residents are considered “impoverished” for the purpose
of qualifying for Medicaid assistance.
With either a CSRS or a FERS annuity and TSP retirement income lasting
a lifetime for federal annuitants, it
is rather doubtful that the average
federal annuitant would qualify for
Medicaid assistance. But perhaps the
worst part of qualifying for Medicaid
assistance is that the qualifying indi-

“Multiple investigations are being
opened into a NOAA statement criticizing a National Weather Service social
media message that contradicted one
from President Trump about the track
of Hurricane Dorian,” the American
Institute of Physics said in a statement. “The White House reportedly
pressured the agency via the Commerce
Department to repudiate its forecasters’
messaging.”
vidual must go to a Medicaid-approved
facility. Medicaid does not pay for
LTC services performed in an assisted
living care facility or at home. The
qualifying individual must reside in a
Medicaid-approved nursing home facility. To qualify, the individual is forced
to spend down financial assets, with
certain restrictions and limitations.
Edward A. Zurndorfer is a Certified Financial
Planner, Chartered Life Underwriter, Chartered
Financial Consultant and IRS Enrolled Agent in
Silver Spring, MD. Tax planning, Federal 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.
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