HEADS UP—HOT NEWS ON BENEFITS!!

Make sure to mark your calendars so that you won’t miss any of the new (or improved) benefits available to you….

Federal Employee Health Benefits Open Season – This year open season began on 10 November and runs through 8 December 2003.  FEHB provides eligible employees with numerous options for coverage.  This year there have been a number of changes in the availability, coverage and cost of participating plans so it may be a good idea to take a look at your current coverage and what is available to ensure your needs are met.  There is a wealth of information on available plans, including premiums for 2004, on the Office of Personnel Management (OPM) website at www.opm.gov.  Employees wishing to enroll for the first time or change to a new plan should contact the BEST Team at the Air Force Personnel Center on or before 8 December 2003.  Enrollment may be through the BEST Telephone Automated System at 1-800-997-2378, or via the Internet at http://www.afpc.randolph.af.mil/dpc/BEST/menu.htm.  Elections for 2004 and new premiums will become effective on 11 January 2004.

FEHB Open Season also provides you the opportunity to enroll in two programs that guarantee you a smaller tax bill!!!


During FEHB Open Season you can either elect or discontinue participation in Premium Conversion.  Employees electing premium conversion pay medical insurance (FEHB) premiums from pre-tax income, resulting in lower taxable income and a reduction in federal and state taxes.  There are two trade-offs—First, employees participating in premium conversion lose some of the flexibility built into the FEHB.  Any change to premium coverage outside open season must be in conjunction with a “life event” such as marriage, birth of a child, or divorce.  The second trade-off could be important to FERS employees.  Since medical insurance premiums are deducted from the wages on which he or she pays Social Security, electing premium conversion may reduce your base salary for social security benefits and reduce future social security payments after retirement.  If, after fully considering your individual circumstances, you would like to elect or discontinue premium conversion, contact BEST before the close of open season on 8 December 2003.


FEHB Open Season is also the time to elect participation in the Flexible Spending Account (FSA) program for 2004.  An FSA program permits you to set aside tax-free money that can be used for specific purposes.  Even if you enrolled for 2003, you must reapply for 2004 and for every year thereafter if you wish to participate.  There are two types of FSAs offered by FSAFEDS.  The Health Care Flexible Spending Account (HCFSA) covers eligible health care expenses not reimbursed by your FEHB Plan, or any other medical, dental, or vision care plan you or your dependents may have.  You can elect to contribute up to $3000 per year to an HCFSA.  A Dependent Care Flexible Spending Account (DCFSA) covers eligible dependent care expenses incurred so that you can work, you and your spouse can work, or you spouse can look for work or attend school full time.  For individuals filing joint tax returns, the maximum contribution is $5000.  If you file a separate return, you may contribute up to $2500.  The minimum for either the HCFSA of the DCFSA is $250 per year.  To enroll in either the HCFSA of the DCFSA, you may enroll on line at www.fsafeds.com OR CALL 1-877-FSAFEDS (372-3337) 0900-2100 hours Monday through Friday.  Enrollments will be accepted only during FEHB Open Season.

Thrift Savings Plan.  TSP open season is here!  From 15 October to 31 December 2003, employees hired before 1 December 2002 have the opportunity to enroll, or increase or decrease your contribution.  For 2004, the IRS limit on contributions is $13,000.  Elections made before 13 December 2003 will be effective on 14 December 2003.  Elections made after 13 December 2003 will be the beginning of the first full pay period following the election.  Civil Service Retirement System employees may increase their contribution to 9% of their salary.  Federal Employee Retirement System employees may contribute up to 14% and receive the additional benefits of agency matching contributions up to 5% of their salary.  TSP contributions are tax-free until withdrawn and you can allocate your contribution across five different investment funds.  Additionally, while the TSP savings are primarily a source for retirement income, employees may also be eligible for withdrawals and loans prior to retirement eligibility.  TSP contributions are also portable.  On leaving federal service, vested funds in your TSP account may be rolled over into an IRA or used to purchase an annuity even if you have not reached retirement eligibility.  Additional information on TSP may be found at www.tsp.gov or http://www.afpc.randolph.af.mil/dpc.  

Effective this fall, TSP introduced a new benefits for employees who reach the age of 50 before the end of the year and are contributing either the maximum dollar amount or the maximum percentage permitted under their retirement systems—TSP Catch-up Contributions (TSP-1-C).  For 2003, employees who meet these criteria could contribute up to $2000 additional tax-free dollars.  In 2004, this additional contribution will increase to $3000.  The good news is that there is no open season for TSP-1-C.  You may enroll or discontinue your enrollment at any time.  The only restriction is that you must specify your contribution as a whole dollar amount.  To enroll, contact the BEST Team and sign up today!!

For those of you already participating in TSP, your statement you receive this month has  a new look.   TSP has converted to a “daily valued” system and your new statement provides more financial detail and includes both dollar and share reporting.  A leaflet explaining the changes to the plan and your statement, “Understanding Your TSP Participant Statement,” should be enclosed.  For more information, check the Q&A at www.tsp.gov.  Additionally, your current statement reflects the four month period from 1 June through 30 September 2003.   A statement for 1 October through 31 Dec 2003 will be available in January 2004 and quarterly thereafter.  The statement you receive this month will, however, be the last hardcopy statement automatically mailed through you—future statements will be on-line.  If you prefer a paper copy, you may request one through the Account Access section of www.tsp.gov, the ThriftLine at (504)255-8777, or submitting a completed copy of the request form provided with your statement.   However, consider accessing your statement on-line—it’s fast, convenient and saves about $9.8 million per year in mailing and reproduction costs.     

Forfeiture of Annual Leave, The end of the leave year is fast approaching.  Except in certain limited circumstances, accrued annual leave in excess of 240 hours at the end of the leave year is normally forfeited.  This year, excess annual leave will be forfeited on 11 January 2004.  However, under certain limited circumstances, the law provides an exception to forfeiture.  Specifically, if annual leave is scheduled and approved prior to the beginning of the third pay period before the end o f the leave year, and subsequently cancelled due to exigency of the service, the employee may apply for restoration of any forfeited annual leave.  In order to be eligible for restoration, leave must be scheduled and approved on or before 28 November 2003.  Supervisors who must cancel scheduled annual leave due to an emergency situation must obtain approval from a management official prior to cancellation.  Assistant and Deputy Chiefs of Staff approve exigencies for employees in their organizations.  The Commander, 11th Wing approves exigencies for 11th Wing employees.  Exigencies effecting employees of all other organizations must be approved by SAF/AA.  A request for approval of an exigency must be in writing and include the beginning and ending dates of the exigency period, the dates and amount of leave that must be cancelled, a description of the exigency, and an explanation as to why there is no alternative to cancellation of the employee’s approved leave.  After the end of the leave year, the employee may request restoration by submitting evidence of the scheduling, approval and cancellation of their leave and a copy of the approved exigency to HQ 11WG/DPCW.  

In the event that an employee was unable to take leave because their presence at work was necessary to respond to the “National Emergency by Reason of Certain Terrorist Attacks” these requirements are waived.  Restoration may be requested after the end of the leave year by submitting a statement certifying that they were required to remain at work for the above reason and their Leave and Earning Statement for the pay period ending 11 January 2003.   

Leave may also be restored if the employee was unable to take annual leave due to medical incapacitation, use of Family Friendly Leave, or absence on leave under the Family and Medical Leave Act. 

For additional information on restoration of forfeited annual leave, contact HQ 11WG/DPCW at (703)693-3256 or (202)404-3214.  

AFPC CORNER: 

 The Air Force Personnel Center (AFPC) Commander has designated 28 Nov 03 as "Family Day" to recognize the importance of the family unit.  On this day it is important to offer all AFPC/DPC employees the opportunity to be with their families.  Because of this, Benefits and Entitlements Service Team (BEST) Counselors and the Recruitment Service Center employees will be afforded the opportunity to take leave on 28 Nov.  Although employees will not have access to Benefit Counselors, they will be able to access the WWW (http://www.afpc.randolph.af.mil/dpc/BEST/menu.htm) and the BEST automated phone system (1-800-997-2378 or commercial 527-2378 within the San Antonio TX area) to conduct any business the automated system allows.  In addition, the Recruitment Service Center customer representatives will not be available; however, applicants may access the employment homepage (www.afpc.randolph.af.mil/afjobs) or the automated phone system (external 1-800-699-4473 or internal 1-800-997-2378) to access vacancy announcements, self-nominate, or submit resumes.  If calling within the San Antonio TX area, applicants will call commercial 527-2377 (external) and 527-2378 (internal).   

The new Air Force Customer Service Center 1-800 number was established as a part of the Air Force Customer Transformation effort to link together personnel and payroll call centers for appropriated fund civilians (and applicants for appropriated fund employment), active duty military and reservists.
In addition to the RSC and BEST, the other players of the Air Force Customer Service Center single 1-800 number are: 

· Employment Verification (Voices to callers the "Work Number Employment Verification" toll free number) 

· AFPC Technical Assistance Center (TAC) (Technical support for applications such as AFPC Secure Password) 

· AFPC Contact Center (Personnel Inquiries for Military Active Duty, Reserve, Guard, vMPF assistance, Discrimination and Sexual Harassment Concerns) 

· ARPC Denver (Air Force Reserve and Guard personnel inquiries) 

· DFAS-Cleveland (Air Force Military Pay Inquiries, myPay navigation, iPIN) 
Once employees (or applicants for employment) call the new 1-800 number and press the appropriate prompt for civilian, the system will voice options for Employment Opportunities, Benefits and Entitlements and myPAY.  Once the employee (or applicant) selects the appropriate prompts for Employment Opportunities or Benefits and Entitlements, it will take the caller to either the Employment or BEST automated phone system.  If the employee presses the prompt for myPay, the DFAS contact center assists with PIN resets and issues associated with the myPay web application -- the DFAS Contact Center representatives are not able to help civilian employees with pay-related matters.  Civilian employees with pay-related matters will continue to contact the local CPF, their DFAS Customer Service Representative, or BEST (if benefits related).

The Air Force Customer Service Center toll-free number is 1-800-616-3775 for all stateside callers (to include those calling within the San Antonio Texas area).  Employees (or applicants for employment) calling from foreign areas will continue to use our existing 1-800 numbers for now.  International access issues to the Air Force Customer Service Center 1-800 number are being worked.  Hearing impaired callers will continue to reach the RSC and BEST using our current TDD numbers (1-800-382-0893 or, if calling within San Antonio TX, 565-2276).
Until the Feb 04 timeframe, employees and applicants will be able to reach the RSC and BEST via both the new 1-800 number and our current toll-free numbers.  This overlapping timeframe will provide us an opportunity to make changes to the RSC/BEST homepage and marketing materials.  If you have the current RSC or BEST toll-free numbers (1-800-997-2378 or 1-800-699-4473 & corresponding local numbers) listed on your web site or on any marketing materials, we recommend you change the numbers not later than 31 Jan 04.  We do plan on voicing to callers the number will be changing and providing them the  new toll-free number.  Also, once our current 1-800 number no longer exists, should the employee dial the old number, the system will voice the new number to the caller.
