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BY MIKE C AUSEY

By Nathan Abse
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Life goes on in the
Nation’s Capital
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“The unions took this legal action after the Department of Labor
failed to make permanent the emergency temporary standard (ETS)
on Covid-19 that took effect on June 21, 2021,” the statement
continued. “Without the protections of a permanent standard, the
health and well-being of nurses, other health care workers, patients,
and the general public is in grave danger.”
OSHA, for its part, now offers a mere safety suggestion, not a
requirement. The agency recommends that “continued adherence
to the terms of the healthcare ETS is the simplest way for employers
in healthcare settings to protect their employees’ health and ensure
compliance with their OSH Act obligations.” Petitioners object that
this suggestion just isn’t enough, as it lacks the legal force of the ETS.
To explore this pressing issue, Nathan Abse interviewed Milly
Rodriguez, health and safety specialist for the American Federation
and Government Employees (AFGE).

Q&A WITH AFGE’S MILLY RODRIGUEZ
The unions want, at the very least, the temporary COVID
standard reinstated. But was it good enough—or what would a
good temporary standard be, until a permanent one can issued?
Rodriguez: The interim standard—as it was—was fairly good.
It’s true there were some aspects of the OSHA ETS that we had
pushed to make stronger. For instance, what people needed—and
need now—are better masks in some positions, [the standard]
really should specify N-95s.
AFGE and its allies not only want the ETS reinstated, but the
COVID health care workplace safety standards to be expanded
and applied to additional workplaces, right?
Rodriguez: Yes. And the other thing that we wanted all along,
even going back to last year for the interim standard, was to
specify improved ventilation for safety. But, for now, we want the
ETS reinstated. The point is, until there is a permanent standard
regarding workplace protections against infectious diseases—
COVID—there needs to be something in place, right now.
Your union represents workers across many job fields, not just
health care—didn’t you want tougher standards for other job
categories, too?
Rodriguez: Yes, we do and have been working for that. Again,
ventilation systems are just not where they need to be in many types
of workplaces. But most of our focus, at AFGE, has been on health
care. That continues to be an issue. But, as we said in our recent
statement, we would also like to see expanded standards to be applied
to other critical and essential workers in their workplaces—people
who have been working throughout the pandemic. We found that
people in fields beyond health care need protection. We did work to
get it for other workplaces. In the end, at least we got protections—the
interim standard protections—for health care workers. But we were
disappointed to see our broader aim to get standard protection for other
areas get let go.
Visit us on the Internet at www.FederalSoup.com

How would you characterize the danger to feds, now, with
omicron raging, not having in place the ETS or other strong
kind of OSHA standard at the moment?
Rodriguez: The point is, until there is a permanent standard
regarding workplace protection against infectious diseases—
COVID—there needs to be something in place, right now. While we
are dealing with this still-ongoing pandemic. That’s obvious, right?,
from what we see and hear in news reports. There are surges in the
pandemic right now. And still more are expected in the weeks and
months to come.
Why did the ETS go away? Simply because it was scheduled
as temporary, so somehow there was a lack of attention on
the government’s part to it when omicron hit?
Rodriguez: I think you could say that, yes. But look—if you
look at the government’s approach in general, it’s been to focus
on vaccination. While we’ve supported that as a union, we have
always thought that vaccination is not the only thing that should
be focused on for protecting working people—especially those
who have to work in potentially exposed workplaces throughout
the pandemic. Vaccination is great, and we pushed for that. But
we have been mindful that there are those who need additional
protections, to keep them and everyone else as healthy as possible
during the pandemic. Many of these employees provide needed
services, government services, that the whole country needs
during the pandemic.
Yet, it’s like two ships passing in the night? Unions pushing
not just to extend the health care ETS but to expand it to
other at-risk workers; yet, OSHA fails to extend it and even
lets it expire?
Rodriguez: That’s right, unfortunately. The expiring OSHA ETS
only applied to health care-related occupations. And we did want
to extend it and expand protection to other areas.
Has all legal effect of the ETS gone away, as of early
January?
Rodriguez: Yes. It’s been allowed to expire. ETS standards—
OSHA emergency temporary standards—generally last six
months. They are scheduled to go away. We at AFGE made it
clear we wanted this ETS to be extended while OSHA works
on coming up with something permanent. This same kind of
dilemma, needing an ETS to be extended, has happened before.
That’s because the average permanent OSHA standard takes
around seven years to complete. Again, AFGE’s position—
given the dangers of the current pandemic—is that employees
need protection to remain in place, right now. After all, until
recently, we did have something that provided some protection:
the OSHA ETS. It makes little sense that now the government
has let it go away. Our workers, our locals, don’t have this
standard protecting them right now.
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So, where are we on protecting health care workers from
COVID at all, right now?
Rodriguez: Without a standard, we are really back to where we were
at the beginning of the pandemic. At that time, while many employers
did what they thought they should be doing—and some were being
good—employees for many employers reported they were not always
getting what they needed to stay safe at the workplace. There was
no obligation for employers to do what they should. We think these
standards will slide backwards without the standard in place.
Which agency is the greatest concern, and why?
Rodriguez: We are concerned about the Department of Veterans
Affairs—and we continue to struggle with the VA. They report
implementing safety measures. But some employees report not having

adequate PPE, being required to work in dangerous circumstances, not
knowing patient COVID status, not knowing fellow employee COVID
status, several other problems. VA is our main focus for these reasons.
There are similar safety concerns at the Department of Defense and the
Bureau of Prisons, too. All of this concerns us.
If you feel endangered, as a health care worker, do you
have the right to refuse the order?
Rodriguez: Under OSHA regulations, you can do that. Unfortunately,
it’s a very, very difficult right to exercise and not run into trouble.
What is your action plan going forward?
Rodriguez: We know that the administration has the authority
to extend the ETS. That would be a good place to start. We are
trying to work with the administration to get that to happen.
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1/6: Feds condemn
Capitol attack
By FEND Staff
ON JAN. 6, federal employees and their
union representatives marked a somber
remembrance of last year’s violent
riot at the U.S. Capitol, the first time
in American history in which a mob
invaded the building, trying to stop the
constitutionally-mandated congressional
certification of electoral votes in the
presidential election.
More than 2 million federal employees
and millions more contractors work for
the U.S. government. Organizations
representing them—along with other
labor and leadership groups—marked the
sad spectacle of the riot, insurrection—
or similar term one might use for the
unauthorized violent desecration—that
engulfed the beating heart of our democracy
that day. Employee condemnation of the
events reflects both official findings and
the opinion of the wider public.

POLLS: MAJORITY SEE BREACH 		
AS ILLEGAL
“This wasn’t a group of tourists,” President Joe
Biden said this Jan. 6, in a televised speech
condemning the violence—and honoring
those traumatized, injured and killed a year
ago, “This was an armed insurrection.”

The president’s stark take on the events
of a year ago reflected themes found in the
opinion of a majority of Americans: That
the breach represented an illegal act and
a serious threat to our democracy.
In fact, a couple of tightly-related
views came through in recent polls
commissioned by ABC and NPR. About
a third of Americans consulted in the
NPR poll said they now see Jan. 6 as an
“insurrection,” while a second one-third
view the attack as a “riot that got out of
control.” Both groups, taken together,
constitute a clear majority that regard the
the incursion into the Capitol as having
been against the law and cause to worry
for the security of our democracy.
These majority viewpoints by the public
are reflected in reports made in the
aftermath by intelligence services and law
enforcement—and in the actions of courts
still investigating and prosecuting hundreds
of those suspected of participating in the
violence and vandalism.
Indeed, the advertised goal of the
gathering—and the breach—that
drew thousands to break the law was
to “stop” the congressional count of
electoral votes, a pro forma tally that
for two centuries has served as the final,
if ceremonial, step in the choosing of
presidents. On its face, it is obvious
that no unelected person—much less
a mob of thousands armed with bear
spray and flagpoles to attack police—has

Visit us on the Internet at www.FederalSoup.com

legal standing to physically invade the
legislative proceedings to disrupt them.
Surveys also indicate a continuing threat
of more trouble remains. For example, one
recent poll shows a sizable minority of the
public still erroneously believes—contrary
to scores of official findings in state and
local election recounts, “audits” and
court reviews—that the current president
somehow fenagled, rather than fairly won,
election to the White House. This disproved
conspiracy theory—or “Big Lie”—played a
key role as the spark behind last year’s
violence, one that could catch fire again.

FEDS CONDEMN VIOLENCE
Hundreds were injured and at least
seven people died as a consequence of
the Capitol Hill violence of Jan. 6, 2021,
according to a bipartisan congressional
report issued last year.
Last week, leaders of federal employee
organizations spoke out in unison with
what the country’s courts, legal reporters
and election experts all long since
concluded: that the 2020 election was free
and fair. Federal employee orgs also bore
witness to the sadness and anger shared
by most Americans about Jan. 6.
“Every patriotic citizen was outraged
by that brazen effort to deny our fellow
Americans that most fundamental, Godgiven right—to choose our own leaders—
and instead leave our nation in thrall to a
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NEWS BRIEFS
FSAFEDS: MILEAGE EXPENSE BOOSTED
THE FEDERAL FLEXIBLE Spending Account

Program—the authority behind your
federal health savings account—is
raising the allowable expense per mile
you can claim for medical travel.
The boost? From 16 cents per mile to 18,
an increase of over 12%.
Welcome news indeed—with gas costs
and other automotive expenses riding
high with inflation. The announcement
was issued at the close of last year.

No-Mad / Shutterstock

“Mileage to and from a medical service
is an eligible expense” for these accounts,
the authority stated. “Simply use the
Mileage Worksheet to log miles to and
from your doctor, dentist, pharmacy or
other medical care provider.”
This health-focused resource for
federal employees, formally called the
Health Care Flexible Spending Account
(HCFSA) program, permits users to use
pre-tax dollars for many medical costs
not covered by health insurance, saving
participants significant money each year.

DegrooteStock / Shutterstock

This health-focused
resource for federal
employees, formally
called the Health Care
Flexible Spending Account
(HCFSA) program, permits
users to use pre-tax
dollars for many medical
costs not covered by
health insurance, saving
participants significant
money each year.

These kinds of accounts have their
origins in a 1978 tax reform law that
permitted taxpayers to use pre-tax dollars
for some medical expenses. They took off
in popularity across the working world in
the last two decades, as Congress passed
and refined legislation governing various
types of Health Savings Accounts.
Today’s FSAFEDS program is also
reminding program participants that they
can claim the costs of numerous common
pandemic-era expenses—including home
COVID tests, masks, hand sanitizing wipes
and other related items as “eligible overthe-counter (OTC) HCFSA expenses.”
Participants have until April 20, 2022, to
file claims for expenses incurred last year.
HHHHHHHHHHHHHH

SENIOR EXECS LAUNCH NEW
AWARDS FOR TOP FEDS
THE LEADING GROUP representing federal

senior execs is launching a new set of awards
to recognize the best of the best, with
recipients to be determined later this year.
That association, the Senior Executives
Association (SEA), has announced it is
currently seeking nominations for its new

Visit us on the Internet at www.FederalSoup.com

SEA created their award
event to broaden and
supplement the extremely
small number of prizes
available through
existing contests.
annual awards, with the details on the
process to be announced soon.
The group is looking for nominees, to form
a pool of excellent candidates that will be
winnowed to a handful of awardees chosen
as the best of the best in leadership of the
federal workforce—with prizes handed down
for everything from Outstanding Senior
Executive/Professional of the Year, to Senior
Executive/Professional Lifetime Achievement,
to Excellence in Diversity, Equity, Inclusion and
Accessibility, among others.
SEA created their award event to broaden
and supplement the extremely small number
of prizes available through existing contests.
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“I am excited to announce the upcoming
launch of SEA’s first-ever awards program—
the Senior Executives Association Annual
Awards (SEAAA),” said Bob Corsi, president
of the organization. “Our Board of Directors
decided that an SEA awards program
was long overdue and that we needed to
recognize the incredible accomplishments
of our executives that may not rise to the
level that are recognized with the very
limited Presidential Rank Awards.”
“They further wanted to ensure that no
small agency would be at a disadvantage

in nominating their executives because of
the inability to pay out large cash awards,”
Corsi added. “We are starting small with
three very prestigious awards and hope to
expand in the future,”
The new SEA awards are geared to
recognize those “whose achievements
embody SEA’s mission-driven expectations
of meritorious federal executive/
professional service to the United States,”
the group said. “Moreover, the program will
recognize exemplary executive leadership
and outstanding professional performance
on major projects with department/

The new SEA awards are geared to recognize those
“whose achievements embody SEA’s mission-driven
expectations of meritorious federal executive/
professional service to the United States.”

agency-wide impact that clearly exceeds
expectations.”
The SEA awards timetable and other details
on the event will be released soon, SEA said.
HHHHHHHHHHHHHH

PPS LEADERSHIP TRAINING
ATTENTION, FEDS AT the GS-7 to GS-11

level, interested in moving up by getting
more—and giving more—at work. A great
way to make yourself a better and happier
candidate to advance at work is to hone
your leadership skills. Just this week, the
nonprofit Partnership for Public Service (PPS)
announced a management development
program for feds designed to do just that.
Unlike a lot of similar training courses,
PPS’s course runs over several months,
rather than being crammed into one or
two weeks of very long hours. That can
help—it avoids disrupting your schedule
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Thrift Savings Plan Share Prices
Funds
G Fund
F Fund
C Fund
S Fund
I Fund
Lifecycle Funds
L Income
L 2025
L 2030
L 2035
L 2040
L 2045
L 2050
L 2055
L 2060
L 2065

January 6
$16.7407
$20.6419
$70.9042
$80.6703
$39.2302

Month Ago
$16.7224
$20.8752
$71.0811
$82.5479
$38.6403

Year Ago
$16.5113
$20.9966
$56.9622
$77.5623
$36.5009

$23.3989
$12.1679
$43.1835
$12.9933
$49.2628
$13.5141
$29.6543
$14.6753
$14.6751
$14.6748

$23.3868
$12.1596
$43.1649
$12.9897
$49.2535
$13.5137
$29.6550
$14.6652
$14.6651
$14.6650

$22.4015
$11.2964
$39.3802
$11.7669
$44.3015
$12.0862
$26.3637
$12.7465
$12.7466
$12.7467

Register free to get rates of return and other TSP info at: https://federalsoup.com/portals/top/thrift-savings-plan.aspx
Visit us on the Internet at www.FederalSoup.com
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