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     AFGE and Members of Con-
gress are concerned about Acting 
Commissioner Carolyn Colvin’s 
vision for SSA’s future. 
     In May, a joint letter from AFGE 
National President J. David Cox 
and Council 220 President Witold 
Skwierczynski informed Congress 
of SSA’s plan, or lack thereof, for 
field offices as described in the 
Agency’s recently published 10-
year strategic document entitled 
VISION 2025. 
     Due to AFGE’s action, 71 
Members of Congress sent two 

separate bipartisan letters in July 
2015 to Colvin expressing con-
cern. Troubled over the Agency’s 
silence regarding the future role 
of in-person customer service to 
the American people in its’ 1,250 
field offices across the nation, the 
Representatives requested infor-
mation about what the Agency’s 
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By Lee Montgomery, Staff Writer 
Exec Vice President of AFGE Local 3448 

 

NEW HOPE 
For Hardship  

 

he signing of an updated 
Hardship Transfer MOU 
(Memorandum Of Un-
derstanding) on May 21, 

2015 brought new hope for the 
many SSA employees who either 
have a current Hardship Transfer 
request pending, or who may expe-
rience hardship situations in the 
future.  According to the new MOU, 
a hardship exists if the circum-
stances are “beyond the employ-
ee’s control and are sufficiently se-
vere enough that they jeopardize 
the employee or his/her family’s 
health or financial security.” 
     Some hardship examples given 

T 

in the new MOU include, but are 
not limited to: a serious medical 
condition that jeopardizes the 
employee or immediate family 
member(s); access to a hospital 
that specializes in treatment of a 
specific life threatening disease 
or condition (even if a general 
care hospital in the employee’s 
current location exists); access 
to special educational facilities 
for physical or mental health is-
sues; a spouse or significant oth-
er retains employment and must 
relocate.  
     In the past, Hardship Trans-
fers were usually only granted 
for either medical or financial 
reasons, or both. However, 
these Hardships were seldom 
approved, and usually required 
the filing of a grievance to get 
closer attention. An employee 
cannot See Transfers, page 6 

exact future plans are for its    in-
frastructure. 
     In a letter dated July 7, 66 
Members of Congress from across 
the nation asked Colvin to clearly 
articulate the Agency’s intent and 
asked whether the number of field 
offices would remain the same, 
increase or decrease, and why. 
They asked what justification SSA 
has for dramatically shifting its fo-
cus from in-person customer ser-
vice at local field offices to virtual 
self-help online over the next 10 
years.   
     Rep. Cheri Bustos (IL-17), who 
spear-headed the letter, said in 
her press release, “Many don’t 
have access to the internet or 
family or friends for help.  That is 
why we need to protect the ser-
vices offered at our local offices 
and make Social Security benefits 
easier to access for seniors, not 
more difficult.”  
     Rep. Bustos and her col-
leagues cite a November 2014 
study of registered voters that 
found that an overwhelming 86% 
of Americans do not wish to see a 
reduction in field offices.  The 
study also indicated that among 
those under 30, a mere 4% would 

See Answers, page 5 
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     The Publications Committee and I press toward the goal of produc-
ing a better publication with each printing, and I thank our readers for 
the     support and advice we have received since the June UNITY re-
lease. 
     Those responses have been overwhelmingly positive, and any criti-
cism has been absolutely constructive. I think this is a reflection of the 
attitude of the Bargaining Unit as a whole — active and retired alike; 
we recognize we truly are all “ in this together,” and that solidarity is 
more than a word.  
     Eighty years ago, on August 14, 1935, President Franklin D. Roo-
sevelt signed the Social Security Act into law. SSA’s 80th anniversary 
brings again to our attention the absolute essential role this agency 
plays in the economic well-being of our nation. 
     We see this every day — in the Field Offices, in the TSC’s, PC’s, 
ODAR and other components of the Agency — as the tidal wave of     
people crashes through our doors both figuratively, and literally. 
      SSA faces serious challenges in meeting such a growing demand, 
challenges FDR and Congress could not have imagined in 1935. 
These challenges will require capable workers. Simply put: it will re-
quire America’s best. I believe we are those people — we, the Bar-
gaining Unit of one of America’s most influential federal agencies—we, 
the members of AFGE Council 220.  
      We recognize our task is broader than just administering a law. 
Our task is to successfully lead American labor into an uncertain fu-
ture, one which will surely be marked by unprecedented advance-
ments in technology, quickly evolving and unforeseen standards in ser-
vice delivery, and quite likely, unprecedented legislative reform to en-
sure the trust funds  survive. 
     Certainly, it will be our collective leverage which will see this Agen-
cy through to another 80 years, just as it will be AFGE’s vigilance 
which ensures the Act’s original promise is kept — that the American 
worker, and his dependents, live with dignity and economic stability in 
the event of retirement, disability or death, and that we — the archi-
tects of tomorrow’s civil service— remain able, diligent and dedicated 
to the task before us. 

UNITYUNITYUNITY   

 Editorôs Note By Cari Watson  

TAKE ACTION NOW! 

AFGEc220.org 

 
Call Your Member 

of Congress 
1-844-913-7574 

Write a Letter  
 
 
 
 

to the Editor 

Recruit  
New  

Members 
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By Ryan Gurganious, Staff Writer 

AFGE Council 220 Representative/ 

Council 220 Publications Committee Chair 

HATCH ACTACTACT   

     The Hatch Act of 1939, officially An Act to Prevent Pernicious Politi-
cal Activities, is a United States federal law whose main provision pro-
hibits employees in the executive branch of the federal government, 
except the president, vice-president, and certain designated high-level 
officials of that branch, from engaging in some forms of political activi-
ty. The law was named for Senator Carl Hatch of New Mexico. It was 
most recently amended in 2012. The Hatch Act PROHIBITS certain 
further restricted employees, such as career SES, ALJs, and AAJs, 
from taking an active role in partisan political management or partisan 
political campaigns.   
     See the U.S. Office of Special Counsel "Hatch Act for Federal Em-
ployees” page for additional guidance @ www.osc.gov/pages/hatchact
-affectsme.aspx. Below is a partial list of prohibited activity.  

be candidates for public 
office in nonpartisan elec-
tions 
 

¶ register and vote as you choose 
 
assist in voter registration 
drives 
 

¶ express opinions about 
candidates and issues 

 
contribute money to political 
organizations 
 

¶ attend political fundrais-
ing functions; attend and be 
active at political rallies and 
meetings 

 
join and be an active mem-
ber of a political party or 
club 
 

¶ sign nominating petitions 
 
campaign for or against 
referendum questions, con-
stitutional amendments, 

municipal ordinances  
 

¶ campaign for or against candi-
dates in partisan elections 

 

use official authority or influ-
ence to interfere with an elec-
tion 
 

¶ solicit or discourage political ac-
tivity of anyone with business 
before your agency 

 
solicit or receive political con-
tributions (may be done in 
certain limited situations by 

federal labor or other employee or-
ganizations) 
 

¶ be candidates for public   office 
in partisan elections 

 
engage in political activity 
while: on duty, in a govern-
ment office, wearing an offi-

cial uniform, using a government 
vehicle 
 

¶ wear partisan political buttons on 
duty 

 
Using social media to solicit, 
accept, or receive political 
contributions 

 

¶ post, tweet or otherwise target a 
subordinate’s social media site 
with political activity. 

 

Labor-Management 
VA Workgroup  
Results in Positive 
Outcomes 

     Previously, UNITY reported 
that the Labor-Management 3 on 
3 workgroup on veteran’s issues 
was due to meet in June 2015 in 
Baltimore. 
     Marine Corp veteran Amad 
Ali, a CR in New Albany, IN, who 
also serves as Executive Vice 
President of Local 3571, was 
one of the three labor represent-
atives in attendance. He said the 
meetings were positive. 
     The workgroup determined 
that advanced PTSD training for 
management must become a 
requirement, and suggested the 
training be led by topic experts, 
as well as be more in-depth and 
advanced than what is currently 
available. The training should 
also be interactive, with the de-
sired result being that Manage-
ment be better prepared to as-
sist employees who suffer from 
the condition and in this way 
promote employee retention. 
     The workgroup also identified 
the need for continuity of leave 
and pay information for Veter-
ans, proposing the development 
of a national “one stop shop” for 
management, employees and 
HR representatives. The 
workgroup also recommended 
increased networking among 
Agency veterans within to pro-
mote wellness and career devel-
opment. 
     “In September we present our 
proposal to the Commissioner; 
and, we hope to have the Com-
missioner embrace the proposal 
and set things in motion by the 
end of the year,” Ali said. 

UPDATE: 

REMINDERS 
GOOD BAD 
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Agency Unilaterally Bans Personal Space Heaters 
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AFGE Action Ensures Safety of SSA  
Employees Amid Baltimore Riots 

Baltimore police stand watch outside Security Square Mall on April 27, 2015.  The mall is 

near  the Social Security Administration Headquarters and just a few miles west of the city.  

By Cari Watson,  
Council 220 Editor 

 

and from, Baltimore, as well as 
what plan was in place for em-
ployees at the Wabash Ave Field 
Office and the Baltimore Tele-
Service Center (TSC), facilities 
that were near the center of Mon-
day’s violence. 
     AFGE Council 220 Health and 
Safety Representative Rick Han-
na, of Ohio, contacted SSA’s Of-
fice of Emergency Preparedness 
(OEP) to ask what procedures 
were in place to protect employ-
ees and visitors who would be 
doing business in the area. 
    Rep Hanna could not get a sat-
isfactory response from OEP, so 
he contacted SSA’s Office of La-
bor-Management Employee Re-
lations (OLMER). After complet-
ing the call to OLMER, Rep Han-
na’s official time to address the 
crisis was DENIED by his local 
management.  
     President Skwierczynski 
asked SSA officials: “The Com-
missioner pledged to work with 
‘our labor unions’ and [VISION 
2025] emphasized ‘employee 
empowerment.’  The first crisis 
occurs and SSA tries to shut the 
union out by denying official time 

to the Health and Safety Repre-
sentative dealing with a major cri-
sis in Baltimore.”      
     Shortly thereafter, the Acting 
Regional Commissioner for Chica-
go, Phyllis Smith, approved Rep 
Hanna’s official time. SSA man-
agement then started a phased 
closing of all SSA facilities in Balti-
more. The emergency closings 
allowed employees to flee from 
the threat of violence. These ac-
tions were in direct response to 
AFGE’s persistence and diligence.  
     AFGE is currently working to 
resolve employee issues related 
to the closing, including the em-
ployees’ time and attendance is-
sues, particularly those employees 
who had previously scheduled 
leave, and those employees who 
chose to stay home that morning 
because they deemed travel too 
hazardous.  
     While discouraged by the 
Agency’s poor immediate re-
sponse, AFGE was pleased that 
SSA responded responsibly.  
     AFGE’s action protected em-
ployees and the public SSA 
serves, and prevented a bad situ-
ation from becoming worse. 
 

F 
rustration often stems 
from disappointment, 
and in the evening 
hours of Monday, April 

27, 2015 a community’s disap-
pointment expressed as violence 
in the streets of Baltimore, MD.  
     Two weeks of peaceful demon-
strations erupted into violent riot-
ing over the treatment of Freddie 
Gray, a black man who died of a 
severe spinal injury while in the 
custody of the Baltimore Police 
Department on April 19, 2015. 
     When reports were received 
that protesters began looting an 
electronics store just two blocks 
from SSA Headquarters AFGE 
leadership leapt into action. 
     AFGE Council 220 President 
Witold Skwierczynski pressed for 
answers from Agency leadership 
about what additional security 
measures the Agency was imple-
menting to keep employees and 
claimants safe, given that the 
Governor of Maryland had de-
clared a State of Emergency in 
Baltimore.  He asked what was 
being done to protect SSA em-
ployees who work in, and travel to 
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By Warren Cohen, Staff Writer 

Local 2369, Communications Officer 

 

     The USDA is once again col-
laborating with AFGE, SSA, and 
all other Federal agencies and 
vested parties in their annual 
Feds Feed Families (FFF) cam-
paign. Typically held in the sum-
mer of each year, the nation-wide 
initiative helps 
families in 
every state.  
     This year's 
SSA cam-
paign runs 
from July 27 
through Sep-
tember 30, 
2015.  
      Feds Feeding Families is a 
joint Labor-Management effort 
and AFGE Representatives will 
select the employee participants 
in each facility who will meet with 

Initiate a meeting with 
your local manage-
ment before the cam-
paign begins to dis-
cuss details. 

 
Poll employees ahead 
of time to see what 
area pantries are their 
top choices, then work 

with Management to jointly pick a 
charity. 
 
Issue a joint labor-
management memo 
to your local employ-
ees announcing the 
program and encour-
aging participation. 
 
Have both management and un-
ion officials present when items 
are weighed and collected by the 

benefiting pantry. 

 
Issue a joint Labor-
Management memo,   
recognizing the benefit 
of collaboration. 

prefer to file for benefits online.   
     Council 220 Lobbyist Eric Shul-
man worked closely with Rep. 
Bustos’ staff in crafting the letter.  
If nothing else, Shulman said, “it 
may force SSA to actually develop 
a plan for the field offices that can 
be scrutinized and debated in 
Congress.  For the past decade, 
SSA’s basic strategy has been to 
diminish the role of field offices in 
every way possible, push the in-
ternet, and don’t talk about it.” 
     In a separate letter sent on Ju-
ly 8, five members of the House 
Committee on Ways and Means 
voiced similar concerns and asked 
the Commissioner for much of the 

same information.   
     The Congressmen noted 
that their “constituents have 
voiced frustrations with ex-
tremely long wait times for drop
-in assistance, months-long 
wait times for appointments, 
and protracted waits for disabil-
ity determinations.”   
     The committee members 
asked what type of improve-
ments, specifically in customer 
service, would be possible if 
SSA was granted additional 
funding.  They also inquired 
what additional service 
tradeoffs would occur if funding 
continued at current levels.  
     While there are no guaran-
tees that Colvin will provide 

Congress with the requested in-
formation, she certainly will have 
incentive; as the letter from the 
House Committee Ways and 
Means suggests, SSA’s budget is 
determined by Congress, and if 
the Agency is viewed as forthright 
and cooperative, Congress may 
be more inclined to increase fund-
ing to alleviate current budget-
related customer service woes. 
     All in all, this additional pres-
sure from Members of Congress 
and the influential House Commit-
tee on Ways and Means may be 
the leverage needed to ensure 
that quality, in-person customer 
service to the American people in 
field offices across the nation re-
mains intact in years to come. 

management to jointly plan their 
local campaign.   
     The AFGE reps and/or de-
signees involved work with SSA 
management to facilitate the pro-
gram and select the charity to 
receive the donated items.  
      AFGE Council 220 represent-
atives Jill Hornick and Matt Per-
linger worked with management 
counterparts in establishing the 
National Guidelines for the SSA 
Campaign.  
      Since 2009, Federal employ-
ees have collected an incredible 
24.1 million pounds of food and 
other non-perishable items. Last 
year SSA employees and Feder-
al workers set a new record by 

collecting 9 mil-
lion pounds of 
like items. 
     AFGE 
Council 220 
encourages all 
local Union 
Representa-
tives and mem-
bers to take a 

pro-active approach to work joint-
ly with management officials 
throughout the campaign. For a 
list of regional food banks visit 
www.feedingamerica.org.  
          

14,849,380 lbs 
 

donated by Federal Employees in 2014 

Answers From page 1 

Ideas FEDS 
 

FEED  
Families 
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From Transfer , page 1 

simply state a hardship exists. Evi-
dence is required to prove the ex-
istence of a hardship. This evi-
dence can include items like medi-
cal records, proof of household 
income, and proof of the differ-
ence in cost of living between two 
areas, for example. Documents 
proving daycare or eldercare prob-
lems or needs may also serve as 
evidence of hardship.  Regardless 
of the situation, past success in 
retaining a Hardship Transfer has 
hinged on two things: first, the cre-
ation and proper submission of a 
solid, well-written Hardship Trans-
fer application and second, the 
timely submission of applicable 
supporting evidence.      
      Unfortunately, there has exist-
ed no clear guide to assistant al-
ready stressed Hardship Transfer 
applicants in accomplishing these 
two pivotal aspects of the process. 
Although the criteria for filing a 
Hardship Transfer was outlined in 
both the previous MOU as well as 
in the Agency’s PPM (Personnel 
Policy Manual), these documents 

did not provide guidance on how 
to draft a superior request, nor 
did they provide guidance on 
what may help or hinder them in 
their request, or on what timeline 
an expected decision could be 
received. As such, applicants 
were largely left in the dark and 
unnecessarily stressed. 
     Identifying these issues of 
concern, AFGE took action to 
negotiate expanded Hardship 
Transfer criteria. AFGE also 
initiated the creation of a Hard-
ship Transfer Guide and train-
ing package, to ensure availa-
bility of concise and clear in-
formation regarding the pro-
cess, assistance in writing the 
request, as well as guidance 
on submission and appeal 
procedures from a trained AF-
GE Representative.  
     Historically AFGE Local 3448 
has had tremendous success in 
obtaining Hardship Transfers for 
the BU employees in its area. As 
such, the Hardship Transfer 
Guide and training package orig-
inated in Local 3448. This inno-
vative Guide is a step-by-step list 

to help Reps in assisting bargain-
ing unit employees when hard-
ships arise.  
     After offering this training to its 
local Reps at the Local’s fall 
meeting at Mohican State Lodge 
in October 2015, the guide will 
become available to all locals 
everywhere via the AFGE Council 
220 website, 
www.AFGEc220.org.     

The updated criteria and in-
creased availability of assistance 
will, in many instances, allow 
greater application and approval 
of Hardship Transfer requests, as 
the scope of the criteria has ex-
panded and BU employees now 
have help as they navigate the 
process.  
     All in all, AFGE’s work on this 
issue will enable employees to 
pursue an improved “work-life        

 balance.”  

 

chooses to exercise this right by requesting 
representation, no further questioning or ac-
tion will take place until the employee's rep-
resentative is present, provided no unrea-
sonable delay occurs.  However, this does 
not apply to routine work related conversa-
tions.  

Know Your    Rights 

 

    “Weingarten Rights”—the right of 
unionized workers to have a steward or 
someone else from the union present if 
the person is in a situation where he or 
she may be disciplined.  
     The Civil Service Reform Act of 1978, 
as well as the National Agreement be-
tween AFGE and SSA in Article 3, Sec-
tion 6(B), provides that when a manager 
is aware that a meeting may result in dis-
ciplinary action, the manager will inform 
the employee of the general purpose of 
the meeting and will inform the employee 
of his/her right to have a union repre-
sentative present if he/she chooses.  If 
the employee reasonably believes that 
the event may result in a disciplinary ac-
tion against him/her, he/she may request 
union representation.  Once an employee 

              Clip & Save 

Weingarten   

“If this discussion could in any way lead to my 
being disciplined or terminated, or  affect my 
personal working conditions, I respectfully re-
quest that my union representative, officer, or 
steward be present at this meeting. Until my 

representation arrives, I choose not to partici-
pate in this discussion.” 

The updated Hardship 
Transfer MOU and simulta-

neous creation of the new Guide 
is truly good news.  

—Witold Skwierczynski,  
President AFGE Council 220 

If called to a meeting with management, read 
the following or present this information to 
management when the meeting begins. 

 

—Weingarten Rights—  
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DEFENDING  YOUR  RIGHT :  

By Jim Campana, Staff Writer 
2nd Vice President Council 220 

 

     SSA’s heating and air conditioning systems, in thousands of locations around the coun-

try, vary widely in capacity and efficiency.  In the past, officially and unofficially, the Agen-

cy has permitted employees to use space heaters to warm up personal work areas, when 

the office system could not do it. On occasion, however, space heaters were alleged to 

have caused office fires. 

     In early 2013,  the Agency banned their use, stating, “All personal space heaters are 

prohibited from use in SSA space ... as they present an inordinate fire safety risk to SSA 

employees and property.”  AFGE’s General Committee objected to this unilateral move 

and demanded to bargain over the issue.  No one wants office fires, nor situations in 

which they are likely to happen.  But neither does AFGE want employees to be freezing in 

their cubicles, at any time of the year. 

     According to law and the contract, the Agency is required to give advance notice to the 

Union when making a sweeping working-condition change. It did not do so in this case. 

When the Union demanded bargaining, the Agency agreed, but refused to suspend the 

ban during the process. This kind of unilateral action normally is an unfair labor practice 

(ULP) violation of union rights, and the Union filed a ULP charge against the Agency in 

2013. 

     Bargaining on the issue occurred in June 2013, but after a few days of negotiating, it 

became clear that the parties were far apart. When a Mediator was unsuccessful in resolv-

ing the dispute, an impasse was declared.  AFGE filed for assistance from the Federal 

Service Impasses Panel, but, before the Panel, SSA refused to deal with the majority of 

the Union’s space-heater proposals, claiming they were contrary to law.  AFGE studied its 

best course, and decided to step back from the impasse procedure and from the filed ULP 

in order to defend the negotiability of its proposals before the Federal Labor Relations Au-

thority (FLRA). The FLRA’s negotiability process is a technical legal proceeding, and a 

specialist from AFGE’s National Office  assisted the General Committee team in filing a 

negotiability appeal with the FLRA in March 2014.The FLRA, in a decision (68 FLRA 

No.70) issued on March 27, 2015, found that —except for part of one proposal—all of AF-

GE’s proposals in the space-heater bargaining had either been accepted by SSA as nego-

tiable or were found by the FLRA to be negotiable. Armed with this favorable decision, the 

AFGE bargaining team has requested a return to bargaining. A return to the table is 

expected in late summer. 

     In the meantime, AFGE recommends that SSA’s unilaterally issued “Addressing 
Thermal Comfort Concerns” policy be used by bargaining unit employees as  much 
as  possible to ensure a safe and comfortable workplace. This recent Agency di-
rective requires local management to review all aspects of their HVAC systems, 
and to correct, to the furthest extent possible, any HVAC and/or heating-design defi-
ciencies that may have caused the need for space heaters. It also provides for the 
possibility of employees having access to  space heaters through the EEO reasonable
-accommodation process, for employees having health needs for extra heating.   
     If you are, or have been, involved in a temperature-related dispute or resolution, please keep the AFGE 
bargaining team apprised of your situation, by sending a brief description to Jim Campana, 2nd VP of Council 
220, at afgejim@gmailcom .  
 

To A Comfortable & Safe  

Work Environment  

 

June 2013: 
Bargaining 

 

2013: 
Union Files ULP 

 

March 27, 2015: 
Favorable FLRA  
Decision 

 

Present:  
Union preparing 
to request  return 
to bargaining  

March 2014: 
Union withdraws 
ULP, FLRA      
Negotiability     
Appeal Filed 

October 2013:  
Agency issues 
“Addressing 
Thermal Comfort  
Concerns” policy  

 

June 2013:  
Union files for  
assistance from 
Impasse Panel  

Early 2013: 
 

Agency  
Unilaterally 

Bans Personal 
Space Heaters 



American Federation of  
Government Employees (AFL-CIO)  
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Additional 21.5 Million People  
Affected by OPM Breach 

@rallypt4ssafge 
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HACKED: 

WASHINGTON – AFGE National President J. David Cox 
Sr. today issued the following statement in response to 
the disclosure that an additional 21.5 million people had 
their personal data stolen as a result of intrusions into 
the Office of Personnel Management’s computer sys-
tems: 
     “The Obama administration has confirmed our suspi-
cion that far more people were affected by the data 
breaches than OPM originally announced. 
     “Everyone who completed a federal employment suit-
ability form since at least 2000 had their information sto-
len. This amounts to about 21.5 million people. The infor-
mation stolen includes Social Security numbers on appli-
cants and their spouses or domestic partners, employ-
ment and education history, current and former home 
addresses, the passwords used for completing the forms 

AFGE renews call for lifetime credit      
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online, and in some cases biometric information such as fin-
gerprints. 
     “This is in addition to the 4.2 million current and former 
employees whose information was potentially compromised 
as a result of a separate data breach into OPM’s personnel 
records. 
     “The credit monitoring and fraud protection being offered 
by OPM in response to these breaches is woefully insuffi-
cient in light of the extreme nature of these cybercrimes. We 
are committed to ensuring the administration does every-
thing possible to protect the personal information of the indi-
viduals who were victimized and puts the proper safeguards 
in place to prevent a similar breach in the future and to rem-
edy the harm caused by these breaches.” 
     The AFGE-SSA General Committee demanded that SSA 
allow employees to sign up for OPM identity theft insurance 
on work time, SSA agreed. AFGE also asked SSA to provide 
employees excused absence so they could work with their 
credit unions/financial institutions regarding any potential 
breaches to their accounts that resulted from the OPM hack. 
SSA has yet to agree to such excused absences. 
 
      


