August XX, 2026

Dear Representative:

As the Social Security Administration (SSA) marks its 91st anniversary, we recognize an agency that has been a cornerstone of economic security for generations of Americans. SSA now delivers approximately 75 million payments each month, totaling roughly $1.6 trillion annually, while serving retirees, survivors, people with disabilities, families, and some of our nation's most vulnerable citizens. That mission depends on a strong, experienced workforce. Today, SSA faces the worst staffing crisis in its 90-year history, and Congress must act.

THE STAFFING CRISIS
According to SSA's FY 2026 Limitation on Administrative Expenses Report, the agency is projected to lose 14.5 percent of its workforce between 2024 and 2026, leaving approximately 50,278 employees to manage a growing workload and beneficiary population. SSA's current workforce of approximately 52,100 is already a 59-year low. In 2025 alone, the agency lost approximately 6,500 employees through early retirement and separation incentives, with little meaningful hiring to replace them.  The losses are concentrated in frontline positions. Field offices lost 2,173 employees, 10 percent of their workforce, between August 2024 and March 2026, even after SSA reassigned approximately 2,000 employees to frontline positions.

Service has suffered. Initial disability claims processing has increased from 111 days in FY 2017 to 220 days in FY 2026, while reconsiderations increased from 101 to 248 days. Average time to reach an 800-number representative has increased from 13 minutes to 59–111 minutes or a callback. In a late-2025/early-2026 survey, 65 percent of SSA employees reported that service quality had declined over the preceding year.

Rather than addressing these capacity gaps through sustained hiring, SSA is increasingly relying on restructuring and automation. At the same time, reductions in workplace flexibility have undermined recruitment, retention, and morale. Technology can support employees, but it cannot replace the experienced workforce needed to administer complex programs and serve the public.

AI AND AUTOMATED ADJUDICATION REQUIRE OVERSIGHT
SSA is pursuing a "digital first" strategy and rapidly expanding artificial intelligence and automation while its workforce is at a historic low. AFGE Council 220 supports technology that assists a well-trained, adequately staffed workforce. We oppose using automation to replace employees or make decisions affecting the rights and benefits of Americans without meaningful human oversight.

SSA has deployed an AI-powered phone system and is expanding Straight Through Processing (STP), which can adjudicate certain claims from initiation to completion without a technician manually reviewing the claim. SSA reports that approximately 75 percent of Medicare claims are processed successfully through STP, compared with roughly 35 percent for Retirement Insurance Benefit cases, and is considering expansion to disability claims.

Before this technology is expanded, Congress should require clear answers to basic questions: How is accuracy defined and independently verified? Who audits automated determinations? What recourse does a claimant have when automation is wrong? And how will automation affect the workforce responsible for reviewing exceptions and complex cases?

WHAT WE ASK OF CONGRESS
Congress should:
1. Fund hiring. Fill approximately 7,000 positions lost and provide sustained funding for recruitment, training, and retention, particularly in field offices, Teleservice Centers, and support units and restore 1.2% outlay funding earmark 3 billion to staffing and better pay and benefits package and the sustained hiring of 20k more workers.
2. Protect the workforce. Restore workplace flexibility, including advanced leave, flextime and credit-hour accrual, and support competitive compensation and retention incentives.
3. Establish meaningful AI oversight. Require independent evaluation, transparency, bias and accuracy testing, meaningful human review, clear claimant recourse, and accountability before SSA expands AI or STP to additional claims or agency functions.
4. Protect community-based service. Require staffing levels, public demand, and community need to be considered before closing, restructuring field offices, or reduction in staff.
5. Strengthen congressional oversight and transparency. Require regular public reporting on staffing, vacancies, workload, wait-times for contacting an SSA employee through the 800# and for obtaining an appointment at a community-based field office, service quality, and automated decision-making, and invite frontline SSA employees to testify about the agency's challenges and solutions.
6. Rather than assume that the public prefers digital service, require SSA to conduct public hearings through the country, focus groups and scientific polling to determine the nature of service delivery (i.e., digital, telephonic, face-to-face) that the public prefers from the Agency.

Social Security has endured for 91 years because Americans have invested in both the program and the public servants who administer it. As SSA enters its 92nd year, Congress must ensure that modernization strengthens rather than substitutes for the trained workforce responsible for protecting Americans earned benefits.  AFGE Council 220 respectfully requests congressional oversight and action and stands ready to provide testimony, data, and firsthand accounts from the SSA frontline workforce.

Sincerely,

