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August 12, 2008
MEMORANDUM FOR: Brian Montgomery, Assistant Secretary for Housing, H
FROM:  Irene Facha, Chair, Bargaining Team for FHA Call Center, AFGE
    Council of HUD Locals 222

SUBJECT:  Demand to Bargain FHA Call Center

This will serve as AFGE Council of HUD Locals 222 demand to bargain over the proposed implementation of work transfer for the FHA Call Center. We have waited over 30 days for the receipt of Article V notice from your office concerning the “emergency” default of the second contractor.  Since your office has proven itself apparently incapable or responding timely to what you labeled as an emergency, the Union has been hard at work meeting with employees and getting their criticisms of the system under the contractors and how things could be more efficiently and effectively handled by existing staff. Our proposal is that this work be done by in house staff, much of which is in field offices (although the employees of the Philadelphia HOC want to do the work from this office).  This would eliminate: 

1. Housing’s apparent problems in writing a contract for the provision of customer service in answering questions across a broad spectrum of single family FHA programs, which any contractor staff (which often has high turn over rates if mortgagee staffs are any indication) would have to be trained by existing staff anyway. 

2. Housing’s apparent problem in selecting a contractor willing and able to do the job as the last two fiascos have proven.

3. The bad reputation federal employees get because contractors are not motivated in the same way federal employees are to provide customer service.  Indeed, the prior contracts were designed to increase the number of calls since that is how the contractor got paid, even where that resulted in the customer getting the run around.  We received information under both previous contractors that people were frequently hanging up out of frustration.
4. Existing barriers to accomplishing the “encourages homeownership” performance element now placed in virtually every employee’s elements.  How can you encourage anything when all you have to offer is the phone number to a contractor?

5. The underutilization of field and regional housing employees.  I have received several comments, mostly but not exclusively from my local, that field staffs in particular are not working anywhere near full capacity.  My employees have always stepped up and told me when they are not full engaged, much too local management’s chagrin and where management told them they are never to admit that. 
Throughout this process as well as what I have learned about the “reengineering” of the HOC, management continues to take the illusory “easy” way out.  With a contractor, they have little to do and someone to blame.  Cost is not an issue – the Agency almost prides itself on its noncompliance with A76.  Time is not an issue, since the Union’s proposal could be up and running within 30 days –the time Housing let expire in their efforts to put together an Article V notice.  A decision to contract this work  would result in the Union giving serious consideration to a Mandamus action against the Secretary to follow A-76 procedures, which will only further delay addressing not only this issue, but those related to the new Housing Act (should contracting be a component) that are under very limited timeframes.  Effectiveness is not an issue for Housing.  The Union received significant feedback that customers were frustrated with both prior contractors.  It is time Housing stepped up and made its managers as performance rated as its employees.
Our plan pushes the emphasis on a HUD web page (the basics exists but needs tweaking to make more accessible and usable by the public).  After all, more people are becoming more willing to get their information from the web than a real person.  It emphasizes training on new mortgagee letters, new regulation and policy changes, and emergency measures like those suffering foreclosure.  Thus, giving timely and informative information better than any contractor can do.


Finally, the Union is tired of poor management that reflects not only negatively on a bunch of people working hard to make the programs they work on effective and efficient.  It is tired of being blamed by the public for contractors that get millions to provide no service.  It is not only a disservice to those hard working employees.  It is a disservice to the Hill in attempting to provide programs that the public can’t get information on or implement emergency programs as timely as could be done.

Below are our specific preliminary proposals

1. Relocation, Separation and Downgrade:  No employee will be involuntarily relocated, separated, or downgraded due to the transfer of work for the FHA Call Center.

2. Local Bargaining:  Management agrees that, in accordance with Article 5 of the Collective Bargaining Agreement between the Agency and the Union (the “CBA”), bargaining will be conducted at the local level concerning any local issues involving the implementation of transfer of work for the FHA Call Center.
3. Telecommuting:  Management agrees that existing Telework Agreements will not be adversely affected or rescinded by the implementation of the transfer of work for the FHA Call Center.

4. Reasonable Accommodations:  Management agrees that existing Reasonable Accommodation(s) agreements will not be affected by the implementation of transfer of work for the FHA Call Center..

5. Training: The parties agree that the success of the FHA Call Center depends upon giving employees adequate and frequent (where needed) training.  The Agency will provide FHA Call Center Customer Service training to all affected employees.

a. In addition, management will provide the bargaining unit employees in the call centers training in all newly issued mortgagee letters, regulatory or statutory changes, policy changes, new programs and new Handbook provisions no less than once quarterly and will identify issuances that are causing increased call volume, if any, due to their ambiguity and/or conflicting with other requirements.

b. Management will also provide training on using the HUD web page as the primary resource to which to direct callers and answer questions.  Said web site will be amended as suggested in proposal #6 below.

6. Web Page:  The HUD web page will be redesigned to place an “FHA” button on the opening page which will take the person directly to the FHA portion of HUD’s web.  This will facilitate the public’s access to information as employees receive complaints from the public that the FHA portion of HUD’s web is difficult to locate from our existing opening page.
Any “outdated” or revised handbooks, still in effect, not already on the web site shall be added.

7. ePerformance:  In establishing and applying Specific Measurable Attainable Relevant and Time-bound SMART goal the implementation of transfer of work for the FHA Call Center shall not have an adverse impact on affected employees’ Performance ratings.

8. Promotions/Upward Mobility:  There shall be no adverse impact on any employees’ promotions, upward mobility or career ladder promotions as a result of the implementation of transfer of work for the FHA Call Center.
9. Bargaining Unit Status:  No employee shall be removed from the bargaining unit as a result of the phasing in process of the implementation of transfer of work for the FHA Call Center.

10. Workload analysis:  To ensure compliance with the Fair Labor Standards Act, Management will perform a workload analysis for all employees affected by the transfer of work for the FHA Call Center.

11. Use of Asset Management:  The transfer of work for the FHA Call Center of will be determined by each HOC Center Management and as such all employees within Single Family HOC Centers are considered affected employees.

12. No Waivers: Nothing in this Supplement waives any rights granted to employees by law, regulation, statute, contract, etc.

13.  Evaluation: On a semi-annual basis, Management agrees to conduct a complete evaluation of the FHA Call center, which includes a workload analysis of the bargaining unit. The results of this evaluation shall be submitted to the Union. Upon completion of each evaluation , a program evaluation conference call shall be conducted by the parties who have negotiated this Supplement The purpose of the meetings will be to discuss problems and concerns and the effectiveness of the transfer of work of the FHA Call Center
14.     Position Descriptions: Management agrees to provide employees a copy of their classified position descriptions upon approval of this Supplement.
15. Customer Service/Changes to Call Messages:  Each HOC shall change its dial in menu to add the following:
In order to better manage our current call volume, FHA would like to restrict case specific discussions to the underwriter responsible for the loan.  If you are not an FHA Underwriter, please hang up and contact the underwriter assigned to your property transaction.  Callers will be asked for their Underwriter ID as part of this call.”

No employee will be evaluated on calls from anyone other than the underwriter.  As long as the employee is not rude in their answering calls from other parties and just reiterates HUD’s policy to only address the underwriters, they will be deemed as complying with any customer service requirements to which they are subject.  Further, redirecting calls to the web site or appropriate Handbook for appraisers and other professionals will also be deemed as fully satisfying any customer service requirement.

16. Initial Staffing of Calling Center:  When management decides which locations contain underutilized staff that can be used to field calls, they will initially ask for volunteers.  Should there not be sufficient volunteers to perform this function; staff will be rotated to the maximum extent possible.  Staff will have at least 2 years of experience with the processes and programs of FHA before they will be deemed to have sufficient knowledge to properly provide the level of customer service required for the position.
17. Right Now: Call center staff will be responsible for responding to all and forwarding to the appropriate division or staff specific questions relating to ongoing workload items.
18. Phone Systems:  Management agrees to acquire phone systems for this function that allow employees the maximum amount of freedom in teleworking and that facilitate the provision of customer service.
These are preliminary proposals only, and the union reserves the right to bargain or amend or add proposals, in accordance with Article 5.  I have been selected by the Executive Board as Chief Negotiator. You may respond to me directly.  
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