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PREAMBLE

Section 1: This Master Agreement is made between the Department of Veterans Affairs
(“the Department”) and the American Federation of Government Employees National
Veterans Affairs Council of Locals (“the Union™).

Section 2: The Department and the Union agree that a constructive and cooperative
working relationship between labor and management is essential to achieving the
Department’s mission and to ensuring a quality work environment for all employees. The
parties recognize that this relationship must be built on a solid foundation of trust, mutual
respect, and a shared responsibility for organizational success.

Therefore, the parties agree to work together in partnership and through this Master
Agreement to identify problems and craft solutions, enhance productivity, and deliver the
best quality of service to the nation’ s veterans.



INTRODUCTION

ARTICLE 1

RECOGNITION AND COVERAGE

Section 1 - Exclusive Repr esentative

AFGE isrecognized as the sole and exclusive representative for al of those previousy
certified nonprofessional and professional employees, full-time, part-time, and temporary,
in units consolidated and certified by the Federa Labor Relations Authority (FLRA) in
Certificate No. 22-08518 (UC), dated February 28, 1980, and any subsequent amendments
or certifications. The parties agree that should the Union request the FLRA to include
subsequently organized employees in the consolidated unit, such FLRA certification will
not be opposed by the Department if the unit would otherwise be considered an appropriate
unit under the law. Upon certification of FLRA, such groupings automatically come under
this Agreement.

Section 2 - AFGE Role

Asthe sole and exclusive representative, the Union is entitled to act for and to negotiate
agreements covering al employees in the bargaining unit. The Union is responsible for
representing the interests of al employeesin the bargaining unit.

Section 3 - Employee Repr esentation

A. The Department recognizes that, as the exclusive representative of employeesin the
bargaining unit, the Union has the right to speak for and to bargain on behalf of the
employees it represents. The Department will not bypass the Union by entering into any
formal discussions or agreements with other employee organizations or bargaining unit
employees concerning al matters affecting personnel policies, practices, or working
conditions.

B. The Union will be given the opportunity to be represented at all formal discussions
(including those held with other employee organizations) affecting personnel polices,
practices, or working conditions. Thisis not intended to include routine work assignments.

Section 4 - Unit Clarification

A. The Union will be predecisionally involved in bargaining unit determinations for
position changes and establishment of new positions. When a position changes, and the
parties do not agree over whether the position(s) is/are inside or outside the unit, the
parties are encouraged to utilize the Alternate Dispute Resolution (ADR) process. If ill
unresolved, either party may file a Clarification of Unit (CU) petition with the FLRA. If
the position previoudy has been in the bargaining unit, the employee and/or position will
remain in the bargaining unit until adecision isissued on the petition.



B. If after predecisiona involvement, Management determines that a new, unencumbered
position is outside the bargaining unit, the parties are encouraged to first attempt to resolve
any disagreements through ADR methods. If no agreement is reached, the Union may file
a CU petition through the FLRA.

C. The Department and the Union are encouraged to mutually decide CU issues and
develop a system to communicate these decisions.



ARTICLE 2
GOVERNING LAWSAND REGULATIONS

Section 1 - Rdationship to L aws and Regulations

In the administration of al matters covered by this Agreement, officials and employees
shall be governed by applicable Federa statutes. They will also be governed by
Governmentwide regulations in existence at the time this Agreement was approved.

Section 2 - Department Requlations

Where any Department regulation conflicts with this Agreement and /or a Supplemental
Agreement, the Agreement shall govern.



ARTICLE 3

PARTNERSHIP

Section 1 - Purpose

A. Partnership involves the design, implementation, and maintenance of a cooperative
working relationship between Labor and Management through maximum pre-decisiona
involvement in order to achieve common goas. Management and Union leadership must
be committed to the principles upon which Partnership is based in order for this effort to
be successful.

B. The structure, nature, scope, and operation of partnerships will be jointly determined
by Management and Union officials at the appropriate level in accordance with the
principlesin Section 2. All partnerships will use consensus decision making and will
consist of equal numbers of Union and Management members. Top Management and
Union leaders should fully participate in the activities of Partnership, preferably as
members of the Partnership Council.

Section 2 - Principles

Management and Labor shall be committed to work at all appropriate levelsto establish
and improve effective Partnerships which are designed to ensure a quality work
environment for employees, more efficient administration of VA programs, and improved
service to veterans. The principles which guide this effort include:

A. Pre-decisona involvement,

B. Shared responsibility,

C. Identification of problems,

D. Sharing of information,

E. Finding solutions,

F. Reaching joint agreements and making joint recommendations,

G. Use of alternate dispute resolution, interest-based problem-solving techniques, and
facilitation,

H. Integration of interests,

I. Union and management working together on committees such as, but not limited to,
Director's Staff, Administrative Executive Board, Clinical Executive Board, Strategic
Planning, Resources, joint training programs, and work groups to address issues of mutual
interest. The Union will have the right to select its representative for such committees and
work groups,



J. Cooperation,

K. Mutual respect,

L. Open communication,

M. Trust,

N. Minimizing or diminating collective bargaining disputes, and
O. Publicizing partnership successes at al levels.

Section 3 -Scope

The scope of partnership will include issues raised by either party regarding:
A. Mattersinvolving personnel policies, practices, and working conditions.

B. In accordance with Executive Order 12871, numbers, types, and grades of employees
as well as methods, means, and technology of work.

C. By mutual consent, the parties may fulfill the collective bargaining obligation through
Partnership.

Section 4 - Training

To achieve optimum results from Partnership, the best interests of both parties are served
by continual and joint Labor/Management training. The need for and the type of training
will be determined by the Partnership Council with costs incurred by the Department.

Section 5 - Duty Status

While participating in Partnership activities, al bargaining unit members will be
considered on duty status and not on official time. In the event these activities are
conducted beyond normal duty hours, members will be compensated in accordance with
applicable law.

Section 6 - Expenses

It has been determined that partnership isin the best interest of the government;
accordingly the Department of Veterans Affairs will be responsible for al Partnership
Council members appropriate travel and per diem expenses in connection with Partnership
activities.



ARTICLE 4

LABOR-MANAGEMENT TRAINING

Section 1 - Union Sponsored or Requested L abor -M anagement Relations Training

A. The parties agree that Union sponsored labor-management relations (LMR) training is
of mutual benefit when it covers appropriate areas (examples are; contract administration,
grievance handling and information relating to Federal personnel/labor relations laws,
regulations, and procedures). Training which relates to internal union business will not be
conducted or attended on official time.

B. Scheduling arrangements for the use of official time for training will be determined
locally. Management personnel responsible for work scheduling will be given appropriate
and adequate notice, to include specific agendas, of scheduled LMR training for maximum
attendance.

C. Theamount and use of officia time for labor-management relations training, other
than joint labor-management relations training, is an appropriate subject for local
negotiation.

Section 2 - Joint Magter Agreement Training

The parties will jointly provide Master Agreement training. The cost of the Master
Agreement joint training will be paid by the Department. Training will be done jointly;
however, this does not preclude additiona training by each party. Any training document
will be prepared jointly.

Section 3 - Joint Labor Management Training

A. Eachfidd facility will have ajoint LMR training program. The ongoing program will
have equa representation between labor and management and decisions will be made by
consensus consistent with interest-based bargaining principles. Thelocal joint LMR
training activity will develop alocal LMR training plan which could consist of Interest
Based Bargaining, Alternate Dispute Resolution, Total Quality Improvement, Partnership,
communication skills, local supplements, district or regional training, etc.

B. LMR training will be recorded in each employee'sindividua training record.
C. Participantsin joint LMR training will be on duty time. LMR training will normally
be presented jointly unless training is conducted by a mutually agreed upon third-party.

The parties may develop ajoint train-the-trainer/facilitator program.

D. Local facilities are encouraged to give recognition to individuals or groups who
materially advance the process of LMR training.

E. Normally, local facilities will ensure that appropriate resources are made available at
thelocal level for joint LMR training.



F. The parties are encouraged to share training materials or experiences to nurture better
LMR training.

G. The provisions of thisarticle apply to joint training at al levels from loca through
national.

Section 4 - Third-Party Sponsored Training

Third-party sponsored training may be considered duty time or official time, as
appropriate.



ARTICLE S

LABOR MANAGEMENT COMMITTEE

There shal be ajoint Labor-Management Relations Committee which shall meet twice a
year in Washington, normally approximately six (6) months apart, for up to a maximum of
three (3) days. The Department will authorize official time (if otherwise in a duty status)
and travel and per diem for the 5 Council officers, 15 District Representatives, National
Safety Representative, and 8 National Representatives, or alternates, for participation in
these meetings. The parties will exchange agendaitems sufficiently in advance so that
arrangements can be made for appropriate representation. The Union will provide
management with the names of the union-designated representatives as far in advance as
possible but no later than three (3) weeks in advance of the meeting so that official time,
travel and per diem may be arranged.



ARTICLEG6

ALTERNATIVE DISPUTE RESOLUTION

Section 1 - Commitment

The Department and the National VA Council are committed to the use of Alternative
Dispute Resolution (ADR) problem-solving methods to foster a good |abor/management
relationship. Union and Management at all levels should be committed to the use of ADR
problem-solving methods as a priority to resolve disputed matters. Those involved in the
development and use of an ADR system shall be trained in the principles and methods of
ADR.

Section 2 - Definitions and | ntentions

A. ADRisaninformal process which seeks early resolution of employee(s), union, and
management disputes.

B. Any ADR process must be jointly designed by Union and Management. ADR should
be effective, timely, and efficient. It should focus on conflict resolution and problem-
solving and foster a cooperative labor and management relationship. Participation in the
ADR process must be voluntary.

C. ADR shall be a process available to Partnerships.

D. The parties agree to ongoing evaluation to improve the process.

Section 3 - Rights and Responsibilities

A. The parties have the responsibility of informing employees and management officials
of the ADR option to resolve disputes. ADR should be undertaken in good faith and not
circumscribed by formal rules and regulations.

B. Employees may utilize the ADR processto resolve individua concerns with the mutual
consent of Union and Management. However, the parties agree to encourage the use of
ADR except for the most egregious or frivolous matters.

C. Disputes resolved by ADR are final when written and signed. Union and Management
will have the right to participate in al stages of the ADR process. Thisisin addition to an
employee' sright to union representation.

D. ADR resolutions shall not be precedential unless agreed to by the parties. Resolutions
under ADR cannot conflict with or supersede agreements between the parties.

Section 4 - Implementation

A. ADR isan appropriate subject matter for local negotiations.
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B. ADR agreements must state the objectives of al parties as well as a commitment from
all parties to resolve their disputes in a nonadversarial environment.

C. Thepartiesat al levels shal jointly adopt an ADR problem-solving method that will
include mutually agreed upon third parties. ADR methods may include but are not limited
to early neutral evaluation, mediation, interest-based problem solving, peer review,
conciliation, facilitation, and neutral fact-finding.

D. ADR methods may be used prior to or during a grievance/arbitration or statutory

appeal. Inthe use of ADR processes, contractual time frames will be stayed by mutual
agreement. Statutory time frames cannot be stayed.
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ARTICLE Y

TOTAL QUALITY IMPROVEMENT
Section 1 - Introduction

A. Both parties recognize the importance of a strong commitment to a comprehensive
Total Quality Improvement (TQI) program in the Department. Serviceto the veteran is
the cornerstone of the relationship between the Department and employees.

B. Both parties agree that a successful Total Quality Improvement (TQI) program must
empower all employeesto fully participate in the development and implementation of
Department programs and process. Management recognizes the Union as the exclusive
bargaining unit representative in implementing this cultural change. Participation of
bargaining unit employeesin the TQI program is a matter |eft to the discretion of the
Union in itsrole on the facility Quality Council.

Section 2 - General

A. Theterm Tota Quality Improvement (TQI) is representative of al quality programs
initiated by the Department (i.e., Total Quality Management (TQM), TQI, Process Action
Teams).

B. Both parties agree that the commitment of the local facility Director and Union
President is critical for success of the TQI program.

C. Union representative participation shall be considered duty hours without the need to
use official time.

D. Itisrecognized that the TQI processisajourney and that all levels of management and
union are responsible for successful implementation of the program. Therefore, the parties
should strive for open communication, devel oping teamwork, sharing of information,
integration and acceptance of the Union/Management role, reduced paperwork, improved
work processes, etc.

E. Both parties recognize that an effective TQI program is critical to a successful Joint
Commission for the Accreditation of Healthcare Organizations (JCAHO) survey. Itisin
the interest of both parties that there be a sharing and communication of information
regarding JCAHO requirements, processes, and results.

Section 3- TOI Charter

The following isthe TQI Charter of April 15, 1994, agreed to by the parties after a
significant and dedicated effort:
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VA QUALITY COUNCIL
CHARTER FOR
TOTAL QUALITY IMPROVEMENT

I. PURPOSE

This charter establishes a National Quality Council (NQC) and quality councils
throughout the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA). Members of the Councils will
demonstrate continuing commitment to the principles and practices of Total Quality
Improvement (TQI) both as Council members and as participants in their respective
organizations.

Il. SCOPE

A. This charter appliesto VA facilities where management has determined to implement

TQ!.

B. Both VA management and the AFGE National VA Council (NVAC) mutualy agree
that the scope of the TQI agreement will be limited to process related issues as covered by
this charter. The Councils'Teams will not establish projects which are matters solely and
properly subject to collective bargaining, matters currently covered by the Master
Agreement, and individual/employee grievances and problems or other appealcomplaints
processes as projects. The AFGE NVAC will communicate this requirement to their
locally appointed TQI representatives. VA management will similarly communicate this
requirement to its managers.

C. Neither the union nor management waives the right to bargain over TQI-devel oped
recommendations which would otherwise be bargainable, nor do they waive any other
Iggal, contractual, or past practice right.

D. The union does not give up itsrights to pursue bargaining on any subject by
participation in TQI. All rightsto bargain are actively and affirmatively retained.

E. Management and the union recognize that, in order for TQI to be a successful tool in
problem solving, a departure from the Federal Labor Management Relations Statute may
be made in such areas as management's and union’ s rights and the negotiability of
subjects.

F. No bargaining unit employees will be coerced or intimidated into participating in
Quality Improvement Teams (QITs). Participation in the processis entirely voluntary.

G. Union and management will recognize each other as legitimate customersin their
everyday dealings with each other.

I1l. GENERAL ROLES OF VA and AFGE
VA and the NVAC serve as champions of TQI throughout the organization. The NQC,
Facility Councils, and component management will provide an environment that supports

employee involvement, contribution, teamwork, and a positive atmosphere of trust/respect
between management and employees.
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IV. QUALITY COUNCILS - GENERAL

A. Purpose All QCswill foster TQI by providing visible leadership and encouragement
through TQI techniques, by encouraging subordinate managers and employees to use TQI
techniques, and by encouraging the integration of TQI with management support systems
such as strategic planning, performance management, and awards and recognition.

B. Organization and membership The union may, at their discretion, select a number of
employees equal to management's selections to serve on the Councils. There must be
present at least one person from both management and union. In the event multiple unions
participate in the program, the total number of union members on a council shall not
exceed that of management and AFGE shall determine the union membership mix. All
members will make every effort to attend the meetings. All quality council members must
have had TQI awareness training. The union and management will endeavor to select
employees who they feel best represent the various components of the organizationa
entity.

V. THE NATIONAL QUALITY COUNCIL

A. Purpose

1. Servesasthe mode for VA's TQI effort,

2. Providesleadership to foster TQI within VA, and

3. Supports the integration of TQI in the day-to-day operations of VA.

B. Membership

1. The NQC shal include up to 4 representatives each of both management and the
NVAC, each with an equal voice. The NVAC President will make the selection of
bargaining unit employees.

2. Each member of the Council will normally serve a minimum of 18 months. The Council
will be co-chaired by the union and management.

C. Function
The NQC fosters implementation of TQI by:

1. Examining the National TQI Mission Statement and promoting the goals and principles
established init;

2. Asnecessary, establishing cross-functional and other projects designed to foster TQI
throughout VA;

3. Providing assistance and support to other Councils;

4. Reviewing positive/negative TQI experiences from specific facilities as presented by
National Council Members;
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5. Establishing guidance, procedures, and format for implementing quality improvement
projects at the NQC level:

6. Developing, or having developed, a system for facilities to access quality improvement
projects; and

7. Operating under the rules and procedures specified in Appendix A.
V1. REGIONAL/AREA COUNCILS

Regional/Area Councils may be established at management's discretion. If such councils
are established they shall comply with the guidelines for facility councils and/or national
councils as appropriate.

VII. FACILITY QUALITY COUNCILS

A. Where practicable, based upon the size of the activity, each activity will establish a
Facility Quality Council (FQC). Each FQC will operate under a charter which includes at
aminimum a statement of purpose, organization, membership, responsibilities, and
functions. This National/Local TQI agreement is not covered by E. O. 12871. However,
if the parties mutually agree, they may combine the functions of the FQC and facility
partnership council into one partnership council, otherwise they will have two separate
councils.

B. Membership The membership shall be personnd who work at the facility. Each
council will have a chairperson selected by consensus of the membership. The chair may
be rotated periodically.

C. Sevice/Division Quaity Councils (S'DQCs) may be established at the discretion of
the FQC. The membership shall be personnel who work in the respective service/division.

D. Responsibilities
1. Promote TQI goals and principles,

2. |dentify quality improvement opportunities,

3. Ensure all Council members are appropriately trained in the TQI process, and

4. Recognize participation and accomplishments in the TQI process.

E. Procedures

1. Each QC will establish its own operating procedures, deciding such issues as frequency
of meetings, communication processes, and membership tenure. All QCs have the optlon
to invite additional people to their meetings when the need for additiona expertise arises.
All QCs will make decisions based on consensus.

2. QCs are encouraged to use an experienced facilitator for conducting Council meetings
for thefirst year.

3. All quality council meetings will be conducted during normal duty hours with the
following exception: meetings may be held during normal/regular lunch or break periods

15



with consensus of the council or team. Any overtime related to Quality Council work will
be paid in accordance with governing directives and law. Union representative
participation shall be considered duty Hours without the need to use official time.

4. Quality Councils sponsor QIT activities. The Councils:

a Determine the scope of processesto be examined (e.g., isit alocal or cross-
component issue?);

b. Prioritize and select processes for team action in their scope of authority (office
staffing needs and workloads will necessarily be considered in making these decisions);

c. Solicit volunteers and select team members, based on the particular skills and
expertise needed by the team;

d. Monitor and support teams and individuals working on quality efforts, including
obtaining or providing necessary training;

e. Obtain periodic reports from active teams; and
f. Obtain administrative support as necessary.

5. QCs receive recommendations from the QITs they have sponsored. They:
a Review al recommendations from their teams;

b. Determine whether each recommendation is within their scope of authority to
implement; and

c. Determine whether a recommendation should be referred to a higher level within the
facility because of scope.

6. Implementation of recommendation from QITswill be handled as follows:

a The SDQCswill recommend to appropriate management quality improvement
changes which can be implemented at the local level.

b. When practicable based upon the size of the facility, the FQC will receive
recommendations from QITs they have sponsored and from the SDQCs. The FQC will
recommend to the appropriate senior management officia those quality improvement
changes that can be implemented at the Facility level.

c. The QIT recommendations may be adopted and implemented, returned to a QIT for
reconsideration, or regjected. On atimely basis, reconsidered or rejected recommendations
will be accompanied by a clear, reasoned explanation to the QIT.

d. Quality councils at the facility can approve projects within their scope and authority
for QIT consideration. Projects involving cross-functional areas must be approved by the
appropriate quality council. (national, facility, or service/division).

VIIl. QUALITY IMPROVEMENT TEAMS

A. PURPOSE

16



The purpose of QITsisto conduct quality improvement projects which will result in
improved VA operations.

B. SCOPE OF PROJECTS

1. The Sponsoring Council will define the purpose and scope of each quality improvement
project.

2. TQI initiatives will not focus on or result in loss of grades pay, or bargaining unit
positions (i.e. reduction in staffing).

C. MEMBERSHIP

1. QIT memberswill be appointed by the appropriate Quality Council and may be drawn
from employeesin a VA component and representatives of outside groups, such as VA
customers and partners who are closely associated with a particular process. The union
may, at its discretion, designate a representative to fully participate as a member on each
QIT without the need to use official time. The union representative will be appointed at
the same time as other members of the QIT.

2. Employee participation in TQI isvoluntary. Employees may resign from the team at
any time by notifying a Team Leader in writing. Employees will be fully informed
concerning TQI objectives and processes before their participation is requested.
Employees will not be disadvantaged if they choose not to volunteer to serve on ateam
3. Prior to serving on ateam, employees will be trained on TQI techniques.

D. TEAM LEADERS

1. Are selected by the QIT, or QC;

2. May be any member of the team; and

3. Areresponsible for calling meetings, communicating resource needs (e.g., personnel,
training, funding, and equipment) and keeping the Council informed.

E. TEAM FACILITATORS

Team facilitators will be chosen by the Sponsoring QC and should be from outside the
team. The facilitator must be trained in TQI problem solving methods and group
dynamics. The facilitator may help in selecting and using problem-solving tools, train
members of the team in their use, and help guide discussions.

F. UNION PARTICIPATION AND OFFICIAL TIME

1. Theunion hastheright to be present at all QIT Meetings. The union will determine
who the representative will be at the team meetings, and in the event that he/she cannot be
released from duty, the union may designate another representative or request the meeting
be postponed until they are available.

2. The union will be provided the same advance notice of meetings that team members
receive. Official time to attend such meetings, not to exceed atota of 5 hours

17



week/facility, shall be in addition to any officia time presently allowed by local
agreements.
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G. PROCEDURES

1. Descriptions of improvement projects will be accessible to al facilitiesand QITsvia
computer, where practicable, based upon the size of the facility.

2. All QIT meetings will be conducted during normal duty hours with the following
exception: meetings may be held during normal/regular lunch or break periods with
consensus of the team. Any overtime related to QIT work will be paid in accordance with
governing directives and law. Union representative participation shall be considered duty
hours without the need to use official time.

3. Quality improvement projects will be selected by Quality Councils and/or QITs. When
aQIT has selected a quality improvement project, the project will be submitted to the
Quality Council for approval. Each QIT member will be trained in TQI techniques and
will apply those techniques towards the successful completion of the improvement
project(s) on which the team is working.

4. To the extent possible, teams will receive the support they need for projects. Projects
not self-generated will be defined and presented to the team. Team members who happen
to be Union representatives will serve on the team as employees, not as the Union's
representative.

5. QIT meetings are to be scheduled on aregular basis. Management will make every
effort to insure that bargaining unit team members are released from normal duties to
attend meetings.

6. The Sponsoring Council and/or management are responsible, to the extent possible, for
providing teams access to data, staff, and contractors and with resources (training, travel
funds, equipment, office supplies, facilities, time, etc.) necessary to carry out the quality
improvement project.

H. PERFORMANCE APPRAISALS

No adverse inference will be made in performance appraisals for professionally expressed
opinions or positions taken on QIT issues by employees serving on QITs, or by employees
not serving on QITs. Time spent performing QIT activities will not be evaluated in
relation to performance standards of the employees regular positions.

I. AWARDS

Any awards provided to TQI teams will be group awards Monetary awards for employees
not participating on TQI teams will not be adversely affected due to non-participation.

IX. TRAINING

A. Every effort will be made to provide TQI awareness training to all employees. The
union's on-site representatives located in each local facility will be trained at the same time
as other bargaining unit employees in the facility. If multiple sessions are required, the
union representative will be offered attendance in the first session held at his’her facility.

B. VA management agrees to provide facilitator training courses for those employees
selected to serve as facilitators.
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C. Management and union/bargaining unit employees will receive training appropriate to
their TQI task or responsibility.

X. COMMUNICATION/PUBLIC RELATIONS

A. All existing "Mission Statements' will be jointly examined by the appropriate Quality
Council with changes made as necessary. All new “Misson Statements' will be jointly
developed by the appropriate Quality Council.

B. All TQI publications, memoranda, circulars, directives, etc., unique to AFGE will be
identified by both the official VA and union logos.

X1 MANAGEMENT RESPONSIBILITIES
A. Loca Management

1. Loca management will reimburse employee authorized travel and other authorized
expenses related to TQI training and Council/Team participation.

2. Theimpact of TQI Council/Team meetings and workload/tasking will be recognized by
supervisors as valid work and appropriate/necessary adjustments will be made to
employees normal work loads, concerning due date extensions, workload counts, and
deadlines.

B. Central Office (CO) management will provide administrative support to the NQC.
Specifically, CO will:

1. Provide overal staff support to the NQC.
2 Record, disseminate and modify/amend the minutes of all meetings of the NQC.

3. Compile, distribute, and maintain a TQI bibliography. Share expertise in the quality
field with the Facility Councils.

4. Maintain an inventory of TQI courses and serve as liaison with the training
coordinators of the Department.

5. Support the NQC in issuing the newdetter and in other communication efforts.
6. Provide support and assistance to quality councils, as necessary.
XIl. NOTICE

A. Any local TQI agreement(s) in conflict with this charter will be superseded by this
charter in those specific areas where the conflict exists.

B. It isunderstood that TQI now exists at some facilities and that it will require an
expeditious transition period to implement all features of this TQI national agreement. The
trangition period will be no more than one hundred twenty (120) days from receipt of this
program at the local station or conclusion of local bargaining, whichever is later, and less
than one hundred twenty (120) days where possible.
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The composition of QITsin existence prior to the effective date of this agreement shall not
be affected by this agreement. Each facility will notify the local union of the QITsin
existence prior to the effective date of this agreement.

C. Itisrecognized by both parties that TQI projects areinitiated at al levels. VA
management must pay specia attention to its obligation to provide union notification
before implementation of QIT recommendations where appropriate. VA management will
closely monitor TQI activities at all levels to assure that managers do not bypass the
union.

XIIl. DURATION

Both the union and management recognize that to achieve cultura transformation, many
changes in the operating process have to occur; therefore, either party may give written
notice to reopen this charter 30 to 60 calendar days prior to the first annual anniversary of
this charter. The request for renegotiating the provision(s) of this charter shall bein
writing and submitted 30 days prior to beginning the negotiations. If reopened, al
provisions of this charter shall remain in effect until conclusion of negotiations unless
otherwise mutually agreed. Participation by an individual employee in the TQI effort
remains voluntary despite any opposing position by management or the union.

Participation in the TQI effort remains voluntary. While either party may withdraw from
the agreement at any time after 1 year, the parties are committed to utilizing TQI for 1
year from the conclusion of their transition period or the establishment of a program. Both
union and management will consider withdrawal as the option of last resort only after
extensive discussion and consultation fail to resolve a problem. The union maintains that
participation in TQI isaunion permissive right.

XIV. TRAINING
The Department will provide joint training to the parties prior to implementation of the

TQI Program at the facility. The parties agree that the Department will provide the
necessary resources and training to ensure a successful program.
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ARTICLE 8
CHILD CARE

Section 1 - Palicy and Purpose

The parties recognize that working parents may have specia child care needs during
working hours. The parties recognize the need for such parents to secure appropriate child
care arrangements. The Department will continue its efforts to secure adequate funding in
order to support and foster child care services for its employees.

Section 2 - Child Care Activities

A. The Department will continue to provide and/or support various activities in order to
meet ongoing child care needs. These may include, but are not limited to, such things as
child care and parenting information, child care resource and referral information,
workshops, and counseling as available through the Employee Assistance Program.

B. Itisthe Department’sintention to utilize available funds nationwide to foster local
solutions to child care needs. These may include construction of on-site facilities or near-
site facilities, participation in shared facilities with other federal agencies, establishment of
mini-centers, or other child care services.

C. Inaccordance with PL 101-509 of the 1991 GSA Appropriations Act, the Department
agreesto pay legaly permissible expenses for training, conferences, or other meetingsin
connection with the provision of child care services for persons employed to provide child
care services if the Department determines that such training, etc., isrelevant and
necessary. The Department also agreesto pay similar expenses for Department employees
who have oversight responsibilities for the operation of child care facilities, i.e., members
of local child care committees and boards of directors, if it is determined such training is
relevant and necessary.

D. Thehead of each facility or appropriate designee will provide inquiring employees with
current listings of the qualified, licensed child care centersin the immediate area.
Recognizing that a broad range of child care needs exists in compiling such listings,
management will request specific information i.e., age groups served, types of program
offered, and special needs program.

Section 3 - Local Child Care Committees

A. When asitefor aVA Child Care Center is selected, the parties will establish aloca
committee comprised of one management representative, one Union representative,

parents, and other parties as appropriate. The Department will have subject matter experts
available to meet with the Committee on an as- needed basis. The Committee will guide
development of the local child care program, including development of marketing
strategies, operating procedures, and admission priorities.
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B. The Committee will have the opportunity to review and make recommendations which
will be considered in the design of the facility. The Committee will participate in the
selection of the child care provider.

C. Once the Center becomes operational, the Committee will be replaced by a Board of
Directors which the Committee will assist in establishing. The Union will designate one
representative to serve on the Board of Directors.

D. Committee members will be on duty time when performing Child Care Committee
functions.

Section 4 - Employee Needs

A. Itisagreed that the responsible official will grant emergency annual leave requests and
consider emergency requests for leave without pay brought about by unexpected changes
in child care arrangements, contingent upon operational exigency.

B. The Department agrees to utilize programs which may assist employees with child care
needs; for example, part-time employment, job sharing, leave, flextime, etc.

C. The Department recognizes that it may be necessary for employees to contact child
care providers during duty hours.

Section 5 - Facilities

In accordance with 40 USC 490(b), the Department will provide space, equipment,
furnishings, and other services necessary to support the operation of each child care
facility on federal property.

Section 6 - Miscellaneous

The parties agree that this Article will not delay or impact on any pending child care
initiatives. The Union will be kept informed of the child care initiatives.
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ARTICLE9

CLASSIFICATION

Section 1 - General

A. Each position covered by this Agreement that is established or changed must be
accurately described in writing and classified to the proper occupational title, series, code,
and grade.

B. Title 5 position descriptions must clearly and concisely state the principal and grade
controlling duties, responsibilities, and supervisory relationships of the position.

C. Employeeswill be furnished a current, accurate copy of the description of the position
to which assigned at the time of assignment and upon request.

D. Position descriptions will be kept current and accurate, and positions will be classified
properly. Employees shall be properly compensated for duties performed on aregular and
recurring basis. Changes to a position will be incorporated in the position description to
assure that the position is correctly classified/graded to the proper title, series, and grade.
Incidental changes may be made in the form of pen and ink notations on the position
description as requested by management. The Local will be provided the opportunity to
review proposed changes in position descriptions and copies of updated position
descriptions. Current position descriptions will be provided to Locals, upon request.

E. Employees dissatisfied with the classification of their positions should first discuss the
problem with their supervisors. If a supervisor is unable to resolve the issue to the
employee’ s satisfaction, the employee can discuss the matter with the Human Resource
Manager or appropriate staff member who will explain the basis for the classification/job
grading. An employee and/or the Local, upon request, will have access to the position
description, evaluation report, if available, organizational and functional charts, and other
pertinent information directly related to the classification of the position. Thisinformal
classification review process should be completed in a reasonable period of time. When a
desk audit is conducted it will be completed within 90 days of the Union or employee
request. Thistime frame may be extended by mutual consent. As appropriate, desk audits
will be performed at the employee’ swork station. If the employee still believes thereisan
inequity, an appeal may be filed with the Department or OPM as appropriate. An
employee may file a classification/job grading appeal at any time through appropriate
channels whether or not thisinformal classification review process was followed.

F. Management will meet and confer with AFGE locally on procedures pertaining to
systematic position classification and specia maintenance reviews.

G. Vacant positions will not be posted until the appointing authority assures that they are

authorized, properly described, evaluated, and classified according to series, title, and
grade.
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H. No position(s) will be downgraded without a thorough review. For a downgraded
position, the employee’ s pay and grade will be maintained on an incumbent basisin
accordance with law and regulations.

I. Delegations of authority for the classification of positions will be specified in
Department policies and regulations.

Section 2 - Classification Standards

A. Title5 positions will be classified by comparing the duties, responsibilities, and
supervisory relationships in the official position description with the appropriate
classification and job grading standard.

B. The Department will apply newly issued OPM classification and job grading standards
within a reasonable period of time. The Loca will be provided with copies of new
standards. Current standards will be provided upon request.

C. The Department will provide the National VA Council with copies of any Department
guidance provided to OPM in connection with any classification standards.

Section 3 - Classification Appeals

A. The Department will provide employees and Locals with copies of procedures for filing
classification appeal s through the Department or OPM channels upon request.

B. Employees or their representatives are encouraged to submit their classification/job
grading appeal s through the local Human Resources Management (HRM) office. The
HRM office will forward the appeal to the Department or OPM as appropriate no later
than fifteen (15) days from receipt and will provide the Loca with two (2) copies of the
employee's appeal request. However, this does not preclude an employee from filing a
classification/job grading appeal directly to the Department or OPM as appropriate.

C. Anemployee who files a classification appeal is entitled to a copy of the classification
appedl file. The Union is entitled to the same material upon request.

D. Genera Schedule and Federal Wage System employees who file appeals with the
Department concerning the title, series and grade, and/or coverage of their position will
have their appeal decided within a reasonable period of time with agoal of sixty (60) days
from the date the Appeals Office receives a completed application. Classification appeal
decisions will be forwarded to the Local.

Section 4 - Effective Date

The effective date of a personnel action taken as aresult of an apped should not be later
than the beginning of the fourth pay period following the date of the decision.
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ARTICLE 10
COMPETENCE

A. Employees shdl be trained on al new equipment, technology changes, and clinical
procedures needed to perform the duties of their job.

B. Employees competencies shal be written and communicated.

C. Inthe event that an out of the ordinary duty is assigned, employees shall be encouraged
to state if they feel that thisis an area that they need to review. The request should not be
used punitively against them and the review shall be authorized by management.

D. The Union shall have input into the training of employees who are expected to cross
cover areas.

E. If problems arise with employees’ competencies, remedia training shall be afforded.
F. Competencies should be within the scope of licensure, if applicable.

G. Copiesaf competencies will be provided to the Union.

H. For the purposes covered by this Agreement, competencies as such shall not be used

for performance evaluations, as replacements for or additions to performance standards, or
as qualification standards.
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ARTICLE 11

CONTRACTING OUT

Section 1 - Periodic Briefings

Periodic briefings will be held with AFGE officials at the local and national levelsto
provide the Union with information concerning any VA decisions that may impact unit
employees in implementing OMB Circular A-76.

Section 2 - Site Visits

The Department will notify the Union if asite visit is going to be conducted for potential
bidders seeking contracts for work performed by unit employees. A union representative
may attend such a site visit.

Section 3 - Union Notification

When the Department determines that unit work will be contracted out, the Department
will notify the Union to provide them an opportunity to request to negotiate as appropriate.

Section 4 - Employee Placement

When employees are adversaly affected by a decision to contract out, the Department will
make maximum effort to find available positions for employees. This effort will include:

Giving priority consideration for available positions within the Department,
Establishing an employment priority list and a placement program, and
Paying reasonable costs for training and rel ocation that contribute to placement.

Section 5 - Inventory of Commercial Activities

The Department will maintain an inventory of al in-house commercia activities performed
by the Department and will update this inventory annually. The inventory will include
information on all completed cost comparisons and will be made available to the Union
upon request.

Section 6 - Reopener

The parties agree that any agreement reached in Mid-Term Bargaining regarding
Contracting Out may be incorporated in this Agreement.
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ARTICLE 12

DETAILS, REASSIGNMENTS, AND TEMPORARY PROMOTIONS

Section 1 - General

A. A detall isthe temporary assignment of an employee to a different position for a
specified period of time with the employee returning to his regular duties at the end of the
detail. Details are intended only for the needs of the Department’ s work requirements
when necessary services cannot be obtained by other desirable or practicable means.

B. Details of one (1) week or more shall be recorded and maintained in the Official
Personnel Folder.

C. Thefollowing procedures shall apply when offering noncompetitive details of ten (10)
consecutive workdays or moreto both classified and unclassified positions:

1. The Department will canvass the qualified employeesto determine if anyone wishes
to be detailed. If the same number of volunteers as vacancies exist, they shall be selected.

2. If more employees volunteer than vacancies exist, the Department will select from
the qualified volunteers. Seniority will be the selection criterion.

3. If there are no volunteers, then the least senior qualified employee(s) will be
el ected.

4. |f there are fewer volunteers than vacancies, then the volunteers will be selected and
additional personswill be selected as in Paragraph C3 in this Section.

5. Seniority shall be defined locally.
6. The Department will notify the Union of al details.

D. The procedures in Paragraph C in this Section shall apply except in the following
circumstances:

1. When management can demonstrate that the position to which an employee must be
detailed requires unique skills and abilities that are not possessed by any other qualified
employee,

2. When abonafide medical or operational emergency requires or precludes the detail
of a particular employee, and

3. When the Department makes a detail to accommodate a substantiated medical or
health problem.

E. Details of lessthan ten (10) consecutive workdays shall be on afair and equitable
basis, and procedures for such details will be subject for local negotiations.
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F. For details outside of the duty station, a case-by-case analysis must be done comparing
the distance from the old duty station to the employee’ s residence versus the distance from
the new duty station to the employee’ sresidence. When a significant difference exists, the
employee should be given duty time for travel commensurate with the new duty station.

Section 2 - Temporary Promotions -Title5

A. Employees detailed to a higher grade position for a period of more than ten (10)
consecutive work days must be temporarily promoted. The employee will be paid for the
temporary promotion beginning the first day of the detail. The temporary promotion
should be initiated at the earliest date it is known by management that the detail is expected
to exceed ten (10) consecutive work days. The ten (10) consecutive work day provision
will not be circumvented by rotating employees into a higher-grade position for less than
ten (10) daysin order to avoid the higher rate of pay. For the purposes of this section, a
General Schedule employee who performs the grade-controlling duties of a higher-graded
position for at least 25% of histime, or a Wage Grade employee who performs higher-
graded duties on aregular and recurring basis, shall be temporarily promoted.

B. Temporary promotions in excess of sixty (60) calendar days shall be filled through
competitive procedures. Temporary promotions of less than sixty (60) days shall be made
in accordance with Section 1 among qualified employees.

Section 3 - Restriction on L ower-Graded Duties

Should the requirements of the Department necessitate a detail to a lower-level position,
thiswill in no way adversely affect the detailed employee's salary, classification, or
position of record.

Section 4 - Representatives

Management will make every effort to avoid placing a Union representative on a detail that
would prevent that official from performing her representational functions. The
Department agrees to notify the appropriate Union office prior to placing any designated
Union representatives on detail away from the representative’ s normal duty station.

Section 5 - Voluntary Reassgnment

Employees seeking voluntary reassignments shall be entitled to prompt and fair
consideration.

Section 6 - Shift Change and Relocation

The parties recognize that giving consideration to seniority promotes improved employee
morale and productivity. However, the parties al so recognize the paramount importance of
effectively accomplishing the work. Employees may request to relocate from one area of
the local installation to another (or from one shift to another) in the same position (PD#)
within the same service with the same advancement potential. In filling such a vacancy,
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seniority will be considered and the request will be granted if the employee has the
requisite skills and ahilities, provided such relocation would be consistent with effective
and efficient staffing. Management reserves the right to make the assignments based on
other good faith considerations in assuring effective management of the work force.

Section 7 - Relocation Expenses

An employee whose duty station changes either involuntary or due to promotion shal be
entitled to relocation expenses in accordance with regulations.

Section 8 - Voluntary Demotion/Downgr ade

Prior to acting on an employee’' s request for a voluntary reduction in grade, the
Department will assure that:

A. The employee has been fully apprised in writing about the effects of such an action,
and

B. The employee has been given an explanation of other alternatives relevant to the
particular case.

Section 9 - Assgnments of Dutiesfor M edical Reasons

Employees recuperating from serious illiness or injury and temporarily unable to perform
their assigned duties as certified by a physician may voluntarily submit a written request to
their supervisor for temporary assignment to duties commensurate with the disability and
the employee's qualifications. The Department may require that such requests be reviewed
by a Federal medical officer for appropriate recommendations. The Department will
consider such requests in accordance with applicable rules and regulations and medical
recommendations. The Department will, to the extent feasible, temporarily assign the
employee to an appropriate vacancy or duties and responsibilities within his own
service/section commensurate with the employee’ s disability and qualifications.

Employees will continue to be considered for promotional opportunities for which they are
otherwise qudified.

Section 10 - Reassgnments

A. Reassignments shall not be used as punishment, harassment, or reprisal.

B. The parties agree that reassignment is a subject more appropriate for local bargaining.
Genera areas which should be addressed include but are not limited to: posting of job
notices, submitting voluntary requests, consideration of requests, and notification of
reassignments.

C. All leave previoudy requested and approved will be transferred with the employee.

Section 11 - L ocal Negotiations
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The parties at the local level may negotiate additional procedures for details and
reassignments.

Section 12 - Rotations

When the rotation of employees through higher-graded positions has the effect that
compensation at the higher grade is avoided, the Department will comply with
governmentwide regulations.
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ARTICLE 13

DISCIPLINE AND ADVERSE ACTION

Section 1 - General

The Department and the Union recognize that the public interest requires the maintenance
of high standards of conduct. No bargaining unit employees will be subject to disciplinary
action except for just and sufficient cause. Disciplinary actions will be taken only for such
cause as will promote the efficiency of the service. Actions based upon substantively
unacceptable performance should be taken in accordance with Title 5, Chapter 43 and will
be covered in Article

Section 2 - Definitions

For purposes of this Article, the following definitions are used:

A. For Title 5 employees:

1. A disciplinary action is defined as admonishment, reprimand, or suspension of
fourteen (14) calendar days or less and

2. Adverse actions are removals, suspensions of more than fourteen (14) calendars
days, reduction in pay or grade, or furloughs of thirty (30) calendar days or less.

B. For Title 38 employees:

1. A disciplinary action is defined as an admonishment or reprimand taken against an
employee for misconduct and

2. A major adverse action is a suspension, transfer, reduction in grade, reduction in
basic pay, or discharge taken against an employee for misconduct.

Section 3 - Removal of Disciplinary Actions

Admonishments and reprimands may be removed from an employee’ sfiles after a six- (6)
month period. If an employee requests removal of such actions after six (6)months, they
should be removed if the purpose of the discipline has been served. In all cases, an
admonishment should be removed from an employee' sfile after two (2) yearsand a
reprimand will be removed after three (3) years.

Section 4 - Administrative Reassgnment

Administrative reassignments will not be used as discipline against any employees, unless
appropriate procedures are followed.
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Section 5 - Alternative and Progressive Discipline

The parties agree to a concept of alternative discipline which shall be a subject for local
negotiations. The parties also agree to the concept of progressive discipling, which is
discipline designed primarily to correct and improve employee behavior, rather than
punish.

Section 6 - Fairnessand Timeliness

Disciplinary actions must be consistent with applicable laws, regulations, policy, and
accepted practice within the Department. Discipline will be applied fairly and equitably
and will not be used to harass employees. Disciplinary actions will be timely based upon
the circumstances and complexity of each case.

Section 7 - Processng Admonishments and Reprimands

A. An employee against whom an admonishment or reprimand is proposed is entitled to a
fourteen (14) days advance written notice, unless the crime provisions are invoked. The
notice will state the specific reasons for the proposed action. Management agrees that the
employee shall be given up to eight (8) hours of time to review the evidence on which the
notice of disciplinary action is based and that is being relied on to support the proposed
action. Additional time may be granted on a case by case basis. Upon request, one copy
of any document(s) in the evidence file will be provided to the employee and/or his
designated representative.

B. The employee or his representative may respond orally and/or in writing as soon as
practical but no later than ten (10) calendars days from receipt of the proposed disciplinary
action notice. The response may include written statements of persons having relevant
information and/or appropriate evidence.

C. Extensionsfor replying to proposed disciplinary actions may be granted for good
cause. The management official will issue awritten decision at the earliest practicable
date. The written decision shall include the reason for the disciplinary action and a
statement of findings and conclusions asto each charge. The decision shall also include a
statement as to whether any sustained charges arose out of “professiona conduct or
competence,” and a statement of the employee’ s appedl rights. In responding to a
proposed disciplinary action, the employee will be entitled to union representation.

Section 8 - Processing Suspensions, Adverse Actions, and Major Adver se Actions

A. An employee against whom a suspension, adverse action, or mgjor adverse action is
proposed is entitled to thirty (30) days advance written notice, except when the crime
provisions have been invoked. The notice will state specific reasons for the proposed
action. Management agrees that the employee shall be given the opportunity to use up to
eight (8) hours of time to review the evidence on which the notice is based and that is being
relied on to support the proposed action. Additional time may be granted on a case-by-
case basis. Upon request, one copy of any document(s) in the evidence file will be provided
to the employee and hisher designated representative.
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B. The employee and/or representative may respond orally and/or in writing as soon as
practical but no later than fourteen (14) calendar days from receipt of the proposed action
notice. The response may include written statements of the persons having relevant
information and/or other appropriate evidence. Management has the right to restrict the
response time to seven (7) days when invoking the crime provision.

C. Extensionsfor replying to proposed adverse actions and suspensions may be granted
when good cause is shown. The appropriate management official will issue awritten
decision at least five (5) days prior to the effective date. The written decision shall include
the reason for the disciplinary action and a statement of findings and conclusions as to
each charge. The decision shal also include a statement if any sustained charges arose out
of “professiona conduct or competence” and a statement of the employee’s appeal rights.
In responding to a proposed disciplinary action, the employee will be entitled to union
representation.

D. These provisions do not apply to probationary or trial employees.

Section 9 - Notice of Disciplinary Actions

A. Notice of afinal decision to take disciplinary action shall be in writing and shall inform
the employee of appeal and grievance rights and his/her right to representation. The
employee will be given two (2) copies of the notice; one (1) copy may be furnished to the
Union by the employee. Management will inform the Union when it takes a disciplinary
action against a unit employee.

B. Notices shall explain in detail the reasons for the action taken and all evidence relied
upon to support the decision. The notice will also advise the employee how long the action
will be maintained in his’her file. The supervisor shall discuss the notice with the
employee. If the employee elects to have a union representative present, the discussion will
be delayed until the Union has an opportunity to furnish a representative.

Section 10 - I nvestigation of Disciplinary Actions

A. Management will investigate an incident or Situation as soon as possible to determine
whether or not discipline iswarranted. Ordinarily thisinquiry will be made by the
appropriate line supervisor. The employee who is the subject of the investigation will be
informed of hig’her right to representation before any questioning takes places or signed
statements are obtained. Other employees questioned in connection with the incident who
reasonably believe they may be subject to disciplinary action have the right to Union
representation upon request.

B. Disciplinary investigations will be conducted fairly and impartially, and a reasonable
effort will be made to reconcile conflicting statements by devel oping additional evidence.
In all cases, the information obtained will be documented. Supervisory notes may be used
to support an action detrimental to an employee only when the notes have been shown to
the employee in atimely manner after the occurrence of the act and a copy provided to an
employee as provided for in Article ___.



ARTICLE 14

EMPLOYEE ASSISTANCE

Section 1 - Program Purpose

The Department agrees to implement and promote the VA Employee Assistance Program
(VAEAP) which isaprogram for troubled individuals with acoholism, drug abuse,
emotional, or other personal problems that may affect job performance. Employees and
supervisors will be informed about the program.

Section 2 - Record of Participation

A. The Department will assure that no employee will have job security or promotion
opportunities jeopardized by arequest for counseling or referral assistance. The
Department will ensure that the confidentiality of medical records of employees with
alcohol or drug problems will be preserved in accordance with current public laws and
Office of Personnel Management regulations.

B. After an employeeis no longer participating in the program, records will be maintained
confidentially and preserved in accordance with applicable laws and regulations.

Section 3 - Voluntary Participation and Employee Responsbility

Although the existence and functions of counseling and referral programs will be
publicized to employees, no employee will be required to participate or be penalized for
merely declining referral to counseling services.

Section 4 - Confidentiality

A. The parties recognize that all confidential information and records concerning
employee counseling and treatment will be maintained in accordance with applicable laws,
rules, and regulations.

B. Without an employee’ s specific written consent, the supervisor may not obtain
information about the substance of the employee' s involvement with a counseling program.
Information obtained with the employee’ s authorization from such counseling programs
may not serve as the basis for disciplinary or adverse actions.

Section 5 - Disciplinary Action

It is agreed that no employees who enroll and participate in good faith in the VAEAP will
be subject to disciplinary or adverse action as aresult of their problem in the first instance
so long as no criminal action isinvolved and until the employee has been given reasonable
time and opportunity to be rehabilitated. However, thiswill not prevent discipline in the
event of severe or egregious action.

Section 6 - Excused Absence
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Employees undergoing a prescribed program of treatment under the Employee Assistance
Program will be excused without charge to leave for a brief period of time of less than one

hour.

Section 7 - L eave Associated with VAEAP

It isthe policy of the Department to grant leave (sick, annual, or LWOP) for the purpose
of treatment or rehabilitation for employees under the Employee Assistance Program as
would be granted for employees with any other health problem.
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ARTICLE 15

EMPLOYEE AWARDSAND RECOGNITION

Section 1 -- Background and Pur pose

Recognition of employees through monetary and nonmonetary awards reflects the parties
efforts to promote continuous improvement in Department performance. The employee
recognition program provides a positive indication of the parties commitment to providing
quality public service. The employee recognition program, as described in this Article, has
the following characteristics:

A. Itisanincentive program; that is, employee recognition is based on achievement and
improvement. Achievements are linked to the Department mission of providing high
quality care and service to veterans and the public. The program is intended to motivate
employees to strive for excellence. Strong emphasisis placed on recognition of effortsto
improve service to veterans and the public.

B. It recognizes the accomplishments of employees both asindividuals and as members of
groups or teams. Because of the interrelationship of work performed by employees,
enhanced Department performance is sought through teamwork, not through competition
among individuals. This program is based on the concept that individual employees who,
through persona efforts and accomplishments support the goals of their teams, work units
and, thus, the Department deserve recognition. It is also based on the concept that groups
or teams which improve Department performance deserve recognition. It recognizes that
management, the Union, and employees have important roles in identifying and recognizing
employees deserving of awards and praise. The intent of this program is to promote a
positive work environment and to link awards to employee contributions that enhance
Department performance.

C. Further, it isthe intent of this program to ensure that employees will be appropriately
rewarded regardless of changesin the Department’ s organizational structure, work
processes, or work initiatives.

Section 2 - Palicy

A. Thereisno limit on the number of awards that employees may receive or the frequency
with which they may receive awards unless otherwise stated in this Article.

B. When employees are considered for awards, the relative significance and impact of
their contributions will be considered in determining which type of award would constitute
appropriate recognition and, for monetary awards, in determining the amount of money to
be granted. Funding availability must also be considered in the granting of monetary
awards.

C. Awardswill be processed in atimely and expeditious manner.
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D. The Department will provide an award recipient with written documentation that
clearly articulates the specific reason(s) that the employee received the award. Employees
are encouraged to relate this information to specific evaluation criteria when completing
applications for merit promation.

Section 3 - Types of Awards

Awards which employees may be eligible to receive include but are not limited to:

A. Specia Contribution Award

B. Instant Award

C. Suggestion Award

D. Time-off Award

Section 4 -- Award Pan€dls

Each facility will establish awards panels consisting of management and bargaining unit
employees. The composition and membership of each panel will be decided jointly by
union and management. The union will designate the bargaining unit panel members.
Panel decisionswill be made by consensus and will then be forwarded to the Director of
the facility. Award panelswill be formed at the beginning of assessment period. Panels
will perform the following functions, maintaining the strictest confidentiality and avoiding
even the appearance of conflicts of interest:

Establish fair and equitable mission-related criteriafor awards.
Operate within parameters as negotiated locally.

Section 5 - Monetary Awar ds

A. Special Contribution Awards

The special contribution award is a special act or service award which recognizes
individuals or group for major accomplishments of contributions which have promoted the
mission of the organization. Award amounts should be linked to the significance and
impact of the accomplishment or contribution. A specia contribution award may be made
to an individual employee or to agroup. A group may consist of individuals from asingle
organization or multiple components/office/units.

B. Instant Awards
Thisisaspecia act or service award given to an employee for noteworthy

contributions or accomplishments in the public interest which are connected with or related
to the recipient’s official employment. The distinction between a specia contribution
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award and an instant award rests in the relative significance of contribution or
accomplishment.
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C. Suggestion Awards

The Department will encourage employeesto file suggestions under the Department’s
Suggestion Program. Suggestions will be considered in afair and equitable manner.
Suggestion awards will be appropriate for tangible suggestions, intangible suggestions, and
problem identification, as defined in the Department Suggestion Program.

1. Inthe event no decision is made regarding adoption or nonadoption of a suggestion
within ninety (90) days of submission, the employee, upon request, will be given awritten
or oral status report.

2. Nonadoption of employee suggestions are to be written and contain specific reasons
for nonadoption.

3. If theidea set forth in arejected suggestion is later adopted, the appropriate
suggestion coordinator will reopen the case for award consideration if the matter is brought
to his attention within two (2) years after the date of regjection notice.

Section 6 - Time-Off Awards

Time-off awards may be granted to an individual or group of employees for contributions
that benefit VA. These awards may be granted for contributions such as, but not limited
to; the following:

1. A sgnificant contribution involving completion of a difficult project or assignment
of importance to the mission of the Department,

2. The completion of a specific assgnment or project in advance of an established
deadline and with favorable results,

3. Displaying unusua initiative, innovation, or creativity in completing a project or
improving the operation of a program or service,

4. Displaying unusual courtesy or responsiveness to the public which clearly
demonstrates performance beyond the call of duty and which produces positive results for
the Department, and

5. Exemplary work by an employee as a canvasser for special campaigns or programs
such as the Combined Federal Campaign, US Savings Bonds, or blood donor program.
(An award for such an effort may not exceed one (1) work day per activity.)

Section 7 - Award Nomination Procedures

A. Employees and management officials are encouraged to identify individual employees
whom they believe should be recognized for high quality accomplishments or
contributions.
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B. Nominations of individual employees should be submitted, in writing, to the
appropriate manager or award panel. The nominations should include a description of the
accomplishments or contributions of the nomineg(s) and an explanation of their
significance, as well as the name and tel ephone number of the employee submitting the
nomination. Nominations should not include suggestions for the type of award or the
amount of money to be granted. Information provided in the nominations will be
considered in determining appropriate recognition.
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ARTICLE 16

EMPLOYEE RIGHTS

Section 1 - General

In an atmosphere of mutual respect, all employees shall be treated fairly and equitably and
without discrimination in regard to their political affiliation, Union activity, race, color,
religion, national origin, gender, sexua orientation, marital status, age, or non-
disqualifying handicapping conditions. Employeeswill also be afforded proper regard for
and protection of their privacy and constitutiona rights. It istherefore agreed that
Management will endeavor to establish working conditions which will be conducive to
enhancing and improving employee morde and efficiency.

A. Ingtructions will be given in areasonable and constructive manner. Such guidance
will be provided in an atmosphere that will avoid public embarrassment or ridicule. If an
employee isto be served with awarrant or subpoena, it will be done in private without the
knowledge of other employees to the extent it is within Management's control.

B. Nodisciplinary or adverse action will be taken against an employee upon aniill-
founded basis such as unsubstantiated rumors or gossip.

C. No employee will be subjected to intimidation, coercion, harassment, or unreasonable
working conditions as reprisal nor be used as an example to threaten other employees.

D. When employees receive conflicting orders, they have aright to follow the last order
given aslong as they advise the Management official who issued the latest order that there
isaconflict.

Section 2 - Rightsto Union M ember ship

Each employee shal have the right to form and join a Union; to act as a designated Union
representative, and to assist the Union without fear of penalty or reprisal. Thisright shall
extend to participation in al Union activities including service as officers and stewards.

Section 3 - Rightsto Union Representation

Management recognizes an employee’ s right to assistance and representation by the Union,
and the right to meet and confer with Union representatives in private during duty time,
consistent with Article_and local supplemental agreements. If the employee cannot be
released immediately, the employee will normally be released two (2) hours before the end
of her tour of duty. If such releaseis not made, appropriate relief from time frames will be
afforded. The Department agrees to annually inform all employees of the right to Union
representation under 5 USC 7114 (a)(2)(B) by postings on officia bulletin boards and
other appropriate means.
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Section 4 - Use of Recording Devices

No electronic recording of any conversation, between a bargaining unit employee and VA
official may be made without mutual consent except for Inspector Genera investigations
or other law enforcement investigations. When arecording is made, the employee will be
given the opportunity to review the transcript for accuracy and will be provided with a
copy of the tape and transcript if oneismade. Information obtained in conflict with this
Section will not be used as evidence against any employee.

Section 5 - Firss Amendment Rights

Employees have the right to present their views to Congress, the Executive Branch, or
other authorities and to otherwise exercise their First Amendment rights without fear of
penalty or reprisal.

Section 6 - Access to Documentation

Employees have aright to be made aware of and receive copies of any information specific
to them personally maintained under their name and/or social security number. This
includes any documentation which is not covered by official records referenced in Article
___of this Agreement.

Section 7 - Personal Rights

Employees shall have the right to direct and fully pursue their private lives, persona
welfare, and persona beliefs without interference, coercion, or discrimination by the
Employer so long as such activities do not conflict with job responsibilities.

Section 8 - Dignity and Sdf Respect In Working Conditions

Employees, individually and collectively, have the right to expect, and to pursue,
conditions of employment which promote and sustain human dignity and self-respect.

Section 9 - Whistle-Blower Protection

Employees shall be protected against reprisal of any nature for the disclosure of
information not prohibited by law or Executive Order which the employee reasonably
believes evidences aviolation of law, rule or regulation, or evidences mis-management, a
waste of funds, an abuse of authority, or danger to public or employee health or safety.

Section 10 - Unlawful Orders

An employee has the right to refuse orders that would require the employee to violate the
law. Thisrefusal to obey an unlawful order will not subject the employee to disciplinary
or adverse action.
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Section 11 - Counsding

A. Counsdling shall be reasonable, fair, and used constructively to encourage an
employee'simprovement in areas of conduct and performance. 1t should not be viewed as
disciplinary action. At any counseling session where an employee has the right to Union
representation, the employee shall be advised of that right at the beginning of the session.

B. Ora Counsdling

When it is determined that oral counseling is necessary, the counseling will be
accomplished during a private interview with the concerned employee and Union
representative if requested and appropriate. If after such a meeting, the employeeis
dissatisfied and wishes to pursue a grievance, the employee may proceed to either Step 1
or to Step 2 of the grievance procedure. If thereis to be more than one Management
official involved in a counseling session with an employee, the employee will be so notified
in advance and the employee may have a Union representative at the session.

C. Written Counseling

1. Written counseling will be accomplished in the same manner as specified above,
except that two copies of awritten statement will be given to the employee.

2. A written counseling for misconduct may only be kept or used to support other
personnel actions for up to six months unless additional related misconduct occurs, and
then it may be retained up to one year.

3. A written counsealing for performance may only be retained and used beyond the
appeal period of the annual performance rating to support atimely personnel action related
to that rating or any timely action taken during that period.

4. Inthe case of probationary employees, written counselings may be kept up to the
time adecision is made whether or not the employee will be continued beyond the
probationary period.

Section 12 - Group M estings

The Department agrees that group meetings of employees serve as a useful means of
communication and agrees that regular and periodic (preferably monthly) group meetings
will be held within each service, department, or unit to discuss concerns of both the
Department and employees. The Union shall be notified of such meetings and given the
opportunity to attend.



ARTICLE 17

EQUAL EMPLOYMENT OPPORTUNITY

Section 1 - Palicy

The Department and the Union affirm their commitment to the policy of providing equal
employment opportunities to all employees and to prohibit discrimination because of race,
color, religion, sex (including sexual harassment), sexua orientation, nationa origin, age
(40 years of age and over), or disabling condition.

Section 2 - Equal Employment Opportunity Program

The Department's Equal Employment Opportunity (EEO) Program shall be designed to
promote equal employment opportunity in every aspect of the Departmental personnel
policy and practice in accordance with applicable law and Government-wide rules and
regulations. The program shall include, but not be limited to, the following:

A. Providing reasonable job accommodation for qualified disabled employees,

B. Reviewing selection processes and staffing procedures to identify those which are
inconsi stent with governing Federal EEO rules and regulations and taking corrective
actions consistent with such rules and regulations in those instances where adverse EEO
impacts are found,

C. Proceduresthat alow for the redesigning of jobs, where feasible and desirable, and
which do not create an undue hardship to achieve the Department's mission to utilize to the
maximum extent possible the present skills of qualified disabled employees,

D. Making reasonable accommodations for the religious needs of employees when such
accommodations can be made without undue hardship to the conduct of Department
programs,

E. Commitment to the prevention of sexua harassment, and

F. Affirmative Employment Plan(s).

Section 3 - Reasonable Accommodations for Employees with Disabilities

A. Inaccordance with Section 501 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, as amended, Section
403 of the Vietnam Veterans Readjustment Assistance Act of 1974, as amended, and other
Governmentwide rules and regulations pertaining to the employment of individuals with
disabilities, the Department is committed to affirmative action for the employment,
placement, and advancement of qualified individuals with disabilities and disabled
veterans.

B. The Department will offer reasonable accommodation to known physical or mental
limitations of qualified individuals with a disability regardless of type of appointment,
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unless the Department can demonstrate that the accommodation would impose an undue
hardship on the operation of the Department’ s program as defined in 29 CFR Section
1614.203.

C The parties recognize that individual accommodations will be determined on a case-by-
case basis, taking into consideration the employee’ s specific disability, the employee's
suggestions for reasonable accommodations, existing limitations, the work environment,
and undue hardship imposed on the operation of the Department’s program as defined
above. Qualified employees with disabilities may request specific accommodations.
However, the Department is not required to provide the employee’ s accommodation of
choice as long as the Department provides a reasonable accommodation.

D. The parties agree that reasonable accommodation means an adjustment made to ajob
and/or the work environment that enables a qualified person with a disability to perform
the essential duties of that position. The Department will promptly consider requests for
reasonable accommodations for employees with disabilities. Such accommodations will be
evaluated on a case-by-case basis with regard to the merit of the request.

E. Should a nonprobationary employee become unable to perform the essential functions
of her position even with reasonable accommodation due to a disability, the Department
shall offer to reassign the employee when a funded vacant position for which the employee
qualified is available, subject to al conditions in 29 CFR Section 1614.203(g) being met.
F. For employees with disabilities, job restructuring is one of the principal means by
which some qualified workers with disabilities can be accommodated. The principa steps
in restructuring jobs are:

1. Identify which factor, if any, makes ajob incompatible with the worker’ s disability.

2. If abarrier isidentified in a nonessential job function, the barrier may be eliminated
so that the capabilities of the person may be used to the best advantage.

3. Job restructuring does not alter the essential functions of the job; rather, any
changes made are those which enable the person with a disability to perform those
essential functions.

G. The parties agree that in many cases, changes in the work environment and other
accommodations enable persons with disabilities to more effectively perform their job
duties. Alterations and accommodations may be, but are not limited to, the following:

1. Rearranging files or shelves,

2. Widening access aress,

3. Maintaining hazard-free pathways,

4. Raising or lowering equipment,
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5. Moving equipment controls from one side to the other, or modifying them for hand
or foot operations,

6. Ingtaling specia holding devices on desks, benches, chairs or machines, and
7. Providing qualified interpreters for the hearing impaired.

8. With respect to the modernized systems environment, examples of accommodations
are:

a. The surface that holds the termina will be adjusted to alevel suitable to the
employee' s needs.

b. The keyboard will have “light touch,” guards, and other adaptive devices that
will be considered.

c¢. Visualy impaired employees will be permitted to label “home” keys.
d. Operational and training materials will be available in Braille.
e. Lap trayswill be considered.

f. Computer based voice-output systems or VDT screen enlargers or other
appropriate devices will be provided for visual impaired employees.

g. Hardware and software will be configured to accommodate color blindness
(blinking cursor, highlighting).

h. Printer switches will be available in “light touch” and located in an easily
accessible |location.

H. An employee may be provided assistive devicesif the Department determines that the
use of the equipment is necessary to perform official duties. Such equipment does not
cover personal items which the employee would be expected to provide such as hearing
aids or eye glasses.

I. The Department facilities shall be accessible to employees with disabilities.

J. The Department will be liberal in granting leave to accommodate the handicapping
condition of employees. For example:

1. Leave without pay may be granted for illness or disability, and
2. Sick leave can be appropriately used by a handicapped individual (who uses

prosthetic devices, wheel chairs, crutches, guide dog, or other similar type devices) for
equipment repair or guide dog training or medical treatment.
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K. The Department will provide handicapped employees full consideration for all training
opportunities. Once an employee is selected for training, the Department will provide
reasonable accommodations to the employee to attend and complete the training. It isthe
intent of the Department to provide on-the-job training opportunities to qualified
handicapped employees on the same basi s as nonhandi capped employees consistent with
operational needs.

L. For the purpose of continuing to provide reasonable accommodations for hearing-
impaired employees, management agrees to provide interpreter services for those
employees who seek Union assistance and/or representation for their individual concerns.
To the extent possible, interpreter services should be arranged in advance unless the
employee wants to retain confidentiality.

M. To provide employees with disabilities equal opportunity to perform official business
travel, certain additional travel expenses necessarily incurred to reasonably accommodate
the employee’ s disability may be reimbursed under the Federa Travel Regulations.

N. Employees with disabilities may, where appropriate as a reasonable accommodation,
utilize work-at-home accommodations or flexiplace work setting.

Section 4 - Affirmative Employment Plans

The Department’ s Affirmative Employment Plan shall be designed to promote positive
opportunities for all employees to contribute to the Department’ s mission to the maximum
extent possible, consistent with EEO principles. The Department shall ensure that where
there are situations of under representation, aggressive recruitment and development plans
will be implemented. The parties are encouraged to devel op Affirmative Employment
Plans through partnership with the Union.

A. Affirmative Employment Plans should include, where appropriate, provisions for
reviewing individual servicesto ensure that affirmative employment policy is apparent
within the service and making more use of bridge positions and cross-training.

B. The Department will fulfill any [abor/management obligation, as appropriate, under
law, rule or regulation, with AFGE at the nationa level prior to submitting the National
Affirmative Employment Plan to EEOC for approval. The parties recognize that the
National Affirmative Employment Plan must be submitted to EEOC.

C. Local management will fulfill any labor/management obligation, as appropriate under
law, rule, or regulation, with AFGE at the local level prior to submitting local Affirmative
Employment Plans to the next organizationa level where required (for example, to the
Department or EEOC). The parties recognize that the local plans must be submitted to
headquartersin sufficient time for the Department to meet the EEOC requirement in B
above.

Section 5 - Information, Data, and Reports
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A. The Department agrees to provide employees access to written information describing
the discrimination complaints procedures and their installation’ s Affirmative Employment
Plan(s).

B. The Department agrees to the timely posting of names, pictures, and office telephone
numbers of EEO Counselors on designated installation bulletin boards. Management will
also provide the local with a current list of its facility EEO Counselors and will update the
list as necessary.

C. The Department agrees to provide the Union with copies of the Nationa Affirmative
Employment Plan and any other reports submitted to EEOC, including statistical data, in a
timely manner.

D. Eachinstalation preparing an Affirmative Employment Plan and any other reports will
provide a copy of the same, including statistical data, to the appropriate local union
representative in atimely manner.

Section 6 - EEO Counsdlors

A. The parties agree that proper training will be provided to designated EEO counsglors
consistent with appropriate EEOC regulations.

B. The Department will assure that EEO counselors are available and accessible to
employees who may have a discrimination complaint.

C. The Union, at the local level, may recommend employees for EEO counselor positions.

D. Training on the subject of sexual harassment will be included in the Department's
training programs provided to EEO counselors.

Section 7 - EEO Review Committee

A. The parties agree to establish atwo- (2) year joint pilot program to assess and improve
the Department’ s EEO Program with the formation of a National EEO Review Committee.
The Union and the Department will each appoint a comparable number of representatives
to serve on this Committee which will meet during the semi-annual National

L abor/Management meetings and other mutually agreed upon times. The Department will
provide officia-time status, travel, and per diem for up to three (3) Department employees
appointed by the Union to serve on the Committee and participate in Committee meetings.

1. The National EEO Review Committee will:
a. Bring to the attention of the Department any trend, problems, issues, or
circumstances that upon the Committee’'s review should be changed to improve the

Department’ s EEO Program.

b. Review EEO and Affirmative Employment Plans and Programs and recommend
actions which would contribute to the success or improvement of these programs.
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c. Provide advice and assistance regarding specific personnel management practices
and problems of an EEO nature which adversely affect employees and/or the Department’s
mission (e.g., merit promotion procedures, selection for training, distribution of awards,
and disciplinary actions).

d. Provide recommendations concerning the communication and promotion of the
Department’s EEO Program and goals.

e. Serve asaforum for the consideration of ideas submitted by the Union and/or the
Department to improve the EEO Program or presented in response to Committee
recommendations.

B. At theend of theinitia two- (2) year pilot program, the parties agree to evaluate the
merits of continuing the Committee's existence using as a principal criterion whether its
functions have added va ue to the Department’ s mission and improved EEO functions and
programs.

C. The membership and operation of the local EEO Advisory Committee is an appropriate
subject for local bargaining. Bargaining unit members will be selected with the
concurrence of the Union.

Section 8 - Special Emphasis Program Managers

Management will request nominations from the local Union when management is
considering individuals to serve as Special Emphasis Program Managers on a collateral
duty basis.

Section 9 - Complaints

A. Any employee who wishes to file or has filed an EEO complaint shall be free from
coercion, interference, dissuasion, and reprisal.

B. Employees shall choose from available designated EEO counselors for the facility to
pursue their complaint.

C. EEO counsdors will fully advise employees who seek their assistance of the
procedures (including time limits) involved in processing an EEO complaint under the
statutory EEO appeals procedure. The EEO counselor will also advise the complainant of
the right to file a grievance under the negotiated procedure (See Article 17, Grievance
Procedures, Section 3.C). If the employee electsto file a complaint, the employee must
choose to file the complaint under the negotiated grievance procedure or the statutory EEO
process but not under both. If thereis an established dispute resolution procedure, and the
aggrieved has agreed to participate in the procedure, there will be an extension of no more
than sixty (60) days of the EEO counseling period.

D. The complainant may elect to use an existing Alternative Dispute Resolution (ADR)
process; however, the complainant's rights to pursue an EEO complaint are not waived
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during the ADR process. At the same time, the complainant's responsibilities to comply
with all requirements of the EEO process (for example, time limits and points of contact)
must be adhered to. In the event that ADR is terminated for any reason, the complainant
may continue to pursue an informal resolution of the matter with the EEO counselor or
may request a Notice of Final Interview from the EEO counselor. Guidance on the
requirements of discrimination complaint appeals will be available in the appropriate
administrative office or from an EEO counselor.

E. The representative designated in writing by the EEO complaintant will have the same
access to information as the complaintant.

F. Upon request, the Department agrees to provide the Union current statistics concerning
discrimination complaints filed by employees.
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ARTICLE 18

FITNESS FOR DUTY

Section 1 - Scope

The Department may direct an employee to undergo afitness for duty examination only
under those conditions authorized by this Article or in accordance with Title 38
procedures, as appropriate.

Section 2 - Prerequisite Conditions

When there are reasonable grounds to believe that a health problem is causing performance
or conduct problems of an employee, the employee shall be given an opportunity to provide
medical evidence documenting the health problem affecting his performance or conduct
and/or an opportunity to voluntarily initiate an application for disability retirement on his
own behalf.

Section 3 - Medical Deter mination

A. The Department may require an employee receiving worker’ s compensation benefits or
assigned to limited duties as aresult of an on-the-job injury to report for medical
evaluation when the Department has identified an assignment or position (including the
employee' s regular position) which it reasonably believes the employee can perform
congistent with the medical limitations of her condition.

B. The Department may offer amedical examination when an individual has made a
request for medical reasons for a change in duty status, assignment, or working conditions
or any other benefit or specia treatment (including reemployment on the basis of full or
partial recovery from amedical condition) and the Department, after it has received and
reviewed medical documentation, determines that it cannot grant, support, or act further on
the regquest without verification of the clinical findings and current clinical status.

1. When the Department orders or offers amedical examination under the provisions
of the prevailing regulations, it shall inform the employee in writing of its reasons for
ordering or offering the examination and the consequences of failure to cooperate. The
Department shall designate the examining physician but shall offer the employee the
opportunity to submit medical documentation from his personal physician which the
Department shall review and make part of thefile.

2. The Department shall provide the examining physician with a copy of any approved
medical evaluation protocol, applicable standards and requirements of the position, and/or
adetailed position description of the duties of the position including critical € ements,
physical demands, and environmental factors.

3. The Department shall order or offer a psychiatric evaluation to an employee only

when the employee first provides results of a general medical or psychiatric examination or
the Department has first conducted a nonpsychiatric medical examination and, after review
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of the documentation or examination report, the Department’ s physician concurs that a
psychiatric evaluation is warranted for medical reasons.

C. All medical examinations ordered or offered pursuant to Paragraphs 3A and 3B in this
Section shall be at no cost to the employee and performed on duty time at no charge to
leave.

Section 4 - Procedures

In seeking a fithess-for-duty examination which may or may not lead to a disability
application, the following rules and procedures shall apply:

A. I