
THE ADVOCATE
AFGE: “To do for all that which no one can do for oneself.”

Message from Local 17 President Doug Massey
AFGE Local 17 values each of its members and strives to provide 
outstanding representation, advice, and support in furtherance of a fair and 
equitable workplace. Over the past four years, Local 17 has put together a 
highly effective team of stewards who believe in providing extraordinary 
service for extraordinary employees. Compassion, dedication, strong 
advocacy skills, and an ability to work with a diverse group of employees 
have been the key ingredients to our success. But the most essential 
ingredient to our success has been your continued support by being a dues-
paying member of AFGE Local 17. - Doug 
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Announcements

NEW RULES REGARDING VACCINATION REPORTING

President Biden has announced several new rules regarding vaccination against the 
coronavirus. The National VA Council (NVAC), a bargaining council within AFGE 
comprised of all VA locals within AFGE, has filed a national demand to bargain on 
this very important issue.

Our position is to urge all who are not yet vaccinated to get vaccinated, as long as
that does not interfere with a firmly held religious belief or jeopardize an employee’s 
health. Our demand to bargain is not intended to delay or prevent the 
implementation of this requirement, but rather to make sure that it is rolled out in a 
fair and reasonable way that protects your rights. We are especially concerned 
about protecting your interest in keeping details of your private medical and 
personal life confidential.

For the latest information on the coronavirus vaccines, including how to find a 
vaccine near you, you can visit Vaccines for COVID-19 | CDC.

Official Time

We have our Official Time back, so we want to hear from you!

After a long battle following a grievance to the Federal Labor Relations Authority 
(FLRA), Local 17 won restoration of hours ofOfficial Time that was illegally taken by 
VA in 2018 pursuant to former President Trump’s Executive Order. If you’re 
interested in the details, you can read the decision here: Department of Veterans 
Affairs and AFGE Local 17, 72 FLRA 287 (2021). Members of Local 17’s Executive 
Board - Doug Massey (President), Calanit Kedem (1st Vice-President) and Nick Keogh 
(then-Secretary, now 3rd Vice President) - drafted and filed the winning brief. This is 
an impressive accomplishment, and we are proud that members of our Local are 
fighting and winning back time to serve our bargaining unit members.
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(Official Time continued…) 

The 2018 illegal seizure of Official Time explicitly restricted our ability to help you, 
our bargaining unit employees, to pursue grievances, bargain on your behalf and 
pushback against bad management practices. Despite that, all our stewards and 
officers used their personal time to help employees. Now that our Official Time has 
been restored, we are eager to return to serving our bargaining unit coworkers. 
Local 17 represents over 1900 employees in dozens of offices at VBA, VHA, and BVA 
around Washington, DC and across the country. Moreover, in this remote 
environment, we rely on you to let us know about problems happening in your work 
group so that we can help you get the resources and tools that you need to be 
successful. We need to hear from you - get in touch with us by emailing Doug at 
Douglas.Massey@va.gov.

Microsoft Teams Tracking

Local 17 has filed a Demand to Bargain (DTB) over management’s use of Microsoft 
Teams to monitor attendance and track employees. Although VA has never 
indicated that MS Teams would be used like a time clock, many managers at
headquarters have deployed this communication system as a tracking and 
attendance tool, without consultation with the Union. Our goals are to bargain over 
appropriate arrangements and procedures to protect your rights and stop this 
practice as soon as possible until these negotiations have concluded. If you think 
you’ve been subjected to this kind of monitoring, please reach out to Doug at 
Douglas.Massey@va.gov.

Maxi-flex

Doug Massey, President, and Calanit Kedem, First Vice President, have been 
attending recurrent meetings of VACO’s Employee Engagement Council (EEC). One 
of the topics at the top of the list is expanding the availability of a maxi-flex work 
schedule to more bargaining unit employees. Many groups at VACO have already 
adopted this type of flexible work schedule that, in combination with telework, 
provides the most flexibility to employees to address the demands of work as well 
as personal responsibilities, such as caregiving. Local 17 is preparing a memo on 
behalf of the EEC to present to the Secretary’s office advocatingmaxi-flex schedules 
for all suitable positions.
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Union Mentorship Program: “The Hallway Experience”

Are you an attorney in your first or second year who would like to network more 
with senior attorneys? Are you a more senior attorney who would like to mentor a 
newer attorney? The Union has put together a mentorship program focusing on 
recreating the “Hallway Experience” where new attorneys get paired with one to 
two more senior attorneys to talk about whatever they want – cases, VLJs, detail 
opportunities, Board politics, life, etc. - just like you would if you were assigned to 
a random office in the hallway. The program has been in place for six months and 
feedback has been positive from all parties! If you’re interested in being assigned
a mentor, or if you’re interested in being a mentor, please reach out to JR 
Cummings at john-ryan.cummings@va.gov for more information.

Weathering the Storm

Attention Members!  Keep an eye on your 
mailboxes for a special delivery from your 
Local as a thank you for your support 
through the past few years of turbulent 
times. Our members have been the 
backbone of Local 17 for years, and you’ve 
continued to be the backbone despite a 
challenging few years.  Enjoy a gift on behalf 
of Local 17 for weathering the storm with us!

RELATED: Please make sure that we have 
your current address.  Many of our members 
have relocated due to the pandemic, and it's 
more important than ever that we are able 
to send you important information and 
updates.  If you haven't already, please 
update your mailing address by emailing Bill 
Wetmore at bwetmore@afgenvac.org.

4



Local 17 Bids Farewell to Steward Renee Trotter

Renee Trotter, one of Local 17’s most valuable stewards, recently left VA for a new 
position with the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission.  Renee was known 
for being a fierce and empathetic advocate.  She was a champion of diversity and 
inclusion (serving as co-chair of the Board’s Diversity & Inclusion Committee), 
employee engagement, and ending workplace harassment and bullying.  Many of 
you may remember a presentation Renee gave to our members on how to handle 
workplace bullying in Fall 2019.  Renee’s departure will be greatly felt.  Her 
leadership and guidance to Local 17 have been an integral part of our success.  
Renee was a great teammate and an even better friend. 

Below is a picture from our good-bye luncheon honoring Renee’s service to Local 
17.   Starting on the left is Doug, Denise Adams Hill, Renee Trotter, JR Cummings, 
and on the right is the Bill Wetmore, Marla Woodarek, Calanit Kedem, Nick Keogh, 
and Carmel Jackson.

New Stewards

Local 17 would like to welcome new stewards Benton Komins, Megan-Brady (MB) 
Viccellio, and Denise Adams Hill from the Board of Veterans Appeals.  Their varied 
backgrounds, interests and skills will be valuable assets to our mission.  Local 17 would 
also like to welcome back former steward Carmel Jackson from VA’s Office of General 
Counsel.  Carmel’s history not only within the VA but also with Local 17 will be 
invaluable as we continue to fight for your rights.  
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What Are We Doing For YOU?

Negotiations Affecting the Bargaining Unit

• On April 29, 2021, Marla Woodarek (Chief negotiator) signed an MOU 
governing seven bargaining unit employees (BUEs) in VANTS due to a massive 
reorganization. Marla secured a permanent tour of duty schedule, a pre-90-day 
performance improvement period prior to the issuance of a PIP, and 
consideration for promotion to a GS-9 upon completion of their series 2210 
instructor-led training. Marla continues to file and win grievances enforcing the 
provisions of this MOU as numerous violations arise; ensuring that our success 
at the bargaining table is not erased by management refusing to honor the
agreed-upon MOU.

• On July 9, 2021, Bill Wetmore (Chief negotiator), JR Cummings and Steve 
Eckerman signed a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) governing Telework 
for VHA Office of Finance employees. Aside from agreeing that employees do 
NOT have to telework, it provides administrative time for employees when they 
experience an emergency interfering with computer usage. It also covers 
procedures for when an employee wants to change their telework address.

• New Steward Benton Komins recently helped a Board employee successfully 
terminate a PIP nearly two months ahead of schedule (What is a PIP? Read 
Below!). This employee resolved a backlog of over 40 cases to get back on track 
for a fully successful production rating in FY 2021.

• On September 22, 2021, JR Cummings (Chief negotiator) and Calanit Kedem 
bargained new performance standards for GS-7 and GS-9 Program Specialists in 
the Board of Veterans Appeals Hearing Branch. These new standards will affect 
not only an incumbent bargaining unit employee, but several yet-to-be-hired 
bargaining unit employees in an expanding unit.

Congressional Testimony

On July 13th, Gillian Slovick, an attorney at the Board, Local 17’s Second Vice 
President, and an NVAC National Representative, testified before the House 
Veterans’ Affairs Committee on “VA Appeals Program: Examining the State Of 
Modernization Efforts.”
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(What Are We Doing For YOU? continued..)

After discussing problems regarding high attrition and low morale among 
administrative staff and attorneys, Gillian requested that the Board show empathy 
when evaluating performance due to the pandemic, especially with parents trying to 
care for small children while working nights and weekends. She also advocated for a 
career ladder GS-15 for attorneys and requested that the Union be involved in the 
training program.  Gillian did an outstanding job advocating on behalf of Board 
employees. You can learn more about Gillian below in our “Better Know A 
Representative” section! To view the entire hearing, please find the link here. You can 
view Gillian’s testimony here: https://youtu.be/OX4VH9_gyIAAll

Training on Effective Bargaining

From June 23rd to June 25th, Local 17 hosted a training “How to Bargain Effectively” at 
the Hyatt Regency in Baltimore’s Inner Harbor. The event was a hybrid in-person and 
virtual training, with nearly 90 in-person attendees and approximately 50 virtual 
attendees from Locals all over the country. The training was presented by Ibidun
(“Bibi”) Roberts, Esq., founder of Roberts Labor Law and Consulting and former 
supervisory attorney and principal advisor to the NVAC; April Fuller, Esq., Associate 
Attorney at Roberts Labor Law and Consulting, and former Legal Rights Attorney with 
AFGE; and, Dennis Walsh, Esq., former Director of Region 4 of the National Labor 
Relations Board, former Deputy General Counsel of the FLRA and former Chairman of 
the U.S. Special Panel of Appeals.  During the three days of training, Union 
representatives learned about relevant provisions of the Federal Service Labor-
Management Relations Statute, how to draft ground rules and negotiable proposals, as 
well as negotiability appeals and impasse.  Although such large in-person events are 
usually run by a district or at the national level with event coordinators, Local 17’s 
team, especially steward Marla Woodarek, developed and ran a very successful and 
useful training. National Union leaders, including AFGE President Dr. Everett Kelly and 
National Vice President for Women and Fair Practices Jeremy Lannan appeared and 
personally spoke to the attendees about the urgent need for continued solidarity and 
renewed commitment to protecting employees and creating a fair and safe workplace.  
Participants not only became more confident in their knowledge and skills of 
bargaining, but also left the training with a stronger sense of comradery and unity after 
a lengthy period of anti-Union sentiment in the workplace. A big thank you to Marla 
Woodarek for organizing this great training! 

7



Better Know a Representative
Gillian Slovick, 2nd Vice President and NVAC National Representative Gillian has been 
an attorney at the Board since 2009. She was recently elected as 2nd Vice President of 
Local 17 after serving as 3rd Vice President since 2018, and she served as a steward for 
Local 17 between 2012 and 2013 and again in 2017. Since March 2018, Gillian has 
worked as a National Representative and researcher for the Supervisory Attorney of 
the National VA Council where she has broken down complicated legislation, including 
the Accountability Act, and made it clearer for the bargaining unit via customized 
trainings.

Recently, you may have noticed Gillian when she testified before a House VA 
Subcommittee on July 13th. Gillian’s testimony was for a hearing on the “VA Appeals 
Program: Examining the State of Modernization Efforts,” where she represented the 
AFGE Local 17 and discussed the high attrition and low morale among staff at the 
Board of Veteran’s Appeals, challenges facing employees during the pandemic 
(especially among working mothers like herself) and advocated for a career ladder to 
GS-15 for Board attorneys.

In September 2020, Gillian moved from Baltimore to Providence, Rhode Island with 
her husband, Ben, and their son, Oscar. Despite being too sarcastic for New England, 
she likes it a lot so far.
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Everything You’ve Wanted to Know About…
Performance Improvement Plans (PIPs)

Each newsletter, we’ll highlight a hot topic. This issue: PIPs

After years of illegal refusal to issue them, PIPs are back! PIPs, short for Performance 
Improvement Plans, are commonly seen at mid-year and at the end of the fiscal year 
(times when evaluations are required), although they can be issued at any time. PIPs 
are outlined in Article 27, Section 10 of the Master Agreement, and it’s useful to know 
what’s involved, what you can expect, and what your rights are. Generally speaking, 
you do not want to be placed on a PIP, but they exist as a mechanism to help you get 
back on track.

What is a PIP?

If your supervisor determines that you are not meeting the fully successful standard in 
a critical element, he/she must identify specific, performance-related problems and 
place you on a PIP. It is a plan tailored to your specific needs to help you improve to 
the fully successful level of performance for critical elements of your job. PIPs are a 
minimum of 90 days, but they can be ended sooner if the employee shows they have 
improved over the course of the PIP. The goal is for the employee to get back to 
fully successful performance as soon as possible. Management MUST consult the
Union before issuance of a PIP. You are entitled to one PIP per 12-month period.

Who is eligible to be put on a PIP?

Only non-probationary “employees” are eligible to be put on PIPs. Pursuant to 5 U.S.C. 
7511 (a)(1)(C)(ii), a non-probationary “employee” is anyone “who has completed 2 
years of current continuous service in the same or similar positions in an Executive 
agency under other than a temporary appointment limited to 2 years or less.” There 
must not be a break in service. You are probationary if you are in your first two 
years. HOWEVER, VA has a 1-year rule, so if you’ve been at the VA for over a year, you 
are no longer probationary and may be eligible for a PIP. Unfortunately, probationary 
employees are not entitled to a PIP before adverse actions, such as non-retention, 
denial of promotion, or denial of within-grade increase (WIGI), although you may have 
other notice rights. Consult a Union steward if you have questions about your status.
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What happens if my supervisor wants to put me on a PIP?

To reiterate, they must notify you and the Union; the Master Agreement requires that 
the Union be notified. All three parties will meet to develop a written plan (the PIP) to 
improve your performance. As a reminder, the written PIP must specifically reference 
the performance problems, be specific about what you must do to improve your 
performance to the successful level, and be tailored to your individual needs.  Routine 
features include biweekly meetings with your supervisor, additional trainings, the 
assignment of a mentor, etc. Although the Union must be notified of a supervisor’s 
intention to place you on a PIP, it’s always a good idea for you to reach out to the 
Union to let them know what’s going on.

You can contact Local 17 by emailing Doug Massey at Douglas.Massey@va.gov.

Upcoming Events
What can you look forward to?

Trainings

Sergeant at Arms JR Cummings presented the first in his series of trainings on labor 
matters on September 14th, on Time and Leave. The virtual training, which was 
extremely useful in explaining both the types of leave available to VA employees as 
well as the rights and responsibilities of employees regarding their leave, was recorded 
for later viewing and the PowerPoint presentation was made available.  Upcoming 
topics include the Grievance process, FMLA, and breaking down the various labor 
acronyms.  If you would like a copy of the slides or would like to propose a topic for a 
future training, we encourage you to reach out to JR at john-ryan.cummings@va.gov.

Organizing Drive

Local 17 wants to grow its membership and is willing to make it fun! Between now and 
December 1, 2021, Local 17 is holding a recruiting contest. Participants must recruit at 
least six new members to qualify and the employee who recruits the highest number 
of new members will win a trip for two, including airfare and four nights at a hotel, in 
one of three locations: Las Vegas, Miami or Orlando. The prize must be redeemed, and 
travel must be completed, by December 1, 2022. For more information, please contact 
Doug Massey at Douglas.Massey@va.gov. Get Organizing!
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THE ADVOCATE

Suggestions? 

Have an event of interest for the Local to announce?
Do you have any questions about The Advocate?

Contact
MB Viccellio at megan-brady.viccellio@va.gov

or 
JR Cummings at john-ryan.cummings@va.gov.

AFGE: “To do for all that which no one can do for oneself.”
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