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

Message from Local 17 President Doug Massey

The last full week of April is Administrative Professionals’ Week, of which 
Wednesday, April 27th is Administrative Professionals’ Day where we recognize 
the important contributions that administrative professionals make each year to 
our economy and workplace.  The Union would like to thank the dedicated and 
hardworking administrative professionals at VA Central Office.  Many employers 
arrange events to show their appreciation of the work carried out by 
administrative professionals to highlight their importance to the organization.  
Prior to the pandemic, the Union would celebrate the occasion by holding an 
event, such as a luncheon, an ice cream social, or a happy hour.  This year Local 
17’s Executive Board decided to dedicate this volume of the Advocate to all 
administrative professionals at VACO.  Thank you for your service!  - Doug 
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Announcements
New Website is Up and Running!
In addition to The Advocate, Local 17 wants to provide its members with all the 
important information that is now available at the tip of their fingers.  Local 17 has 
created a new, standalone website that focuses on information directly relevant to 
Local 17 members.  It is now live at www.AFGELocal17.org!  Here, you can find 
breaking news, learn more about your rights as a bargaining unit employee, meet 
your Local 17 Officers and Stewards, find links to tons of valuable resources 
(including our Master Agreement, the AFGE National Constitution, the Local 17 
Constitution, the Local 17 Bylaws, and prior training materials to name a few), and 
find information on how to join the Union!  A very special thanks to Local 17 
member Dominique Ramirez for his dedication and comprehensive website skills 
and to Steward Denise Adams Hill for spearheading this amazing resource.

New Nominee for Chair of the Board of Veterans’ Appeals
On April 15, 2022, President Biden nominated Jaime Areizaga-Soto to be Chair of the 
Board of Veterans’ Appeals (BVA).  Mr. Areizaga-Soto, an attorney, public servant, 
and Army JAG Brigadier General, is currently mobilized to active duty as the 
Principal Deputy General Counsel of the National Guard Bureau (NGB), a joint 
activity of the Department of Defense.  He also practiced international law for 
twelve years and is fluent in Spanish, Portuguese, French and has basic knowledge 
of Italian.  The incumbent Chairman, Cheryl Mason, who has served since November 
2017, will continue serving in the role until Mr. Areizaga-Soto is confirmed.
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Executive Order 14025
On April 26, 2022, President Biden issued Executive Order (EO) 14025, Worker 
Organizing and Empowerment, regarding actions agencies can take related to the 
hiring and onboarding process in support of the President’s goals to “encourage 
worker organizing and collective bargaining.” The Office of Personnel Management 
(OPM) has provided guidance on EO 14025, where agencies are strongly encouraged 
to implement actions, such as providing notice to Bargaining Unit Employees (BUEs) 
of their rights on a quarterly or biannual basis and highlighting their rights under the 
Federal Service Labor-Management Relations Statute (FSLMRS) to join a union and 
the contact information of their union representative.  EO 14025 also directed a Task 
Force to identify ways for the executive branch to promote worker organization and 
remove barriers to collective bargaining.  In February 2022, the Task Force, led by 
Vice President Kamala Harris and Labor Secretary Marty Walsh, made nearly 70 
recommendations to build worker power and improve employee working 
conditions.  These recommendations are much needed to give workers a seat at the 
table. For more information on this, visit our website!

Efficiency Training Provided to Union’s “Hallway 
Experience” Mentor Program at the BVA
Mentors and mentees continue to interact and recreate the hallway experience the 
best they can.  In December, member Ian Hitchcock provided an insightful training 
on efficiency tips and tricks to more junior Board attorneys that was very well 
received.  A copy of the slide deck is available on the website. 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.
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Minimum Wage Increase
In January, the White House announced that the 
federal government will now pay all Federal 
workers a minimum of $15 per hour.  This 
amounts to a much-needed raise for 
approximately 9,700 VA employees, many of 
whom were instrumental during the pandemic.  
AFGE has long lobbied for an increased minimum 
wage and was instrumental in making this 
happen.



Unpaid Overtime Grievance
Can Proceed

Back in 2017, the Board of Veterans’ Appeals raised their annual case quota from 
2.4 cases per week for FY17 to 3.25 cases per week for FY18, which led to many 
employees working unpaid overtime in order to merely keep up with the bare 
minimum.  The Union filed a class action grievance on behalf of all OAO attorneys 
in the bargaining unit, any such past employees who were in the bargaining unit 
during in the prior six years, and any such employee who will join the bargaining 
unit during the pendency of the grievance, alleging that the Board violated and 
continues to violate Title V, specifically the Federal Employee Pay Act (FEPA) for 
inducing involuntary unpaid overtime.  Many BUE’s submitted affidavits attesting 
to the unpaid overtime they worked.  The Agency challenged the arbitrability of 
the matter, and Local 17 won an interim decision allowing the arbitration to 
proceed.  For more information, including a copy of the decision, check out 
AFGELocal17.org.

2022 Legislative Conference
From March 27-30, 2022, AFGE Officers and 
Stewards from around the country gathered in 
Washington DC for the annual AFGE Legislative 
Conference, emphasizing the collaborative 
nature necessary to advocate and advance 
legislative priorities in the year ahead.  
Highlights included a rally outside VACO 
headquarters to protest the recently released 
report of the Asset and Infrastructure Review 
(AIR) Commission, a speech from AFGE National 
President Everett Kelley regarding the 
administration’s re-entry efforts where he 
voiced support for hazardous duty and overtime 
pay for front-line employees exposed to COVID-
19 and acknowledged the 600+ members who 
have died from COVID-19, and hearing from 
several members of Congress, including 
Congressman Jamie Raskin (D-MD), 
Congresswoman Eleanor Holmes Norton (D-DC), 
and DC Mayor Muriel Bowser on the issue of DC 
statehood.
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Above, Local 17 President Doug Massey addresses the crowd 
of AFGE employees in front of VACO at 810 Vermont Ave.



New Parental Bereavement Leave
Effective December 27, 2021, employees are entitled to two workweeks of parental 
bereavement leave for purposes of bereavement in connection with the death of an 
employee’s qualifying son or daughter.  Bereavement leave may only be taken for 
the death of a qualifying child that occurs on or after December 17, 2021.  While we 
wait for a new code for bereavement leave in VATAS, qualified leave should be 
submitted as LV-Excused Absence with the Special Note as “Funerals” and Submitter 
Remarks that read: “PBL (insert date of death).”  If you have any questions on 
parental bereavement leave, or any other forms of time and leave, consult Article 35 
of the Master Agreement or reach out to JR Cummings at john-
ryan.cummings@va.gov. 

AFGE Local 17 Holiday Party
On December 8th, 2021, Local 17 hosted a 
Holiday Party for all members at the Pearl 
Street Warehouse located at the Wharf.  A 
very special thanks to Steward Marla 
Woodarek and Local 17 Secretary Vanessa 
Watts for planning such a wonderful party, 
as well as all the spirited members who 
made the party such a success!  If you’d 
like to see more pictures from the party, 
check out www.AFGELocal17.org.
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BVA Bar Dues Reimbursement

In March 2022, BVA Chairman Cheryl 
Mason announced that OAO attorneys at 
the Board would be reimbursed up to $300 
for the bar dues.  While specifics are yet to 
be worked out, it is important to highlight 
the role that Local 17 had in achieving this 
long-sought benefit.  Special thanks to Nick 
Keogh, MB Viccellio and Benton Komins, 
who made the winning arguments in favor 
of reimbursement. 



New Steward and New Chief Stewards

Local 17 would like to welcome new Steward Sikenah Baxter from the Board of Veterans Appeals.  
Sikenah has been a Board attorney since 2015 and has a background in family law and mediation; two 
skills that will benefit the Local greatly.  Join us in welcoming Sikenah to the team!  Additionally, long 
time Stewards Steve Eckerman and Willie Rouse have been named Chief Steward and Deputy Chief 
Steward, respectively.  In their new roles, they will be serving as senior Stewards and valuable sources 
of information for all bargaining unit members.  Join us in congratulating Steve and Willie!  
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Creation of Rehabilitation and 
Performance Improvement Plan (PIP) 
Committee

Considering the number of PIPs that employees 
have received since their return (see our previous 
volume of The Advocate for more information on 
PIPs!), Local 17 has created a new committee to 
focus on rehabilitation and PIPs. Headed by 
Steward Benton Komins, who has handled several 
PIPs over the past year and has gone the extra mile 
in helping mentor a number of employees on PIPs, 
the committee will serve as a warehouse of 
knowledge and best practices to assist those on 
PIPs. Thanks, Benton for taking this charge! If you 
have been threatened with a PIP or are concerned 
that you might be placed on one, please reach out 
ASAP.

Wear Red for Feds!

When it comes to protecting the workplace 
rights of federal workers, we’re ALL in.  Show 
your support for federal workers and express 
your solidarity by wearing red every Wednesday 
for AFGE’s #RedForFeds! 

Conference Management Team Worksite Visit

On April 20, 2022, Local 17 Stewards Marla Woodarek and MB Viccellio attended a site visit with 
management officials at the out-based VACO Enterprise Service Desk (ESD) office in Shepherdstown, 
West Virginia.  This particular facility houses the recently-reorganized Conference Management group 
of the ESD, consisting of six bargaining unit employees who previously worked within the VA National 
Telecommunications Service (VANTS).  In March 2021, the Agency and Union initiated negotiations 
over this reorganization and signed a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) in April 2021.  In 
January 2022, the Union won an arbitration settlement regarding the breach of the MOU which 
resulted in the promotion of each of the six employees upon the completion of their new series 
training.  This site visit was especially fruitful in that Marla and MB were not only able to finally meet 
the impacted employees in person, but they were also able to freely discuss residual issues from the 
reorganization with Management and provide mutually beneficial solutions.  The Union appreciates 
Management’s willingness to partner with the Union to address the needs of bargaining unit 
employees and thanks Management for the opportunity to participate in this productive meeting.



Everything You’ve Wanted to Know About…
Weingarten Rights

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

As bargaining unit employees, we’re accustomed to having many meetings with our 
direct supervisor or others in our chain of command.  While many of these meetings 
can be innocuous, some may be considered investigatory and even lead to discipline.  
In those instances, it is important to know what rights you have.  

What is Weingarten?

Section 7 of the National Labor Relations Act (NLRA) protects your right to perform 
many union functions (self-organize, form/join/assist a labor org, collectively bargain, 
etc.).  Among those protected by Section 7 is the right of a union-represented 
employee (BUE) to have a union representative during an interview that the employee 
reasonably believes could lead to discipline.  This right was first articulated in NLRB v. J. 
Weingarten, Inc. 420 U.S. 251 (1975), where the Supreme Court found that Section 7 
of the NLRA protects employees who refuse to submit to certain interviews without a 
requested representative present.  Commonly referred to as “Weingarten 
representatives,” they are entitled to provide advice and active assistance to 
employees during investigatory interviews.  Your right to request union representation 
in such a meeting is referred to as your Weingarten rights.  

When should you invoke your Weingarten rights?

Unlike your Miranda rights, management is not required to inform you of your 
Weingarten rights.  Therefore, it is important to know when you’re entitled to union 
representation.  Any meeting can be considered investigatory if:
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• A manager/supervisor is seeking to question you; AND
• You reasonably believe that the questioning may result in discharge, discipline, demotion 

or other adverse consequence to your job status
• If you find yourself answering questions where you are explaining or defending what you 

did, this may be an investigatory meeting – ask to contact a union representative!

You are not required to specifically request a “Weingarten” representative. Rather, a 
mere request for union representation will invoke your Weingarten rights. However, 
your belief that questioning may lead to discipline must be reasonable.



When are you NOT entitled to Weingarten rights?

It is not always clear whether a meeting is investigatory or could lead to discipline, and 
not every meeting will satisfy the requirements needed for a Weingarten 
representative.  For example:
• Instructional meetings where you’re receiving training or correction on work
• Meetings where an employer informs you of personnel policies
• Meetings where you’re informed in advance that no discipline or adverse employment action will result
• Meetings about final disciplinary decisions that have already been made
• Meetings where you’re questioned as part of an investigation of another employee’s conduct or performance.

When in doubt, ask for representation.  If you have further questions, reach out to 
Local 17 by emailing Doug Massey at Douglas.Massey@va.gov and/or check out the 
NLRB website.

Upcoming Events
What’s on the horizon?

Trainings
The 2022 Midterm Elections are quickly approaching and with primary season already upon us, it’s a 
good time for a Hatch Act refresher.  Local 17 hosted a training on the Hatch Act in December 2019 
and it was highly attended and well regarded.  Be on the lookout over the next few weeks for 
information about a Hatch Act refresher training.  If you would like to propose a topic for a future 
training, we encourage you to reach out to JR Cummings at john-ryan.cummings@va.gov.
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AFGE & NVAC National 
Conventions
This June, Local 17 will be sending its 
delegates to Orlando, Florida for the triennial 
AFGE National Conference.  There, delegates 
from every Local in AFGE will vote on 
amendments to our national constitution (to 
include dues), elect national officers, and 
consider next steps as a national organization.  
In November, Local 17’s delegates will attend 
the triennial NVAC conference in Las Vegas, 
Nevada where similar votes will be held, in 
addition to a series of fantastic training 
courses.



What Are We Doing For YOU?
Issues at the National Cemetery Administration (NCA)

• Chief Steward Steve Eckerman filed a grievance concerning a temporary promotion for 
an employee at the NCA.  A temporary promotion is when an employee is performing 
higher-graded duties for a discrete amount of time, requiring the Department to pay 
the employee at a higher grade.  Local 17 was ready to take the case to arbitration 
when the Department agreed to settle the matter.  The employee received a cash 
settlement in exchange for the Union dropping the grievance.  Way to go, Steve!

• In October 2021, Marla Woodarek filed two separate grievances on behalf of a 
bargaining unit employee within the NCA, both of which were won in February 2022.  
First, the employee was issued a proposed admonishment (aka discipline) in early 
October 2021 for “delay in carrying out work assignments” (aka performance).  The 
Union was never notified by management of this proposed discipline, as required by 
the Master Agreement.  Marla requested an extension to respond which went ignored 
and the employee was sent a final admonishment in the mail to his residence.  The 
Union grieved the admonishment for obvious notice violations and requested that the 
admonishment be revoked.  This grievance was won and the admonishment was 
removed from the employee’s file.  Second, it was during discussions with the 
employee regarding the discipline matter that the Union discovered that the employee 
was placed on a PIP.  Again, the Union was not notified of the PIP and was not present 
at the PIP meeting, as required by the Master Agreement.  Marla filed a grievance on 
these violations and won the grievance, in which the PIP was rescinded. 

• If you are a NCA employee who is having issues with NCA management, please reach 
out to Chief Steward Steve Eckerman at Stephen.Eckerman@va.gov. 
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Stewards Protecting Your Rights

• Denise Adams Hill successfully represented a Pension and Fiduciary Service employee who was 
denied her allotted official time as a union Steward, time that was agreed upon by the Director of 
the Pension and Fiduciary Service and Local 17 President Doug Massey.  Nevertheless, the 
employee’s immediate and secondary supervisors refused to allow the employee to use the 
agreed-upon time.  Denise drafted a grievance arguing for enforcement of the MOU and just 
before the grievance was elevated to Step 3, management relented and the official time was 
granted. 

• Nick Keogh recently represented a Board attorney who was twice denied a GS-14 promotion. At 
the Step 2 level, he was able to get the GS-14 promotion granted and then backdated to the prior 
month. At the Step 3 level, he negotiated a settlement with SDVC Santoro and the attorney’s GS-
14 promotion effective date was retroactively adjusted from October to the beginning of July and 
the attorney received back pay and interest for the pay differential, amounting to several 
thousand dollars. The attorney’s future step increases will also now be based on this earlier date, 
which will total thousands of dollars over the next few years.

• Benton Komins continues to work with attorneys at the BVA who are either on PIPs or have been 
warned of that possibility.  Like last year, this on-going process is paying off mightily as the 
attorneys move out of “danger zones” and acquire the necessary skills for on-going success.  As a 
team with MB Viccellio, he has been working with several large groups at VACO and VBA to re-
classify positions, advocate for reinstatement of bargaining unit status, and ensure uniformity of 
telework agreements through demands to bargain and intensive (on-going) interactions with 
BUEs and management.  Long-term efforts have been focused on improving BUE satisfaction and 
recognition in the VBA Educational Office. 

• Chief Steward Steve Eckerman successfully convinced an arbitrator to rescind an 18-year 
employee’s 3-day suspension when the employee, who was out of sick and annual leave, was 
charged AWOL while attending to her son who was hospitalized with a life-threatening illness. VA 
appealed the arbitrator’s decision to the FLRA. However, because VA failed to raise the excepted 
argument with the arbitrator, the FLRA dismissed the exception. Excellent work, Steve!

• MB Viccellio and JR Cummings successfully grieved a VBA Finance Department employee’s FY 21 
evaluation, and she was upgraded from Fully Successful to Outstanding for the year, garnering her 
a bonus.  Both the Step 1 and Step 2 official refused to consider the undisputed facts, but the 
Step 3 official conceded at the meeting that management’s errors in the assessment process 
required the award of an outstanding overall rating. The employee will now get her leave and 
monetary award. We were able to negotiate her FY 22 performance standards to protect her 
against last minute and unreasonable deadline changes that had been problematic in FY 21.

• Nick Keogh, Benton Komins and JR Cummings similarly successfully grieved two Board 
employees’ FY21 evaluation and they were also upgraded from Fully Successful to Outstanding 
on the year, garnering them a bonus.
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• JR Cummings successfully negotiated for a VHA Specialty Care Service employee’s 
schedule to be adjusted to accommodate her religious obligations.  As a result, the 
employee now has a schedule that includes both a full 40-hour work week and the 
time needed to prepare for her weekly religious practices while on a detail.  The 
employee’s schedule was continued once her detail ended as well.

• MB Viccellio successfully grieved improper changes to performance standards for a 
group of employees at OSDBU. A temporary supervisor had radically changed the 
job requirements to favor one of the employees on the team and had failed to 
notify the union before totally revamping the performance standards. We were 
able to walk back most of the changes and work with the permanent supervisor to 
draft performance standards that were fair and reflected the job the employees 
were hired to do.

• JR Cummings and Benton Komins successfully grieved a BVA Case Support 
employee’s stolen annual leave. The employee’s PIV card malfunctioned and 
prevented her from working for several days. After following all appropriate IT 
guidelines, the employee was inexplicably charged with 30 hours of annual leave 
for her absence. JR and Benton grieved this egregious charge, and the employee 
had her 30 hours of annual leave restored. Special thanks to Benton for drafting 
the Step 1 grievance on short notice when the deadline was less than 24 hours!

• In January 2022, Marla Woodarek won an arbitration settlement for six bargaining 
unit employees within the Conference Management group of the ESD. This group, 
formerly of the VA National Telecommunications Service (VANTS), were told in 
March 2021 that their current job series was going to be discontinued and that 
they were going to be reorganized to a new series within the ESD. Once the Union 
was properly notified, bargaining commenced and an MOU was signed in April 
2021. One key provision of the MOU was that the employees were to be 
considered for a promotion to a GS-9 upon completion of their new series 
training. Marla filed a grievance regarding a violation of the MOU in the summer of 
2021, where management failed to re-classify the employees after their new series 
training was completed, and eventually invoked arbitration. During arbitration 
settlement negotiations, management notified the Union that only three of the six 
employees were to remain on with the ESD as GS-7s, the other three of which were 
“not qualified” (aka to be fired). After some robust debate, management notified 
the Union that all six employees were to be promoted to GS-9s, which was codified 
in the January 2021 settlement agreement.
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Trainings

• In December 2021, Denise Adams-Hill, Benton Komins, JR Cummings and MB 
Viccellio attended a week-long training at as part of AFGE District 14 University, 
which provides training for AFGE Stewards and officials.  MB and Denise, newer 
Stewards, completed Basic Steward Training, while Benton and JR completed 
advanced training in EEOC law and procedure.  Not only was this a chance for new 
and experienced Stewards to add to their skill set but was a chance to get to know 
other Stewards and AFGE officials across District 14.  

• In February 2022, Local 17 attended an extremely informative training on the 
arbitration process.  Provided by April Fuller, Esq. of Roberts Labor Law and 
Consulting, LLC, Local 17 was trained on every individual step of the arbitration 
process from intake all the way to post-hearing briefs.  It was universally heralded 
as one of the best trainings Local 17 has ever attended. 

• In April 2022, Union representatives Doug Massey, JR Cummings, Marla Woodarek, 
Nick Keogh and James Dyer attended NVAC’s annual Health & Safety Conference in 
Denver, Colorado.  Over the course of four days, they split up the courses and 
learned about valuable health safety-related topics, such as Workers 
Compensation, bullying, harassment, and domestic violence in the workplace, 
accident investigation, combating stress in relation to performance standards, 
active shooter response, tools to evaluate workplace hazards, mental health 
awareness, suicide prevention, and reasonable accommodations and the ADA.
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Better Know a Representative
William “Bill” Wetmore retired from the Board in March 2020 after serving for more than 40 years as a BVA 
attorney.  Hired by the Board in 1979, a commitment to service runs deep in Bill’s family – his mother, father, 
both uncles and his maternal grandfather all volunteered to serve, and he believes that there are no more 
deserving members of society than Veterans.  Bill has reflected that when he was writing cases, the best days 
were walking out after granting a benefit.  

However, Bill’s retirement doesn’t look so much like retirement: he is currently an Executive Vice President 
(first elected in 2003) of the National Veteran’s Affairs Council (NVAC) and Treasurer of Local 17 (having 
previously been a national representative for the NVAC secretary, Vice President, Treasurer a few times 
before, and the Local President). Prior to coming to the Board, he worked as a teller, construction inspector, 
loan supervisor, loan officer and travel agent.

Bill grew up in Bethlehem, PA; Borough of Manhattan above Harlem; Huntington, NY; Albuquerque, NM, and 
eventually several cities in Maryland, which is where he currently resides. He attended Lafayette College in 
Easton, PA where he joined SDS and sang folk songs. Previewing his career as a Union officer, he and fellow 
students closed the school briefly on strike. He then attended America University Law School in DC, where he 
and other students closed that school briefly on strike as well. While at law school, he worked at a Savings and 
Loan and attended class at night, hoping his rock & roll band would make it (it didn’t).

He has been married to Cheryl since 1974, and together they have three children and seven grandchildren 
living across the country from California to Maryland. These days, when he’s not negotiating the national 
contract, he watches about 20 hours of TV a week, easy. "As We See It," on Amazon Prime, is currently 
number one. It’s a complex study of interpersonal relationships with a focus on three disparate people on the 
spectrum. He roots for the Local pro and college teams, men and women as well as Chelsea FC (Go Blue!).

Most importantly, Bill asks that you wear RED every Wednesday to show support for organized labor!
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*This picture was not taken on a Wednesday



THE ADVOCATE

Suggestions? 
Have an event of interest for the Local to announce?

Do you have any questions about The Advocate?

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

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

AFGE: “To do for all that which no one can do for oneself.”
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Want to join the Local 17?  Go to www.Join.AFGE.org! 


