FY 01 sees more AFMC employees retire than projected
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WRIGHT-PATTERSON AIR FORCE BASE, Ohio (AFMCNS) -- Nearly 1,200 more Air Force Materiel Command civilian employees retired in fiscal year 2001 than experts predicted, causing command workforce shaping officials to shift recruiting efforts into high gear.

In fiscal 2001, 2,582 AFMC civilian employees retired, or about 4.7 percent of the civilian population. Command workforce shaping officials, using a projected loss model to predict potential retirements, estimated only 2.6 percent in retirements.

"This has potentially serious implications because we used our loss model to develop our accession plan where we try to determine how many positions we need to fill in a given year and start making plans for that," said Polly Sweet, AFMC's workforce shaping chief. "If we continue down this road, we could get all the new hires we initially estimated and still come up short of what we actually need. The bottom line is we need to do more than we thought we did."

Sweet said about a year or so ago, a Human Capital Crisis report came out from the General Accounting Office in Washington, D.C., talking about government employees and a looming retirement bulge. Then over time they said it's not really as bad as it seems because fewer people are retiring than they'd thought.

"That's not the case within AFMC," Sweet said. "We're experiencing more than what actuarial evidence would let you believe."

Office of Personnel Management officials in Washington recently reported that for 2001, there was only a 2.8 percent retirement rate for all full-time permanent federal employees government wide. They projected a 3.4 percent rate.

"But the Defense Department overall experienced more of a reduction, so it's not unreasonable to assume that DOD would have a worse problem than the government as a whole because we've pushed so many people out during the last 10 years," Sweet said.

To battle the now-bigger retirement problem, Sweet said command officials are putting more emphasis on recruiting.

"Centers are doing a lot more in terms of offering incentive bonuses and the Air Force is helping us out by increasing their central intern program by 120 positions beginning in fiscal 02," Sweet said. "They're also, in 2003, establishing a co-op program which is another way of starting the training process and getting people into the pipeline that we desperately need."

Looking toward potential legislation, Sweet said the Managerial Flexibility Act is pending on the Hill but not yet law. This act provides flexibility in how recruitment bonuses can be structured to draw new workers.

"Right now, we can offer up to 25 percent of an individual's salary upfront," Sweet said. "Under the proposed legislation, it's kind of a laddered thing. With a one-year service agreement, you can give 25 percent, for a four-year agreement, you can give 100 percent of their salary. It gives that flexibility and allows you to structure how you pay that individual which is what we need."

Other similar legislation is being proposed and reviewed, she said.

Sweet also said in fiscal years 2002 and 2003, AFMC has the authority to use the Voluntary Separation Incentive Program.

"This program is for those civilian employees who may be interested in leaving earlier than they'd originally planned," Sweet said. "The VSIP encourages them to do that, which allows us to start bringing people in. What we don't want to see is this big cliff which is what we're heading for right now."

But despite the sometimes bigger-than-life recruiting struggle, Sweet said there is some light at the end of a very long tunnel. For the first time in the past five years new hires outnumbered separations. She reported 4,745 new hires in fiscal year 2001, just slightly more than fiscal 2000 which logged 4,703.

Of the new hires, 215 received a recruitment bonus and 15 received a relocation bonus, she said.

The top AFMC occupations for new hires in fiscal 2001 were aircraft mechanics with 386; sheet metal mechanics with 342; followed by electronics mechanics with 249, Sweet said. Supply clerks and technicians with 185, electronics engineers with 177, painters, 154, firefighters, 152, secretaries, 148, aircraft electricians, 125, and general services and support supervisors with 120 rounded out the list. More than half of these occupations have a high turnover rate, she said.

For more information, contact your base workforce shaping representative. (Serina Albright AFMC Civilian Personnel Division, contributed to this report.)

