Department of Veterans Affairs
VA HANDBOOK 5368
Washington, DC 20420
Transmittal Sheet


June 19, 1997
ALTERNATIVE WORKPLACE ARRANGEMENTS (FLEXIPLACE)

1. REASON FOR ISSUE: This Handbook provides guidance and procedures for Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) policy for the approval of alternative workplace arrangements (flexiplace).


2. SUMMARY OF CONTENTS/MAJOR CHANGES: This Handbook provides guidance for the approval of flexiplace assignments.


3. RESPONSIBLE OFFICE: The Office of Human Resources Management (051A).

4. RESCISSION:. VA Directive 5368.

CERTIFIED BY:
BY DIRECTION OF THE SECRETARY


OF VETERANS AFFAIRS:

Nada D. Harris
Eugene A. Brickhouse

Deputy Assistant Secretary 
Assistant Secretary for Human Resources

for Information Resources Management
and Administration

Distribution: RPC: 5065 assigned.

FD This ID same as RPC: 5033

ALTERNATIVE WORKPLACE ARRANGEMENTS (FLEXIPLACE)

1. PURPOSE. This Handbook contains guidance and procedures for meeting the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) mandatory policy provisions of Directive 5368 to establish and approve alternative workplace arrangements (flexiplace). Flexiplace may provide managers and employees with the flexibilities and benefits identified in paragraph 2a of VA Directive 5368.


2. FLEXIPLACE

a. Participation. Participation in a flexiplace assignment is voluntary. Position suitability and availability of staff and resources are considerations for management when determining employee participation.


b. Position Suitability

(1) Management officials in conjunction with the Partnership Council or local labor management officials are responsible for determining which positions are appropriate for flexiplace assignments. 


(2) After deciding that a specific position is potentially suitable for flexiplace, management officials should also consider such factors as: the nature of the work and what portion of the position’s duties could be performed away from the office (job reengineering or work redistribution may be necessary), knowledge requirements of the position, whether the position is considered a training or developmental position, the degree of supervision required, coverage requirements, contact requirements (customer, colleagues, etc.), reference material requirements, special equipment requirements, travel requirements and information security.


c. Flexiplace Work Agreement. The work agreement lists terms and conditions for the flexiplace assignment. Before concurring on agreements, supervisors must determine the impact the flexiplace assignment will have on work operations. The agreement should provide information on resources and equipment the employee and management will provide (see appendix A for a sample agreement). Agreements will be signed by the employee and appropriate concurring and approving officials. For telecenter or satellite office arrangements, the supervisor will coordinate the assignment with the appropriate telecenter or satellite office official to assure adequate space and equipment is available.


d. Participant Selection

(1) Management officials are responsible for selecting participants for flexiplace assignments.


(2) VA employees selected for flexiplace assignments must have a performance rating of successful or equivalent. They should have a history of being reliable, responsible, and able to work independently. Both full-time and part-time employees may participate in flexiplace.


e. Performance Evaluation. The performance of a employee on a flexiplace assignment should be evaluated based on the applicable performance standards for his or her position for that portion of the overall performance plan which applies. Supervisors and employees should fully discuss performance expectations early in the process of establishing a flexiplace assignment to assure expectations are fully understood. Periodic reviews between the supervisor and the employee are encouraged.


f. Time and Attendance Accounting. The employee’s time and attendance will be recorded as performing official duties at the official duty station or alternative worksite, as applicable. To verify attendance at the alternative worksite, supervisors may periodically contact the employee and/or permit employee self-certification. To help ensure that employees on flexiplace assignments work as scheduled, supervisors should focus on the completion of work products, as applicable.


g. Work Schedule. Based on work requirements, supervisors may arrange flexiplace schedules to allow employees to work on a flexiplace assignment one day per pay period, one day per week, or as often as five days per week. Normally, flexiplace schedules may be changed by a supervisor only with notice to the employee in advance of the applicable administrative workweek. Work unit supervisors may also approve alternative work schedules for employees on flexiplace assignments when doing so is consistent with work requirements.


h. Leave. Title 5 regulations regarding absence and leave apply to employees on flexiplace assignments.


i. Emergency Closing/Group Dismissal. An employee working at an alternative worksite will be required to complete their full work schedule if they are unaffected by an event which requires late arrival or early dismissal at the official duty station. If the official duty station closes for the day or opens late, an employee assigned to work at an alternative worksite will be excused from duty for the same period the official duty station is closed. For telecenters, dismissals and emergency closings will fall under the guidelines of the telecenter.


j. Pay. All entitlements for pay, including locality comparability pay, special salary rates, and travel benefits will be based on the employee's official duty station. Premium pay entitlements are not affected by a flexiplace arrangement, including coverage under the Fair Labor Standards Act, if applicable (Note: Employees covered by the FLSA should be given explicit written instructions not to exceed daily and weekly overtime pay limits). The premium pay provisions in MP-5, Part II, Chapter 3, Section A, shall apply to hybrid title 38 employees who are being paid premium pay on the same basis as nurses.


k. The Alternative Work Site 

(1) The alternative work site must be conducive to conducting business. Before a work-at-home request is approved, a site inspection (self-inspection or inspection by a management-designated official) will be made to ensure that the work environment allows assigned tasks to be performed efficiently. The agreement should include a certification that the work site is free of distractions. A sample site inspection form may be found in the Office of Personnel Management pamphlet, "Balancing Work and Family Demands through Telecommuting, (OLRWP-15), which may be obtained from the VA Service and Distribution Center.


(2) The supervisor and employee should identify resources needed to facilitate the work assignment, assuring all property and equipment needs are satisfied in accordance with the agreement.


NOTE: GSA has developed a number of flexiplace centers, commonly called telecenters, across the country and in the Washington, DC, area. For information about the interagency agreement for renting space and billing procedures for use of telecenters, the General Services Administration should be contacted.


l. Expenses and Equipment

(1) Work-at-home assignments may require minimal equipment, such as pen and paper; or they may require considerable equipment, such as computers, modems, fax machines, and copying machines.


(2) When needed, the Department may pay the following expenses associated with working-at-home: phone charges (long-distance and other), and the cost of computers, typewriters, fax machines, computer software, modems, and equipment maintenance and repair. Employees will incur the costs of additional electrical outlets and telephone lines.


(3) Employees will incur the cost of utilities associated with working-at-home. In some limited situations, VA may pay for telephone installation when the service is considered essential and the employee agrees that the installed telephone will only be used for work assignments and contact with the VA office.


m. Automated Information System Security. Each Administration and Staff Office with a flexiplace program will develop specific security policy (or an appendix to existing information security policy) with security objectives or requirements and methods to satisfy these requirements. Security areas to be covered in security policy may be discussed with staff in IRM Planning, Acquisitions and Security Service (045A1).


n. Liability and Worker’s Compensation. Employees on flexiplace assignments are covered under the Federal Tort Claims Act and the Federal Employee’s Compensation Act. As with injuries which occur in the traditional office setting, for injuries which occur during flexiplace assignments, supervisors may only attest to what they reasonably know. In all situations, employees are responsible for informing their immediate supervisor of an injury at the earliest time possible.


3. EVALUATION. All flexiplace arrangements will be evaluated periodically, but at least annually to determine the impact on work operations consistent with VA Directive 5368 and guidelines in Office of Personnel Management Letter 368-1.


4. TERMINATION. If it is determined that a flexiplace arrangement is not meeting operational needs of the organization, the arrangement will be modified or terminated no sooner than two weeks after the employee is notified, subject to fulfilling labor relations obligations, if applicable.

SAMPLE WORK AGREEMENT

The following constitutes an agreement between the (employer- VA approving official and organization) and (employee- name, title, grade, and organization), to the terms and conditions of this alternative workplace arrangement.


1. Voluntary Participation. The employee voluntarily agrees to work at the agency-approved alternative workplace indicated below and to follow all applicable policies and procedures. The employee recognizes the flexiplace assignment is not an employee benefit but an additional method the agency may approve to accomplish work.


2. Trial Period. The employee and management agree to try out the assignment for at least (specify number) months unless unforeseen difficulties require earlier termination.


3. Salary and Benefits. Management agrees that a flexiplace assignment is not a basis for changing the employee’s salary and benefits.


4. Duty Station and Alternative Worksite. The employee and management agree that the employee’s official duty station is (list duty station for regular office) and that the employee’s approved alternative worksite is: (specify location, street address, etc.). The employee understands that all pay, leave, and travel entitlements are based on the official duty station. With reasonable notice to the employee, management has the right to change the days spent at the official duty station or alternative worksite.


5. Official Duties. The employee agrees to conduct official duties only when on duty at the regular office or alternative worksite. The employee agrees not to conduct personal business while in official duty status at the alternative worksite, for example, caring for dependents.


6. Work Schedule and Tour of Duty. Management and the employee agree that the employee’s official tour of duty will be: (specify days, hours, and location).


7. Time and Attendance. The employee’s supervisor will make sure the employee’s timekeeper has a copy of the employee’s flexiplace work schedule. The employee’s time and attendance will be recorded as performing official duties at the official duty station or alternative worksite, as applicable.


8. Leave. The employee agrees to follow established office procedures for requesting and obtaining approval of leave.


9. Overtime. The employee agrees to work overtime only when ordered and approved by the supervisor in advance and understands that working overtime without such approval may result in termination of the flexiplace assignment and/or other disciplinary action.


10. Equipment/Supplies. The employee agrees to protect any Government-owned equipment and to use it only for official purposes. Management agrees to install, service, and maintain any Government-owned equipment issued to the flexiplace employee. The employee agrees to install, service, and maintain any personal equipment used. Management agrees to provide the employee with the necessary office supplies and to reimburse the employee for business-related long distance telephone calls.


11. Liability. The employee understands that the Government will not be liable for damages to an employee’s personal or real property while the employee is working at the approved alternative worksite, except to the extent the Government is held liable by the Federal Tort Claims Act or the Military Personnel and Civilian Employees Claims Act.


12. Work Area (work-at-home only). The employee agrees to provide a distraction-free worksite adequate for the performance of official duties.


13. Worksite Inspection. The employee agrees to permit the Government to inspect the alternative worksite during the employee’s normal working hours to ensure proper maintenance of Government-owned property and conformance with safety standards. The employer will give the employee reasonable notice of a planned inspection.


14. Alternative Worksite Costs. The employee agrees that the Government will not be responsible for any operating costs that are associated with the employee using his or her home as an alternative worksite, for example, home maintenance or utilities. The employee understands that he or she does not relinquish any entitlement to reimbursement for authorized expenses incurred while performing official duties, as provided for by statute or regulation.


15. Injury Compensation. The employee understands that he or she is covered by the Federal Employees Compensation Act if injured while performing official duties at the alternative worksite. The employee agrees to notify the supervisor immediately of any accident or injury that occurs at the alternative worksite and to complete any required forms.


16. Work Assignments/Performance. The employee agrees to complete all assigned work according to procedures mutually agreed upon by the employee and the supervisor. The employee’s performance will be evaluated against standards contained in the employee’s performance plan.


17. Cancellation. The employee may cancel participation in the agreement at any time. Management may cancel the agreement if the employee’s performance does not meet performance standards or if the assignment fails to benefit the mission of the work unit. The decision to cancel the flexiplace assignment is not subject to any formal appeal procedure. It may be grieved under applicable negotiated grievance procedures. Management agrees to allow the employee to resume his or her regular work schedule at the official duty station if the flexiplace assignment is canceled. Management agrees to follow any applicable negotiated procedures in canceling the assignment.


18. Disclosure. The employee agrees to protect Government/VA records from unauthorized disclosure or damage and will comply with the requirements of the Privacy Act of 1974, 5 U.S.C. 552a.

19. Standards of Conduct. The employee agrees that he or she is bound by VA standards of conduct while working at the alternative worksite.


20. Agreement. Nothing in this agreement precludes management from taking any appropriate disciplinary or adverse action against an employee who fails to comply with the provisions of the agreement.

Employee Date

Employer (title of Approving DateOfficial)

Director, Central Office Human Date

Resources Management Service (concurrence for VACO approvals)

or Human Resources Management Officer (concurrence for local approvals)


PURPOSE: To establish a VA Directive and Handbook for policy and guidance on alternative workplace arrangements (flexiplace).


DISCUSSION: 

This is new Departmental policy which provides employees with the opportunity to perform their work at alternative worksites. The policy is consistent with Presidential Memorandum dated July 11, 1994, which directed and encouraged the development of family-friendly practices and a family-friendly work environment in the Federal Government. In addition, flexiplace, along with other family friendly practices, will continue to help make VA an employer of choice. VA’s policy on flexiplace allows for home-based telecommuting, community-based telecommuting, mobile and virtual offices, as well as other appropriate flexiplace arrangements.

Based on Office of Personnel Management (OPM) regulations, work-at-home arrangements have been established in a few instances in VA Central Office involving shortage category positions and at field facilities, primarily on an ad hoc basis for temporary medical needs. This Directive establishes Department policy for flexiplace consistent with OPM guidance.


IMPLICATIONS:

Since this policy covers bargaining unit employees across the nation, negotiation with national unions will be necessary. Individual facilities may also request local negotiation of impact and implementation.


Note: In September 1996, additional discussions on this Directive and Handbook were held with labor organizations at the National level to address comments provided by the labor groups on the proposed policy. Agreement on the proposed policy between the Department and labor organizations at the National level was reached in January and March 1997. A summary of the changes that were made in the Directive and Handbook as a result of discussions with the labor organizations is attached.

