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DHS Workplace Issues
There are a number of issues impacting Department of Homeland Security (DHS) employees that impede the department’s efforts to build unity and culture. The poor morale of DHS employees was most clearly shown in the Office of Personnel Management’s survey in which DHS employees ranked their workplace at or near the bottom among 36 federal agencies in all four key categories: leadership and knowledge management; results-oriented performance culture; talent management; and job satisfaction. 
Given the importance of the DHS mission to our nation’s security it is vital to turn this around. Unfortunately, the recommendations of a DHS management appointed task force that never had the opportunity to hear from front-line employees are not the answer.

The answer lies in removing DHS-created obstacles that force on employees workplace policies and issues that signal to them that their professionalism, experience and contributions are not valued. Here’s a brief look at some of those obstacles, drawn mainly from the Bureau of Customs and Border Protection (CBP):
Secret Awards

CBP unlawfully ended a labor-management awards program and implemented its own secretive awards program for fiscal 2005. Under the NTEU-negotiated program, employees nominated awards recipients and decisions were made by joint labor-management committees. Under the CBP program, employees who receive performance awards are told not to tell their colleagues and, unlike previous years, CBP refused to share the names of award-winning employees with NTEU. Secret programs like this fuel employee concerns that managers use favoritism and cronyism when handing out awards. Additionally, there is also no way to determine that all eligible employees received the same award. NTEU has won an arbitration declaring the 2005 program illegal. CBP, nonetheless, is using the same program for 2006. 
Safe Storage of Firearms 
Many CBP employees are required to carry firearms at work and do so without hesitation. But not all CBP employees want to take these weapons home with them at night. NTEU proposed that CBP provide a lockbox or other secure container in all government offices where armed employees work. That would give employees a safe place to store their guns when off-duty. CBP refused to negotiate with NTEU over the issue. NTEU has taken the case all the way to the U.S. Court of Appeals for the D.C. Circuit which ruled for NTEU and sent the case back for further analysis.
Can You Hear Me Now?
Like most people, CBP employees want their family members to be able to reach them in times of a family crisis. Following CBP implementation of a ban on employees carrying cell phones and pagers when in primary and secondary inspection areas that became much more difficult. NTEU proposed that CBP provide manned telephone lines at all ports to receive emergency calls for employees. CBP refused. NTEU has taken the issue through the administrative process and is still working to put this simple and effective remedy in place. CBP employees deserve the peace of mind that comes from knowing loved ones can reach you in times of emergency. 
Grooming Edicts
Under the lofty banner of improving employee morale, CBP issued grooming standards for its employees that required male employees to shave off beards, set strict limits concerning mustaches and sideburns, set strict standards for the length of men’s and women’s hair, and limits the amount and type of jewelry that can be worn on the job. Instituting military-style appearance standards has not improved employee morale, it has hurt it. Nor have the grooming standards bolstered employee self-confidence or contributed to the efficiency of the workplace, as CBP alleged they would. Consistently, CBP has failed to demonstrate any rational reason for the standards. NTEU has filed several grievances on the insulting standards that undermine the professionalism of the workforce. Most recently NTEU filed a grievance seeking a stay on the standards until the case has been settled.

Cargo Shorts
For years, Customs Service employees who did not work in climate controlled airports were permitted to wear cargo shorts as part of the official uniform. Given that the work performed by CBP Officers can be hot and dirty, the shorts provided a measure of comfort for the employees and still retained a professional look. CBP wanted to limit the wearing of cargo shorts to only those employees in certain locales: for example, South Florida, San Juan, Laredo, El Paso, Tucson and San Diego. In the summer months, however, it can be hot all over the country. NTEU questioned CBP’s rationale for this policy change, namely that employees wearing shorts faced a greater risk of sunburn and exposure to hazardous substances that could be absorbed through the skin. CBP never explained why it was permitted for an employee in El Paso to face that risk but not an employee in Los Angeles. NTEU fought the proposal and after two years CBP was ordered by a neutral federal agency to retain the status quo, preserving the right to wear shorts.

Overtime Pay
Many CBP employees are required to carry guns as part of their job duties. They are also required to clean and maintain those guns, but are not always given time during the work day to do that. Instead, they have been forced to do this work on their own time. Likewise, employees responsible for training and caring for drug-sniffing dogs have been forced to do some of that work on their own time. NTEU is pursuing overtime pay for these activities, as well as other unpaid overtime worked by CBP Officers.
Using a Second Language
Since 1996, NTEU and the Customs Service had agreed to a program that rewarded employees who spoke a second language and used that skill as part of their work. Speaking a second language can be quite helpful when you are dealing with large groups of people from other countries who may not speak English. Two years ago, CBP stopped testing officers for their foreign language capabilities, effectively denying employees access to the program. NTEU took the matter to arbitration and won a negotiated settlement with CBP resuming testing and proving retroactive monetary awards to impacted employees. 
One Face at the Border
The Once Face at the Border policy collapses the work of the three legacy agencies, Customs, Immigration, and Agriculture, into one position. From the start NTEU argued that this would result in a serious loss of inspectional expertise at the nation’s ports of entry. In fact, years of developed skill and expertise are being wasted because CBP Officers have to perform inspectional tasks for which there is scant training. Despite NTEU’s strong recommendations that the program be abandoned or at least substantially revised —and questions by members of Congress—CBP consistently refuses to make meaningful changes in the ‘One Face’ program. 

Work Schedules

Working at air, sea or land ports is a 24/7 job but that doesn’t mean employees shouldn’t have some stability in their schedules, or that CBP can violate federal law. Under the law, CBP is required to schedule work shifts a week in advance, provide two consecutive days off, and schedule the same shift for the basic workweek. But CBP has not been doing this in many cases, and employees are paying the price. It is extremely difficult for employees to balance child care needs against their work schedules when they do not know in advance if they will be working days or midnights. Last-minute schedule changes are common and employees can be called in to work at all hours and on days off. NTEU is fighting these morale-busting policies which put some employees in the difficult situation of having to choose between their families and their jobs.

Eliminating Trade Experts
A key CBP responsibility deals with international trade, and CBP has some of the most talented and experienced people in the world doing this work. But acting on its own, CBP tried to force a key group of these front-line employees into supervisory ranks—a foolish decision that takes their revenue producing expertise from hands-on trade enforcement where it is critically important. NTEU objected but CBP insisted on eliminating this position. NTEU was able to get agreement from CBP that the impacted employees had other options for new positions rather than being forced off the front lines. 
