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Center handles civilian benefits on Web or phone 





	(Aberdeen Proving Ground, Md.) -- Today, the Army Benefits Center for Civilians, or  


ABC-C, provides automated services for retirement, life insurance, health benefits, survivor benefits and the Thrift Savings Plan to more than 180,000 appropriated-fund civilian employees working at Army installations and activities throughout the United States. 


	Now, civilian employees don't have to complete the hard copy election forms to change their health benefits, thrift savings or life insurance.  Instead, they contact ABC-C by calling the Interactive Voice Response System (IVRS) at 1-877-ARMY CTR (1-877-276-9287), or by accessing the Employee Benefits Information System, a customized Web application, at  http://www/abc.army.mil to make a change.  For TDD (Telecommunication Device for the Deaf) assistance, employees can call the toll-free number 1-877-ARMY TDD (1-877-276-9833). 


Both systems are designed to guide employees through their benefit and entitlement needs.    
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	Employees may use either system from any location 21 hours a day, 7 days a week to access information and process transactions.  Those needing assistance can transfer to one of the benefit counselors via the telephone system, Monday through Friday, 7 a.m. to 5 p.m. Central time. 	They can walk employees through any troubles they may encounter.   For faster service, customers are urged to call before 10 a.m., or after 2 p.m. 


	ABC-C replaces the face-to-face benefits counseling formerly offered by the local Civilian Personnel Advisory Centers.  The systems allow employees to access general and personal information, and process benefits transactions such as retirement.  


	Kathy Cole, chief of the ABC-C, said December and January are the busiest months for the center because of the large number of people retiring at the end of the year, and the health benefits and thrift savings open seasons.  


	"During the first quarter (October through November) we received 842 retirement packages, and had 612 on-hand," she said.  "Never-the-less, we are meeting our deadlines, even though my staff has worked considerable overtime during the past several weeks. I've also been fortunate to have several personnel management specialists from the North Central and West CPOCs (Civilian Personnel Operations Centers) to assist my staff with the increased workload."


	Cole said that the Office of Personnel Management (OPM) also has a tremendous workload at this time of year. 
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	Retirees who have questions regarding their retirement checks can call OPM at the toll-free number 1-888-767-6738, which connects them to an automatic answering system at the Retirement Information Office.  To use the automated features, retirees will need their retirement claim number and personal identification (PIN) number for OPM. Customer Service Specialists are available from 7:30 a.m. to 5:30 p.m. eastern time, Monday through Friday.


	Once an employee decides to retire, they can contact a benefits counselor from the ABC-C to receive personal voice-to-voice retirement counseling.  The employee will then complete the retirement forms down-loaded from the ABC-C Web site, and mail the package to the benefits center 90-120 days prior to retirement. 


	The center processes retirement packages and forwards them to the Defense Finance and Accounting Service (DFAS) no later than 10 workdays prior to employees' effective retirement date, providing they are received at ABC-C more than 60 days in advance of the employee's retirement date.


	Personnel planning to retire should contact ABC-C, via the Web or toll-free number, six to nine months prior to their retirement to ensure they fully understand the information requested on the forms.


	"The biggest delay in processing retirement packages is that they are not completely filled out and additional or missing information must be requested from the employee," Cole said.  "Personnel need to ensure all the questions are completely answered.  Anyone having questions regarding retirement, needs to call ABC-C and talk to a benefits counselor before mailing their package." 
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	Retirement estimates will be completed for customers who are submitting a retirement package, and for customers within one year of retirement who have a complicated service history	.  The center asks all others to use the telephone or Web systems' retirement estimator.


	Those retirement packages received at the center less than 60 days prior to or after the effective retirement date, will be processed and forwarded to DFAS as soon as possible to prevent untimely receipt of annuity payments. 


 	Cole said the center has processed more than 2,600 thrift savings actions since the open season began Nov. 15.  During the open enrollment period, which ends Jan. 31, employees may elect to enroll in TSP or change their current TSP deduction.  Employees must use the ABC-C systems to make an open season change.  However, they may shift money among the investment funds at any time during the year.  


	A new record-keeping system for the TSP was scheduled to be operational in October, but has been delayed until May 2001.  It will provide TSP investors with many additional features, including daily valuations of accounts, daily processing of transfers from one fund to another, quarterly statements, the ability to withdraw funds for financial hardships without mandatory income-tax withholding and the ability to make a one-time partial withdrawal after retiring.  


	TSP participants also will be able to invest in two new stock-based funds, which will allow savers to diversify their investments.  These are the 'S' Fund, a small cap fund which tracks the Wilshire 4500 Index and the 'I' Fund, an international stock that tracks the Europe, Australian and Far East stock index.


	The IVRS allows customers to access the automatic system through a touch-tone telephone; and the EBIS allows customers to access the system via the Internet. 
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	Employees will find that the ABC-C streamlines the benefits and entitlements function; eliminates manual processes; and provides better and more convenient services.  Those using the EBIS to make elections electronically will find it offers a fast, convenient and easy-to-use application with features not available through the call center.   


	"Ownership is a key ingredient of the center," said E.F. "Smiley" Williams, director of the Civilian Personnel Operations Center Management Agency, headquartered at Aberdeen Proving Ground, Md.  "Now, employees will feel they are in control of the benefits and entitlements that are so important to them and their families.  They can research, make and verify transactions, and have up-to-date information."


	When contacting ABC-C through the IVRS from a touch-tone telephone, you will be prompted to enter your Social Security Number and your personal identification number (PIN).


	Initially, the PIN will be a four-digit number equivalent to an employee's month and year of birth (MMYY).  For security purposes, once the system is accessed, an employee must change his/her PIN to a six-digit number of his/her choice.  The use of one's SSN and PIN constitutes an electronic signature and should be safeguarded.  This PIN can be used in either the IVRS or EBIS.  


	When contacting ABC-C through the EBIS, you must go to http://www.abc.army.mil on the internet, which will take you to the Center's home page.  Before you can conduct personal transactions or view benefit and entitlement information, you must establish a Point of Entry (POE) account, which enhances the security of personal data.   To do so, click on "EBIS." 


Customers will create a user identification and an eight-character password to get into the EBIS.  Once account information is established, users can enter any of the five benefits sections - retirement, health, thrift savings, life insurance or survivor benefits.  
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	Employees will find the instructions on creating the POE account on the individual screens as they move through the process.  They will need certain personal information when navigating through the screens, but the information is readily available on their latest SF-50 (Notification of Personnel Action) or Leave and Earnings Statement.   


	"Our goal is to give the civilian work force quality and timely customer service," Williams said.  "One of the Center's best features is that its staff focuses on specific programs, which allow them to be experts in the field."


	He said the EBIS application has the same transaction capability as the IVRS, but the Web system offers a fast, convenient and easy-to-use application with features not available through the IVRS. 


 	A major advantage to using the EBIS is the ability to easily navigate to the different programs, receive more detailed information, and process the same transactions as over the telephone.  


	 "As with any new system, employees are not receptive to change," Williams said.  "Because of the increased workload with the Center servicing all seven stateside CPOCs, I plan to add an additional 10 people to the current staff of 40 to ensure we are providing the best service to our customers." 





(END)


