GSA Household Goods Relocation and Freight Committee Meeting

2200 Crystal Drive, L1303

Crystal City, VA
August 1, 2007

Meeting Facilitator – Mary Anne Sykes, GSA Center for Transportation Management 

Mary Anne opened the meeting and welcomed the attendees.  
Opening Remarks – Tauna Delmonico, Director, GSA Center for Transportation Management 

Tauna informed the attendees that GSA’s reorganization was effective May 21, 2007.  Many initiatives are ongoing within GSA including rebuilding the transportation organization.  GSA is developing a Relocation Resource Center to provide transportation services.  Under this concept, a relocation contractor would handle all GSA internal relocations as well as other agency relocations.  The Resource Center would continue to provide household goods shipments as GSA is the only agency authorized to solicit rates on behalf of other agencies.  A Statement of Work would be developed requiring the use of Centralized Household Goods Traffic Management Program (CHAMP) carriers.  

TMSS is being reviewed by management.  We are always trying to encourage more customers to use TMSS. 

Travel Relocation Update – Henry Maury, GSA Office of Governmentwide Policy 

Henry is responsible for the policies in the Federal Travel Regulation (FTR) chapter 302, which provides guidance for travel by federal civilian employees.  Henry has been working for the past five years to update the rules.

Henry discussed the Governmentwide Relocation Advisory Board (GRAB’s) goals and the resulting 152 recommendations.  The Executive Relocation Steering Committee (ERSC) was established to develop an action plan to address GRAB recommendations.  GSA’s long term action plan is to develop a Relocation Resource Center consisting of experts to oversee moves.  Having a central relocation group would enable data accumulation for analysis.  See attachment for Henry’s presentation.
Question:  What tax rate should the agencies use when computing the 
 Relocation Income Tax Allowance (RITA)?

 Answer:   RITA is the Year 2 calculation, and for the Year 2 calculation, we use rates provided by the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) and published as an appendix to the FTR.  I was focusing on the Withholding Tax Allowance, which the agency adds on to anything taxable that they reimburse or pay for as part of relocation.  The IRS rules clearly state that we have to use 25% as the withholding rate for these items.

Question:  Should agencies withhold FICA and Medicare when an employee relocates?

Answer:  Under current law, the government cannot reimburse employees for FICA or Medicare taxes that they incur on relocation benefits.  The agencies should withhold these taxes, but they should not provide a withholding tax allowance for them and they should not permit the employees to claim relocation income allowances for them.  The GSA legislative proposal would fix this but it is very hard to tell when or if the legislative proposals will ever go into effect.

Question:   Does the ten percent packing allowance apply to international shipments?  

Answer:      No, the ten percent packing allowance applies to van line shipments that are not containerized.  Pretty much everything going overseas is containerized.

Question:  Can employees still move themselves if the commuted rate is eliminated? 

Answer:     If Congress passes the legislation and the President signs it, OGP will write regulations to reflect the legislation.  Obviously, we haven't done that yet for this provision.  Our initial thinking, prior to the rulemaking process is that we would still allow people to move on their own, subject to some limits on how much they can spend.

Question:  Can agencies obtain more information on the GRAB recommendations?

Answer:     The published GRAB report is at http://www.gsa.gov/grab.  For proposed rules, agencies will have a chance to comment soon.  Final rules are already approved and pending publication.

For more information, contact Henry Maury (henry.maury@gsa.gov).

US-EU Open Skies Agreement – Elizabeth Allison, GSA Office of Governmentwide Policy

Beth provided an overview of the US-EU Open Skies agreement to transport passengers and cargo effective on March 30, 2008.  Preliminary information was posted in the Federal Register on August 1, 2007 (Volume 72, Number 147).

GSA is in the process of drafting a proposed rule with request for comments on proposed revisions to the Federal Travel Regulation (FTR) that will be published in the Federal Register.  The effect on the Fly America Act is currently unknown.  Beth will provide additional information in March 2008 reflecting any changes affecting the FTR and Financial Management Regulation (FMR).  

Question:  Why this was developed?  

Answer:     Beth believes there was an issue with the lack of available United States airlines flying to international destinations.
Question:  Will CHAMP unaccompanied air baggage (UAB) have to use the Fly America Act?

Answer:     Tauna Delmonico will verify this issue with GSA legal and update the agencies.
More information is on the following website:  http://www.state.gov/r/pa/prs/ps/2007/apr/83982.htm
Surface Transportation Board Update – Donna Graige, GSA Center for Transportation Management

Donna discussed the recent Surface Transportation Board (STB) decision to eliminate the 11 carrier bureaus.  The STB (an agency under the Department of Transportation) reviewed the methods that carriers use set rates to determine if ratemaking was fair and just to customers.  The findings indicated that rates set collectively are higher than they should be.  The original STB implementation date of Sept 4, 2007 is now Jan 1, 2008.  All carriers will need to figure out what rates to charge and file their own tariffs.  The STB also does not agree with general rate increases since that appears to be collective rate filing.
The carrier bureaus were established in the early 1900s.  The most familiar ones are the Household Goods Carriers’ Bureau associated with the American Moving and Storage Association (AMSA) and the National Motor Freight Traffic Association (NMFTA).  The STB decision affects the classification of freight as well.  Classifications are based on weight, size, etc. and provide a baseline for ratemaking.  The National Motor Freight Classification (NMFC) is pursuing litigation and may request another extension.  NMFC is sending a position paper, which is part of the minutes.  The transportation service providers should write letters to the Department of Justice to find out how the decision will affect their operations.  

The Standard Tender of Service (STOS) is the base of GSA’s Freight program.  The STOS is predicated on freight all kinds (FAK).  If implemented, GSA would update the STOS reflecting changes to the rules and regulations.  GSA’s household goods programs use both the commercial tariff 400N (schedules) or the 415G. AMSA has the copyright to both of these. 

Question: What is GSA doing to protect agencies? 

Answer:    GSA will send a letter to AMSA requesting continued use of the 415G by GSA. The provisions would initially remain the same but later be tailored to meet GSA’s specific requirements.  GSA would take control of the tariff and rates so that this transition would be seamless to government agencies.

Question: Is the 415G electronic or manual?  
Answer:    Several electronic files are combined make the 415G. It is not a single document.
Mary Anne Sykes contacted 16 schedule vendors to discuss their response to the STB decision.  Some are being proactive and have contacted their customers’ agencies regarding the decision.  Others are taking a wait and see approach and following the lead of their transportation service providers. Many expressed an interest in GSA adopting the 415G.

Question: What role will the committee have on maintaining the 415G if GSA takes over?  

Answer:    GSA would maintain the 415G with input from agency committee members. 

Brian Kellhofer will be meeting with AMSA in two weeks to discuss this issue.  

Any comments or question about the STB ruling should be sent to Donna Graige, donna.graige@gsa.gov.

Program Updates – Kim Chancellor, GSA Center for Transportation Management

Alaskan Transit Times:  The mileage and number of days for Alaskan transit increased.  GSA will update HTOS Section 12 in conjunction with the next new rate filing effective January 1, 2008 (see attachment).

HHG Request for Offers:  GSA will extend current rates until Dec 31, 2007.  The next HHG RFO will be released in October and new rates will be in effect Jan 2008.  The rate extension is being implemented to accommodate program changes resulting from the Surface Transportation Board’s decision.   

Other changes that will be implemented with the Jan 2008 rates:

· International baseline rates will increase by 2%

· Ivory Coast will be deleted from the HTOS since it is the same country as Cote D’Ivore.

· The trigger price for fuel will increase from $1.30 to $1.95 which is similar to commercial prices.  The first $1.95 should be incorporated in filed rates.

· The miles per gallon amount will increase from 4.5mpg to 5mpg.  

Question:  Will the delayed new January rates affect future filing dates? 

Answer:    No, supplemental rates will still be released May 2008.   

Open Forum

TMSS    

Question:   When will you provide information on the future of TMSS?

Answer:      GSA is developing an FY08 position paper on TMSS.

Tauna mentioned that some agencies may not realize the impact of the STB decision until they are required to handle their own tenders.  GSA is willing to work with agencies if they would like to use TMSS transportation functionality but include their own agency paying office.  GSA highly encourages agencies to partner as test sites.
GSA depots are already using the prepayment audit module for freight shipments..  Transportation Service Provider (TSP) bills are sent to TMSS.  If TMSS can perform the prepayment audit that evening, then GSA’s Kansas City payment office can pay the bill within 5-8 days.  If a bill cannot be audited in TMSS, the bill is sent to an external auditor.  The results are later entered in TMSS and sent to Kansas City for payment.  

Under TMSS, the freight IFF is rolled in with the rates so it should ease transportation funding requests for agencies.

Executive Director for the Freight Committee:  Rocky Loewner retired from FEMA and resigned his from his role as the Executive Director for the Freight Committee.  This position requires a federal agency representative that is involved in freight.  The primary responsibility is to be an interface between GSA and agency representatives. The Executive Director has an open invitation to attend the TSP Partnership meetings.  Anyone interested may contact Mary Anne Sykes (maryanne.sykes@gsa.gov) for additional details.

Next Meeting:  The next Combined Federal Civilian Agencies Freight and Household Goods Relocation Committee Meeting will be November 6, 2007 at 9:00 a.m. in Crystal City.
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