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Center handles civilian benefits on Web or by phone

(Note to editor:  Please contact your Civilian Personnel Advisory Center chief to localize article.)

by Barbara Filbert


(Aberdeen Proving Ground, Md.) -- Civilian employees serviced by the Northeast  Civilian Personnel Operations Center (CPOC) will soon be able to change their benefits, such as health and life insurance, over the phone or on the Web, as the local advisory centers transfer many services to the Army Benefits Center for Civilians, or ABC-C.


The benefits center, located at Fort Riley, Kan., will provide automated services for retirement, life insurance, health benefits, survivor benefits, and the Thrift Savings Plan on Oct. 11, to civilian employees throughout Northeast Region, the largest stateside CPOC. 
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 The ABC-C opened for the other six stateside regions earlier this year and currently services more than 145,000 Army civilians.  With the addition of Northeast Region, it will add to its service area nearly 35,000 employees working at installations and activities from Maine to northern Maryland, along with selected areas in Virginia and Michigan.  


Army officials hope to start servicing the three overseas CPOCs - Pacific, Korea and Europe- next year.  Once they open, the center will service more than 200,000 appropriated-fund civilian employees throughout the world.   


"The ABC-C is an effort to maximize the use of technology and promote efficiency through the consolidation of resources, " said Kathy Cole, chief of the center.   "It uses state-of-the-art technology similar to automated systems used by banks, colleges and health insurance carriers. "


The new system, which will replace the face-to-face benefits counseling now offered to civilian employees, will offer  serviced employees  access to personal and general information and process benefits transactions through two systems.  


The Interactive Voice Response System (IVRS) allows customers to access the system through a touch-tone telephone; and the Employee Benefits Information System (EBIS), a customized Web application, allows customers to access the system via the Internet.  


Both systems are designed to guide employees through their benefit and entitlement needs.  Each of the systems has general and personal information regarding one's benefits, and allows employees to explore their options and make elections.    
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3/3/3



"Ownership is a key ingredient of the center," said Mike Vajda, director of the Northeast CPOC, 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." 


ABC-C replaces the old way of doing personnel business, where employees 
often made several trips to the CPAC to change their benefits.  Now, most benefits transactions will be processed overnight, and employees can verify their transactions by revisiting the automated systems or checking their Leave and Earnings Statement.


"This is a big change for our employees.  As they use the system, they will see that it is convenient, user-friendly and accurate," Vajda said.


Employees may use either system from any location to access information and process transactions.  People needing assistance can transfer to one of the benefit counselors at Fort Riley via the telephone system.  They will be able to walk employees through any troubles they may encounter.  


Personnel can access the Web application at http://www.abc.army.mil; and the call center with a touch-tone telephone by calling the toll-free number 1-877-ARMY-CTR 

(1-877-276-9287).  For TDD (Telecommunication Device for the Deaf) assistance, call the toll-free number 1-877 ARMY TDD (1-877-276-9833).  Employees will need to input their Social Security Number and personal identification number (PIN) to access both systems.  


"A Point-of-Entry (POE) module to enhance the security of personal data on the Web was recently added," Cole said.  "Personnel will create a user identification and an eight character password to get into the EBIS system." 
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Employees will find the instructions on creating the new POE account on the ABC-C home page and 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 or Leave and Earnings Statement.


"Now, employees will need a user ID, a POE password, their Social Security Number and a PIN to gain access to the Web system," Cole said.  


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.


Officials at the Northeast CPOC are encouraging everyone in the region to change his/her PIN soon after Oct. 11.  By changing the PIN number from one's month and year of birth, which anyone can access, outsiders will not be able to access employees' personal benefits and entitlements files .   

        
"Our goal is to give the civilian work force quality and timely customer service," said Cole.   "The center streamlines the benefits and entitlements function, eliminates manual processes, and assists us in providing better and more convenient service to our customers."


Vajda said one of the most attractive features of the center is that its staff focuses on specific programs, which allows them to be experts in the field.  "For example, when an employee speaks to a retirement counselor, it will be reassuring to know that the person on the other end of the (telephone) line knows all areas of the retirement program." 
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The Web application has the same transaction capability as the call center but the Web  system offers a fast, convenient and easy-to-use application with features not available through the call center, Cole added.  


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


Both systems are available seven days a week, 21 hours a day, and will be down from midnight- 3 a.m., central time, for systems maintenance.  Benefits counselors will be available Monday-Friday, 7a.m. - 5 p.m. central time.  


"Once an employee decides to retire, a benefits counselor will provide personal voice-to-voice retirement counseling," Cole said.  "The employee will then complete the retirement forms down-loaded from the systems, and mail the package to the center 90 - 120 days prior to retirement."


She advises employees planning to retire to contact ABC-C, via the Web or toll-free number, six to nine months prior to their retirement date.  


As of Sept. 15, the center had received more than 1,000 retirement packages and processed 955, Cole said.  The center's goal is to process a retirement package in 10 workdays if they receive the completed package 45 days or more prior to the effective retirement date.  


"Since the center opened in February, the staff has taken nearly 50,000 calls and spoken to more than 14,000 employees regarding their benefits," Cole said.
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