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Retirement Made EZ
By Brittany Ballenstedt bballenstedt@govexec.com April 17, 2008

The Office of Personnel Management plans to make retirement EZ for federal employees this summer.

At amedia briefing last week, Reginald Brown, director of modernization for OPM, said atool that enables employeesto
calculate different annuity scenarios and process their retirement online will be available to some by early summer. The tool
is part of OPM's new electronic retirement program, known as RetireEZ, and here is a sneak peek at how it works.

Y our Benefits Resource already is available to 27 benefits officers across the federal government, who are using it to serve
26,000 employees at OPM, the General Services Administration, the National Archives and Records Administration, and
the Railroad Retirement Board. RetireEZ will become available to other segments of the workforce as OPM continues a
series of rollouts of RetireEZ through February 2009.

"If someone is near retirement and comes to the benefits officer and says, 'l want to start things going for my retirement,’
they can sit down with RetireEZ and figure out what it would look like at different dates," said OPM Director Linda
Springer.

Employees must go to a benefits officer to use the resource, but they eventually will be able to access it through their home
or work computers. Because benefits officers are "more savvy," he said, OPM plans to gather feedback on whether the sys-
tem needs "additional tweaking" before rolling it out to the rest of the population.

Here's what you can expect from RetireEZ:

After logging in to Y our Benefits Resource using a secure user identification and password, you will be given information
on dates you can retire with areduced annuity and with afull annuity. The system then allows you to enter the date and age
that you plan to retire. Y ou would also enter information on what you believe your pay growth will be based on projected
step and grade increases as well as any additional income, such as an inheritance or other retirement nest egg.

Y ou also can enter projections on your Thrift Savings Plan balance based on current rates of return and future contribu-
tions. RetireEZ links directly to the TSP's Web site and automatically reads your balance for its calculations.
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The system allows you to make up to 12 different assumptions based on your projected retirement age, pay growth and
savings. Y ou can compare at least three assumptions at one time, and the tool provides an estimate of what your retire-
ment income would be based on your federal annuity, Social Security income, TSP benefit as well as any additional
income you have entered into the system.
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“Particularly for those in the [Federal Employees Retirement System], it'simportant they understand that there
are many components to their annuity, and TSP is an important one,” said Thomas O'K eefe, director of RetireEZ.
“If they go into the system five to 10 years ahead of their retirement and model, they might get a good apprecia-
tion for how much they should be putting into their TSP and be better prepared for their retirement.”

After reviewing the various retirement scenarios, you can process your retirement online. Y ou would choose a
date of separation, an annuity start date and enter any survivor information. The system will automatically include
specia details about your employment, if, say, you served as alaw enforcement officer or air traffic controller

and have specia rules surrounding your service, O'Keefe said.
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Y ou also would make choices about your pension, opting for alife-only, full survivor or partial survivor annuity.
Thefina step is choosing health and life insurance plans and to complete your enrollment.
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Within three business days, you should receive a package with forms for your signature, O'Keefe said. Once the package is
returned and the employee is officially released from his or her agency, the retiree will begin receiving an annuity from
OPM.

OPM is still working out some kinks in the system. As a safeguard, the agency has been using RetireEZ alongsideits legacy
paper-based system to ensure that data matches up. In areport sent to Congressin March, OPM said four of the 34 retire-
ments processed under RetireEZ did not match up with the legacy calculation.

Brown said the discrepancy is because the people who entered paper documents into the system did not catch pertinent
information often written in margins or on Post-It notes.

Brown did not indicate when OPM would make the full transition to RetireEZ. "Once we get the data stabilized, we'll make
adecision on whether we'll continue the legacy system,” he said.

Extending Y our Benefits Resource to all federal employees, however, will add extra accountability to RetireEZ, as employ-
ees will be able to review their personal information and report any errors long before their retirement, said Susan Bryant,
director of communications.

"If 1 find [an error] now, and I'm going to retire 10 years from now, I'm going to get my full check when | retire," Bryant
said. "The point of the system isto get people their retirement checks fast.”
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