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The purpose of ASO News You Can Use is to keep us in touch with each other and to provide each member with timely information. If you have an idea for an article that you would like to see or information you would like to share, contact your ASO association representative.
Educational Assistance
By Sheila Griffin, ASO Continuing Education Secretary

Did you know that $15,000 is available for educational assistance!

As a bargained benefit for ASO members, $12,000 of taxable reimbursements and $3,000 of non-taxable reimbursements are available this fiscal year to assist with Educational Assistance. 

To learn more about this benefit, please refer to pages 65-66 of the 2007-2010 ASO Master Agreement.  Also, attached are three documents regarding educational assistance that are used for this process:

1.) A Preliminary Approval Report form that must be submitted at the end of each term/semester;

2.) The ASO/USO Educational Assistance Guidelines (Revised November 2005); and

3.) The Tiers used to determine the reimbursement of funds.

If you are interested in taking advantage of educational assistance, simply email a preliminary request for funds to Sheila Griffin, the ASO Continuing Education Secretary, to get the process started.  Sheila will reply as to whether or not funds are available and answer any other questions.  

Please note that prior approval of any classes must be obtained in writing before reimbursement can be granted.
Field Office Petty Cash

Earlier this year, MEA released a standardized form and policy on the use of petty cash in UniServ field offices that tightened up the guidelines for what can be purchased with petty cash funds. Points to remember include:

· Single item purchases cannot be over $100,

· You are barred from purchasing certain items (such as bird food, medicinal items, gift cards, alcohol, candles, or magazines), or from giving cash tips,

· You may not submit receipts from Sam’s Club or Wal-Mart,

· Receipts you submit for petty cash reimbursement should not be co-mingled with personal purchases,

· You cannot submit receipts from prior fiscal year purchases,

· Petty cash should be kept on the premises in a locked location,

· You should send in your receipts to HQ for reimbursement at least quarterly,

· Receipts from vendors that do not contain a description of the items purchased should be accompanied with a brief explanation on the petty cash summary.

If you are at all unsure if a receipt is reimbursable or not, please consult your zone director. 

MEA also put in place some additional rules for oversight of funds. You now need to have your UniServ Director sign off on your petty cash form before you send it in for reimbursement. Single UniServ Director offices must have their zone director sign the petty cash form as well. You should have someone other than yourself or the UD that signs the petty cash form perform a periodic reconciliation of the petty cash account. 

Note that you have the option of freeing yourself of the responsibility of keeping these funds in your office. You may follow a procedure to close out your office account and have the funds held at MEA HQ. If you decide to do this, future expenditures would need to be submitted on Miscellaneous Expense Vouchers (with receipts) and then you would get reimbursed by check. When making a petty cash purchase, you should not use your personal credit card. If you are interested in pursuing this option of closing out your office petty cash account, consult with your UniServ Director and then contact April Mazzoni for instructions. 

Meeting Calendar 

· 2008-09 ASO Executive Committee Meeting Dates:  Proposed dates are October 22nd, February 18th, and July 16th. The ASO General Membership meeting will be June 25, 2009 at 6:30 p.m. in the Spring Lake MEA Office.
· NSO WAR (Winter Advocacy Retreat) College was held in Anaheim, California on January 16 and 17, 2009. ASO participants this year were: Becky Bailey and Carolyn Cortright.


New Faces
[image: image2.wmf]Welcome to Nicole Birkett our newest UniServ Field Assistant in the 13-B Ludington Office. You may know Nicole’s name, as she previously worked as a MESSA Field Assistant and prior to that as a MESSA Benefit Analyst/Claims Processor. Nicole is taking the place of Karen Kolb who has moved up to be the UniServ Director in the Ludington Office.
Nicole enjoys reading, fishing, and writing comic books. She states that “If I could fish and read at the same time, I may find my Nirvana.” Nicole has a significant other – Edmund Dizon Blade and a Rat Terrier named Nina.

Nicole currently lives in New Era, Michigan but is moving to Scottville. She loves the western side of Michigan, but says she won’t forget her Spartans and remains a big Spartans fan.
[image: image3.wmf]When asked about her impression of MEA she says, “There’s more respect for fellow union members – regardless of their position and seniority – than I could have hoped for. It’s wonderful.”
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WARNING: 
Everything on your company computer is not private!
Since the MEA owns and controls their computer networks, the information on MEA’s system is open to their inspection at any time. You cannot expect any privacy when using your office computer. This includes all email messages that you send or receive and any internet sites that you visit. 

Please think twice before spending company time on the internet or sending or receiving inappropriate emails.

Are Your Deleted Outlook Messages Really Deleted?

Just because you highlight and delete the items in your Deleted folder in Outlook, doesn’t mean that they have been permanently erased. If you want to ensure that your deleted messages are gone forever, follow these steps:

· Click on your “Deleted Items” folder.

· Then click on “Tools” on your top tool bar. When your menu drops down, click on “Recover Deleted Items”. This will bring up a screen with all of the items that you deleted from your “Deleted” folder.

· Click on the top item in the listing, scroll down to the last item in the folder and click on it while holding down your shift key. This should highlight all of the items in the folder. If they don’t highlight, try clicking on the bottom item, scroll to the top message, and then perform a shift + left click.

· Go to the top of the open screen and click on the X (when you roll over it will display as “purge selected items?”). This will permanently delete all items.

· Be sure you want these items forever purged! Once you perform this action, you will never be able to retrieve these messages – and neither will the employer. 

How Does the Family Medical Leave Act Work with Our Contract?

By Karen Cherry, ASO President
The Family Medical Leave Act (FMLA) was enacted in 1993. It requires certain employers to provide up to 12 weeks of unpaid leave for certain family and medical reasons. Job protection is in effect during the leave. FMLA leave may be paid or unpaid, depending on the reason for the leave.
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Our contract provides paid sick leave to cover our absences due to illness or family care. Once a person’s sick leave has been used up, they may use vacation or personal time in place of sick time to extend their paid leave. Once leave has been exhausted, short and long-term disability is available if the member applies to MESSA Disability. This unpaid leave is referred to in the contract as involuntary unpaid leave. The contract protects our job if we are absent due to short-term or long-term illness for more than 12 weeks.
The Employer must follow the provision of the contract and the FMLA. It may, if it chooses, run FMLA leave concurrently (at the same time) as paid sick leave. The employee does NOT have to apply for FMLA leave for this to happen. The advantage to the Employer in doing this is to exhaust FMLA rights sooner, rather than once paid leave and other contractual job protection rights are exhausted. If an employee goes on a long-term medical leave, and exhausts all paid leave (after which they transition to long-term disability), their 60 days of FMLA leave was used up in their first 60 days absent.
In most cases, it does not really matter if your FMLA leave runs concurrently because so many of our contract provisions are more generous than the FMLA. If you are interested in when FMLA leave should be requested and is not necessary, contact me or a MESSA field representative to go over the specific situation. Many problems have arisen because of the way the Employer has implemented their concurrent FMLA leave. If you receive an FMLA letter and have questions, please contact me.
If you are absent for 3 or more days due to illness and it required a doctor’s visit, it is a good idea to get a doctor’s statement to cover your absence. It is not required that you submit it upon your return, but if you are asked for one, then you already have one to provide. There is new contract language on this subject. The Employer must have (just) cause to request a doctor’s statement, meaning they must have a compelling reason to doubt the reason for your absence (excessive absenteeism, patterned absences, being seen golfing on a day that you called in sick, etc.). 
The obtaining of a doctor’s statement to explain a brief sick leave absence when it did not require a visit to the doctor is more problematic. If you were home with the flu for 3 days, it may not have required a doctor’s visit (in fact, an inquiry to your doctor may have resulted in his/her request NOT to come in). Use your best judgment and keep your immediate supervisor apprised of the situation. For longer term medical leaves (such as a planned surgery and recovery), obtain and submit a doctor’s statement prior to your leave and submit it to the HR Department and if necessary, contact MESSA Disability to apply for short or long-term disability (that part is not automatic). HR keeps medical information confidential and in a separate locked file.
There are certain circumstances where it is advisable to apply for FMLA leave. One example is family care leave. The contract limits leave to care for a family member to 5 sick leave days. If more leave is necessary, you should apply for FMLA leave and either take it as unpaid leave or substitute vacation for sick leave (because of the limit) for paid family care leave. Another example is if you do not have enough sick or vacation leave to cover the 60-day wait period for long-term disability, you should apply for FMLA leave. Going on unpaid leave without FMLA protection would require you to pay your MESSA premium until LTD begins. In this example, FMLA is necessary and beneficial.
FMLA leave may also be taken intermittently. Some illnesses do not require continuous leave, but occasional leave. If you use sick time occasionally for a chronic condition, the Employer may inquire so they can start the clock on your FMLA leave. The Employer does have a duty to inquire. Generally speaking, if you do not need FMLA leave, I recommend you do not respond to the inquiry. You may then get a letter from the Employer saying that they are counting your absences as FMLA, which is fine. I continue to have discussions with the Employer about whether or not they need a medical certification in order to determine if the leave is FMLA-qualifying. Since medical information is confidential, I believe we should only be providing it when it is contractually or legally required (or it is necessary to process a medical or disability claim). The Employer has been in the habit of requesting (and receiving) more medical information than they need, which is something I am trying to end.
To further complicate matters, Congress made changes to the FMLA last year. New regulations were published and took effect last month. We are keeping current on the changes and there will be a follow up article in a future newsletter explaining these changes. If you have questions in general about the contract, FMLA or a specific situation, feel free to contact Karen Cherry or a MESSA field representative (Larry Asher is the one assigned to staff, but any of them would be willing to help you).
Corrections:





We mistakenly gave Tabby Grames the name of Tabby Grimes and we made the assumption that Tabby’s sister lived with her. Our apologies, Tabby!





The payout dates for bonus vacations days were not all correct. Also note that this was the last year the Field Assistants will be paid at the E level.
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