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THE  Guide to Government Jobs

Dear Reader,

In an uncertain economic climate, working for the government is a smart choice. Jobs in government often provide more benefits, better retirement packages, and greater job security than their private-sector counterparts.

If you're interested in finding a government job, you've come to the right place. This book shows you where to look for these jobs, describes them in detail, and explains how to apply for them. You may have to jump through some hoops to get a government job. Most applicants have to take tests, get put on a waiting list, and submit to invasive background checks and credit checks. This is the gauntlet you must pass through if you want a government job. You have to be passionate about your job goals. The most successful people, in or out of government, are those who are passionate about what they do.

And who knows? You may even be enriched and rewarded in more ways than purely financial. The job you find may be an opportunity to serve the greater good and make a difference in the lives of your fellow citizens. Not a bad way to earn a living. Not bad at all.





  
    


Welcome to the EVERYTHING® Career Guide Series!

With this groundbreaking EVERYTHING® CAREER GUIDE series, you'll learn everything you need to know about the most popular, appealing, and potentially lucrative fields of endeavor. You'll learn where the best jobs are, what kind of training you'll need, and how to land the job of your dreams! In these enlightening, engaging guides, professional experts have done the research for you — revealing the inside scoop on job descriptions, salaries, and the best way to get your foot in the door.

You can read an EVERYTHING® CAREER GUIDE from cover to cover — or just pick out the information you want from our four useful boxes: e-facts, e-ssentials, e-alerts, and e-questions. We give you everything you need to know about your chosen field in an accessible, practical format.

We now have well over 300 EVERYTHING® books in print, spanning such wide-ranging categories as business, cooking, music instruction, foreign languages, and careers. When you're done reading EVERYTHING® books, you can finally say with authority that you really do know EVERYTHING®!
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Fact

Important sound bytes of information
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Essential

Quick handy tips
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Alert

Urgent warnings
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Question

Solutions to common problems



  
    
      

      Dedication

      
        This book is dedicated to all those in government service whose motivation is to serve a cause greater than themselves and to give something back to the community.
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      Top Ten Reasons to Consider a Government Job

      
        	It is an opportunity to serve a cause greater than yourself and be a force for good in the world.

        	It is almost impossible to get fired once you achieve tenure.

        	You can choose from a variety of workplaces, including the traditional office job as well as plenty of jobs in the great outdoors.

        	There are jobs to suit every interest and skill set.

        	The government is not going anywhere — in fact, it is getting bigger every day, giving federal employees great job security.

        	The benefits packages are often better than those in the private sector.

        	In order to attract the best and the brightest, the government is becoming more competitive with the private sector, which means better salaries for many jobs.

        	There is usually some form of tuition reimbursement — for instance, the armed forces will virtually pay for your college education.

        	It is unlikely you will have to relocate, as only one out of six federal employees works in the Washington, D.C., area.

        	You are needed. As a citizen and a taxpayer, you know that you can probably do a better job than those already in government!

      

    

  
    
      

      
      Introduction

      A government does not run by itself. People run it. It takes a lot of people doing all kinds of jobs to ensure that the wheels of government turn as smoothly as possible. The U.S. government has gotten bigger under every president from George Washington to George W. Bush. While bigger does not necessarily mean better, it does mean that the government will need more than a few good men and women to keep running.

      People who hold government jobs come from every walk of life and fill a great range of positions, from working in cubicles to working in the great outdoors, from patrolling the corridors of Washington to patrolling hot spots around the globe. While the federal government is headquartered in Washington, D.C., you can live anywhere and still be a government employee. In fact, most federal government employees live somewhere other than our nation's capital. Keep in mind that a government job does not necessarily mean a federal one. All state and local governments require a reliable workforce.

      There are plenty of jobs to be filled. You just have to know what the jobs entail, where to look, and how to apply. If you don't have the necessary qualifications for a job you want, you also need to know how to get them.

      This book provides all that information and more. Government workers hold jobs as diverse as those in the private sector, ranging from secretaries, scientists, and soldiers to police officers, postal employees, and park rangers. Here you will find overviews of hundreds of jobs and how to apply for them.

      The advice provided here can help you land a job that will provide a decent living, job security, and a good benefits package for you and your family. To those who work to live rather than live to work, a government job may be the right career choice. Government jobs offer plenty of vacation days, paid holidays, and sick days so employees have time to stay home when they need to or recharge their batteries with a family vacation. This kind of time off allows workers the leisure to attend to the things that matter most: family and friends.

      You can see that there are many reasons to look into the government as a place to work. Many are tangible and practical, such as the salary, benefits, and paid leave. While it may seem corny to some, there is a greater reason to consider a job in the public sector: It is an opportunity to do your part to make this crazy world a better place. It can certainly use all the help it can get.

    

  
    
      1

      
      So You Want to Work for the Government

      Many people today are cynical about the government, often rightly so. They see it as a hindrance to the average citizen rather than a help. It remains a fact, however, that the government is one of the largest employers in the country. The United States needs people with a desire to serve their country unselfishly. Civil servants have a chance to make small differences that can blossom into system-wide changes. As a bonus, there is often a great deal of stability in a government job.

      
Why Choose a Government Job?

      Government jobs offer stability unmatched by most private companies. As long as there is a government, there will be government jobs. Often, people have the perception that these jobs pay little and offer little opportunity for advancement. The private sector thus seems like a better choice to many workers. But it all depends on one's point of view. Government jobs can offer many people the chance to improve their pay and benefits, and for some, government jobs can be the stepping-stone to opportunities in the private sector.

      Government jobs also give employees the opportunity to make a difference. Private-sector jobs might offer workers the chance to become wealthy, but civil service jobs offer financial rewards to employees, as well as opportunities to serve their country, state, or community while doing something they love. People who love the outdoors have the opportunity to work as park rangers, for example, protecting America's landmarks while informing visitors of their significance. For those who want to help others more directly, the government offers the chance to become police officers, firefighters, and protectors of homeland security.

      
        
[image: illustration]ssential

        In the private sector, trade unions are often the engine for employee stability and security. A 2005 transportation workers' union strike in New York City caused a lot of grumbling, but the strike was an effort to ensure that transportation workers were treated equitably. Labor unions have been instrumental in creating humane conditions for workers and ending child labor.

      

      
A Short History of the United States

      If you are interested in working for the government, it is important to have a basic grounding in the governmental processes and history of the United States. This section provides information that might help you as you consider a career in government service.

      The United States of America is a federal democratic republic that was officially formed after the successful conclusion of the American Revolution. Until the United States Constitution was ratified in 1789, the Articles of Confederation formed the basis of America's government.

      The original thirteen colonies had a loose form of government called a confederation. The colonies were run like independent, sovereign nations, with the federal government providing financial support to all members of the confederation.

      After the fledgling country's long, grueling fight for independence was over, America's leaders were eager to form a new type of government in which power was shared. The mother country, England, was a monarchy, which put all power in the hands of the king. The Founding Fathers wanted to ensure that America would not be a monarchy or dictatorship. To that end, they created a government consisting of three branches — judicial, legislative, and executive — and a system of checks and balances.

      The three branches of the federal government are designed to work in balance to keep any one branch from gaining too much power or determining the country's policy. The legislative branch has the power to pass laws. The president has the power to sign bills into law or to veto them. The courts have the power to determine whether legislation follows the letter and spirit of the U.S. Constitution. If the actions of any one branch are determined by either of the other branches to be out of step with the needs and will of the country's citizens, the other two branches can use their powers to override, or “check,” the branch that is out of step.

      The president and his cabinet constitute the executive branch. The legislative branch is comprised of the U.S. Senate and the U.S. House of Representatives. Each of the country's fifty states elects two senators, and the number of each state's congresspersons is based on its population. (At present, there are 435 members of the House of Representatives.) The judicial branch culminates with the U.S. Supreme Court, the country's final arbiter of laws and interpreter of the Constitution. The president appoints justices for lifetime terms to the high court, but Congress must approve these appointments. Below the high court, the judicial branch consists of a system of lower federal courts.

      
How the President Is Elected

      Presidents are elected or re-elected every four years. The major parties nominate their candidates for president, and those names are submitted to the chief election official in each state. These are the candidates whose names will appear on the general election ballot.

      On the Tuesday following the first Monday in November, eligible people vote for the president. The candidate who wins the popular vote in a state wins all the votes of that state's electors. (Electors belong to the body known as the Electoral College, described in the following section.) Maine and Nebraska do not subscribe to the winner- take-all method. In these two states, the states are divided into a number of districts. Each district gets one statewide electoral vote.

      The state's electors meet in their respective states to cast their electoral votes on the Monday following the second Wednesday of December. Electors get two votes, one for president and one for vice president. Each elector must cast one of his or her two votes for a candidate outside of the state. This rule ensures that a president and vice president cannot hail from the same state, thus unduly concentrating the influence of the executive branch in one state.
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        Why do presidential candidates usually choose running mates from other parts of the country?

        To increase the likelihood that their party will receive the popular vote. For example, John F. Kennedy of Massachusetts chose Texan Lyndon B. Johnson for his running mate. This isn't always the case, of course. In 1992, Arkansan Bill Clinton chose Al Gore, a senator from neighboring Tennessee, as his running mate.

      

      The electoral votes are sealed and sent to the president of the Senate, and on January 6 the results are read aloud to both houses of Congress. The American voters already know the outcome, since forty-eight of the nation's fifty states grant all of their electoral votes to the popular vote-winning candidate. If no single candidate receives a majority of electoral votes, the House of Representatives votes to choose the winner from among the top three candidates. Then, on January 20, the president and vice president are sworn into office.

      The History of the Electoral College

      There are several theories to explain the reasons the Founding Fathers may have implemented the electoral system. As a secondary voting body, it is possible that the Electoral College was designed to help balance the interest of different states, especially in cases where candidates from two states had split the vote. It is important to remember that when the Constitution was drafted, the current two-party system had not yet come into existence. With multiple parties, there is no longer any need for an electoral college to balance the interests or votes of the different states.

      Even with a two-party system, the electoral college continues to serve one important purpose. It prevents states with concentrated populations from automatically overriding the votes and the interests of less populated states. Each state is permitted the same number of electors as it has representatives in Congress (senators and congress-people). States with larger populations do have a greater number of electors, but less populated states can combine their electoral votes and contribute to the outcome of an election.

      Changes to the Electoral System

      Because there were no political parties when the Constitution was drafted and the United States came into being, the electoral system as originally conceived did not take the effects of political party differences into account. Electors were each given two votes, only one of which they were permitted to cast for candidates of their own state. There was no distinction between a vote for president or vice president. The candidate who won the most votes was elected president, and the runner-up was elected vice president. If the candidate with the most votes did not also win the majority, the vote went to the House of Representatives, with each state getting a single vote. The vice presidential candidate was not required to win a majority.

      This system became a problem almost immediately, when different political theories divided elected officials along party lines. Federalists believed that the country's power should be consolidated into a central (“federal”) government, with state power being subordinate to the interests of the federation. Members of the Democratic Republican party believed that primary power should reside with the individual states. In 1796, the Federalist John Adams was elected president. His runner-up was Thomas Jefferson, who belonged to the Democratic-Republican Party.

      Things got worse in the subsequent presidential election, in which Thomas Jefferson and Aaron Burr both ran as Republicans. There was no way for electors to distinguish their votes for president and vice president, and as a result of some tricky political maneuvering, neither candidate won a majority of votes. As a result, the vote for president went to the House of Representatives. The House voted thirty-five times, finally only breaking the tie and electing Jefferson after more tricky politics. (This long contest sparked the feud already smoldering between Aaron Burr and Alexander Hamilton and ended with their duel, in which Burr killed Hamilton.)

      The Twelfth Amendment to the Constitution was drawn up to keep such a tie from recurring. Henceforth, each elector cast only one vote for president and one for vice president. In the event that no one receives an absolute majority of electoral votes, the House of Representatives votes to decide among the three top candidates.

      After the famous presidential election of 1800 and the drafting of the Twelfth Amendment, the House of Representatives has voted to elect the president only once. This happened in 1824, when four Republicans — John Quincy Adams, Henry Clay, Andrew Jackson, and William Harris Crawford — split the electoral vote, with none of the candidates receiving a majority. Crawford received the fewest electoral votes and was thus dropped from contention when the vote went to the House, where John Quincy Adams was ultimately elected president.

      Pros and Cons

      The Electoral College has been controversial since it was created. But it does have some positive points, including these:

      
        	The Electoral College ensures nationwide popular support of presidential candidates.

        	Minority groups wield power thanks to the Electoral College. Small minorities within states may shift the balance of the electoral votes in favor of one candidate over another.

        	The Electoral College promotes political stability because it promotes a two-party system. Third-party candidates rarely achieve national prominence, which compromises their ability to win electoral votes. As a result, the country's two dominant parties are forced to absorb interests espoused by third-party candidates.

      

      But the electoral system has its share of negatives as well, including these:

      
        	If the country were to become extremely politically divided, it could cause three or more presidential candidates to split the electoral vote. As a result, a third-party candidate could be elected.

        	Electors have the potential to vote against their party's candidate, possibly invalidating the will of the state's voters.

        	The Electoral College may be a factor in low voter turnout. Since each state only gets a certain number of electoral votes, regardless of voter turnout, individual voters have little impact on the outcome.

        	For some, the Electoral College smacks of an oligarchy — a form of government in which a limited number of people have the power to elect a nation's leaders.

      

      One of the most serious complaints about the Electoral College comes from folks who believe that it prevents America from truly being a democracy because it can cause the candidate who wins the most popular votes to lose the election. This happened in 2000, during the race between Al Gore and George W. Bush.

      
State and Local Governments

      The United States has had fifty states since 1959, when Alaska and Hawaii joined the union. Each of these states has its own constitution and laws. Each county and municipality within a state has its own laws as well. Some things that are perfectly legal in one county or town can be illegal in another town or county.

      The governor is the state's highest elected official, and each state has its own legislature and court system. The good news for you, government-job seeker, is that you can probably find a good job in your own backyard. Every community, regardless of its size, has government jobs that must be filled. Areas of needed expertise run the gamut from building inspection to law enforcement.

      
Some Issues to Consider

      Most government jobs have set salaries, and they do not always offer great opportunities for upward mobility. In many cases, employees have to take tests or get additional education to advance to a new level. Government jobs have many rules, some of which can seem counterintuitive or even counterproductive. It is possible to become more focused on red tape than on serving others. In addition, depending on your job, you may find yourself at the wrong end of dinner-table conversation. People love to grouse about the government, and you may find yourself on the defensive from time to time.
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        “Dry” counties and towns do not sell alcohol, but they may be adjacent to communities that do. Once the site of Methodist camp meetings, the town of Ocean Grove, New Jersey, remains dry despite its location on the Jersey Shore, which is filled with beach towns that sell liquor by the truckload.

      

      Overlapping Duties

      Some government agencies have similar functions, and this can cause difficulties. For instance, the FBI and the CIA both seek to quash crime, but they don't always share information with one another. In this case, duplication of effort can be more than an inconvenience; it can actually serve as a threat to national security. Different offices working toward the same ends can also lead to redundancy and what some folks like to call “government waste.”Former vice president Al Gore worked to streamline the federal government, and the Bush administration has continued that effort. But rivalry and repetition persist. At best, these problems can cause you to be on the receiving end of anti-government harangues. At worst, they can cause you daily headaches on the job.

      Government Shutdowns

      The government actually can shut down! It doesn't happen very often, but disagreements over budgets can cause the wheels of government to grind to a halt. New Jersey's government shut down for nearly a week in 2006, for example. Essential services such as the police, fire, and state-run hospitals continued to operate, but all other services were closed. As a result, state government employees were laid off, albeit briefly.

      A budget impasse also shut down the federal government for a few hours in 1981. In 1984, a half-million government workers were sent home, but they were back at work the next day. The most serious shutdown took place during President Bill Clinton's administration. The president and Congress were unable to reach an agreement on the budget. As a result, many civil servants were sent home from December 1995 until April 1996.

      
Government Bureaucracy Versus the Private Sector

      A bureaucracy is an organization composed of appointed officials who have managers reporting to them. The American governmental democracy is unique in that politicians control the bureaucracy through the executive, legislative, and judicial branches. One way this is done is through patronage. “Patronage” is the practice of government leaders appointing their friends to positions in the government. In addition, federal agencies often share their functions with counterparts at the state and local level.

      A Growing Bureaucracy

      The federal bureaucracy expanded eight times between 1816 and 1861, in large part due to the ever-growing United States Postal Service. During the Civil War years of 1861 to 1865, it grew even larger. The Great Depression was a catalyst for the federal bureaucracy's largest growth spurt. With more and more Americans being put out of work, President Franklin Roosevelt did what he could to counteract the loss of income by implementing a policy known as the New Deal. Basically, Roosevelt's goal was to create jobs and establish an economic safety blanket through the Social Security system. The bureaucracy expanded further during the 1960s, with President Lyn-don Johnson's implementation of the modern Medicare and welfare systems.
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        People may argue the pros and cons of bureaucracy, but there's little doubt that it is a boon for civil servants. After they are hired, most employees are put on probation for a year, after which they are granted tenure. Unless the person does something illegal or makes an egregious error, a tenured employee's job security is all but ensured.

      

      Some might argue that the government has become a voracious beast that feeds on a steady diet of tax dollars simply to perpetuate its own existence. Others would argue that the United States is a very large and very powerful world power. Though a bureaucracy is not without its drawbacks, it is also necessary to keep the country functional and strong.

      Private Privations

      It's a fact that there are more opportunities to make greater sums of money in the private sector than in government. Opportunities are not guarantees, however, and with the potential for wealth comes risk. In addition, when you work in the private sector, you work at the company's pleasure. You're there as long as your supervisor needs you there, and you often will face a salaried position with no chance for overtime pay. A government employee, by contrast, punches a clock and leaves at a reasonable hour. Most government offices are closed by 5 p. m. Lunch hours and break times are guaranteed.

      In a free-market, capitalist society, private-sector business must produce results to stay in business. Workers are held accountable for their performance, reviewed periodically, and terminated for poor performance. Layoffs are common, whether it's one person or thousands, and workers have no say in the matter of who is let go. Some would argue that this sparks employees' desire to innovate and provides them with the motivation to work harder and become more valuable than their peers. Others would say that it creates instability and fear, which can debilitate workers. At the same time, some would argue that government jobs inspire neither motivation nor innovation because they offer so much job stability. But others would say that stability gives workers the opportunity to be innovative without fear of losing their jobs.
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        Bureaucracy may take the phrase “office politics” quite literally. One criticism of the government is that people believe many decisions, such as promotions, are based on politics rather than merit. Of course, private sector office politics can be just as brutal, if not more so. It's a fact of working life.

      

      
A Wealth of Opportunities

      State and local governments provide citizens with services such as transportation, public safety, health care, education, utilities, and courts. State and local governments employ some 7.9 million workers. This makes the government one of the largest employers in the economy. Seven out of ten government employees work for local governments, such as counties, cities, and towns. In addition to these 7.9 million, a large numbers of state and local workers work in public education. These workers form a large part of the educational services industry.

      Citizens are often served by more than one local government unit. Most states are subdivided into counties, which may contain various municipalities, such as cities or towns, as well as unincorporated rural areas. Townships, which do not exist in some states, may or may not contain municipalities and often consist of suburban or rural areas. Some government entities supplement these forms of local government by performing a single function or activity. For example, many special districts manage the use of natural resources. Some provide drainage and flood control, irrigation, and soil and water conservation services.
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        In addition to the fifty state governments, there are about 87,500 local governments in the United States. This number includes 3,000 county governments, 19,400 municipal governments, 16,500 townships, 13,500 school districts, and 35,100 special districts. Illinois has the most local government units (more than 6,900); Hawaii has the fewest, a mere twenty.

      

      State and local governments employ people in occupations found in nearly every industry in the economy, including chief executives, managers, engineers, computer specialists, secretaries, and health technicians. Some jobs are unique to the government, such as legislators, tax collectors, urban and regional planners, judges and other judicial workers, police officers, and correctional officers and jailers.

      Professional and service occupations account for more than half of all jobs in state and local government. Most new jobs are created by the growing demand for community and social services, health services, and protective services. Increasing demand for services for the elderly, the mentally impaired, and children result in steady growth in the numbers of social workers, registered nurses, and other health professionals. The demand is also high for information technology workers. Jobs in management, business, and financial occupations are expected to grow in state and local government. Office and administrative support jobs are not expected to grow and are likely to be victims of increased outsourcing.
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        People interested in working for state or local government agencies should contact the appropriate agencies. City, county, and state personnel and human resources departments, as well as local offices of state employment services, have applications and additional information.

      

      The benefits offered with government jobs include health, life insurance, and most likely retirement benefits as well. This is one of the areas in which government jobs excel. Retirement benefits are more common for civil servants than for employees in the private sector.

    

  
    
      2

      
      An Overview of Federal Jobs

      The federal government defends the United States from foreign attacks, represents U.S. interests abroad, enforces laws and regulations, and administers domestic programs and agencies. Employees of the federal government monitor the weather; ensure that food is safe to eat; secure travel by air, land, and sea; and protect banking through federal insurance. The federal government is one of the largest employers in the nation.

      
Where the Jobs Are

      The executive branch of the government employs 96 percent of federal civilian employees, excluding U.S. Postal Service workers. The executive branch is composed of the Office of the President, fifteen executive Cabinet departments — including the newly created Department of Homeland Security — and nearly ninety independent agencies.
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        At all levels of government, there are periods when no new personnel are hired. This often happens because of budgetary issues or because few employees are retiring and no new hires are needed. If you have taken a civil service test and are on a waiting list when a hiring freeze is enacted, you may have a long wait.

      

      The Office of the President is composed of several offices and councils that assist the president in policy decisions. These include the Office of Management and Budget (OMB), which oversees the administration of the federal budget; the National Security Council (NSC), which counsels the president on matters of national defense; and the Council of Economic Advisers, which makes economic policy recommendations.

      The Cabinet

      The Cabinet consists of the secretaries of the fifteen departments of the executive branch. These departments administer programs with direct influence on basic important aspects of life in the United States, and the secretary is the highest official in each department. Together, the fifteen members of the Cabinet report to the president and act as his personal advisory committee. While the president appoints his Cabinet members, Congress approves these appointments. Here are snapshots of the Cabinet departments:

      
        	The U.S. Department of Defense (DOD) manages the U.S. Armed Forces. The civilian workforce employed by the DOD performs various support activities, such as administering payroll and overseeing public relations.

        	The U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) administers programs to aid U.S. veterans and their families, runs the veterans' hospital system, and operates national cemeteries.

        	The U.S. Department of Homeland Security (DHS) works to prevent terrorist attacks within the United States. It also administers the country's immigration policies and oversees the U.S. Coast Guard, which used to be part of the Department of Defense.

        	The U.S. Department of the Treasury regulates banks and other financial institutions, administers the public debt, prints currency, and collects federal income taxes.

        	The U.S. Department of Justice (DOJ) works with state and local governments to prevent crime and ensure public safety against threats both domestic and foreign. It also enforces federal laws, prosecutes cases in federal courts, and runs federal prisons.

        	The U.S. Department of Agriculture promotes U.S. agriculture domestically and internationally, researches new ways to grow crops and conserve natural resources, ensures safe meat and poultry products, and administers programs including food stamps and school lunches.

        	The U.S. Department of Interior manages federal lands, including the national parks and forests, manages the Bureau of Indian Affairs, runs hydroelectric power systems, and promotes conservation of natural resources.

        	The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services performs health and social science research, assures the safety of drugs and foods other than meat and poultry, and administers Medicare, Medicaid, and other social service programs.

        	The U.S. Department of Transportation sets national transportation policy, plans and funds the construction of highways and mass transit systems, and regulates railroad, aviation, and maritime operations.

        	The U.S. Department of Commerce forecasts the weather, charts the oceans, regulates patents and trademarks, conducts the census, and compiles statistics.

        	The U.S. Department of State oversees the nation's embassies and consulates, issues passports, monitors U.S. interests abroad, and represents the United States before international organizations.

        	The U.S. Department of Labor enforces laws guaranteeing fair pay, workplace safety, and equal job opportunity, administers unemployment insurance, and regulates pension funds.

        	The U.S. Department of Energy (DOE) coordinates the national use of energy and oversees the production and disposal of nuclear weapons.

        	The U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) funds public housing projects and enforces equal housing laws. It is also involved in the Section 8 program that provides government-subsidized housing for low-income people and families.

        	The U.S. Department of Education monitors and distributes financial aid to schools and students and prohibits discrimination in education.

      

      Other Agencies

      Independent government agencies perform the tasks that fall between the jurisdictions of the executive departments. Some of the better-known agencies include the Peace Corps, the Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC), and the Federal Communications Commission (FCC). The majority of these agencies employ less than 1,000 workers — some have less than 100 employees — but others are pretty big. The largest independent agencies are the following:

      
        	The Social Security Administration issues Social Security numbers, administers the Supplemental Insurance Program, and pays retirement benefits to American workers.

        	The National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) oversees aviation research and conducts space exploration.

        	The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) runs programs to control and reduce pollution of the nation's water, air, and land.

        	The Tennessee Valley Authority operates the hydroelectric power system in the Tennessee River Valley.

        	The General Services Administration (GSA) manages and protects federal government property and records.

        	The Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation (FDIC) maintains confidence in the nation's financial system by insuring bank deposits up to $100,000.

      

      Out of the Office

      While it's true that many federal employees work in office buildings, hospitals, or laboratories, a large number can be found outdoors at places like border crossings, airports, shipyards, military bases, construction sites, and national parks. Inspectors or compliance officers visit businesses and worksites to ensure that laws and regulations are obeyed.

      The majority of federal employees work full time, often on flexible or “flexi-time” schedules that allow them to have more control over their work schedules. An increasing number of agencies offer telecommuting or “flexi-place” programs, which allow workers to perform some job duties at home.
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        Before the FDIC was created in the 1930s, bank runs were a common occurrence in Depression-era America. After the Wall Street crash, banks could run out of money — just like any other business — and depositors could suddenly find that in a matter of minutes, they had lost all of their savings. The FDIC gave people peace of mind and allowed them to once again bank with confidence.

      

      
Who Works for the Government?

      The federal government employs workers in every major occupational group except sales. The government has very little product available for sale, and as a consequence there is minimal need for people with those skills. A high proportion of federal government occupations are in the professional, management, business, and financial fields.

      Professional and related occupations account for a third of federal employment opportunities. The largest group works in the life, physical, and social sciences, including biological scientists, conservation scientists and foresters, environmental scientists and geoscientists, and forest and conservation technicians.

      The Partnership for Public Service surveyed federal hiring needs for 2005 to 2006 and found that most of the new hires in the federal government would come from the following areas:

      
        	Security, enforcement, and compliance — positions include inspectors, investigators, police officers, airport screeners, and prison guards

        	Medical and public health fields

        	Engineering and the sciences — positions include microbiologists, botanists, physicists, chemists, and veterinarians

        	Program management and administration

        	Accounting, budget, and business — positions include revenue agents and tax examiners needed mainly by the Internal Revenue Service

      

      Many health professionals are employed by the Department of Veterans Affairs in VA hospitals. A large number of federal employees work as engineers, including aerospace, civil, computer hardware, electrical and electronics, environmental, industrial, mechanical, and nuclear engineering. Engineers are found in many departments of the executive branch, but most work in the Department of Defense. Some work in the National Aeronautics and Space Administration and other agencies.
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        According to Paul Light, director of the Center for Public Studies at the Brookings Institution, the “true size” of the federal government workforce was 12.1 million in 2002. That figure includes the more than 8 million jobs the government funds by contracts and grants. Jobs funded that way are not listed on the federal budget as government jobs.

      

      The federal government hires many lawyers, judges, and law clerks to write, administer, and enforce many of the country's laws and regulations. Computer specialists, primarily computer software engineers, computer systems analysts, and network and computer systems administrators, are employed throughout the federal government. They keep computer systems running smoothly.

      Management, business, and financial workers make up about 27 percent of federal employment and are responsible for overseeing operations. These employees include officials who, at the highest levels, may head federal agencies or programs. Middle managers oversee one aspect of a program. Other occupations in this category are accountants and auditors. They prepare and analyze financial reports, review and record revenues and expenditures, and investigate operations for fraud and inefficiency.

      Administrative and Service Occupations

      Administrative support workers in the federal government include information and record clerks, general office clerks, as well as secretaries and administrative assistants.

      In the service field, most opportunity lies in the protective services. Seven out of ten federal workers in service occupations are protective service workers, such as correctional officers and jailers, detectives and criminal investigators, and police officers. These workers protect the public from crime and oversee federal prisons.
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        By law, employees of the federal government are not allowed to go on strike. No-strike clauses are written into employment contracts. In 1955, Congress made strikes by federal employees punishable by stiff fines or jail time. The U.S. Supreme Court upheld this action in 1971, in the case of United Federation of Postal Clerks v. Blount.

      

      Federally employed workers in installation, maintenance, and repair occupations include aircraft mechanics and service technicians, as well as the electrical equipment mechanics who inspect and repair electronic equipment. The federal government employs a small number of workers in transportation, construction, farming, fishing, and forestry.

      A Diverse Work Force

      The federal government strives to have a work force as diverse as the civilian labor force. It serves as a model for all employers by protecting current and potential employees from discrimination based on race, color, religion, sex, national origin, disability, or age. The federal government also makes an effort to recruit and accommodate persons with disabilities.

      The headquarters of most federal departments and agencies are in the Washington, D.C., area, but only one out of six federal employees works in the nation's capital. Federal employees work throughout the United States, and another 93,000 are assigned overseas in embassies or defense installations.

      
Job Requirements

      Applicants for federal jobs must be U.S. citizens. Applicants who are veterans of military service can claim veteran's preference. This gives them preferred status over other candidates with equal qualifications. For jobs requiring access to sensitive or classified materials, applicants have to undergo a background investigation to obtain a security clearance. These investigations look into the applicant's criminal, credit, and employment history.

      Requirements for jobs with the federal government are basically the same as those for comparable positions in the private sector. Many jobs in managerial or professional and related occupations require a four-year college degree. Engineers, physicians and surgeons, and biological and physical scientists are required to hold a bachelor's or higher degree in a specific field of study. Registered nurses and many technician occupations may be entered into with two years of training after high school. In general, office and administrative support workers in the government need only a high school diploma.

      
The Federal System

      Each federal department determines the amount of training necessary for its various positions. Each department also offers workers a chance for upward progress through technical or skills training, tuition assistance or reimbursement, and other training programs, seminars, and workshops. The different ranks of government pay levels are referred to as “grades.” Typically, new employees start out at a low grade and progress through higher grades as they gain additional experience and training. Some federal departments and agencies have been granted the opportunity to experiment with different pay and promotion strategies in order to make jobs competitive with those of the private sector.

      Candidates who do not have a high school diploma and who are hired as clerks start at Grade 1. High school graduates with no additional training hired at the same job start at Grade 2 or 3. Employees with some technical training or experience who are hired as technicians may start at Grade 4. College graduates who hold a bachelor's degree generally are hired in professional occupations. For example, an economist would start at Grade 5 or 7. Applicants with a master's degree or Ph.D. may start at Grade 9. Others with professional degrees may be hired at Grade 11 or 12. See Appendix B for a complete list of pay grades and salaries for 2005.
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        The highest demand for workers is and will continue to be in areas such as border and transportation security, emergency preparedness, public health, and information technology.

      

      The General Schedule (see Appendix B) has fifteen pay grades for civilian white-collar and service workers. There are also smaller “within-grade” step increases that occur based on length of service and quality of performance. New employees usually start at the first step of a grade, but if the position is difficult to fill, candidates can receive higher pay or special rates. Physician and engineer positions fall into this category. Federal employees who work in the continental United States receive locality pay. The amount is determined by comparisons of private-sector wages and federal wages in the particular geographic area.

      The Federal Wage System

      The Federal Wage System (FWS) is used to pay workers in craft, repair, operator, and laborer jobs. This schedule sets federal wages so that they are comparable with regional wage rates for similar types of jobs. Salaries paid under the FWS vary significantly from one locality to another.

      Getting Promoted

      When most federal workers reach the cap level of their career grade, they have to compete for promotions, which makes advancement more difficult. Promotions may occur as vacancies arise, and they are based on merit.

      The top managers in the federal civil service belong to the Senior Executive Service (SES). This is the highest position that federal workers can attain without being specifically nominated by the President and confirmed by the U.S. Senate. Few workers attain SES positions, and competition for these positions is fierce. Most are located in the Washington, D.C., metropolitan area.

      
Incentives and Benefits

      Along with a salary, federal employees also receive incentive awards. These are one-time awards, ranging from $25 to $10,000, and are given for a significant suggestion, a special act or service, or sustained high job performance. Workers are also eligible for premium pay, which is granted when an employee has to put in overtime or work on holidays, weekends, at night, or under hazardous conditions.
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        In an effort to compete with private-sector jobs, some government agencies have adopted different pay systems. The two largest departments experimenting with new pay systems are the Departments of Defense and Homeland Security. Pay increases, under these new systems, are based on performance as opposed to length of service.

      

      Benefits are also an important part of federal employee income. Federal employees can choose from numerous health plans and life insurance options, and the premium payments are partially offset by the government. New hires also participate in the Federal Employees Retirement System (FERS), which is a three-pronged retirement plan including Social Security, a pension plan, and an optional thrift savings plan. Participation in the thrift savings plan is voluntary, and contributions made are tax-deferred and matched by the federal government. Some federal agencies also provide public transit subsidies to encourage the use of public transportation.

      Federal employees receive both vacation time and sick leave. They earn thirteen days of vacation leave a year for the first three years, twenty days a year for the next twelve years, and twenty-six days a year after fifteen years of service. They also receive thirteen days of sick leave a year, which may be accumulated indefinitely.
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