Attached below are 4 news articles relating to FSA.

Web Site Assists Students Seeking Student Loan Forgiveness 

The Oklahoma Daily(12/9, Miller-Lawler) reports, "Certain students may be eligible to have their student loans forgiven, canceled or even discharged. Mapping Your Future Web site will have an online chat session discussing how to go about the forgiveness and discharge procedure at 6 p.m. Dec. 9. The Web site is http://www.mapping-your-future.org/ . 'There will be experts online for individual help,' said Ben Hardcastle, Oklahoma State Regents for Higher Education director of communications. 'They will help guide [students] through the process.'" And Melissa Johnson, state regents policy analyst, said "a checklist to determine if students are eligible for the loan forgiveness program is available online. ... Possibilities for loan forgiveness vary from death to disability, to being a teacher or being in the U.S. Armed Forces." 

State-Sponsored Prepaid Tuition Plans Face Financial Troubles 

USA Today (12/9, Block) reports, "For parents across the country, state-sponsored prepaid college tuition plans offer the promise of a reasonably priced education for their children. But a growing number of states are discovering it's a promise they can no longer afford to keep. Five states have suspended or closed their prepaid tuition plans. Others have warned that if tuition rates continue to soar, they may also be forced to close. Nearly every state plan is struggling with inadequate investment returns and rampant tuition inflation, a combination that jeopardizes the future of the popular savings plans, financial aid experts and plan administrators say." 

Multiple job competition rules likely to create confusion 
By Amelia Gruber 

agruber@govexec.com 

A compromise version of the $820 billion fiscal 2004 omnibus spending bill approved by House lawmakers Monday contains language apt to confuse federal agencies conducting public-private job competitions and contractors bidding on the work, industry analysts said.  The conference report, filed on Nov. 25, would establish multiple standards for running job competitions where 10 to 65 positions are at stake. Agencies covered by the Transportation-Treasury section of the bill would have different rules than those receiving funds from the other six appropriations measures wrapped into the omnibus bill. The Interior and Defense departments are operating under still another set of standards set in their recently enacted budget measures.  "For an across-the-government [management] initiative like competitive sourcing, I think it tends to be problematic whenever you have differing rules for different agencies," said Mark Wagner, vice president of government relations for Johnson Controls Inc., a Florida-based contractor. "I just don't think that's productive."  The omnibus conference report has already been the subject of much controversy. Some lawmakers were upset that the White House used the omnibus bill to undo competitive sourcing language that House-Senate negotiators had included in a carefully crafted compromise version of the fiscal 2004 Transportation-Treasury budget bill. Lawmakers ended up rolling the Transportation-Treasury legislation into the omnibus bill after they failed to reach an agreement with the administration on competitive sourcing and several unrelated issues.  White House officials convinced lawmakers to strike from the omnibus conference report language that would have granted federal employees--or union representatives acting on their behalf--the right to appeal agency decisions in public-private job competitions to the General Accounting Office. Industry groups had opposed the appeals right language, saying it was too broad.  The omnibus conference report, which the House passed by a vote of 242 to 176, would require agencies covered under the Transportation-Treasury portion of the bill to allow in-house teams to submit bids in all public-private competitions involving more than more than 10 jobs. Agencies covered under the other six spending measures rolled into the omnibus would not be required to do so.   In competitions with more than 10 positions at stake, the omnibus requires Transportation-Treasury agencies to "consider cost as one factor" in awarding work. These agencies would not, however, be forced to grant in-house teams a 10 percent or $10 million cost advantage. Agencies covered by the other sections of the omnibus would not need to even consider a cost advantage in competitions involving 10 to 65 jobs.  The Interior and Defense department budget bills, which are already completed and signed by President Bush, created two additional sets of standards for running smaller competitions. These standards are similar to those that apply to Transportation-Treasury agencies, but both Defense and Interior are required to give in-house teams a 10 percent or $10 million -- whichever is a lower dollar amount -- cost advantage in all competitions with more than 10 jobs up for bids.  Alan Chvotkin, senior vice president and counsel at the Professional Services Council, an Arlington, Va.-based contractors association, conceded that the multiple standards established by the omnibus bill could "make things a bit more confusing." But he said he is generally pleased with the omnibus conference report because it eliminates the appeals right provisions in earlier versions of budget legislation.  If the administration had to create multiple standards as a concession to lawmakers who had supported appeals rights, then its actions are completely understandable and justified, Chvotkin said. "The downside of passing protest rights far outweighs the benefits of a [uniform, governmentwide policy on competitive sourcing]," he said. "The price to pay was far too high for simple consistency."  Federal employee unions have long pushed for appeals rights as a way to level the playing field in job competitions. The administration's opposition to these rights demonstrates that the Office of Management Budget's "privatization scheme is deliberately designed to replace federal employees with contractor cronies," John Gage, president of the American Federation for Government Employees, has said.  But Cathy Garman, vice president for public policy at the Contract Services Association, said that the proposed appeals rights language was simply too drastic because it granted unions the right to protest agency decisions. Private sector employees are not allowed union representation in appeals cases, she said. "I was frankly surprised that all of the protest rights were removed [in the omnibus conference report]," she added. "Our only concern had been giving the unions [appeals rights]."   Garman also noted that the multiple standards in the omnibus could make life difficult for agency officials charged with implementing the law if it is enacted. The Senate still needs to approve the omnibus conference report, and may not vote on it until January. If the varying standards are signed into law, OMB could lessen any resulting confusion by issuing new guidance, she said.   "OMB will continue to work with all agencies to maker sure they understand the parameters under which their competitive sourcing programs need to operate," an administration official said. The administration pushed to maintain a single standard, but "Congress clearly had a different view," the official said. 

House passes spending bill with 4.1 percent civil service pay raise 
By Peter Cohn, CongressDailyPM 

The House on Monday approved an $820 billion fiscal 2004 omnibus spending bill, wrapping together the remaining seven appropriations measures, over the objections of many Democrats and some Republicans angered by what they regard as excessive "earmarking" of federal funds for unrequested home state projects. The final vote on the legislation was 242-176.  The fiscal 2004 Transportation-Treasury appropriations bill, which contains language granting white-collar federal employees a 4.1 percent average pay raise in 2004, was folded into the legislation.  "Though I voted against this bill for unrelated provisions, I believe that it was imperative that we provide federal employees, including those at the Department of Defense and the Department of Homeland Security, a fair pay raise to reward them for their dedication to serving and protecting our country," said Minority Whip Steny Hoyer, D-Md. "This pay raise respects the principle of pay parity, which ensures that both civilian federal employees and military employees receive fair pay adjustments for their service."  But the timing of a final Senate vote remains unclear. A spokeswoman for Majority Leader Bill Frist, R-Tenn., said he had not yet decided whether to bring senators back for a roll call vote, but added that he was leaning against it. However, if enough GOP senators concur with Senate Appropriations Chairman Ted Stevens, R-Alaska, and President Bush that final passage is necessary this month, Frist could file cloture when the Senate reconvenes Tuesday which could ripen for a vote as early as Thursday.  Stevens and House Appropriations Chairman C.W. Bill Young, R-Fla., want to enact the massive spending bill this month to avoid funding shortages for veterans' health care, FBI counterterrorism activities and the National Institutes of Health, among other priorities, and Bush has weighed in on global AIDS funding.  "People are dying every day waiting for the funding to come online," said a spokesman for Debt, AIDS, and Trade in Africa -- a group spearheaded by U2 lead singer Bono, who has worked closely on the issue with the White House and Frist, among others others.  The spokesman said several GOP senators have approached the advocacy group arguing for a roll call vote this month on the omnibus, although they stopped short of calling for breaking out the fiscal 2004 Foreign Operations appropriations bill -- which contains most of the $2.4 billion to combat AIDS -- as Minority Leader Tom Daschle, D-S.D., has suggested.  Meanwhile, Rep. Jeff Flake, R-Ariz., called it "shameful the way we as Republicans have exploded the earmarking." Flake voted against the omnibus bill. He and other GOP conservatives such as Rep. Marilyn Musgrave, R-Colo., are urging Bush to veto the bill, citing earmarks such as $360,000 for Citrus Waste Utilization in Winter Haven, Fla. But Musgrave has sought earmarks for her state, such as $318,000 to study genetic enhancement of wheat at Colorado State University, which was eventually dropped from the final version.  Young said the omnibus, when combined with the six already enacted spending bills, stays within the president's budget of $785.6 billion in discretionary spending for fiscal 2004. The omnibus contains $328 billion in discretionary spending, including about $50 billion for earmarks, he said.  "Had it not been for Appropriations Committee discipline, [earmarking] would have been $50 billion more," Young added. Flake also decried the rule for floor debate since it did not allow points of order removing provisions not voted upon by the House and Senate.  Another conservative, Rep. C.L. (Butch) Otter, R-Idaho, circulated a "Dear Colleague" urging lawmakers to vote against the measure because appropriators removed his amendment to block Justice Department "sneak and peek" procedures.   

Here is the link to all of today's new articles:

http://64.239.47.23/education/index.htm
