
UNITED STATES DEPARTMENT OF AGRICULTURE 
Farm Service Agency 
Washington, DC 20250 
 
For:  FFAS Employees 
 

2004 Federal Employees Health Benefits (FEHB) Open Season 
Approved by:  Deputy Administrator, Management 
 

 
 
1 Overview 
 

A Purpose 
 

This notice announces and provides guidance about the 2004 FEHB Open Season.  The 
2004 FEHB Open Season began on Monday, November 8, 2004, and continues through 
Monday, December 27, 2004. 

 
Note: Note that the Open Season has been extended because of the late arrival of OPM’s 

FEHB Open Season Guides. 
 

B New for 2005 
 
For 2005, OPM has introduced a new option under the FEHB Program, the High Deductible 
Health Plans (HDHP), with either a Health Savings Account (HSA) or Health 
Reimbursement Account (HRA).  HSA’s and HRA’s provide a tax-advantaged way to save 
for future medical expenses.  Employees who enroll in HDHP with HSA cannot participate 
in the Health Care Flexible Spending Account (HCFSA) under FSAP, but may still 
participate in the Dependent Care Flexible Spending Account (DCFSA) if they are otherwise 
eligible for such account. 
 
More information on this new option is available as follows: 
 
• in paragraph 5 
• in Exhibit 3 
• at www.opm.gov/hsa. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Disposal Date 
 
February 1, 2005 
 

Distribution 
 
All FSA, FAS, and RMA employees; State Offices 
relay to County Offices 
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Notice PM-2444 

1 Overview (Continued) 
 

C National Office Contacts 
 
 National Office employees shall use the following table for additional information. 
  

IF employee needs to… THEN contact… 
• obtain SF-2809 
• obtain a plan brochure 
• receive claim reimbursements 
• receive account balances 

• OPM website at www.opm.gov/insure 
 
• HRD, Domestic Operations Branch (DOB), 

Services Group at: 
 

• 202-418-9135 
• 202-418-9136 
• Suite 5700 2101 L Street, NW. 
 

Guides and brochures may also be obtained in: 
 
• Room 6636-South Building 
• Room 1228-POC 
• Room 580-B Portals. 

verify enrollment HRD, DOB, Services Group, at: 
 
• 202-418-9135 
• 202-418-9136. 

receive policy information HRD, Performance Management Benefits and 
Awards Branch (PMBAB): 
 
 
• Susan Brown at 202-418-9039 
• Maria Ruiz at 202-418-9034 
• Darla Hensley 202-418-9021 
• TDD 202-418-9116. 
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1 Overview (Continued) 
 
  D Field Office Contacts 
 

Field Office employees shall use the following table for additional information. 
 

IF employee is located in… THEN contact… 
• FSA Kansas City Offices 
• Research and Development Division, RMA 
• APFO 

KCAO, HRD, C&OS, Processing 
Section at: 
 
• 816-926-6225 
• TDD 816-926-7440. 

• FAS overseas employees 
 
• RMA Regional Offices andCompliance 

Field Offices 
 
• FSA National Office employees 

HRD, PMBAB: 
 
• Susan Brown at 202-418-9039 
• Darla Hensley at 202-418-9021 
• Maria Ruiz at 202-418-9034 
• TDD 202-418-9116. 

State and County Office State Office, Administrative Division. 

APFO KCAO, HRD. 
 

E OMB Notification 
 

Information provided by enrolling in the FEHB Program may also be used for computer 
matching with Federal, State, or local agencies’ files to determine whether employees qualify 
for benefits, payments, or eligibility in the FEHB Program, Medicare, or other Government 
benefits programs. 
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2 Eligibility and Effective Dates 
 

A Actions During Open Season 
 

Eligible employees may take the following actions during FEHB Open Season. 
 
• Unregistered employees may enroll. 
• Enrollee may do any of the following: 
 

• change from 1 plan or option to another 
• change from self only to self and family 
• elect and waive FEHB-Premium Conversion. 

 
Note: Refer to Notice PM-2201 for more information on FEHB Premium 

Conversion or visit OPM’s website at 
http://www.opm.gov/insure/health/pretaxfehb/index.asp to: 

 
• cancel enrollment 
• change from family to self only 
• make any combination of these changes. 

 
B Effective Dates of Enrollments and Changes 

 
Use the following table for additional information. 
 
IF there is a… THEN the effective date is… 
premium rate change January 9, 2005. 
change in enrollment January 9, 2005. 
new enrollment January 9, 2005, if the employee is in a pay status for 

any part of the previous pay period.  Otherwise, 
enrollment will become effective in the pay period after 
the first pay period in pay status. 

 
Note: Although new enrollments are not effective until January 9, 2005, employees are 

subject to current plan changes through January 8, 2005. 
 

Example: Susan Jones was enrolled in Aetna during 2004.  She makes an Open 
Season change and elects Blue Cross and Blue Shield.  Even though her 
new insurance is not effective until January 9, 2005, she is still subject to 
any 2005 plan changes in her Aetna policy January 1 through 8, 2005.  
This includes higher co-pays for doctor visits and prescriptions. 
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3  2005 FEHB Guides and Individual Plan Brochures 
 

A Guide to FEHB Plans for Federal Civilian Employees 
 

A 2005 FEHB Guide provides features of each plan, including the enrollee’s share of the 
bi-weekly premium rates, will be available for employees to review through their servicing 
personnel office.  The 2005 FEHB Guide can also be accessed on the internet at 
http://hr.ffas.usda.gov/employees/fehb.htm. 

 
The 2005 FEHB Guide is as follows: 
 
• RI-70-1 for nontemporary employees 
• RI-70-8 for temporary employees 
• RI-70-10 for visually impaired employees. 

 
B Supervisory Action 

 
Supervisors shall provide RI-70-1 or RI-70-8 to employees who are away from the work site 
in a nonpay or nonduty status. 

 
C Individual Plan Brochures 

 
After examining the 2005 FEHB Guide, employees interested in enrolling or changing plans 
should review the individual plan brochures for a complete description of benefits to make an 
informed decision.  Employees may access brochures at 
http://hr.ffas.usda.gov/employees/fehb.htm or in rooms listed in subparagraph 1 C. 
 
Note: Employees: 
 

• currently enrolled in a health plan will receive a 2005 benefit plan brochure 
directly from their health plan 

 
• who elect a new health insurance plan will receive a personal copy from the new 

insurance carrier. 
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4 Employee Action 

 
A Action Required by Employee 
 

Employees must take the following action. 
 

Step Action 
1 Immediately review Exhibit 1, the updated 2004 FEHB Significant Plan Changes and determine 

whether to take any further action. 
 
Note: Exhibit 1 assists employees in identifying nonparticipating plans and other significant 

plan changes that may affect them.  Employees should review Exhibit 1 to determine 
whether they need to make a health benefits election or change this open season. 

2 Complete and return the SF-2809, Health Benefits Election Form (Exhibit 2) to your servicing 
personnel office before COB, Monday, December 27, 2004.  Note that SF-2809 was revised in 
October 2004.  All other versions are obsolete. 
 
Note: FFAS employees, excluding overseas employees, may access the NFC’s Employee 

Personal Page (EPP) at https://www.nfc.usda.gov/personal/ep_warning.asp to make 
Open Season elections.  Employees must have a Personal Identification Number (PIN) to 
access NFC’s EPP.  Employees may request a PIN online. 

 
 B Enrollees Who Continue Their Current Enrollment 

 
 Employees who wish to continue their current enrollment should take no action during this 

open season.  However, enrollees must enroll in a different plan to continue FEHB coverage 
in 2005, if their plan: 

 
• will not be participating in the FEHB Program after December 31, 2004 
• dropped an enrollment area having a separate enrollment code. 
 
Note: See Exhibit 1 for a list of plans and codes with significant changes or that are 

terminating. 
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4 Employee Action (Continued) 
 
 C Continuing FEHB Coverage After Retirement 
 

To continue FEHB coverage after retirement, the employee must have been continuously 
enrolled, or covered as a family member, under the FEHB Program for either of the 
following: 

 
• for the 5 years immediately before retirement 
 
• if less than 5 years, for all service since the employee was eligible for these benefits 

unless these requirements are waived.  
 

OPM now has the authority to grant pre-approved waivers to employees retiring in 
conjunction with a Voluntary Separation Incentive Payment (VSIP) or Voluntary Early 
Retirement Authority (VERA) provided the employee: 

 
• has been covered under the FEHB Program continuously since the beginning date of the 

Agency's latest statutory VSIP authority, or OPM-approved VSIP or VERA authority 
 
• retires during the current statutory VSIP or OPM-approved VSIP/VERA period 

 
• does 1 of the following: 

 
• receives VSIP 

 
• takes early optional retirement 

 
• takes discontinued service retirement based on an involuntary separation because of 

RIF, directed reassignment, reclassification to a lower grade, or abolishment of 
position. 

 
Employees who meet the requirements above do not need to request a waiver in writing.  The 
employee’s servicing personnel office will certify that the employee qualifies for the 
pre-approval. 

 
Some employees who retire during a VSIP or VERA period may not be eligible for a 
pre-approved waiver.  These include employees who retire on a regular optional retirement 
but do not qualify for VSIP.  Employees who do not qualify for a pre-approved waiver may 
request a waiver directly from OPM. 
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5 High Deductible Health Plans (HDHP) 
 

A Basics of HDHP 
 

HDHP is a new health plan choice under the FEHB Program.  HDHP may be offered with a: 
 
• Fee-for Service Plan 
• Preferred Provider Organization (PPO) 
• Health Maintenance Organization (HMO) 
• Point of Service (POS). 
 
Depending on HDHP, the employee may have the choice of using in-network or  
out-of-network providers.  Using in-network providers generally is more cost effective. 
 
A major benefit of HDHP is the out-of-pocket costs counted toward catastrophic coverage 
limits.  Costs include deductibles, co-pays for doctor visits, drug costs above the plan 
payment, and other out-of-pocket expenses for covered benefits. 
 
As part of HDHP, employees may qualify for either a Health Savings Account (HSA) or a 
Health Reimbursement Arrangement (HRA).  HSA and HRA provide tax advantaged ways 
to save for future medical expenses.  Most employees interested in HDHP will be interested 
in HSA’s, not HRA’s.  An employee may be enrolled in HDHP without having either HSA 
or HRA. 
 
Note: Exhibit 3 offers a comparison chart between HSA’s, HRA’s, and Health Care 

Flexible Spending Accounts. 
 
B Deductibles 

 
With the exception of preventive care, the annual deductible must be met before benefits are 
paid.  The 2005 minimum HDHP deductibles are: 
 
• $1,050 for self only coverage 
• $2,100 for self and family coverage. 

 
HDHP’s have higher annual out-of-pocket limits than many plans.  The maximum 
in-network, out-of-pocket limits for HDHP’s in the FEHB Program for 2005 are: 
 
• $5,000 for self only 
• $10,000 for self and family coverage. 
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6 Health Savings Accounts (HSA’s) 
 

A HSA Basics 
 

HSA is a tax-deferred account that an employee owns for the purpose of paying qualified 
medical expenses for him or herself, their spouse, and/or dependents.  An HSA’s annual 
maximum contribution is equivalent to the HDHP’s annual deductible.  The account earns 
tax-free growth. 
 
As long as the account is used for medical expenses, there are no tax penalties for its use.  
However, since the employee owns the account, the employee may use the money in the 
account however he or she wishes, even to purchase a car.  Any nonmedical expenses 
incurred will be subject to taxes and tax penalties. 
 
HSA accounts, unlike Health Care Flexible Spending Accounts, carry over from year to year 
without limit. 
 

Note: An employee cannot have a HSA and a Health Care Flexible Spending Account.  
Employees can still be enrolled in a Dependent Care Flexible Spending Account. 

 
 B Funding HSA 
 

An employee’s HSA is typically funded through “premium pass through” and his or her 
voluntary contributions.  Premium pass through means that a portion of the premium the 
employee pays is “passed through” or deposited into the account.  The HDHP’s “premium 
pass through” is not taxable. 
 
Employees may also make voluntary contributions to their HSA through an IRS-approved 
trustee administering HSA.  The individual health plan chooses the trustee.  Annual 
contributions may be made any time during the calendar year up to April 15 of the following 
year (tax return due date.) 

 
C Eligibility 
 

An employee must be enrolled in HDHP to have HSA. 
 
However, an employee is not automatically eligible for HSA just because he or she is 
enrolled in HDHP.  Each HDHP has its own eligibility criteria and will make eligibility 
determinations.  Employees should refer to the plan brochure or contact the plan’s HSA 
customer service contact for specific eligibility information.  A list of these contacts is 
included in Exhibit 3. 
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6 Health Savings Accounts (HSA’s) 
 
 D Ineligible Employees 

 
By law, an employee is not eligible for HSA if any of the following applies: 
 
• is enrolled in Medicare 
 
• is covered by another health plan that is not HDHP 

 
• can be claimed as a dependent on someone else’s tax return 

 
• is enrolled in a Health Care Flexible Spending Account, or covered by a spouse’s 

Flexible Spending Account 
 

• is covered by a non-HDHP, such as TRICARE and TRICARE for Life 
 

• is covered by Veterans benefits and has used Veterans medical services within the 
previous 3 months. 

 
Note: If an employee does not qualify for HSA, HDHP will help the employee establish 

HRA. 
 

E Qualified Medical Expenses 
 
Employees are encouraged to check with their individual HDHP carrier for a comprehensive 
list of qualified medical expenses.  Examples include the following: 

 
• dental treatment, such as fillings, braces, extractions 
• hearing aids, including batteries 
• prescription drugs and over-the-counter drugs 
• eye exams, eyeglasses, and contact lens 
• premiums for qualified long term care insurance  
• out-of-pocket expenses, including deductibles, coinsurance, and co-payments 
• acupuncture. 
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6 Health Savings Accounts (HSA’s) 
 

F HSA Catch-Up Contributions  
 
In addition to the yearly maximum contribution, individuals between the ages of 55 and 65 
can make catch-up contributions to HSA each year. 
 

 Refer to the following table for annual catch-up amounts. 
 

Year Amount 
2005 $600 
2006 $700 
2007 $800 
2008 $900 
2009 $1,000 

 
G Calculating the Annual Maximum HSA Contribution for FEHB Members Paid 

Biweekly 
 

Employees should consult with their HDHP customer service representative (Exhibit 3) for 
help in determining annual contribution amounts. 
 
Note: Servicing personnel offices should not calculate contribution amounts for employees. 
 

H HSA Distribution Process 
 

Each HSA trustee will have specific instructions on the qualified distribution of qualified or 
nonmedical expenses.  HSA trustees or custodians are not required to determine whether 
HSA distributions are used for qualified medical expenses. 
 

Employees who establish HSA’s should maintain records of medical expenses to show 
distributions have been made exclusively for qualified medical expenses if IRS requests 
them. 
 

I Portability 
 
HSA is the employee’s account and is his or hers to keep.  This includes if the employee 
retires, leaves Federal/county service, or changes health plans. 
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6 Health Savings Accounts (HSA’s) 
 

J Employees on Leave-Without-Pay (LWOP) 
 
Employees enrolled in HDHP/HSA and are on LWOP will have the same entitlements to the 
continuation of coverage of their FEHB benefits as all other employees.  The payment to the 
HSA will continue to be made to the carrier, whether the employee elects to pay the 
premiums on an on-going basis or incur a debt. 
 

K Employees Called to Active Military Duty 
 
Employees called to active military duty and who then become covered by TRICARE is no 
longer eligible for their HDHP/HSA.  The employee should notify their carrier of their new 
insurance status and have the HSA stopped.  The carrier will then help the employee 
establish HRA. 
 
Note: Failure to notify the HDHP carrier to stop HSA could result in negative tax issues for 

the employee. 
 

L Death in Service 
 
Should an employee with HSA die in service,  HSA will be paid to the designated 
beneficiary.  The employee’s spouse can inherit HSA or choose to continue using HSA. 
 

M Employee’s HSA Disputes and Appeals   
 

OPM maintains a role between FEHB insurance carriers and employees to help solve 
insurance claim issues. 
 
OPM, nor the employing agency, has any role in HSA disputes.  HSA is a benefit the 
employee independently and willingly enters into with HDHP and trustee.  
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7  Health Reimbursement Accounts (HRA’s) 
 
 A HRA Basics 
 

HRA is a tax free savings account that works hand-in-hand with HDHP.  HDHP credits a 
portion of the health plan premium to HRA.  Some plans will credit the annual amount at the 
beginning of the year, similar to the Flexible Spending Account Program.  This is not always 
the case. 
 
HRA is for qualified medical expenses only.  The employee must provide documents 
supporting qualified medical expense to HDHP. 
 
The HRA unused credit does carry over from year to year but does not earn interest. 
 
Voluntary contributions to HRA are not allowed. 
 
Employees may have both a Health Care and Dependent Care Savings Account with HRA. 
 
Credits in HRA are forfeited if the employee leaves Federal or county service or changes 
health plans. 
 

Note: Employees are allowed to keep HRA credits upon retirement. 
 

   B Eligibility 
 

HDHP helps determine eligibility.  If an employee enrolled in HDHP is not eligible for 
HSA, HDHP will work with the employee to enroll them in HRA. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

11-29-04 Page 13 



  Notice PM-2444 Exhibit 1 
 
Benefits Administration Letter 
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  Notice PM-2444 Exhibit 1 
 
Benefits Administration Letter (Continued) 
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  Notice PM-2444 Exhibit 1 
 
Benefits Administration Letter (Continued) 
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  Notice PM-2444 Exhibit 1 
 
Benefits Administration Letter (Continued) 
 

 
 
 
11-29-04  Page 4 



  Notice PM-2444 Exhibit 1 
 
Benefits Administration Letter (Continued) 
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  Notice PM-2444 Exhibit 1 
 
Benefits Administration Letter (Continued) 
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  Notice PM-2444 Exhibit 1 
 
Benefits Administration Letter (Continued) 
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  Notice PM-2444 Exhibit 1 
 
Benefits Administration Letter (Continued) 
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  Notice PM-2444 Exhibit 1 
 
Benefits Administration Letter (Continued) 
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  Notice PM-2444 Exhibit 1 
 
Benefits Administration Letter (Continued) 
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  Notice PM-2444 Exhibit 1 
 
Benefits Administration Letter (Continued) 
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  Notice PM-2444 Exhibit 1 
 
Benefits Administration Letter (Continued) 
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  Notice PM-2444 Exhibit 1 
 
Benefits Administration Letter (Continued) 
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  Notice PM-2444 Exhibit 1 
 
Benefits Administration Letter (Continued) 
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  Notice PM-2444 Exhibit 1 
 
Benefits Administration Letter (Continued) 
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  Notice PM-2444 Exhibit 1 
 
Benefits Administration Letter (Continued) 
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  Notice PM-2444 Exhibit 1 
 
Benefits Administration Letter (Continued) 
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  Notice PM-2444 Exhibit 2 
 
Example of SF 2809 
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  Notice PM-2444 Exhibit 3 
 
FEHB Comparison Chart 
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  Notice PM-2444 Exhibit 3 
 
FEHB Comparison Chart (Continued) 
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  Notice PM-2444 Exhibit 3 
 
FEHB Comparison Chart (Continued) 
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  Notice PM-2444 Exhibit 3 
 
FEHB Comparison Chart (Continued) 
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  Notice PM-2444 Exhibit 3 
 
FEHB Comparison Chart (Continued) 
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  Notice PM-2444 Exhibit 3 
 
FEHB Comparison Chart (Continued) 
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  Notice PM-2444 Exhibit 3 
 
FEHB Comparison Chart (Continued) 
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  Notice PM-2444 Exhibit 3 
 
FEHB Comparison Chart (Continued) 
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  Notice PM-2444 Exhibit 3 
 
FEHB Comparison Chart (Continued) 
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  Notice PM-2444 Exhibit 3 
 
FEHB Comparison Chart (Continued) 
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