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SUBJECT:   NFFE Local 1998 is requesting that Passport Services place a 

higher priority on the roll out of COVID-19 Vaccinations for 

Domestic Offices within the Department of State. 

 

Currently, the domestic arm of the Department is not a priority for 

vaccinations. As you may recall, we have had conversations on topics like this 

before; for example, last March, conversations, questions and written 

correspondence were requested to justify why field offices outside of the D.C. 

region were not being closed for COVID-19. This, unfortunately, a concern that is 

not only on my mind, but on the minds of all Passport Specialists.   

I’m sure that the question over prioritizing Department of State employees is 

not new. Additionally, I can understand the bureaucratic process of clearances in 

determining who among us receives the vaccines first, whether it is posts abroad, 

employees in D.C., or those striving to fulfill the mission of the State Department 



in the many field offices across the U.S. However, absent bargaining, pre-

decisional input, or prior discussion, the work of Passport Specialists was deemed 

to be so vital as to change our designation to “Mission Critical”. The meaning of 

which has yet to be defined, but the consequence is that Passport Specialist bear 

the brunt of risk.  Why then are these same people subjugated to the lowest priority 

in terms of access to vaccinations?  

From a young age, I always thought it would be great to work for the 

Department of State overseas as a representative for the citizens of this country.  

While that dream never came true, the dream of working for the Department of 

State did materialize on the domestic side of the Department.  While this has been 

a great accomplishment in my life, it often brings me back to one thought. Without 

the diligent work of our passport services specialists and management, it would be 

nearly impossible for Citizens of the United States to travel abroad for business 

and pleasure. Furthermore, without those foreign interactions, the need for our 

exceptional and dedicated Foreign Service colleagues would be in question. While 

we are mostly seen as a production-based work environment within the State 

Department, our services facilitate the legal ability for our colleagues to represent 

us abroad through business and diplomacy. 

During the months of January and February, many of us in Passport Services 

have tried very hard to have patience regarding the distribution of the COVID-19 

vaccine. We had hopes that the Department would for once decide that the largest 

group of people to return to work to serve their country during the height of the 

first wave of this pandemic would be prioritized for the vaccine. However, the 

opposite has happened. While we were the first to report back to the office, and the 

largest group to remain in the office despite the additional waves of positive cases 

in our respective cities and offices, we are the last to receive the vaccine to make 

us safe.   

With that being said, I want to acknowledge my appreciation for the new 

tone of the Biden Administration. President Biden and Secretary Blinken have 

already made tremendous efforts to rebuild trust within the Department of State. 

Unfortunately, I find the Secretary’s email from March 4, 2020, another example 

that regarding COVID-19 safety, there is disparate amounts of respect given in 

favor of our colleagues who work and serve abroad as opposed to those of us who 

work in the domestic field offices.   



Passport Services is completely different than any other agency within the 

Department of State. Because we are very different in how we conduct our work 

and how we are measured for our performance, we inherently require different 

management and resources than other agencies. Since we are not telework-eligible 

we have been required to report to work every day since being designated as 

“Mission Critical”. If our office has a positive case, the time it takes to get cleaning 

means that either an entire shift has worked in a contaminated site, or that 

production is halted completely. Management’s interpretive stance on the meaning 

of Mission Critical is more in line with a “Mission Essential” designation. 

Consequently, Passport Specialists are forced to work in workplaces far exceeding 

the 25% capacity safe occupancy level. We are the frontline workers of the State 

Department, interacting with the traveling public at our counters, handling papers, 

documents, and other materials, directly from clients; yet we still have not heard 

when we will receive the vaccine to make us safe.  

All these issues are important, and they have accumulated for over a year 

creating larger issues with work backlogs, and even larger dissatisfaction with how 

we’ve been treated. Logic dictates that prioritizing non-telework eligible workers 

within the Department of State is the most reasonable thing to do, yet we cannot 

get an answer as to why this hasn’t happened. 

Finally, while everyone is focused on keeping us safe with words, the real 

answer is true actions and acknowledgement that the domestic arm of the 

Department of State deserves to be treated in accordance with what we truly are, 

the front line of service for this wonderful organization. We ask for COVID-19 

vaccinations today, not tomorrow. 

In closing, I look forward to receiving the vaccine and, at the least, 

discussing this topic and finding how we can work together to ensure the safety of 

all Department of State Passport Services employees.  

 

 


