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What’s at Stake

Today, more than 2 million people make up the civilian federal bureaucracy. Most cannot
be fired, even for criminal activity, without a process akin to a civil trial with multiple
appeals that can last years. This has created a permanent class of bureaucrats with
enormous power over everyday Americans, but no accountability to the people.

= Highly Political: Agency bureaucrats are not neutral or balanced but have a
strong political perspective. Nearly 84% of federal employee donations went to
the Democratic candidate in the 2024 presidential election.

® Unaccountable: Unlike politicians, agency employees never have to stand for
election. While the tiny number of political appointees at the top are
accountable to the president, the vast majority of federal workers are so
insulated by job protections that they are free to consistently underperform or
even to openly defy direction from their supervisors.

® Permanent: Just a small fraction of a percentage of federal employees are dismissed,
even fewer if an employee makes it past the first year probationary period.

A Better Approach

Congress should simplify the dismissal process, and appeals process, to shorten the
timeframe from often taking more than a year to something more reasonable, like a
calendar month. These are among the steps urged by the MERIT Act, which was
introduced in 2017.

The VA Accountability Act, passed with bipartisan support in 2014, made it somewhat easier
to dismiss or demote employees who act negligently in their duties or falsify records.
Similar reforms should be extended to the entire federal workforce, agency by agency.

Finally, while serious reforms require Congressional action, during his first
administration President Trump signed a trio of executive orders that somewhat
streamlined the dismissal process for poor performers, as well as cut back on the
practice of paying employees for time spent working for the union. This was repealed
by President Biden on day three of his administration. These should be reinstated.



https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R/R47716#:~:text=The%20federal%20government%20employs%20more,every%20state%20and%20U.S.%20territory.
https://www.govexec.com/workforce/2024/11/federal-employees-donate-42m-presidential-race-mostly-harris/400760/
https://www.govexec.com/workforce/2019/07/career-feds-publicly-defy-trump-administration-over-climate-change/158364/
https://www.cato.org/blog/yes-cut-federal-government-its-workforce#:~:text=As%20Down%E2%80%8Bsiz%E2%80%8B,private%2Dsector%20firing%20rate.%E2%80%9D
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/post-politics/wp/2014/05/21/what-is-the-va-accountability-act/?utm_term=.9a042328c550
https://trumpwhitehouse.archives.gov/presidential-actions/executive-order-creating-schedule-f-excepted-service/

Addressing Misperceptions

MISPERCEPTIONS FACTS

It takes a minimum of 170 days, and often well over a
calendar year, to fire a federal worker for poor
performance. That doesn’t count the years of negative
evaluations that take time and effort from a manager to
document, nor does it take into account the appeals that
usually follow a dismissal verdict, which themselves can

Federal employees can
take another year or even two.

be easily fired for

incompetence.
There are two separate processes an agency can follow, each

with its own onerous pathway to dismissal, documented on a
12-step or more flowchart. The process is so ridiculous that
a 2013 Government Accountability Office (GAO) report
admits that many supervisors choose to ignore consistently
poor-performing employees rather than go through it.

When all forms of payment are taken into account,

government employees are compensated more highly

than people with comparable credentials and experience
Government employees in the private sector. Average government salaries are
are underpaid now higher than those of the taxpayers paying them, and
compared to the byzantine network of job protections is no longer
comparable private- needed in order for agencies to compete for talent.

sector employees.

Between the years of 2011 and 2015, federal employees
received an average of 17% more in total compensation
than their comparable private-sector counterparts.

No one is more irritated at the state of affairs than
hardworking government employees, who watch their
colleagues free ride for the same pay. Fewer than a third
of federal employees say their offices are doing a good
job of disciplining poor performers. A CBS report
estimated that the inability to fire poorly-performing
workers costs American taxpayers hundreds of millions of
dollars every single week. And that estimate doesn’t
include the cost, financial or otherwise, when one of those
employees does something truly disastrous.

Federal employees
are happy with their
protected status.

To learn more, read Policy Focus: Civil Service Reform



https://www.gao.gov/assets/670/668339.pdf
https://freebeacon.com/issues/report-it-takes-at-least-170-days-to-fire-a-government-employee/
https://www.gao.gov/assets/670/668339.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/rw05.pdf
https://freebeacon.com/politics/cbs-govt-inability-to-fire-bad-employees-like-epas-porn-watcher-costing-taxpayers-millions/
https://fee.org/articles/a-look-at-pay-for-federal-employees-compared-to-their-private-sector-counterparts/
https://fee.org/articles/a-look-at-pay-for-federal-employees-compared-to-their-private-sector-counterparts/
https://www.iwf.org/wp-content/uploads/pdfs/Civil_Service_Reform.pdf

