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Proud to make America workLocal 987

Membership meeting
Local 987 will have a membership meeting Sept. 17 at 5 p.m. It will be 

held at Union Hall, located at 1764 Watson Blvd. Membership will be ver-
ified. You can make updates to your contact information by calling Union 
Hall at 478-922-5758 or by emailing Linda Baxter at linda@afgelocal987.

org or Jeanette McElhaney at jmac@afgelocal987.org.

By DON MONCRIEF
Editor, The Union Advocate

don.moncrief@afgelocal987.org

“The Power of Social 
Connections and 
Your Health.” 

That was the latest webinar – as 
sponsored by AFGE - presented 
by Kaiser-Permanente.

The webinar was presented 
by Jennifer Prince, an LMFT 
Design and Delivery Consultant 
for Kaiser Permanente, as well 
as a licensed marriage and fam-
ily therapist and certified nature 
guide. She was assisted by 
Drea Kono, MPH, Design and 
Delivery Consultant. 

“Connection,” Kono began. 
“It’s an important part of our 
health and well-being. Research 
shows that meaningful relation-
ships and a sense of belonging 
can support both our physical 
and emotional health.”

Kono continued with, “In 
today’s webinar, we’ll explore 
the science behind the power of 
social connection and four prac-
tices that can help strengthen it: 
connecting, sharing, listening, 
and being of service. 

The four practices actual-
ly come from Vivek Murthy, 
the former 19th and 21st U.S. 
Surgeon General.

Building on a video shown 
attenders, Kono said, “So let’s 
talk a little bit about life’s ups 
and downs. It can definitely 
… life can feel like a roller 
coaster. There’s those highs and 
lows and the things we can 
expect. Changes, you know, as 
our family changes or things 
that change over time as we age. 

“And then there’s things we 
never stop coming. And then of 
course changes at work in our 
families and our health and the 
world around us. 

“How we connect and we feel 
how connected we feel. How 
we connect to other people. And 
sometimes our relationships do 
change slowly and other times, 
like when we have a falling 
out, the people we spend time 
with can change very fast, very 
quickly. 

“And so you might notice 
relationships have grown stron-
ger, relationships have faded, 
new people have become 
important to you. And you may 
have also noticed, and this is 
important too, that your needs 
have changed in terms of want-
ing more connection, maybe 
wanting in some cases less con-
nection or simply a different 
kind of connection. 

“So as you’re thinking about 
those life’s ups and downs for 
you, consider what kind of con-
nection feels most important to 
you right now?” 

Kono continued by asking 
those listening to consider the 
question: What do you think 
can make it harder for people to 
feel connected to others? 

“Maybe it’s technology and 
social media. Perhaps it’s busy 
schedules, daily demands. You 
know that’s true for a lot of us. 
Perhaps it’s even a fear of rejec-
tion or getting hurt. 

“Maybe it’s where we’re 
living or how we’re work-

ing. Maybe that has shifted or 
changed. 

“So, what are some of these 
things that can make it harder 
for us? Or perhaps it’s all of the 
above.”

All of the above was what 
the majority chose in her infor-
mal poll. She continued that 
there really wasn’t one cause of 
loneliness or disconnection, that 
our relationships are shaped by 
what’s happening in our world.

“So, some of this is in our 
control. Other things are just 
not in our control. So today, it’s 
really about how we can find 
more connection with others. 

Loneliness, she went on, was 
far more than just a bad feeling. 
Being socially disconnected, 
she said, which can range from 
feeling alone to being isolated, 
is bad both for individual and 
societal health. 

“Research shows that lone-
liness and isolation are asso-
ciated with a greater risk of 
heart disease, dementia, stroke, 
depression, anxiety and prema-
ture death. 

“In fact, lacking connection 
can increase the risk of prema-
ture death to levels comparable 
to smoking daily. Loneliness 
and social isolation are also 
far more common than we 
might realize. About one in two 
American adults report expe-
riencing loneliness. Everyone 
can be impacted across all ages, 
socioeconomic conditions and 
geographies. 

“This widespread disconnec-
tion presents profound threats to 

our health and well-being. 
Social connection then, she 

went on, was as fundamental to 
our mental and physical health 
as food, water and sleep, and 
it affects our performance and 
productivity at work, school, 
and in our communities, she 
said. 

“Now,” she said, “is the time 
to invest in building social con-
nection.” 

The keys to connection, Kono 
said, are simple. Answer a 
phone call from a friend. Invite 
someone over to share a meal. 
Listen and be present during 
conversation. Seek out opportu-
nities to serve others. 

“These steps may seem 
small,” she said. “But they’re 
extraordinarily powerful. By 
strengthening our relationships, 
we can improve our heart and 
brain health, reduce our risk of 
diabetes and high blood pres-
sure, boost our immune systems 
and lower our risk of depres-
sion. 

“We can build lives in com-
munities that are healthier and 
happier, and we can ensure our 
country and the world are better 
poised than ever to take on the 
challenges that lie ahead.”

The good news, she said, is 
people don’t need to make big 
changes in the way they con-
nect. Small moments of con-
nection really do matter,” she 
said.  “You know, maybe send-
ing a text that says, ‘I was 
thinking about you.’ Maybe 
it’s just pausing to have that 
See CONNECTIONS, page 3
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Losing money to a scam can be devastating. 
Unfortunately, the first scam may not be the end 
of it. Consumers who have already lost money 
to fraud can become targets of a second scheme 
known as a refund or recovery scam. This time, 
the scammer claims to be able to recover the 
money you lost—for a fee.

The offer can be especially convincing because 
the person contacting you may already know your 
name, how much money you lost, and even details 
about the original scam.

How Do They Know You Were Scammed?
It may seem surprising when a stranger contacts 

you and knows details about a scam you recently 
experienced.

According to the Federal Trade Commission, 
scammers may buy, sell, and trade lists containing 
information about previous scam victims. That 
information can include names, addresses, tele-
phone numbers, the type of scam involved, and 
even how much money was lost.

The person contacting you may also be con-
nected to the original scam. Either way, knowing 
details about what happened does not mean the 
person is legitimate.

The Second Scam Begins With Hope
The approach can take many forms. Someone 

may call, text, email, send a social media message 
or even mail you a letter claiming that money from 
the original scam has been recovered. They may 
claim to represent:

A government agency
A law firm or attorney
A consumer protection organization
A financial institution
A fraud investigation company
A company specializing in recovering crypto-

currency
The business involved in the original transaction
The story varies, but the goal is usually the 

same: convince you that your money can be recov-
ered if you first pay a fee or provide personal or 
financial information.

Watch for Upfront Fees
This is one of the biggest warning signs. The 

scammer may call the payment a processing fee, 
administrative charge, retainer, tax, recovery fee 
or legal expense.

Whatever they call it, be extremely suspicious 
of an unexpected contact promising to recover 
money if you pay first. Scammers may also ask 
for your bank account information, Social Security 
number or other sensitive information, claiming 
they need it to deposit your refund. Don’t provide 
it.

Government Agencies Don’t Charge You to 
Get Your Refund

Be particularly cautious if someone claims to 
represent the Federal Trade Commission or anoth-
er government agency. Government impostors 
can make their calls and communications appear 
official. They may use the names of real agencies 
or even real government employees.

The FTC does sometimes return money to 
consumers as the result of enforcement actions. 
However, the FTC will not require you to pay a 
fee to receive a refund and will not ask you for 
sensitive financial information in order to release 

your money.
If someone unexpected-

ly contacts you claiming 
to represent a government 
agency, don’t use the tele-
phone number, website or 
email address they provide 
to verify their story. Find 
the agency’s official contact 
information independently 
and contact it yourself.

Be Suspicious of How They Want You to Pay
The method of payment can be another major 

warning sign. Be extremely cautious if someone 
insists that you pay by:

Cryptocurrency
Gift card
Wire transfer
Bank transfer
Payment app
Cash
These payment methods can make recovering 

your money particularly difficult.
A July 2026 FTC consumer alert reported that 

consumers suffered more than $4 billion in losses 
last year from scams involving bank transfers 
and cryptocurrency payments. Never let someone 
pressure you into using a particular payment meth-
od because they claim it’s the only way to recover 
your money.

Don’t Believe a Guaranteed Recovery
After losing a significant amount of money, 

hearing that someone can get it back can be dif-
ficult to resist. That’s exactly what scammers are 
counting on.

Be skeptical of anyone who guarantees that 
your money will be recovered, claims that funds 
are already waiting for you, or says you must act 
immediately or lose your opportunity for reim-
bursement. Don’t allow desperation to create a 
second financial loss.

If You’ve Already Been Scammed, Act 
Quickly

There are legitimate steps you can take yourself 
without paying a stranger who unexpectedly con-
tacts you. Contact the bank, credit card company, 
payment service, gift card issuer or other financial 
institution involved in the transaction as soon as 
possible. Tell them the transaction involved fraud 
and ask whether the payment can be stopped, 
reversed or recovered.

How you paid can affect your options, and 
recovery is never guaranteed. But the sooner you 
report the fraud, the better your chances may be. 
If you gave a scammer usernames or passwords, 
change them immediately. If you provided sen-
sitive personal information such as your Social 
Security number, take steps to protect yourself 
from identity theft by visiting identitytheft.gov.

Report the Scam
Reporting fraud can help law enforcement and 

consumer protection organizations identify pat-
terns and warn others.

Report suspected scams to:
BBB Scam Tracker at BBB.org/ScamTracker
The Federal Trade Commission at ReportFraud.

ftc.gov
Your state Attorney General’s office
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Scammed once? Don’t let a 
recovery scam get you twice

By DON MONCRIEF
Editor, The Union Advocate

don.moncrief@afgelocal987.org
In physics, concepts like 

“space and time” are often 
considered infinite. Extending 
without boundaries.

“Jobs” on Robins Air Force 
Base sort of have the same 
concept.

“We’re always going to be 
seeking employees to cover 
that attrition,” said Melissa 
Rivera, Branch Chief for the 
Human Resources Management 
Branch on Robins. “We lose 
at least 70-plus a year sheet 
metal mechanics, for example, 
and another 70 aircraft mechan-
ics a year. We’re always short 
on engineers, so this is always 
going to be something that 
we’re doing year to year.”

The “something” Rivera 
was referring to was the “Full 
Throttle Hiring,” initiative cur-
rently going on. The goal, she 
said – but see “always” – is to 
hire approximately 600 people 
for the Air Logistics Complex 
side of the house.

“The ALC,” she said, giving 
more context to the attrition 
aspect, “we lose on average, we 
are always targeting five (hun-
dred) to six hundred people a 
year, always because of our nat-
ural attrition rates of retirement 
separations, different reasons. 
People resign and whatever the 
case may be. 

“That has been pretty stan-
dard (the five hundred to six 
hundred). This past year with 
the hiring freeze, obviously, we 
were a little bit behind the cur-
veball. So, we were shooting a 
little higher, but it was slow. It 
was a little slow rolling. 

“So, these 600 that we were 
going after were actual immedi-
ate gaps, not including project-
ed attrition. So, while this is a 
current initiative to close those 
gaps up, this is a continuing 
thing for the ALC.”

Rivera came to Robins in 
2006 from Hanscom AFB in 
Massachusetts. She started on 
the Air Force Reserve Command 
side of the house, then moved 
to the Electronics Maintenance 
Group before coming to the 
Human Resources branch in 
2010; first as an employee, then 
as section chief and now in her 
current position.

Tim Huey is second in com-
mand – now section chief. 
“He’s been a recruiter for me 
for years,” she said. “So, he 
knows exactly what to look for, 
you know, he’s the only one I 
rely on to fill these positions.”

The positions referred to not 
only include sheet metal, air-
craft mechanics and engineers, 
as already mentioned, but also 
electronics mechanics, nonde-
structive tests as well as avia-
tion industry logistics business 
professionals. They include 
both Wage Grade and General 
Schedule positions. (Different 
pay systems set by the fed-
eral government to differenti-
ate between different position 
descriptions.)

Sheet metal mechanics, Huey 
said, “repair the skin on the air-
craft. The shell, the body, pretty 
much.” Aircraft mechanics and 
engineers are fairly self-explan-
atory. Nondestructive tests, are 
like “checking an X-ray of your 
leg to see if you have a bro-
ken bone,” Rivera said. Only, 

“They’re looking for cracks 
in the airplane,” said Huey. 
“They’re running … Think of 
an ultrasound.”

There are several skills, 
Rivera said, that have the same 
criticality, “but I will tell you, 
for example, there are some 
hard-to-fill skills that are not. 
The numbers aren’t the same. 
You have, where you have large 
numbers, like your sheet metal 
mechanic … We have prob-
ably around 800 sheet metal 
mechanics at any given time. 

“Those are the skills that 
we have a higher attrition rate. 
They’re not as hard to fill, but 
they’re very critical to the mis-
sion, so we’re constantly having 
to fill those also. 

“On the flip side, you have 
your NDIs. They are lower in 
numbers, probably less than 40 
that we need, but they are very 
hard to fill. So, we’re constantly 
looking for those too.”

Engineer is another position 
she said they are always short 
on – a “nationwide problem, I 
think.”

Then you have support func-
tions, she went on. “So, you 
have your HR type positions. 
You have kind of like your busi-
ness type, your business node 
type people that support the 
logistics of the depot. 

“So, anything from a main-
tenance workload analyst to a 
program management specialist 
to management analysts, data 
analysts. I have an analysis team 
that is able to take all of our HR 
data and translate it for us. And 
what does this mean? What are 
we going after? It’s because of 
what that team’s doing. 

“So, any type of safety. We 
have safety. We have quality 
(control). Finance. So manage-
ment operations, things like 
public affairs. They work a lot 
with our protocol office. 

“And so just any type of sup-
port function that you can think 
of that will support the mission. 
You have planners and schedul-
ers out there also. They’re doing 
just like it sounds, planning and 
scheduling of the aircraft. 

“We have expediters out there 
and tools and parts attendants, 
supply type people, keeping the 
warehouse. That’s more your 
logistical side of it. 

“So, a lot of positions out 
there. People moving parts on 
a forklift. People maintaining 
the parts in a warehouse. So 
that’s where your logistical side 
comes in.”

Robins does have a pipeline 
through the technical colleges 
and universities across the state, 
she said. The hiring freeze did 
affect it, she added, “but we’re 
reestablishing that. We are 
starting our pathways program 
up again, which is basically 
interns, taking college interns 
from the technical school. 

“So that’s going to be starting 
up again here soon, hopeful-
ly late this fall. And that will 
allow us to keep that pipeline 
going and take the students that 
are currently enrolled or recent 
graduates.

There is no “typical age 
limit,” she said, and Robins is 
always looking for those tran-
sitioning from military to civil-
ian life, she said. They also do 
hiring events; there was one 
Aug. 11 in Perry in which she 
said they had about 400 peo-
ple show up and selected 124 

for the interview process (still 
ongoing).

The next hiring event will 
be in October and then in 
December – opposite months 
(dates to be announced) and 
they are also planning a “vir-
tual” event. “And every other 
month we’re going to take 
resumes from that event and do 
scheduled interviews. 

“So, this is going to help 
people that can’t show up to 
the ‘in-person’ or just are out 
of town or maybe they’re at 
another military installation, 
retirement, just, you know, for 
whatever reason, they’re not at 
the in-person. 

Robins jobs, of course, 
come with a benefits package. 
Retirement. Thrift Savings Plan 
(similar to a 401K). Annual and 
sick leave. Paid Parental Leave. 
Up to five and a half weeks paid 
annual leave. Health benefits. 
Life insurance. And don’t for-
get “job security. In the news, 
everybody saw early on a cou-
ple of years ago that the federal 
government was laying off and 
doing a lot of that. But at the 
depot, at any depot really, it’s 
a different type of funding. It’s 
called working capital funds. 
We don’t do that. 

“So, we weren’t touched. We 
didn’t lay anybody off. Nobody 
was terminated. Nobody was 
separated.”

The rewards are also like the 
job openings. They just keep on 
going. 

“I’m a military brat. You 
know, I come from a military 
family. So, you know, when I 
lost my ID card, I was like, ‘I’m 
getting a job. I’m not losing my 
benefits. You know, out there, 
something as simple as having 
the gym, a facility, for free, 
things like that

“But oh my gosh. It is the 
most rewarding thing. I would 
never leave the government. 
To know that you’re a part of 
something so big is amazing, 
and it’s very satisfying, very 
rewarding. It can be a little dif-
ficult too at times, don’t get me 
wrong, but those aircraft that 
we work on, people fly on them. 

“You know, it’s so important. 
Their lives are in our hands, 
really. And when they go out 
there and you look at the recent 
Operation Epic Fury, for exam-
ple, you know, it was so import-
ant for us to get the aircraft out 
there. One of the F-15s went 
down somewhere and come to 
find out, you know, those pilots 
survived in that parachute. Well, 
that parachute was packed right 
here in our installation. 

“So, something like that is 
just, it gets me almost emotion-
al because it just means that 
much. To me, there’s nothing 
more rewarding than that than. 
Doing something that is so big 
that it touched somebody so 
far away and to know that their 
lives are in our hands means a 
lot.”

Interested in applying? 
Then visit one of the sites the 
WR-ALC is using for the open 
positions:
g	 https://workatrobins.

com/
g	 https://afciviliancar-

eers.com/
g	 https://www.usajobs.

gov/
Also, for more information 

visit www.robins.af.mil/Units/
WR-Air-Logistics-Complex/.

Robins AFB launches ‘Full 
Throttle’ hiring

Tim Houey, Section Chief for the Human Resources Management Branch on Robins 
and Melissa Rivera, Branch Chief for the same section go over plans for Robins Air 
Force Base’s “Full Throttle Hiring” program. (Union Advocate/Don Moncrief)

(StatePoint) As you age, there’s a pretty good 
chance you’ll eventually develop high blood pres-
sure, also known as hypertension. In fact, accord-
ing to one study, about 60% of people get hyper-
tension by the time they reach age 60.

Fortunately, high blood pressure is highly treat-
able and manageable through a combination of 
lifestyle changes and, when necessary, medication. 
Unfortunately, it often appears without symptoms, 
putting people at risk of stroke, heart failure, kid-
ney disease, and death, without them even know-
ing it. The first step is to get your blood pressure 
checked. The American Heart Association rec-
ommends adults get their blood pressure checked 
at least once a year. According to the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention, high blood pres-
sure is an upper reading of 130 or above or a lower 
reading of 80 or above.

If your blood pressure is high, you should check 
it regularly using an automatic, upper arm cuff-
style monitor. These monitors are widely available, 
affordable and easy to use. You can ask your doctor 
for tips if needed.

Exercise. Moderate activity, such as brisk walk-
ing or swimming, can lower high blood pressure. 
Always talk with your doctor before starting 
an exercise plan. If you belong to a Medicare 

Advantage plan, you may have access to a fitness 
program at no extra cost to you.

Eat a heart-healthy diet. Having a higher body 
mass index is a risk factor for hypertension. That’s 
why it’s important to eat a balanced diet, including 
vegetables, fruits, grains, protein, dairy and oils.

Cut down on salt. As you get older, the body 
becomes more sensitive to salt. Too much salt can 
increase your blood pressure. 

Drink less alcohol. Even moderate alcohol use 
can increase your blood pressure. The American 
Health Associations recommends no more than 
two drinks per day for men and one drink per day 
for women.

Quit smoking or don’t start. Smoking increases 
your risk for high blood pressure, heart disease, 
stroke, and other health problems. It’s never too 
late to quit. 

Manage stress. Stress can increase your blood 
pressure. Medicare and MA plans cover counsel-
ing services, including telehealth in some cases, to 
help you cope with stress.

Talk to your doctor about medication. There are 
several medications available to help lower your 
blood pressure. You may need to try several types 
or combinations before you find a plan that works 
for you. 

Tips to lower your blood pressure



Rapper stole checks, sold recipe 
for others to copy him

by Ty Tagami

ATLANTA — A Stone Mountain 
rapper will spend six years in fed-
eral prison after pleading guilty 
to charges involving the theft of 
thousands of checks from the 
mail.

Shamarri Tache Brooks, 34, 
pleaded guilty in May to bank 
fraud and aggravated identity 
theft, according to his record 
in the U.S. District Court for the 
Northern District of Georgia.

The federal indictment filed 
against him in December accused 
him of altering purloined checks 
to name recruits with their own 
accounts as the payees.

One check from August 2024 
was for more than $655,000. 
Another the same day was for 
more than $122,000.  Another 
the next day was for more than 
$405,000.

In a brazen twist that displayed 
an instinct for business, Brooks 
traded on his knowledge by pro-
moting and selling a collection of 
his financial fraud methods, the 
indictment said.

As part of his fraud-promotion 
business, the indictment said, 
Brooks sold the check images 
on their own or packaged with 
check-forgery tutorials in what 
he called the “Sauce Book,” 
accepting payment on various 
digital platforms.

He even sold apparel, register-
ing Brooks Merchandise as a lim-
ited liability company with the 
Georgia Secretary of State and 
marketing balaclava-style masks 
with bank logos and clothing 
with the logo “No Free Sauce” or 
“NFS.”

Authorities alleged that he 
used his own product while 
working: the indictment said 
he wore “No Free Sauce” masks 
when depositing stolen, altered 
checks at ATMs.

It is unclear how much money 
Brooks made from the side hus-
tles, but Hertzberg’s office said he 
went unrewarded by the under-
lying work of check theft. 

Brooks and his associates stole 
checks with a combined face 
value of more than $6.5 million, 
but law enforcement recovered 
many of the checks from Brooks’s 
home, adding that there was no 
evidence Brooks succeeded in 
“negotiating” the remainder of 
the stolen checks.

Hertzberg said Brooks’ victims 
were spared from any known 
loss. “Thankfully, Brooks’s inept-
itude matched his boldness,” he 
said.

After prison, Brooks, who also 
goes by Juney Knotzz, will serve 
five years of supervised release.

Authorities noted that Brooks 
already had a criminal history, 
including convictions for drug 
trafficking, weapon possession, 
obstruction of law enforcement 
and battery.

This case was investigated by 
the FBI, FDIC Office of Inspector 
General, the U.S. Secret Service 
and the U.S. Postal Service 
Office of Inspector General. The 
Dunwoody Police Department 
and the U.S. Treasury Inspector 
General for Tax Administration 
assisted.

Federal government completing 
distribution of hospital grants
ATLANTA — The federal gov-

ernment announced the delivery 
Thursday of the rest of a $218 
million award to Georgia to sup-
port rural hospitals.

The $93.3 million completes 
the first fiscal year of a five-year, 
$50 billion national funding pro-
gram approved by Republicans 
in Congress last year in President 
Donald Trump’s One Big Beautiful 
Bill Act.

The Centers for Medicare 
& Medicaid Services said the 
money will pay for technical inno-
vations at rural hospitals, such as 
surgical robotics and telehealth, 

plus medical training and recruit-
ment, maternal and behavioral 
services, and newborn screening.

It will also help 87 rural Georgia 
hospitals prepare to provide 
what the federal agency is calling 
“value-based” care.

Dr. Dean Burke, the physician 
who leads Georgia’s Department 
of Community Health, said in a 
statement Thursday that the pro-
gram will “have decades of posi-
tive impact” on rural healthcare.

The Democratic Party has por-
trayed healthcare in Georgia as a 
crisis caused by Republicans and 
their refusal to expand Medicaid 
in the state.

A recent survey conducted by 
the University of Georgia for the 
Georgia Health Initiative found 
rising healthcare costs to be a 
potent political issue, especially 
among Democrats.

Concerns about rising 
costs cross party lines, accord-
ing to the UGA survey, with 
54% of Democrats and 38% of 
Republicans saying they were 
very or somewhat worried about 
being able to afford their month-
ly premiums over the next year.

The federal Rural Health 
Transformation Program that 
emerged from the One Big 
Beautiful Bill is sending $10 bil-
lion a year to the states over five 
years in the form of grants.

Eight hospitals will split a por-
tion of nearly $10.4 million for a 
dozen “telepods” for telehealth 
and for pediatric “telepsychia-
try” training. The money will also 
cover other initiatives to improve 
healthcare access.

Meta settlement would require 
new teen safeguards

ATLANTA — An agreement to 
resolve a federal lawsuit brought 
by Georgia and other states and 
U.S. jurisdictions would require 
Meta to impose new limits on 
teen accounts on its social media 
platforms while also giving par-
ents the option for more control.

The operator of Facebook and 
Instagram also agreed to pay up 
to $17.1 billion to the plaintiffs as 
part of the settlement proposal 
filed Wednesday in federal dis-
trict court in California.

The proceeds would be shared 
among 47 states, Washington, 
D.C. and several U.S. territories, 
with Georgia to receive between 
$100 million and $135 million, 
state Attorney General Chris 
Carr’s office said.

Carr called it a landmark agree-
ment, suggesting in a statement 
that there could be future cases, 
“and while Meta is the first to 
come to the table, they shouldn’t 
be the last. It shouldn’t take law-
suits, legislation or investigations 
to do the right thing.”

The lawsuit grew from a bipar-
tisan, nationwide investigation 
that alleged Meta had designed 
Instagram to addict children 
despite the resulting mental 
health harms the company doc-
umented but did not publicly 
disclose, Carr’s office said.

The settlement also would 
resolve claims against Meta 
for sharing nonpublic informa-
tion about Facebook users with 
Cambridge Analytica and others 
ahead of the 2016 election.

The leader of Fairplay, a 
Boston-based organization that 
has pressured state and feder-
al lawmakers to act, heralded 
the settlement as a “watershed 
moment” protecting children 
from “addictive and dangerously 
designed social media.”

Still, Fairplay Executive Director 
Josh Golin said the court agree-
ment did not exact enough con-
cessions from Meta.

“We are disappointed that 
the settlement does not turn 
off by default recommendation 
algorithms that connect kids 
to predators and send young 
people down dangerous rabbit 
holes,” Golin said in a statement. 
“In general, the settlement is too 

focused on offering parents tools 
rather than restricting harmful 
features.”

The agreement calls on Meta 
to limit teen access to its plat-
forms to two hours per day with 
access restricted from midnight 
to 6 a.m. and to restrict notifi-
cations during school hours. It 
also would limit features linked 
to eroding mental health, such 
as plastic surgery filters and “like” 
counts.

Meta already bans accounts for 
those under 13. The settlement 
would require the company to 
implement better processes to 
identify users that young and 
delete their accounts.

The agreement also would 
require that Meta encourage 
parents of teens ages 13 to 17 
to take supervisory control over 
their children’s accounts.

Parents who take that step 
would be notified if their child 
communicates with another 
adult on the platform or engages 
in repeated searches for terms 
related to suicide, self-harm or 
eating disorders.

Meta would also have to give 
teens a “reasonably accessi-
ble” option to turn off algorith-
mic feeds, something parents 
could also control if their child’s 
account was enrolled in parental 
supervision. The account would 
then be restricted to content 
from accounts the teen follows, 
in chronological order.

Key lawmaker exploring legisla-
tion to curb Flock camera misuse

ATLANTA — Growing public 
concern about license plate read-
er systems has led a key state 
senator to consider legislation to 
limit abuses by police.

After nearly weekly news 
reports of law enforcement 
officers accused of misusing 
license plate reader data for 
personal purposes, such as spy-
ing on friends and family, Sen. 
John Albers, R-Roswell, said on 
Tuesday that he was joining a 
new task force to explore wheth-
er legislation is needed.

He said other lawmakers also 
were invited to join.

“Like every citizen in our state, 
we’re concerned about the abus-
es that have taken place,” said 
Albers, who, as chairman of the 
Senate Public Safety Committee, 
has influence over law enforce-
ment legislation.

News reports about police 
misuse of the camera systems 
in Georgia increased this year, 
as more local departments start-
ed auditing use and reporting 
potential abuses to the Georgia 
Bureau of Investigation.

Atlanta-based Flock Safety is 
one of the leading companies in 
the license plate reader industry. 
The company told Atlanta News 
First in 2023 that its cameras 
were watching in at least 70% of 
Georgia’s cities.

The proliferation of its cameras 
has been accompanied by con-
cerns about privacy.

At least 30 localities across the 
country had deactivated their 
Flock cameras or canceled their 
contracts with the company 
since the beginning of 2025, NPR 
reported in February. That report 
noted that Flock CEO Garrett 
Langley had criticized DeFlock, a 
crowdsourced mapping project.

As of Tuesday, DeFlock’s web-
site reported that more than 130 
cities had canceled Flock con-
tracts, deactivated their cameras 
or otherwise rejected the sys-
tems. But the website said there 
were still at least 135,000 license 
plate readers in use.

In mid-August, Flock 
announced new accountabil-
ity and privacy measures. The 
company said it was reducing 
its recommended default data 
retention period from 30 days to 
seven. It also said it was letting 
cities control the types of offens-
es that external law enforcement 
agencies could search their data 
for.

Flock’s network stitches 
together law enforcement across 
the country. Last week, the Utah 
News Dispatch reported that 10 
Flock cameras in one county had 
been searched more than five 
million times between February 
2022 and July, nearly 97% of 
the searches coming from law 
enforcement in 45 other states.

Flock has said its technology 
helped locate 10,000 missing 
persons in 2025, adding that the 
cameras contributed “significant-
ly” to the recovery of stolen vehi-
cles.

Buy. Sell. Swap.
For members only.

If you’ve been looking to sell 
something - or a number of 

items - or swap for something 
in particular, AFGE Local 987 is 
here to help. You can advertise 

those items and/or what you 
are searching for in The Union 
Advocate. Email the particu-
lars to  theunionadvocate@

gmail.com. 
(Membership will be validated 

upon receipt.)
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Proposed overhaul of Federal EEO 
process is bad for workers, public

      Call 478-733-9772

CONNECTIONS
From page 1

conversation with your neighbor or taking a few 
minutes to really listen to someone to help us 
feel more connected. 

“And we also know that reaching out isn’t 
always easy. Maybe past experiences, fear of 
rejection, as we already talked about, can get in 
the way. And it looks different for everybody.”

Kono did say she needed to make a distinc-
tion between loneliness versus being alone. And  
there’s an important difference between the 
two. Being alone describes how much contact 
we have with other people. Loneliness is how 
connected we feel. We all have different needs 
around connections. Some people really enjoy 
social interaction. You know, not everyone has 
the social anxiety that some of us do. But others 
need more quiet time to recharge their battery, 
if you will. 

“I know that’s true for me. And our needs 
change depending on what is happening in our 
lives. Time alone can actually be good for us. 
Reading, walking, doing a hobby, whatever that 
might look like, quiet time can help us to do that 
recharging. 

“So being alone isn’t necessarily a problem. 
You can be alone and feel perfectly content. 
But the opposite can also be true. You can be 
surrounded by people and still feel lonely. You 
might have coworkers or family, friends, maybe 
even people online, social media, hundreds of 
connections and still feel like something is miss-
ing. So one helpful way to think about loneliness 
is it’s that gap between the connection we have 
and the connection we want. And that can look 
different for each of us.”

The important thing is, she said, was to find 
what was true for you in terms of how much 
alone time you needed and how much time you 
needed to connect.

“Do you have in your life? Maybe you’d like 
more time for yourself. Maybe you’d like to 
connect more with others. And it depends, you 
need a mix of both.”

Kono shifted her focus from there from the 
risks of disconnection to what helps people stay 
connected.

“When we say connection, we don’t only 
mean having more people in our lives,” she said. 
“Connection come from a lot of different places. 
Perhaps it’s to people or pets. Maybe it’s music 
or creativity or for me it’s also nature, perhaps 
for you as well, our community. We’re giving 
back to something that gives us that sense of 
meaning and belonging.”

The volunteering part, Kono said, could 
include a wealth of opportunities, at home, at 
work, in the community.

To watch the full video go to https://
e v e n t . o n 2 4 . c o m / w c c / r / 5 2 5 6 6 1 2 /
F9EDB744025B5014FC75972110D97EE8?. 
For more information on the four steps, visit 
surgeongeneral.gov/connection.

By AFGE Leadership

AFGE led a coalition of 
unions last week in filing a new 
lawsuit challenging two rules 
issued by the Trump adminis-
tration that overhaul how fed-
eral employees are disciplined 
and how their performance is 
judged.

Both rules issued by the Office 
of Personnel Management scrap 
decades of legal precedent and 
run counter to the laws that 
Congress passed to strengthen 
a nonpartisan, merit-based civil 
service.

The first rule being challenged 
in the lawsuit, the Suitability 
Rule, lets OPM decide on its 
own that a civil service employ-
ee is “unsuitable” for their posi-
tion and order them fired – tak-
ing that decision away from the 
agency that actually employs 
them. The standards by which 
OPM will make these decisions 
are so broad and subjective that 
it will allow the administration 
to target employees who speak 
out about waste, fraud, and 
abuse at their agencies.

Even worse, OPM also has 
declared itself the sole ave-
nue for employees to appeal 
these suitability decisions. By 

the agency’s own estimate, half 
of all federal firings will run 
through this system.

The second rule being chal-
lenged in the lawsuit upends 
decades of how performance is 
evaluated and opens the door to 
rating employees against each 
other based on a curve. Instead 
of measuring workers against 
objective standards, as the law 
requires, this rule will arbitrarily 
result in large numbers of high 
performers being rated lower for 
no other reason than the curve.

The rule also cancels an 
employee’s right to challenge 
an unfair rating once current 
labor contracts expire, and it 
drops the requirement that a 
manager’s boss sign off before 
an employee is branded a poor 
performer.

“Congress built the civil ser-
vice on a simple principle – 
that public servants are hired, 
judged, and fired on merit, not 
on politics. OPM does not have 
the authority to write those pro-
tections out of the law, and no 
statute gives it the sweeping 
power it has claimed here,” 
AFGE National President 
Everett Kelley said in a press 
release announcing the lawsuit.

“OPM wants to fire people 

itself and then review its own 
decision. That is not account-
ability, and it is not what 
Congress wrote.”

Joining AFGE in the lawsuit 
are the American Federation of 
State, County and Municipal 
Employees (AFSCME), the 
National Federation of Federal 
Employees (NFFE), and the 
International Federation of 
Professional and Technical 
Engineers (IFPTE). Together, 
the four unions represent nearly 
one million federal employees.

The lawsuit challenges both 
rules under the Administrative 
Procedure Act as arbitrary, 
capricious, contrary to law, and 
beyond the authority Congress 
gave OPM. The complaint 
shows these rules were put 
together haphazardly and are 
contrary to the Civil Service 
Reform Act. OPM told the pub-
lic it was making no changes to 
employees’ appeal rights, when 
it had already proposed months 
earlier to take those appeals 
away from the Merit Systems 
Protection Board and hand them 
to itself.

The unions are represented by 
Altshuler Berzon LLP, Jonathan 
Weissglass, and Democracy 
Forward.

By AFGE Leadership

The Equal Employment 
Opportunity Commission is 
proposing a major overhaul of 
the process federal employees 
must follow when challenging 
workplace discrimination – one 
that will make it harder for 
workers to win relief and more 
costly for taxpayers.

The proposed changes would, 
among other things, eliminate 
the opportunity for employ-
ees to try to settle discrimi-
nation issues early through 
the pre-complaint counseling 
process, revoke the right for 
employees to have their case 
heard by an EEOC administra-
tive judge, and eliminate the 
ability for employees facing 
similar issues to have their cases 
grouped together as an adminis-
trative class-action complaint.

“The changes being proposed 
by the EEOC will result in dis-
crimination cases taking longer 
to resolve at greater cost to 
taxpayers, which is a disser-
vice both to federal employ-
ees and the American public,” 
AFGE National Vice President 

for Women and Fair Practices 
Kendrick Roberson said.

“The Trump administration 
is assigning the fox to guard 
the hen house. Under these pro-
posed changes, when federal 
workers allege that an agency 
has discriminated against them, 
they will no longer have the 
right to have their case reviewed 
by a neutral judge. Instead, the 
agency will decide if the agency 
engaged in discrimination, and 
that is a crystal-clear conflict of 
interest and a denial of justice.”

The EEOC voted 2-1 on Aug. 
26 to proceed with publication 
of proposed changes to the fed-
eral EEO process. The 38-page 
notice was published Aug. 28 
for 30 days of public comment.

One aspect of the proposed 
changes would eliminate the 
ability of federal employees 
to file class-action complaints 
at the administrative level. 
Instead, employees would have 
to pursue their cases individual-
ly – making it harder for judges 
to detect patterns of discrimina-
tory behavior by agencies.

“The EEOC is undermin-
ing its legal responsibility and 

obligation to keep our federal 
workplaces free from discrim-
ination and retaliation by pro-
posing these radical changes 
to the existing complaint pro-
cess,” AFGE National President 
Everett Kelley said. “Congress 
has repeatedly said it wants 
the federal government to be 
a model employer, and these 
proposed changes will make 
that endeavor more difficult to 
attain.”

On July 28, AFGE and two 
federal employees from the 
Bureau of Prisons filed a law-
suit against the EEOC challeng-
ing its suspension of processing 
federal-sector class complaints 
pending before its administra-
tive judges, which is prevent-
ing hearings and decisions on 
properly filed complaints. Our 
motion for a preliminary injunc-
tion seeking to prevent EEOC 
from implementing the poli-
cy is pending before the U.S. 
District Court for the District of 
Columbia.

AFGE will be submitting for-
mal comments on the EEOC’s 
proposed changes ahead of the 
Sept. 28 deadline.

AFGE-led lawsuit challenges 
new performance, discipline rules
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answer 
The petition was presented with the strongest protestors 

at the top. It’s in dissenting order.
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Photo and story by Donna 
Erickson

King Features Syndicate
Big bowls, tiny bowls, bowls that are 

just right -- they’re all part of the “bowl” 
craze that has grabbed the attention of 
the culinary world and landed on our 
kitchen tables. And I’m in! So is my son, 
Anders, who has a special bowl that he 
uses day in and day out, starting with 
breakfast. Come dinnertime, he uses it 
again and often assembles last night’s 
leftovers, topped with veggies or herbs 
from the garden and grated cheese for 
bowl-food deliciousness! Of course, he 
could put everything on a plate, but bowls 
are unexpected, easy to hold, and simply 
more fun.

Robin Asbell, cookbook author of 
“Great Bowls of Food,” says that bowl 
meals are colorful, and their simplicity 
really appeals to all ages. “They’re great 
for families because they’re so flexible 
and can be customized for each diner 
with no fuss. If someone doesn’t like 
beets, leave them out of their bowl, or 
use a vegetable they prefer.”

Her recipes reflect her commitment to 
healthy eating and trying new ingredients 
to make family meals interesting and 
tasty. Inspired with the many possibilities 
for creating bowls of food, I landed on a 
“Pizza Bowl With Soft Polenta, Spinach 
and Mozzarella.” It’s a twist on pizza and 
full of good-for-you ingredients, including 

a fall comfort food, polenta, as a base.
PIZZA BOWL WITH SOFT POLENTA, 

SPINACH AND MOZZARELLA
Serves 4
-- 1 cup polenta
-- 3 cups water
-- 1/2 teaspoon salt
-- 1/2 cup shredded Parmesan cheese
-- 4 ounces baby spinach
-- 1 cup prepared spaghetti sauce, 

heated
-- 8 ounces fresh mozzarella, small 

balls or chopped
-- 1/2 cup fresh basil, finely sliced
In a 2-quart saucepan, whisk the 

polenta, water and salt. On medium-high 
heat, stir until the mixture comes to a 
boil. Reduce heat to low and stir every 5 
minutes, scraping the bottom of the pan. 
Cook for about 25 minutes, until thick. 
Stir in Parmesan cheese until melted. 
Keep warm.

To serve, divide the spinach between 
4 bowls and top with polenta. Measure 
1/4 cup of hot spaghetti sauce over each 
bowl and top with mozzarella. Top with 
shredded basil and serve.

Cook’s Note: If preparing polenta in 
advance, transfer to a 9-inch pan after 
cooking, smooth the top, and let cool. To 
serve, reheat in the microwave, or cut in 
wedges and saute in olive oil until crisp 
and heated through.

Resources: Find Robin’s books, reci-
pes, cooking techniques at RobinAsbell.
com.

Photo and story by 
Patti Diamond

King Features Syndicates
Let’s make a late-sum-

mer mezze board: a relaxed 
Mediterranean-style feast of 
smoky vegetables, creamy 
dips, warm pita and salty little 
nibbles. It looks lavish, but 
its principal players -- beans, 
bread and seasonal produce 
-- are happily inexpensive. 

The secret here is restraint. 
Otherwise, what starts as a 
casual graze board becomes 
17 tiny bowls and a grocery 
receipt requiring smelling 
salts.

Build your board around 
a few contrasting elements: 
grilled zucchini, sweet pep-
pers and red onion; baba 
ghanoush and hummus; 
sliced cucumber and toma-
toes; olives, feta and toasted 
pita wedges. Fill any gaps 
with pepperoncini, grapes, 
watermelon, fresh herbs or 
whatever looks delicious and 
reasonably priced.

Arrange everything in 
generous, overlapping piles. 
Mezze should look invitingly 
abundant.

The smoky centerpiece is 
baba ghanoush, a creamy 

eggplant dip with variations 
found throughout the Middle 
East and Mediterranean. Grill 
the eggplant alongside the 
vegetables, and one cooking 
session accomplishes most of 
the meal. 

GRILLED BABA 
GHANOUSH

Yield: about 2 cups or 6 
servings

Total Time: 1 hour 40 mins.
2 small globe or Italian egg-

plants 
1/4 cup tahini 
2 to 3 tablespoons fresh 

lemon juice 
1 teaspoon finely grated 

lemon zest 
1 large garlic clove, minced 
1 tablespoon plain Greek 

yogurt 
1/4 teaspoon each kosher 

salt and black pepper 
1 teaspoon sumac 
3/4 teaspoon Aleppo pep-

per or 1/4 teaspoon crushed 
red pepper flakes, optional 

Extra-virgin olive oil and 
chopped parsley, for serving 

To grill: Heat the grill to 
medium-high. Grill the whole 
eggplants, turning occasional-
ly, for about 30 minutes, until 
deeply charred, collapsed and 
completely soft.

To oven-roast: Heat the 
oven to 425 F. Halve the egg-
plants lengthwise and place 
them cut side down on a light-
ly oiled baking sheet. Roast 
35 to 40 minutes, until very 
tender.

Let the eggplant cool. Peel 
grilled eggplant and discard 
the stems; scoop roasted 
eggplant from its skin.

Place the flesh in a colan-
der and drain for 15 minutes, 
pressing gently to release 
excess liquid. Transfer to a 
bowl and mash with a fork. 
Stir in the tahini, lemon juice 
and zest, garlic, yogurt, salt, 
pepper, sumac and Aleppo 
pepper.

Cover and refrigerate for 
at least 30 minutes. Spoon 
into a shallow bowl, drizzle 
with olive oil and garnish with 
parsley. Serve with pita and 
vegetables. Refrigerate left-
overs for up to four days.

Prepare the dip a day 
ahead, grill the vegetables at 
the same time, and add fresh 
produce and herbs shortly 
before serving. For outdoor 
gatherings, bring out smaller 
portions of dips and cheese 
as needed. 

Celebrate any day with a 
late-summer mezze board

Bring bowls of food 
to your table

FEATURE IMPACT 

Your heart works around the clock, 
making heart health one of the most 
important parts of your overall well-
being. The good news is improving 

heart health doesn’t require an overnight trans-
formation. Small, consistent lifestyle changes 
and healthy habits, including staying active and 
making smart food choices, can help support 
cardiovascular health.

Sit Less Throughout the Day
If you work in an office setting, spending long 
periods sitting may be the norm. Even if you 
exercise regularly, those long-seated hours 
may affect heart health. Look for opportunities 
to move more by taking short walking breaks, 
standing while on the phone, stretching 
between meetings or taking the stairs instead 
of an elevator.

Prioritize Foods That Support  
Heart Health
A heart-healthy eating pattern can begin with 
foods that are low in saturated fat and sodium, 
and provide beneficial vitamins and plant 
compounds, like fresh, juicy grapes. They 
contain 7% of the daily recommended intake 
of potassium per serving, are a good source of 
vitamin K and deliver beneficial antioxidants 
and other polyphenols, including flavonoids, 
that can help relax blood vessels and promote 
healthy circulation.

Some studies also suggest grapes have a 
beneficial impact on blood lipids and more. In 
fact, one study found women who consumed 
1 1/4 cups of grapes every day benefited 
from reduced blood triglyceride levels, LDL 
cholesterol levels, inflammatory proteins and 
other markers of heart disease.

Whether enjoyed as a snack, added to salads or 
blended into smoothies, Grapes from California 
make it easy to add more heart-smart nutrition 
throughout the day. For example, this Warm 
Lentil, California Grape and Arugula Salad 
includes a quick homemade rosemary lemon 
vinaigrette to pack in the flavor and complement 
black lentils and sweet grapes.

Cut Back on Added Sodium
Adding heart-healthy foods like grapes to your 
menu is a good place to start, but caring for your 
cardiovascular system is also about what you’re 

not eating. Many packaged and restaurant foods 
contain more sodium than some people realize, 
making it important to read nutrition labels, 
prepare more meals at home and flavor foods with 
herbs, spices, citrus or vinegar instead of extra salt 
to support healthy blood pressure.

Make Good Sleep a Priority
Quality sleep affects many aspects of health, 
including cardiovascular. Adults should aim 
for 7-9 hours of sleep each night in a cool, 
comfortable environment. To get a good 
night’s rest, try limiting screen time before 
bed, blocking out light and avoiding alcohol or 
caffeine in the evenings.

To learn more about the heart-health benefits 
of grapes and find additional health-supporting 
recipes, visit GrapesFromCalifornia.com.

Build Heart-Healthy  
Habits That Last with  

4 Simple, Everyday Steps

Warm Lentil, California Grape 
and Arugula Salad
Servings: 6

Rosemary Lemon Vinaigrette:
 1/4  cup extra-virgin olive oil
 3  tablespoons lemon juice
 2  tablespoons fresh rosemary leaves
 2  teaspoons honey
 1/2  teaspoon sea salt
 1  clove garlic
  freshly ground pepper, to taste

 1  pouch (8 ounces) precooked  
   black lentils
 1 1/2  cups Grapes from California, halved
 1  cup radicchio, torn
 1  cup arugula
  chopped toasted walnuts

To make rosemary lemon vinaigrette: In 
small blender or food processor, process 
olive oil, lemon juice, rosemary, honey, 
salt, garlic and pepper, to taste, until 
rosemary is finely chopped; set aside 
until ready to use. May be made 2 days 
in advance and refrigerated in covered 
container until ready to serve. Bring to 
room temperature before using.

In large glass bowl, microwave lentils 
45 seconds, or until warm. Add grapes, 
radicchio, arugula and dressing to bowl and 
toss lightly to coat. Sprinkle with walnuts.

Nutritional information per serving:  
160 calories; 4 g protein; 18 g carbohydrates; 
9 g fat (51% calories from fat); 1.5 g satur-
ated fat (8% calories from saturated fat);  
0 mg cholesterol; 200 mg sodium; 4 g fiber.
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