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FEDERAL POLICE Officers 
Considerations on Retirement and Pay 
Why GAO Did This Study 
Federal police forces play a key role in maintaining the safety and security of federal property, employees, and the 
general public. Federal law generally does not consider most of these officers to be law enforcement officers for the 
purpose of receiving enhanced retirement benefits and pay. However, over time, legislation has provided federal 
police forces at some agencies enhanced retirement benefits, even when they did not meet the legal statutory and 
regulatory definitions of a law enforcement officer. Some agencies have cited challenges recruiting or retaining 
federal police officers because of the difference in retirement benefits and pay compared to statutory law 
enforcement officers. 

The Joint Explanatory Statement accompanying the Consolidated Appropriations Act, 2023 includes a provision for 
GAO to report on considerations regarding retirement and pay issues for federal police officers. This report provides 
information on (1) characteristics and duties of the federal police officer workforce; (2) changes agencies can make 
regarding retirement and pay; and (3) considerations regarding implementation, finance, and workforce planning to 
help inform congressional decision-making regarding changes to retirement and pay. 

To conduct this work, GAO administered two surveys—one to eight departments and another to 17 components 
within these departments —to gather their perspectives. GAO analyzed past GAO and OPM studies on this topic 
and used OPM data to conduct analysis. 

What GAO Found 
Federal police officer primary duties include the preservation of the peace, crime prevention and detection, and 
responding to emergencies on or near federal property. At the end of fiscal year 2023, 17 agencies, including the 
Federal Bureau of Investigation, employed approximately 12,600 federal police officers within eight executive 
branch departments. The majority work for the Departments of Defense (49 percent) and Veterans Affairs (32 
percent).  

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-25-107099
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Federal Bureau of Investigation Police Officers 

 

Seven of 17 federal agencies GAO surveyed stated that federal police officer activities have changed since fiscal 
year 2014. Agencies cited an increased threat environment, civil unrest, and the need for overtime to address 
staffing shortages as examples of changes in working conditions for federal police officers.  

Federal police officers generally do not receive enhanced retirement benefits. These enhanced benefits accrue at a 
higher rate over a shorter period of time than standard federal employee retirement benefits. However, if a 
department determines that a group of employees, such as federal police officers, meets certain criteria to receive 
enhanced retirement benefits, it notifies the Office of Personnel Management (OPM), which will review the decision 
for statutory compliance. None of the eight executive branch departments GAO surveyed had done so for their 
federal police officers in the past 10 years. GAO’s analysis of OPM data showed that federal police across these 
departments are on nine different pay plans and various specialized pay rates within some of those plans, creating 
variation. 

GAO identified a range of considerations regarding potential changes to federal police officers’ retirement and pay 
provisions. These include whether to account for past service, whether federal police officers need to meet physical 
suitability standards, and whether to provide opt-in or opt-out options. Additionally, changes regarding retirement or 
pay could have budgetary effects on departments and agencies. For example, retroactively applying enhanced 
retirement benefits could be very costly to departments and agencies.  
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Letter 

 
April 2, 2025 

The Honorable Bill Hagerty 
Chair 
The Honorable Jack Reed 
Ranking Member 
Subcommittee on Financial Services and General Government 
Committee on Appropriations 
United States Senate 

The Honorable Dave Joyce 
Chairman 
The Honorable Steny Hoyer 
Ranking Member 
Subcommittee on Financial Services and General Government 
Committee on Appropriations 
House of Representatives 

Federal police forces play a key role in maintaining the safety and security of federal property, employees, and 
the general public. Federal police forces include the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) police, Veterans 
Affairs police, Department of Defense police forces, the U.S. Park Police, and others in the executive, 
legislative, and judicial branches of government. While police officers are commonly thought to be law 
enforcement officers in the broad sense of the term, federal law generally does not consider most federal 
police officers to be law enforcement officers for the purpose of receiving enhanced retirement benefits and 
pay.1 The definition of a “law enforcement officer” is specified by federal law and regulation and generally does 
not include an employee whose primary duties involve maintaining law and order and protecting life and 
property.2 

Federal police officers generally receive the standard Federal Employees Retirement System (FERS) 
retirement benefit that other federal employees receive, rather than the enhanced retirement benefits that 
statutorily defined law enforcement officers receive.3 However, over time, federal police forces at some 

 
1According to Office of Personnel Management (OPM) officials, coverage under the Federal Employees Retirement System (FERS) 
statute for enhanced retirement benefits does not depend on the classification of a position within an occupational series (e.g., Police 
Officer GS-0083) or the law enforcement mission of a particular agency. OPM’s review of positions that agency heads have designated 
as meeting the statutory definition is limited to a review of the position duties against the statutory standard.   

2The FERS statutory definition of a law enforcement officer generally includes those personnel whose duties are primarily the 
investigation, apprehension, and detention of individuals suspected or convicted of federal criminal offenses, or the protection of U.S. 
officials against threats to personal safety. 5 U.S.C. § 8401(17)(A)(i). Pursuant to regulation, the definition of a law enforcement officer 
generally “does not include an employee whose primary duties involve maintaining law and order, protecting life and property, guarding 
against or inspecting for violations of law, or investigating persons other than persons who are suspected or convicted of offenses 
against the criminal laws of the United States.” 5 C.F.R. § 842.802. 

3We use the term “statutory law enforcement officer” throughout the report when referring to the individuals covered by the FERS 
statutory definition of a law enforcement officer. 5 U.S.C. § 8401(17).   
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agencies have been made eligible to receive enhanced retirement benefits through direct legislation, even 
where they might not otherwise meet the statutory definition of a law enforcement officer, which has created 
variation. Some agencies have also cited challenges in being able to recruit or retain federal police officers 
because of the difference in retirement benefits and pay compared to statutory law enforcement officers. 
Additionally, federal police officer advocates have asserted that federal police officer activities have changed 
over time, making them more comparable to federal law enforcement officer activities. 

The Joint Explanatory Statement accompanying the Consolidated Appropriations Act, 2023,4 includes a 
provision for GAO to conduct a study of the FBI and other agencies that employ General Schedule police 
officers and report to the Committees regarding the issues that would need to be addressed by Congress if it 
decided to cover police officers under the law enforcement officer retirement provisions and the need for higher 
pay levels for General Schedule police officers.5 This report provides information on three areas related to 
federal police officers (1) characteristics of the federal police officer workforce, including their job activities; (2) 
changes agencies can make regarding retirement and pay; and (3) considerations regarding implementation, 
finance, and workforce planning to help inform congressional decision making regarding changes to retirement 
and pay. 

Based on the information in OPM’s database, we identified the following eight executive branch departments 
employing civilian federal police officers in the 0083 job series: The Departments of Commerce, Defense, 
Health and Human Services, Homeland Security, the Interior, Justice, the Treasury, and Veterans Affairs. 
Within the eight departments, we identified the following 17 agencies that employ federal police officers: 
Commerce’s Office of the Secretary, Defense Logistics Agency, Pentagon Force Protection Agency, Air Force, 
Army, Navy, U.S. Marine Corps, National Institutes of Health, Department of Homeland Security (DHS) 
Headquarters, Federal Emergency Management Agency, U.S. Secret Service Uniformed Division, Federal 
Bureau of Investigation, Bureau of Indian Affairs, National Park Service, Bureau of Engraving and Printing, 
U.S. Mint, and Veterans Health Administration.6 

To characterize the federal police forces, we queried the OPM data to identify the federal police officers by 
department, location, age, years of service, basic pay, and retirement plan. We assessed the reliability of the 
OPM data through electronic testing to identify missing data, out-of-range values, and logical inconsistencies. 
We reviewed prior GAO and OPM work assessing the reliability of these data. On the basis of this assessment, 
we believe the data used are sufficiently reliable for the purposes of our reporting objectives. 

To identify changes agencies can make regarding retirement and pay, and to identify considerations regarding 
implementation, finance, and workforce planning to help inform congressional decision-making regarding 
changes to retirement and pay, we reviewed relevant laws and regulations, reviewed relevant studies to 
identify factors for consideration, administered survey instruments to selected departments and agencies, and 

 
4Pub. L. No. 117-328, 136 Stat. 4459 (2022). 

5168 Cong. Rec. S7787, S8491 (daily ed. Dec. 20, 2022).  

6For more details about our selection methodology, see appendix I. 
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interviewed officials at OPM and relevant stakeholders.7 Additionally, we conducted an attrition analysis for 
fiscal years 2019 through 2023 to determine whether federal police officers receiving standard FERS 
retirement benefits voluntarily moved to another federal position with enhanced retirement benefits, by 
calculating voluntary internal transfers. 

For more details on our objectives, scope, and methodology, see appendix I. For copies of our survey 
instruments, see appendices II and III. 

We conducted this performance audit from October 2023 to April 2025 in accordance with generally accepted 
government auditing standards. Those standards require that we plan and perform the audit to obtain 
sufficient, appropriate evidence to provide a reasonable basis for our findings and conclusions based on our 
audit objectives. We believe that the evidence obtained provides a reasonable basis for our findings and 
conclusions based on our audit objectives. 

Background 

Defining Federal Police and Law Enforcement Officers 

Police officers are commonly thought of as law enforcement officers. However, for the purpose of receiving 
enhanced federal retirement benefits, the definition of a federal law enforcement officer is specified in law and 
regulation and generally excludes some duties typically performed by federal police officers.8 Federal police 
officers and statutory law enforcement officers are defined as follows: 

Federal police officers. OPM defines the federal police officer series (job series 0083) as positions in which 
the primary duties are the performance or supervision of work in the preservation of the peace; the prevention, 
detection, and investigation of crimes; the arrest or apprehension of violators; and the provision of assistance 
to citizens in emergency situations, including the protection of civil rights.9 According to OPM, federal police 
officers may perform or supervise work that is investigative in nature with a primary focus on security and 
crimes committed on or adjacent to federal property. Because OPM has determined that some of these 

 
7See, Office of Personnel Management, Federal Law Enforcement Pay and Benefits, Report to the Congress (Washington, DC: July 
2004); Congressional Budget Office, Comparing the Pay of Federal and Nonfederal Law Enforcement Officers (August 2005); 
Congressional Research Service Report, Retirement Benefits for Federal Law Enforcement Personnel (R42631), August 8, 2024; and 
GAO, Federal Uniformed Police: Selected Data on Pay, Recruitment, and Retention at 13 Police Forces in the Washington, D.C., 
Metropolitan Area. GAO-03-658 (Washington, DC: June 13, 2003); Federal Law Enforcement Retirement: Information on Enhanced 
Retirement Benefits for Law Enforcement Personnel. GAO-09-727 (Washington, DC: July 30, 2009); Capitol Police: Retirement 
Benefits, Pay, Duties, and Attrition Compared to Other Federal Police Forces, GAO-12-58 (Washington, D.C.: January 24, 2012); 
Capitol Police: Potential Effects of Raising the Mandatory Retirement Age. GAO-20-137R (Washington, DC: Dec 18, 2019).   

8See 5 U.S.C. § 8401(17), 5 C.F.R. § 842.802.  

9According to OPM, retirement coverage is independent of job series assignment of a position. According to OPM officials, to develop 
standards for a job series, such as the federal police officer 0083 job series, they conduct occupational studies, that may involve 
literature reviews, meetings with stakeholders, and data analysis. OPM also meets with subject matter experts, technical experts, and 
industry partners as part of the job series development process. OPM officials may engage with agencies to determine if the job series 
covers positions in multiple agencies or is specific to only one agency. According to OPM, its policy and oversight program areas have 
conducted ongoing reviews of agency classification as recently as November 2023.  

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-03-658
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-09-727
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-12-58
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-20-137R
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common duties do not meet the statutory definition of “law enforcement officer,” federal police officers 
generally do not qualify for FERS enhanced retirement benefits.10 

Statutory law enforcement officers. The FERS statutory definition of a law enforcement officer generally 
includes those personnel whose duties are primarily the investigation, apprehension, and detention of 
individuals suspected or convicted of offenses against the criminal laws of the United States, or the protection 
of U.S. officials against threats to personal safety.11 The FERS definition of a law enforcement officer also 
expressly includes a rigorous duty standard, which provides that the duties of these positions must be 
sufficiently rigorous such that “employment opportunities should be limited to young and physically vigorous 
individuals.”12 More specifically, federal regulation, which defines the rigorous duty standard, states a “rigorous 
position” means, in part, “a position the duties of which are so rigorous that employment opportunities should, 
as soon as reasonably possible, be limited (through establishment of a maximum entry age and physical 
qualifications) to young and physically vigorous individuals.”13 

Enhanced Retirement Provisions 

Statutory law enforcement officers are eligible to receive an enhanced retirement benefit and are generally 
subject to “mandatory separation” (which we refer to as mandatory retirement) from their law enforcement 
positions at age 57.14 The enhanced retirement benefit accrues at a higher rate than standard federal 
employee retirement benefits and may accrue over a shorter period of time due to the mandatory retirement 
age.15 Statutory law enforcement officers are generally eligible to retire with an annuity at age 50 if they have a 
minimum of 20 years of eligible service and may retire with an annuity at an earlier age if they have at least 25 
years of eligible service.16 However, in some cases, a statutory law enforcement officer may work past age 57 
if needed to complete 20 years of law enforcement service.17 

According to OPM, agencies typically establish a maximum entry age for statutory law enforcement officers 
based on the age and service requirements for mandatory retirement. The maximum entry age is typically age 
37 because it allows an employee to achieve 20 years of service when they reach the mandatory retirement 

 
105 U.S.C. § 8401(17). The regulatory definition of a law enforcement officer generally “does not include an employee whose primary 
duties involve maintaining law and order, protecting life and property, guarding against or inspecting for violations of law, or 
investigating persons other than persons who are suspected or convicted of offenses against the criminal laws of the United States.” 5 
C.F.R. § 842.802. 

115 U.S.C. § 8401(17)(A)(i).  

125 U.S.C. § 8401(17)(A)(ii). In addition to defining “law enforcement officer” by the duties of the position, the statutory definition also 
includes specifically listed employees of certain agencies.  

135 C.F.R. § 842.802.    

14For the purposes of this report, we refer to ‘mandatory retirement’ or ‘mandatory retirement age’ as the time when a statutory law 
enforcement officer generally must separate from the law enforcement position. See 5 U.S.C. §§ 8412(d), 8425(b)(1). However, the 
individual may continue to work in another position after separating from the statutory law enforcement position.    

15FERS retirees may also receive income from their Thrift Savings Plan (TSP) accounts and Social Security benefits in addition to the 
FERS annuity.  

165 U.S.C. § 8412(d). 

175 U.S.C. § 8425(b)(1).  
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age of 57. In contrast, federal police officers are generally not eligible for these enhanced retirement benefits 
and are treated as standard employees under FERS. Table 1 below shows the difference in employee 
deductions and agency contributions for standard FERS employees and those who receive the enhanced 
retirement benefit. 

Table 1: Differences in the Federal Employees Retirement System (FERS) for Standard Federal Employees/Federal Police 
Officers versus Statutory Law Enforcement Officers, as of Fiscal Year 2023 

 FERS standard employee, 
including federal police 

officers  FERS law enforcement officer 
Contributor Deduction from employee pay 
EMPLOYEE   

Employee retirement deductions-employed before 
January 2013 

0.8 percent of basic pay  1.3 percent of basic pay  

Employee retirement deductions-employed during 
2013 

3.1 percent of basic pay 3.6 percent of basic pay 

Employee retirement deductions-employed on/after 
January 1, 2014 

4.4 percent of basic pay 4.9 percent of basic pay 

AGENCYa  Contribution from agency 
Agency retirement contributions-employed before 
January 2013 

18.4 percent of basic pay  37.6 percent of basic pay  

Agency retirement contributions-employed during 
2013 

16.6 percent of basic pay 35.8 percent of basic pay 

Agency retirement contributions-employed on/after 
January 1, 2014 

16.6 percent of basic pay 35.8 percent of basic pay 

Source: GAO analysis of Office of Personnel information. | GAO-25-107099 

Note: Percentages for those hired before 2014 provided to reflect deductions and contributions for the range of employees discussed in this report. For 
example, a 30-year-old hired in 2012 would turn 42 years old in 2024. It also shows how deductions and contributions have changed over time. 
aAgencies also pay the employer portion of Social Security as well as a Thrift Savings Plan match. Agency contribution does not reflect new changes in 
Fiscal Year 2024. 

Pay Plans and Special Pay Provision for Federal Police Officers and Statutory Law 
Enforcement Officers 

There are multiple pay plans for federal police officers and multiple factors determine pay, such as the basic 
pay amount, the demands of the work and qualifications, and the locality or duty station.18 Most federal police 
forces are covered by OPM’s General Schedule (GS) basic pay plan (i.e., standard basic pay plan). Under the 
standard basic pay plan, OPM generally sets the basic pay ranges (grades) and pay increases (steps) within 
each grade for the positions, and employers of federal police officers use these grades and steps to 
compensate their employees. According to OPM, it may also establish higher rates of basic pay (special rates) 

 
18We have previously reported that the General Schedule system basic pay is designed to keep the schedule in line with salary growth 
in the general labor market. Locality-based pay is a pay adjustment to reduce reported gaps between federal and nonfederal pay in 
specific areas of the U.S. where nonfederal pay exceeds federal pay by more than 5 percent. See, 5 U.S.C. § 5304; GAO, Human 
Capital: Characteristics and Administration of the Federal Wage System, GAO-24-106657 (Washington, D.C.: March 5, 2024) 
Additionally, according to OPM, grade levels are intended to correspond with the degree of difficulty and qualifications needed to fulfill a 
position. 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-24-106657
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for a group or category of GS positions in one or more geographic areas to address significant existing or likely 
challenges in recruiting or retaining well-qualified employees. 

Some federal police forces are covered under non-standard basic pay plans established by law. These provide 
basic pay rates different from those specified in a standard basic pay plan and thus have the ability to offer 
higher minimum entry-level salaries than those provided to federal police officers under a standard pay system. 
For example, the Secretary of the Treasury was authorized by law to establish a pay system for the Bureau of 
Engraving and Printing and U.S. Mint federal police officers that sets pay above GS rates for comparable 
federal police officers.19 

Statutory law enforcement officers within the GS system are entitled to higher rates of basic pay at grades GS-
3 through GS-10 on the GL pay plan.20 We reported in 2019 that some statutory law enforcement officers also 
have the ability to receive premium pay for certain types of overtime worked.21 These special overtime 
payments are generally paid as a fixed percentage of the statutory law enforcement officer’s basic pay on a 
recurring basis (up to 25 percent). For example: 

• Law Enforcement Availability Pay can be paid to criminal investigators and other approved law 
enforcement officers and is a fixed supplement at 25 percent of base pay.22 

• Administratively Uncontrollable Overtime can be paid at agency discretion to certain law enforcement 
officers, primarily in the Department of Homeland Security (DHS).23 This is a recurring payment that is 
generally fixed at a percentage of basic pay ranging from 10 to 25 percent. 

The premium pay for these two types of overtime pay may be used in the calculation of retirement benefits for 
statutory law enforcement officers. 

Enhanced Retirement Benefits Have Been Extended to Various Groups Over Time 

The definition of “law enforcement officer” can be traced back to as early as 1948. In 1948, legislation was 
enacted into law that, in general, provided enhanced retirement benefits to certain federal officers whose duties 
were primarily the investigation, apprehension, or detention of persons suspected or convicted of offenses 
against the criminal laws of the United States.24 When legislation established FERS in 1986, its definition 
introduced and currently includes a rigorous duty standard.25 According to an OPM report, such benefits were 

 
195 U.S.C. § 5378.  

20GL is an OPM pay plan code for a special subcategory of General Schedule law enforcement employees who receive enhanced 
retirement benefits.   

21GAO-20-137R. 

225 U.S.C. § 5545a; 5 C.F.R. §§ 550.181-550.187.    

235 U.S.C. § 5545(c)(2); 5 C.F.R. §§ 550.151-550.154.   

24Pub. L. No. 80-879, 62 Stat. 1221 (1948).  

25Federal Employees’ Retirement System Act of 1986, Pub. L. No. 99-335, tit. I, § 101(a), 100 Stat. 514, 517 (1986) (pertinent portion 
codified as amended at 5 U.S.C. § 8401(17)). 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-20-137R
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to assist the federal government with encouraging the maintenance of a young and vigorous law enforcement 
workforce through youthful career entry, continuous service, and early separation.26 

Over time, legislation extended enhanced retirement benefits to certain federal uniformed police groups within 
the broader federal law enforcement community, even where they did not meet the statutory definition of a law 
enforcement officer. For example, the House Report accompanying the legislation providing enhanced 
retirement benefit coverage to the U.S. Park Police and U.S. Secret Service Uniformed Division acknowledged 
these groups did not meet the definition of a law enforcement officer, but amended the statute to ensure these 
police officers were eligible for the enhanced retirement coverage.27 As shown in figure 1, legislation has 
extended enhanced retirement benefits to certain employees, including U.S. Secret Service Uniformed Division 
officers, U.S. Park Police, U.S. Capitol Police, U.S. Supreme Court Police, and other groups not considered 
part of the statutory and regulatory definition of law enforcement officer for the purpose of receiving enhanced 
retirement benefits. 

 
26See, Office of Personnel Management, Federal Law Enforcement Pay and Benefits, Report to the Congress (Washington, DC: July 
2004). 

27Specifically, the House Report stated: "Although these individuals are commonly thought to be law enforcement officers, the Office of 
Personnel Management says they do not meet the FERS definition of ’law enforcement officer‘ under section 8401(17), and thus do not 
qualify for FERS law enforcement officer benefits. Section 103(c) of the committee amendment amends section 8401(17) to ensure 
these individuals will receive FERS law enforcement officer benefits." H.R. Rep. No. 100-374 (1987) (regarding Pub. L. No. 100-238, § 
103(c), 101 Stat. at 1744 (1988)). 
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Figure 1: Timeline of Major Occupational Groups Legislatively Designated Eligible for Enhanced Retirement Benefits 

 

Longstanding Issues Regarding Retirement and Pay 

Over the past 2 decades, we and others have reported on various issues regarding retirement and pay for 
federal police officers. Specifically, in four reports we issued from 2003 to 2019, we reported on issues such as 
retirement, pay, and attrition for certain federal police forces. 

• In 2003, we reported that officials at federal police forces raised concerns that disparities in pay and 
retirement benefits had caused uniformed police forces in the Washington, D.C., metropolitan area to 
experience difficulties in recruiting and retaining officers. We reported on variation in pay for 13 uniformed 
police forces in the Washington, D.C., metropolitan area, the turnover rates for these police forces, and the 
extent to which their agencies used human capital flexibilities to address recruitment and retention.28 

 
28GAO-03-658.    

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-03-658
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• In 2009, we reported on an increase in the number of persons employed by federal agencies performing 
various law enforcement functions and the inconsistent eligibility of those employees to receive enhanced 
retirement benefits. We reported ways groups of employees may be granted enhanced retirement benefits 
and the rationales for doing so.29 

• In 2012, we reported that officials were concerned that disparities in pay and retirement benefits had 
caused federal police forces to experience difficulties in recruiting and retaining officers. We issued a report 
comparing the retirement, pay, duties, and attrition of the U.S. Capitol Police to nine other federal police 
forces in the Washington, D.C. area.30 

• In 2019, we reported on the potential effects of raising the retirement age for U.S. Capitol Police officers, 
who are subject to the FERS mandatory retirement provision described above.31 The Capitol Police had 
used temporary waivers of the mandatory retirement age to address various staffing shortages, and this 
report explored the potential effects of raising the mandatory retirement age across federal executive 
branch law enforcement agencies. 

In response to section 2 of the Federal Law Enforcement Pay and Benefits Parity Act of 2003,32 OPM 
published a report to Congress recommending strategies for addressing the discrepancies across agencies 
concerning law enforcement officers’ job classifications, pay, and benefits, including officers who have been 
granted law enforcement officer-equivalent benefits.33 At the time the report was published in 2004, OPM 
recommended that Congress provide it with broad authority to establish a government-wide framework for law 
enforcement retirement, classification, and pay systems.34 The report highlighted the disparities related to 
changes in these areas as a result of incremental legislation and litigation, and the need to address the 
modern-day challenges facing agencies with expanding law enforcement missions. Because these same 
issues persist today, we cite various OPM findings throughout this report.35 

According to a recent Congressional Research Service report, several employee groups and unions 
representing individuals not considered to be eligible for enhanced benefits have sought changes through 

 
29GAO-09-727.   

30GAO-12-58.   

31GAO-20-137R.   

32Pub. L. No. 108-196, § 2, 117 Stat. 2896, 2896 (2003).  

33See, Office of Personnel Management, Federal Law Enforcement Pay and Benefits, Report to the Congress (Washington, DC: July 
2004). 

34OPM’s report recognized variation among the activities in the broader law enforcement occupations, which include uniformed federal 
police officers. It also recognized an overall shift in agency missions and responsibilities within this community, and OPM made several 
recommendations intended to address retirement and pay. Specifically, in OPM’s 2004 report, OPM stated that because of the variation 
in the physical demands associated with different law enforcement occupations and the expansion of the law enforcement mission in 
the aftermath of the 9/11 terrorist attacks, one option to consider would be for OPM to be given the authority to establish a second tier 
of law enforcement retirement benefits. The report explained that under such a system, the second tier of retirement benefits could fall 
somewhere between current enhanced retirement benefits and standard retirement benefits. According to OPM officials, OPM was 
never granted the authorities they recommended in their 2004 report.  

35As part of this current work, we asked if at any time since 2004 OPM had been granted such broad authorities to establish a 
governmentwide framework to further evaluate these issues. OPM officials said there had been no legislative amendments to grant 
OPM additional authority, and OPM had not taken any recent action to urge Congress to grant such authority. According to OPM 
officials, the rationale behind the 2004 recommendation was to grant OPM the necessary statutory authority to design pay and 
retirement systems for law enforcement officers rather than have Congress enact specific laws. 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-09-727
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-12-58
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-20-137R
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additional legislation.36 The report cites equity and attrition as two of the primary reasons why these groups 
support extending enhanced retirement benefits to officers currently excluded. Specifically, advocates believe 
federal police officers are performing similar duties to law enforcement officer personnel and said there is 
higher attrition among federal police officers compared to groups of employees with enhanced law 
enforcement benefits.37 

The specific legislative actions referenced in figure 1 above that extended enhanced benefits to some police 
forces and not others have led to inconsistency in how federal police officers are compensated. To help 
address this issue, Members of Congress have introduced bills they said were designed to create parity for 
employees and agencies by providing enhanced benefits to specified employee groups. For example, as we 
reported in 2009, various bills were introduced in the 110th Congress that would have provided enhanced 
benefits to a variety of employees, including certain federal police, who have not been found to meet the 
statutory law enforcement officer definition.38 However, these bills were not enacted into law. More recently, 
additional bills were introduced in the 118th Congress to include certain federal positions within the definition of 
law enforcement officer for retirement and other purposes.39 

 
36Congressional Research Service Report, Retirement Benefits for Federal Law Enforcement Personnel (R42631), August 8, 2024. 

37All three associations we interviewed specifically mentioned support for the Law Enforcement Officers’ Equity Act, H.R. 1322, 118th 
Cong. (March 1, 2023), which they believed would consistently provide enhanced retirement benefits across police forces. 

38GAO-09-727. See, e.g., H.R. 750, 110th Cong. (Jan. 31, 2007); H.R. 2878, 110th Cong. (Nov. 1, 2007); S. 1729, 110th Cong. (Jun. 
28, 2007); H.R. 1073, 110th Cong. (Feb. 15, 2007); S. 1354, 110th Cong. (May 10, 2007). 

39Law Enforcement Officers Equity Act, H. R. 1322, 118th Cong. (March 1, 2023); Law Enforcement Officers Parity Act, S. 1658, 118th 
Cong. (May 17, 2023). We also reported in 2009 that legislation was enacted into law providing that the Director of the FBI may 
establish a permanent police force, with pay and retirement benefits equivalent to that of members of the U.S. Secret Service 
Uniformed Division. However, according to the FBI, due, in part, to lack of funding to support this action, the FBI has not implemented 
these provisions. See, GAO-09-727; 21st Century Department of Justice Appropriations Authorization Act, Pub. L. No. 107-273, div. C, 
tit. I, subtit. A, § 11024(a), 116 Stat. 1758, 1830-31 (2002) (codified at 28 U.S.C. § 540C(b)(5)).    

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-09-727
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-09-727
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Characteristics and Duties of the Federal Police Officer Workforce 

Where do federal police officers work? 

Federal police officers are employed across eight executive branch departments.40 OPM’s personnel data 
showed these departments employed approximately 12,600 federal police officers at the end of fiscal year 
2023. Figure 2 shows the Departments of Defense (49 percent) and Veterans Affairs (32 percent) employed 
the majority of federal police officers. According to our analysis of OPM’s personnel data, the number of federal 
police officers employed from fiscal years 2019 through 2023 ranged from approximately 12,600 to 13,100 
officers. 

Figure 2: Percentages and Numbers of Federal Police Officers by Department, As of Fiscal Year 2023 

 
Note: Bureau of Indian Affairs was excluded from this analysis since its federal police officers transitioned to a different job series in fiscal year 2023. 
Additionally, due to rounding, estimated values do not equal 100 percent. Data only reflect departments that provide information to Office of Personnel 
Management. Therefore, it does not include any intelligence agencies within these departments or the legislative and judicial branch agencies. 

 
40For our review, we identified the executive branch departments that employed federal police officers in the OPM 0083 job series 
using OPM data. Within these eight departments, we identified 17 agencies that employ federal police officers. Federal agencies in the 
intelligence community that employ federal police officers, such as the CIA, were excluded from the analysis, as they do not provide 
employment information to OPM. The OPM data also do not include employees at legislative or judicial branch agencies.   
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Geographic location varies for federal police officers. We found that at the end of fiscal year 2023, the majority 
of federal police officers (75 percent) were stationed outside the Washington D.C. Metropolitan area. The 
highest number of police officers were in the South Atlantic and Pacific regions, as shown in figure 3. 

Figure 3: The Number of Federal Police Officers in the OPM 0083 Job Series, as of the end of Fiscal Year 2023 

 
Note: Bureau of Indian Affairs was excluded from this analysis since its federal police officers transitioned to a different job series in fiscal year 2023. In 
addition, 204 federal police officers are stationed in two U.S. territories and two foreign countries. 

What are federal police officers’ ages and years of service? 

Federal police officer age and years of service vary, but both are key determinants of retirement benefits 
eligibility. For example, in fiscal year 2023, the majority of the total federal police workforce in our scope—
those with and without enhanced benefits—were under the age of 50. As shown in figure 4, age varied among 
federal police officers with standard FERS and enhanced retirement plans. 
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Figure 4: Age of Federal Police Officers with Standard and Enhanced Federal Employees Retirement System Benefits, Fiscal 
Year 2023 

 
Note: Bureau of Indian Affairs was excluded from this analysis since its federal police officers transitioned to a different job series in fiscal year 2023. 
Federal police officers with enhanced retirement benefits are eligible to receive an enhanced retirement benefit and are generally subject to mandatory 
retirement at age 57 with 20 years of qualifying service. In fiscal year 2023, fewer than 11 federal police officers with enhanced retirement benefits were 
aged 57 and over. According to GAO’s data use agreement with the Office of Personnel Management, data suppression is required for values less than 
11. 

In fiscal year 2023, 39 percent of federal police officers on the standard FERS retirement plan had less than 5 
years of federal service. Comparatively, 19 percent of federal police officers with enhanced retirement benefits 
had less than 5 years of service (see fig. 5).41 

Figure 5: Years of Service for Federal Police Officers with Standard and Enhanced Federal Employees Retirement System 
Benefits, Fiscal Year 2023 

 
Note: Bureau of Indian Affairs was excluded from this analysis since its federal police officers transitioned to a different job series in fiscal year 2023. 
Due to rounding, estimated values do not equal 100 percent. In addition, totals may differ from figure 2 due to missing data (n=129) from the Office of 
Personnel Management’s database on service computation date for retirement. Federal police officers with enhanced retirement benefits are eligible to 
receive an enhanced retirement benefit and are generally subject to mandatory retirement at age 57 with 20 years of qualifying service. Estimates are of 
the total federal service and may not reflect years of service solely in the federal police officer position. 

What activities do federal police officers perform? 

Federal police officers have primary responsibility for protecting federal property, employees, and the general 
public. OPM officials said agencies have the authority to define the work within a job series and develop 
specific job descriptions. According to our survey results, federal police officer activities are changing in 
response to an evolving work environment. However, while federal police officers and law enforcement officers 

 
41Estimates approximate total federal service and may not reflect years of service solely in the federal police officer position. 
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may report conducting similar activities, the nature and complexity of those activities, such as conducting 
investigations, may vary. 

Routine activities. To understand how activities may vary depending on the agency where federal police 
officers work and whether or not they have enhanced retirement benefits, we surveyed agencies to identify 
what activities their federal police officers performed routinely. As shown in figure 6 below, the activities police 
officers performed varied by agency. Additionally, police officers with and without enhanced retirement benefits 
perform some of the same activities, but not always with the same routine frequency. 
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Figure 6: Comparison of Activities Federal Police Officers With and Without Enhanced Benefits Performed Routinely, as of 
October 2024 

 
Note: We asked agencies that employ federal police officers to identify the duties they perform routinely, occasionally, rarely, and never (see appendix 
III, questions 3 and 5). For example, DHS Headquarters officials indicated federal police officers occasionally (several times a month) performed 16 of 
18 activities, but did not perform any routinely. 

Activities most frequently identified as performed routinely (daily to several times a week) by federal police 
officers across the 17 agencies included responding to suspicious activities (15 of 17), conducting traffic 
control (14 of 17) and patrols of various types (16 of 17), and responding to emergencies or alarms (16 of 
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17).42 Federal police officers at all but one agency routinely carry a firearm, and approximately one-third of 
agencies (six of 17) indicated federal police officers routinely make arrests. Agencies also responded that their 
federal police officers routinely conduct anti-terrorism measures or provide high-level dignitary protection to the 
President, Vice President, and foreign heads of state (seven of 17).43  

Four of 17 agencies responded that federal police officers are highly trained to perform law enforcement 
related activities, although they may not perform these activities on a routine basis.44 For example, the 
Pentagon Force Protection Agency said while its officers have arrest authority, it is not an activity they perform 
daily or several times a week. According to our survey results, four of 17 agencies responded they occasionally 
(several times a month) make arrests. Additionally, FBI officials said since fiscal year 2014, its federal police 
officers are mandated to maintain additional certifications in Active Shooter Response, Care Under Fire, First 
Aid and Cardiopulmonary Resuscitation, Patrol Rifle qualifications, Protective Detail, and De-escalation 
training.45 

Evolving work environment. According to the agencies we surveyed, federal police officer activities are 
changing in response to an evolving work environment. Nearly half of federal agencies (seven of 17) in our 
review said activities for federal police officers have changed at their agency since fiscal year 2014.46 
Additionally, nearly half of the agencies (eight of 17) reported that working conditions for federal police officers 
have changed since fiscal year 2014. Examples of changes to the working conditions of federal police officers 
described by the agencies were an increased threat environment, civil unrest, increasing attrition rates, and the 
need for overtime to address staffing shortages.47 In addition, two of the three associations we met with 
described that the activities of federal police officers have evolved and are comparable to the work of statutory 
law enforcement officers. For example, one association stated that federal police officers are conducting 
sophisticated patrol activity and surveillance, as well as responding to spontaneous violent crime without any 
backup help. 

Moreover, 10 of 17 agencies in our review responded that the OPM Grade Evaluation Guide that outlines the 
duties and responsibilities of federal police officers moderately or minimally reflects the current work 
environment for federal police officers.48 All 10 of those agencies reported that the description needs to be 

 
42For the full question-and-response options for routine activities analysis, see appendix III, questions 3 and 5. 

43For the full question-and-response options for routine activities analysis, see appendix III, questions 3a and 5a. 

44For the full question-and-response options, see appendix III, question 10a.  

45We obtained the FBI example from an open-ended response to question 16 in appendix III. The example provides additional context 
and illustrates the various activities federal police officers may perform.  

46For the full question-and-response options, see appendix III, question 8. Our survey allowed us to provide important perspectives 
from agencies on whether federal police activities and the work environment have evolved. However, our scope did not include a full 
analysis of the magnitude of these changes. 

47For the full question-and-response options, see appendix III, questions 9 and 9a. Only seven of eight agencies who indicated the 
working conditions changed responded to the follow-up question to describe how.  

48Additionally, six of 17 agencies indicated it fully reflected current responsibilities, and the remaining one agency indicated it was not 
sure to what extent the guide reflected current responsibilities and duties. For the full question-and-response options, see appendix III, 
question 13.   
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revised to reflect the current duties and responsibilities of federal police officers employed by their agency.49 
However, OPM noted that agencies determine the work assigned and performed by employees, as required by 
the agency’s mission, and that updates to classification criteria may be made, but the duties of a position 
determine the type of retirement coverage, as defined in statute.50 

Law enforcement officer activities. Nearly half of federal agencies in our review (eight of 17) employ both 
federal police officers with standard FERS retirement benefits and statutory law enforcement officers.51 
However, while federal police officers and statutory law enforcement officers may indicate performing similar 
activities, the nature and complexity of those activities, such as conducting investigations, may vary.52 

For example, FBI officials stated the activities of statutory law enforcement officers and federal police officers 
do not lend themselves to a direct comparison without understanding the level of complexity needed based on 
the position held. Although FBI police officers and Special Agents (who are law enforcement officers) conduct 
investigative activities, the scope and purpose of those activities varies. Specifically, FBI officials said that their 
police officers may conduct investigations and file reports for felonies, misdemeanors, and other offenses—
including breaking and entering, willful damage of government and private property, and aggravated assault—
that occur at or near an FBI facility. In contrast, their Special Agents perform multi-agency, multi-state, and 
international investigations to resolve significant criminal and national security issues. According to the FBI, the 
Special Agents are not typically concerned with independent individuals or small, local groups of individuals 
committing crimes on federal property unless they are germane to larger investigations. 

Similarly, regarding intelligence activities, the Pentagon Force Protection Agency reported that its federal 
police officers routinely conduct intelligence activities that involve compiling, analyzing, and/or disseminating 
information in an effort to anticipate, prevent, or monitor criminal activity. However, its federal police officers 
are not involved in performing traditional intelligence activities through means of collecting information against 
targets, running sources, and operating intelligence collection platforms. 

Officials from the National Institutes of Health within the Department of Health and Human Services further 
characterized some of the differences between federal police and law enforcement officers. They said while 
statutory law enforcement officers perform investigations, apprehensions and detentions on a much greater 
scale than federal police officers, they do not respond to active threats or shooters, assaults in progress, 
domestic violence, felony vehicle stops, and other daily interactions with people experiencing mental health 
and drug issues. They recognize that both statutory law enforcement and federal police officers face real and 
dangerous risks that may differ. 

 
49Additionally, five of 17 responded “no,” and the remaining two indicated they were not sure. For the full question-and-response 
options, see appendix III, question 14.  

50According to OPM, the classification standards in the Grade Evaluation Guide are based on the difficulty and responsibility of the 
work at each grade level as well as the qualifications required to do that work.  

51For the full question-and-response options, see appendix III, questions 2 and 6. 

52Our survey allowed us to provide information on the routine frequency at which police officers in 17 agencies carry out various police 
officer and law enforcement activities. These can be considered when making decisions regarding changes to retirement benefits. 
However, our scope did not include a full analysis of the extent to which federal police officer activities align with law enforcement 
activities. 
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We asked agencies employing federal police officers whether the FERS definition of a law enforcement officer 
provides sufficient distinction in the roles, responsibilities, and activities of those eligible for enhanced 
retirement benefits from those who are ineligible.53 The majority of agencies (12 of 17) said it did not.54 
Agencies identified the following shortfalls in the FERS definition of a law enforcement officer: 

• The FERS definition encompassed some, but not all, of the duties performed by federal police officers or 
should be expanded to include police protection duties. 

• The definition does not provide a clear enough distinction as to level of investigation/crime that meets the 
threshold for enhanced retirement or does not provide sufficient distinction between those eligible or 
ineligible for enhanced benefits. 

• The definition is outdated and does not reflect the current operating environment. 
• The definition may not adequately account for the specific challenges and complexities faced by federal 

police officers. 
• Further clarity should be provided for the terms “investigation,” “apprehension” and “detention.”55 

In OPM’s 2004 report, it recognized the difficulty in applying the statutory definition of a law enforcement officer 
to modern missions and work environments and noted that direct legislation to provide enhanced retirement 
benefits to some federal police officers has led to inconsistencies in how that definition is applied. Additionally, 
as part of our current review, OPM officials recognized that the definition of a federal law enforcement officer 
for retirement purposes is much narrower than what the public commonly considers “law enforcement” 
positions and does not include the duties typically performed by federal police officers. 

Changes Departments Can Make Regarding Retirement and Pay 

How can departments request changes to retirement coverage or pay for federal police 
officers? 

Retirement. Heads of federal departments must determine whether the duties of a position or group of 
employees, such as a police force within the department, meet the statutory and regulatory definitions for a law 
enforcement officer position.56 By law, generally, law enforcement officer position duties must be (1) primarily 
the investigation, apprehension, or detention of individuals suspected or convicted of offenses against the 
criminal laws of the United States, or the protection of officials of the United States against threats to personal 

 
53The FERS statutory definition of a law enforcement officer generally includes those personnel whose duties are primarily the 
investigation, apprehension, and detention of individuals suspected or convicted of federal criminal offenses, or the protection of U.S. 
officials against threats to personal safety. 5 U.S.C. § 8401(17)(A)(i). Pursuant to regulation, the definition of a law enforcement officer 
generally “does not include an employee whose primary duties involve maintaining law and order, protecting life and property, guarding 
against or inspecting for violations of law, or investigating persons other than persons who are suspected or convicted of offenses 
against the criminal laws of the United States.” 5 C.F.R. § 842.802.  

54The remaining five agencies indicated that it did. For the full question-and-response options, see appendix III, question 12.  

55Three other reasons were provided: the agency’s definition of a law enforcement officer was inconsistent with the statutory definition, 
the agency’s police officers were not eligible to have the Law Enforcement Availability Pay in their retirement calculation, and the 
agency’s officers are trained to conduct the statutorily defined activities as part of the agency’s mission.   

56See 5 U.S.C. § 8401(17); 5 C.F.R. § 842.802. 
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safety and (2) sufficiently rigorous that employment opportunities should be limited to young and physically 
vigorous individuals.57 If the department determines that the duties of the positions meet the statutory and 
regulatory definitions relating to a law enforcement officer, those positions may be eligible to receive enhanced 
retirement benefits, special pay or salary provisions, and be subject to a mandatory retirement age. 

When department heads decide that a position is a law enforcement officer position, they must notify OPM.58 
Generally, the notice to OPM is to include the title of each position, the number of incumbents, whether the 
position is primary or secondary, if the position is rigorous, and the established maximum entry age.59 OPM 
may, at its discretion, review the position description and revoke the department head’s determination.60 
According to OPM, retirement benefits for all federal employees are driven by statutory provisions. 

Seven of the eight departments we surveyed said the process for determining who meets the law enforcement 
officer statutory definition and who receives law enforcement officer retirement benefits meets the needs of 
their department.61 The eighth department, Veterans Affairs, said the process did not meet their needs and 
could benefit from more streamlining procedures, enhanced transparency, and flexibility to address evolving 
workforce dynamics. It also said that collaboration with OPM and other relevant stakeholders may be beneficial 
in identifying and implementing solutions to improve the administration of law enforcement retirement benefits 
and classifications. 

In the past 10 years, none of the eight departments we surveyed had used this process to notify OPM about 
changes in retirement benefit coverage for their federal police officers.62 In response to our survey, 10 of the 
17 agencies within these departments said changes to federal police officers’ work since fiscal year 2014 at 
their agency warrants a reclassification of the federal police officer position to a law enforcement officer 
position or to otherwise be eligible for law enforcement officer retirement benefits.63 Of those 10 agencies, 
eight are not currently eligible for enhanced retirement benefits. Two of the eight agencies not eligible for 
enhanced retirement benefits made a request to their department seeking a change in retirement benefit 
coverage.64 Of the remaining six who have not made such requests of their department, reasons provided 

 
57Terms such as “primary duties” and “rigorous position” are defined in OPM regulations. Pursuant to regulation, the definition of a law 
enforcement officer generally “does not include an employee whose primary duties involve maintaining law and order, protecting life 
and property, guarding against or inspecting for violations of law, or investigating persons other than persons who are suspected or 
convicted of offenses against the criminal laws of the United States.” 5 C.F.R. § 842.802.   

585 C.F.R. § 842.808(a). 

595 C.F.R. § 842.808(a).  

60In 2009, we reported that OPM officials stated that OPM rarely overrules an agency head’s decision, but maintains the authority to do 
so. See, GAO-09-727. 

61For the full question-and-response options, see appendix II, question 15.   

62For the full question-and-response options, see appendix II, question 14.    

63The remaining seven agencies responded “No.” For the full question-and-response options, see appendix III, question 10.    

64According to the Pentagon Force Protection Agency, it petitioned the Department of Defense for support in obtaining similar 
legislative treatment to the U.S. Park Police, U.S. Secret Service Uniformed Division, the Capitol Police, and the Supreme Court Police, 
which they see as peer entities. Pentagon Force Protection Agency officials said the Department of Defense created a legislative 
proposal in fiscal year 2011 to obtain enhanced retirement coverage, but said the Congress did not approve the proposal. The 
Department of Veterans Affairs reported to us that its federal police officers had also requested a change in retirement benefits, but the 
department said it did not inquire with OPM about making a change in benefits.  

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-09-727
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included not having arrest authority for their federal police officers, still determining whether they have 
sufficient justification for eligibility, and not understanding the full cost of making the change or the cost would 
be too great.65 

Pay. According to OPM, any federal department may make a special pay rate request. OPM may establish 
higher rates of basic pay for a group or category of General Schedule positions in one or more geographic 
areas to address existing or likely challenges in recruiting or retaining well-qualified employees.66 These 
special rate changes may be made by series, specialty, grade-level, or geographic area, among other things.67 
According to OPM, requests must come to OPM from department headquarters and provide the required data 
and information, such as specific challenges to recruitment and retention and a description of other pay 
flexibilities considered. 

Our analysis of OPM data showed that the federal police at the 17 agencies in our review are on nine different 
pay plans and various specialized pay rates within some of those plans. When we analyzed the basic pay for 
federal police officers, we found basic pay varied depending on the pay plan and agency where federal police 
officers work.68 The ranges in figure 7 below do not represent the entry-level or maximum possible basic pay. 
The ranges are for the minimum, median, and maximum basic pay observed in the OPM data for the police 
officers employed at those agencies at the end of fiscal year 2023. 

 
65Responses on how many agencies made a request to their department to seek retirement benefit changes and the reasons why they 
have not made such requests were obtained through follow-up correspondence. 

665 U.S.C. § 5305; 5 C.F.R. pt. 530, subpt. C. 

67Specifically, pursuant to regulation, “OPM may increase the minimum rates of pay otherwise payable to a category of employees in 
one or more areas or locations, grades or levels, occupational groups, series, classes, or subdivisions thereof, when it is necessary to 
address existing or likely significant recruitment or retention difficulties.” 5 C.F.R. § 530.304(a).  

68For purposes of OPM’s database, OPM defines “basic pay” as the base rate excluding supplements, adjustments, allowances, 
differentials, incentives, or other similar additional payments (such as locality payments). 
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Figure 7: Comparison of the Minimum, Median, and Maximum Observed Basic Pay for Federal Police Officers by Department, 
Agency, and Pay Plan at the end of Fiscal Year 2023  

 

Note: According to the Office of Personnel Management (OPM), the pay plan codes are used for agency payroll purposes and are not considered to be 
acronyms or consistently spelled out in OPM guidance and data standards. Also, because the Department of Interior moved the Bureau of Indian Affairs 
police officers to a different job categorization in fiscal year 2023, they were removed from this analysis. Minimum basic pay does not refer to starting 
pay. The minimum and maximum values presented are the lowest and highest basic pay observed in the data for each agency and pay plan. For 
purposes of OPM’s database, OPM defines “basic pay” as the base rate excluding supplements, adjustments, allowances, differentials, incentives, or 
other similar additional payments (such as locality payments). Therefore, the pay above does not include locality pay adjustments. 
aIndicates agencies that employ federal police officers eligible for enhanced retirement benefits. 

According to OPM officials, if a department determines that its federal police officers do not meet the definition 
of a law enforcement officer for retirement benefits, it may still be able to increase the pay for recruitment and 
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retention needs through special pay plans or OPM-approved special salary rates. Departments and agencies 
expressed concern regarding the need to remain competitive with federal and nonfederal agencies that can 
provide higher pay or enhanced benefits for their federal police officers.69 For example, according to the 
Department of Veterans Affairs, it has 159 active special salary rate tables for its federal police officers in most 
localities to better align pay with state, local, and private sector police officer pay, improving its ability to offer 
competitive pay and recruit and retain police officers. OPM officials also said that legislation has established 
special pay authorities that apply to several of the agencies in our scope, as well as other federal police forces 
outside the executive branch. For example, legislation established special pay authorities for the U.S. Secret 
Service Uniformed Division,70 U.S. Park Police,71 the U.S. Mint,72 the Bureau of Engraving and Printing,73 and 
the Pentagon Force Protection Agency.74 

We surveyed the eight departments in our review to see if at any point since fiscal year 2014 they had used the 
administrative process to petition OPM for a change in pay for federal police officers.75 Four of the eight 
departments responded that they had petitioned and been approved for changes to pay for groups of their 
federal police officers.76 For example, in 2021, the Department of Health and Human Services petitioned OPM 
for a special salary rate for its federal police officers in the Washington, D.C. locality area, citing expanded 
duties over time and significant problems with recruitment and retention.77 In 2022, OPM also approved a DHS 
request for special pay rates for their police officers in the Washington, D.C. locality area. 

OPM officials said factors affecting the range of pay for federal police officers include the differences in duties 
and responsibilities across the various federal police forces, as they can have different missions, roles, skill 

 
69Relatedly, during our review, officials from the U.S. Secret Service Uniformed Division mentioned that they had provided input on an 
OPM-designed legislative proposal intended to increase pay flexibilities for certain professions, namely STEM (science, technology, 
engineering, and math fields), and suggested that “law enforcement” positions be added to the legislative proposal. Our review of 
OPM’s fiscal year 2023 Congressional Budget Justification did not find references to law enforcement personnel being included in the 
list of professions. When we asked OPM about this proposal, OPM officials said they could not address internal executive branch 
deliberations on such proposals. However, OPM officials did comment that as of mid-November 2024, OPM had not received a request 
from the Department of Homeland Security for special rates for Secret Service Uniformed Division officers, who are covered by a 
special pay authority in 5 U.S.C. §§ 10201-10210. OPM noted that Secret Service Uniformed Division officer pay rates are much higher 
than pay rates for GS police (even if special rates are considered).   

705 U.S.C. § 10202(a).  

71D.C. Code § 5-545.01.  

725 U.S.C. § 5378.  

735 U.S.C. § 5378.  

7410 U.S.C. § 2674(b)(5). 

75For the full question-and-response options, see appendix II, question 13.    

76One of the four departments that said yes also expressed uncertainty, saying institutional knowledge from 10 years ago was lacking. 
The remaining four departments said they had not petitioned OPM for a change in pay for federal police officers since fiscal year 2014. 
The Defense Logistics Agency also petitioned for, and received approval from, OPM for special pay rate increases for its federal police 
officers in Columbus, OH, Richmond, VA, and San Joaquin, CA. However, Defense Logistics Agency also responded that an 
unintended consequence of this change was that it created additional pay disparity at its agency and said recruitment and retention 
issues persist at their Columbus, OH and Richmond, VA locations.   

77According to Department of Health and Human Services officials, while the petition was approved, their police officers were grouped 
with other 0083 police officers in the Washington, D.C. area and the approved amount was reduced significantly from the amount and 
scale that was initially requested. They said while these petitions can be used as an attempt to address pay disparities, they are 
ineffective and inefficient, as they can take significant amounts of time, sometimes years.  
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requirements, and different facilities or populations to protect. OPM officials said it would require considerable 
resources to carry out extensive data collection and analysis to create a new classification system that properly 
evaluates the difficulty and responsibility of the work performed across various agencies. 

In our survey, we solicited the perspectives from the eight departments about their anticipated need to 
determine the effect on federal police officers’ current pay plans or their use of special pay provisions at their 
department if legislation were to designate all federal police officers as statutory law enforcement officers.78 
Because the departments have specialized pay plans and pay rates, several expressed the need to look at the 
effect more closely and one said it would need to review on an individual officer basis. The Department of the 
Treasury also said if officers were moved to the GL pay plan associated with statutory law enforcement 
officers, its federal police officers’ pay would be lower than the department’s current specialized pay plan. 

Factors Affecting Agencies, Federal Police Officers, and the 
Government in Considering Changes to Retirement Benefits and Pay 

What are some implementation considerations regarding changes to retirement or 
pay? 

We identified a range of implementation considerations regarding changes to federal police officers’ retirement 
and pay provisions.79 These included whether to include past service, whether federal police officers would 
need to meet certain physical suitability standards, and additional considerations such as opt-in or opt-out 
provisions. 

Retroactive or prospective. OPM’s longstanding policy is that compensation changes should be prospective 
only, meaning the change would only apply from the point of an enacted legislative change going forward. 
However, with regard to providing enhanced retirement provisions, it reported that could pose a challenge.80 
That is because, in order to receive the enhanced retirement benefits, statutory law enforcement officers must 
have completed 20 years of eligible law enforcement service. OPM reported in 2004 that if the enhanced 
retirement provisions were to be extended to new groups on a prospective basis, employees could have 
difficulty achieving 20 years of service. For example, federal police officers in the later stages of their career 
might have to work beyond the otherwise mandatory retirement age of 57 to accrue the 20 years of eligible 
service if changes were prospective in nature. Consequently, this may not meet the expectation of having a 
young and vigorous workforce. 

As an example of a prospective, or non-retroactive, provision, in 2007, Customs and Border Protection officers 
were statutorily designated eligible to receive enhanced retirement benefits. However, the law included an 
express non-retroactivity provision, which meant officers would accrue eligibility for the enhanced retirement 

 
78For the full question-and-response options, see appendix II, questions 9c and 9d.    

79More detail on how we identified these considerations can be found in appendix I.  

80See Office of Personnel Management, Federal Law Enforcement Pay and Benefits, Report to the Congress (Washington, DC: July 
2004). OPM also noted in the report that there are cost implications to providing retroactive pay, which we discuss below. 



 
Letter 
 
 
 

Page 24 GAO-25-107099  Error! Reference source not found. 

benefits from the point of enactment. The law did allow for existing officers to accrue a pro-rated enhanced 
retirement benefit for years worked after 2008 without having to meet the 20-year service requirement.81 

By contrast, the three associations we interviewed expressed support for two recent proposals—the Law 
Enforcement Officers Equity Act and the Law Enforcement Officers Parity Act (2023). The two proposals 
generally included buy-in provisions that would offer those affected the option to buy back service or deposit a 
retirement credit to make the benefits retroactive.82 

Suitability standards. The majority of agencies responding to our survey reported that federal police officers 
and statutory law enforcement officers employed within their agencies must meet certain physical suitability 
requirements regardless of the type of retirement benefits they received.83 For example, 13 of the 17 agencies 
noted federal police officers must undergo routine physical testing to determine physical suitability.84 Also, 13 
of 17 federal agencies reported they currently do not have maximum entry age limits. 

At the department level, we solicited perspectives about departments’ anticipated need to develop or establish 
a “young and vigorous” standard for federal police officers currently employed if federal police officers were 
legislatively designated as statutory law enforcement officers.85 In response, one department stated that 
requiring annual physical evaluation or assessment standards for federal police officers would ensure the 
workforce would be more prepared to perform essential functions and effectively respond to emergency 
situations when needed. However, another department responded that implementing a “young and vigorous” 
standard would be difficult due to the age of the federal police workforce at that department. 

Opt-in or opt-out provisions. Congress could specify opt-in or opt-out provisions through legislation or 
authorize OPM to implement regulations allowing employees to make informed decisions about special 
retirement coverage or pay provisions, according to three of eight departments we surveyed.86 For example, 
federal police officers could be given the choice to be covered by the new benefit or pay change (“opting in” to 
the provision) or to remain on their existing benefit or pay plan (“opting out” of the new provision). One 
department responded to our survey saying it would need to clearly describe for officers the potential effects of 
opting in or opting out on retirement calculations, career progression, and job responsibilities. Therefore, this 
department said it would need to provide resources for employees to make informed decisions based on their 
individual circumstances and preferences. 

Opt-in or opt-out provisions related to federal retirement have been used in the past. For example, according to 
OPM guidance, when FERS became effective in 1987, the legislation included a provision that federal 

 
81Pub. L. No. 110-161, div. B, tit. V, § 535(e)(2)(B)(i), 121 Stat. 1844, 2077 (2007). 

82Law Enforcement Officers Equity Act, H. R. 1322, 118th Cong. (March 1, 2023); Law Enforcement Officers Parity Act, S. 1658, 118th 
Cong. (May 17, 2023). Both bills also provided that if the individual officer does not pay the full amount needed to buy back service, the 
individual’s service is still fully creditable as a law enforcement officer, but the annuity would be reduced to make up the difference of 
the unpaid amount of service. 

83For the full question-and-response options related to suitability standards, see appendix III, questions 3b and 5b. 

84The remaining four agencies indicated they did not have these requirements. See appendix III, question 3b for full question-and-
response options.    

85For the full question-and-response options related to “young and vigorous” standard, see appendix II, question 9a. 

86For the full question related to opt-in or opt-out provisions, see appendix II, question 9b.  
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employees with qualifying service under the existing Civil Service Retirement System would have the 
opportunity to stay on that retirement plan or choose (“opt-in”) to be covered by FERS (the new retirement 
system).87 

What are the financial considerations regarding agency budgeting and potential effects 
on police officers’ FERS benefits? 

Changes regarding retirement or pay, including implementation issues, could have budgetary effects on 
departments and agencies and financial effects on individual officers.88 

Budgetary considerations. In 2009, we reported that the budgetary resources required by a federal agency 
for providing enhanced retirement benefits under FERS are higher than providing retirement benefits to regular 
federal employees.89 The same holds true today, because the agency contribution for those receiving the 
enhanced retirement benefits is more than double what the agency contribution is for those receiving the 
standard FERS benefit. For example, for personnel on the standard FERS retirement plan employed on or 
after January 1, 2013, agencies contribute 16.6 percent of basic pay to the employee’s FERS retirement. For 
those eligible for the enhanced FERS retirement, agencies contribute 35.8 percent of basic pay. 

In our survey, responses varied from the eight departments on the magnitude of financial effect various 
changes would have if Congress were to designate federal police officers as law enforcement officers for the 
purpose of receiving enhanced retirement benefits. The departments with the largest numbers of federal police 
officers, the Departments of Defense and Veterans Affairs, responded that changes in retirement benefits 
would have a major financial effect and require additional budgetary resources. Department of Veterans Affairs 
also responded that the change would likely have a significant impact on long-term budgeting and resource 
allocation. It said the change would necessitate reevaluating staffing levels, training programs, and recruitment 
strategies to meet the needs of the department. Figure 8 below shows department-level perspectives on the 
magnitude of financial effect to possible changes.90 

 
87Federal Employees’ Retirement System Act of 1986, Pub. L. No. 99-335, § 301, 100 Stat. 514, 599-601 (1986). OPM, Federal 
Employees Retirement System Transfer Handbook, RI 90-3, Revised December 2008.  

88In our survey, we asked departments about the financial effects of possible changes to retirement or pay for federal police officers. 
We refer to these financial effects as budgetary considerations for departments and agencies except when referring to specific survey 
questions or responses. For the full question-and-response options related to financial effects, see appendix II, question 3. 

89GAO-09-727.  

90For the full question-and-response options related to financial effects, see appendix II, question 3.  

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-09-727
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Figure 8: Department Perspectives on the Magnitude of Financial Effect From Changes in Retirement Benefits 

 
Reasons given for having little to no financial effect were that a department’s federal police officers already 
received the enhanced retirement benefit or the number of federal police officers at a department was relatively 
small. However, even a department with few federal police officers across their department recognized that 
changes could have a significant financial effect for the agencies or offices that directly employ the officers. For 
example, the Department of Commerce responded that the Office of Security could need about a 15 percent 
increase in its budget to cover costs associated with a change in retirement benefits. 

How changes to retirement or pay are to be implemented could also affect department and agency budgets. 
For example, if Congress were to provide for retroactive application of enhanced retirement benefits, this could 
be very costly to departments and agencies, as higher retirement benefits would not have been supported by 
the lower contribution levels prior to a change. To account for any difference caused by retroactive application, 
the department or agency may need additional funding. 

However, the actual effects on departments’ and agencies’ budgets would depend both on specific legislative 
provisions as well as agencies’ implementation decisions. For example, the fiscal year 2024 Senate 
Appropriations Committee report “encouraged the FBI to coordinate with OPM and any other relevant agencies 
to assist with designating the members of the FBI police as law enforcement officers, and to make the rates of 
basic pay, salary schedule, pay provisions, and benefits for its members equivalent to the rates of basic pay, 
salary schedule, pay provisions, and benefits applicable to other similar law enforcement divisions.”91 OPM 
officials told us that to provide a cost estimate on retirement benefits, OPM would need to know exactly how 

 
91H.R. Comm. on Appropriations, Rep. on Consolidated Appropriations Act, 2024, Pub. L. No. 118-42, at 391 (Comm. Print 2024) 
(describing language set for in Senate Report 118-62 as indicative of Congressional intent and carrying “the same weight as language” 
in this report); S. Rep. No. 118-62, at 96 (2023).   
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FBI proposes to amend retirement benefits for their police officers.92 Once a proposal is developed, OPM 
would need information on the number of employees anticipated to be covered by the proposal, their ages, 
years of service, and their pay to provide cost estimates for changing retirement benefits at the FBI. At the time 
of our review, OPM and FBI were in contact about the cost estimate, but work was ongoing. 

According to OPM officials, to produce a government-wide cost estimate projecting the cost of making federal 
police officers eligible for the enhanced retirement benefits, it would need workforce data on the affected 
population from the departments and agencies. This information may need a specific proposal to identify the 
affected population and information on whether or not the benefits would apply retroactively.93 

Finally, bills have been introduced in Congress aimed at establishing retirement benefit equity among various 
federal law enforcement-related positions. However, the Congressional Budget Office said it had not produced 
estimates, or “scoring,” for these bills because it is not required to do so.94 These cost estimates could 
describe the likely effects of proposed changes to retirement benefits for federal police officers on the federal 
budget. However, these estimates would also include uncertainty and rely on assumptions regarding the 
population affected. 

Police officers’ FERS benefits considerations. Changes to retirement and pay would also have financial 
implications for the employees themselves. The example below illustrates the difference between the standard 
FERS benefit that many federal police officers receive and what those individuals would have received if they 
had been eligible for the enhanced retirement benefit (see fig. 9). The illustration assumes a starting salary and 
standard career progression, highlighting that statutory law enforcement officers receive a higher annual 
pension benefit at age 57 compared to federal police officers. The federal police officer in this example would 
need to work past age 61 to attain an annual pension benefit similar to the statutory law enforcement officer 
who retired at age 57. 

 
92According to OPM officials, they would only provide retirement estimates because pay is something the FBI could calculate. 
Specifically, they said pay would be calculated based on the number of people moving to the GL schedule pay rate as a result of 
receiving the enhanced retirement benefits. Officials said that anything pay is used to calculate would also be affected, like overtime 
pay.  

93According to OPM officials, any cost estimate they prepare would be limited to the impact on the Civil Service Retirement and 
Disability Fund (from which federal retirement annuities are paid) for scoring purposes and would likely include any administrative costs 
incurred implementing the change in benefits, particularly if the change is retroactive. Additionally, they said OPM does not estimate 
costs to agencies, besides the changes in the agency retirement contributions to the Retirement Fund.   

94Generally, the Congressional Budget Office is required by law, to the extent practicable, to produce cost estimates for bills or 
resolutions reported by congressional committees. It generally does not publish estimates for bills that have been introduced but have 
not gone through committee. See Congressional Budget and Impoundment Control Act of 1974, Pub. L. No. 93-344, § 403, 88 Stat. 
297, 320 (classified as amended at 2 U.S.C. § 653). 
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Figure 9: Illustrative Projection of Annual Federal Employees Retirement System Annuity Benefits for Employees Entering 
Federal Service at Age 30, Under the Different Retirement Plans 

 
Note: The annual salary is assumed to increase by 4.7 percent per year, taking into account across-the-board increases, locality pay increases, within-
grade increases, and promotion increases. The starting salary and annual increases are based on actuarial valuation assumptions and, as such, are not 
intended to explicitly model an individual’s projected pay. Rather, the assumptions reflect general expectations for the overall population of active plan 
participants. Given that the projection extends over more than 30 years, actual pay may vary significantly from the amounts shown here. The 
calculations account for a pension accrual multiplier for statutory law enforcement officers as 1.7 percent for each year of the first 20 years of service 
and then 1.0 percent for each year after 20. The multiplier for federal police officers without enhanced retirement benefits is 1.1 percent for each year of 
service for employees who separate at age 62 or later and have 20 or more years of service. Otherwise, the multiplier is 1.0 percent. The calculations 
are only for the annuity benefit and do not include Thrift Savings Plan or Social Security benefits. 

As shown in figure 10, employees receiving the enhanced retirement benefit have 0.5 percent more of their 
pay deposited into the FERS pension via employee pay deductions than those who do not have the enhanced 
retirement. 
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Figure 10: Difference in Employee and Agency Contribution to the Federal Employees Retirement System 

 
Note: We used current employee and agency annual contribution levels (as of 2022), for employees who entered federal service on or after January 1, 
2014. 

Those who receive the enhanced FERS retirement are also typically on the GL pay scale, which generally 
provides enhanced pay relative to the regular GS pay scale. However, as noted above, federal police officers 
are on nine different pay plans and some of those plans may be higher than the GL pay scale. Therefore, 
knowledge of individual agency pay plans would be an important part of the decision-making process when 
considering changes to retirement or pay. 

Additionally, certain statutory law enforcement officers are generally allowed to earn premium pay for certain 
types of overtime that may be added to their basic pay for the purposes of calculating retirement benefits. 
Therefore, premium pay may be included in an officer’s highest 3 years of earnings used to calculate an 
officer’s retirement benefits.95 

However, some groups that receive the enhanced agency contribution to their FERS retirement are not 
allowed to count premium pay towards their retirement calculation. For example, in response to our survey, the 
U.S. Secret Service Uniformed Division said its federal police officers work extensive overtime. However, 
overtime pay is not included in these police officers’ retirement calculations. This is in contrast to the U.S. 
Secret Service Special Agents (in the OPM 1811 job series) who have Law Enforcement Availability Pay 
(equal to 25 percent of their rate of basic pay subject to the premium pay cap) counted in their enhanced 
retirement calculation. 

What are the workforce planning considerations regarding changes to retirement or 
pay? 

If Congress made statutory changes to retirement or pay provisions affecting federal police officers, 
departments and agencies that employ them may have to address administrative changes that could affect 
workforce planning. These changes may also affect recruitment and retention among federal police and prompt 
other groups of employees to seek changes to retirement and pay. 

Administrative changes. Depending on the specifics of any statutory changes, agencies may have to adjust 
age and service retirement requirements, enforce a retirement age of 57, or implement a maximum entry age 
of 37. For example, one department said its more experienced police officers would potentially be affected by 

 
95Federal retirement annuities are calculated using a formula that averages the highest 3 years of consecutive earnings multiplied by a 
specific percentage, known as a “high-3 average pay” formula.  
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mandatory retirement, which would require backfilling those positions and would drive re-evaluation of existing 
hiring practices. Another department said changes would necessitate a comprehensive review of recruitment 
strategies, succession planning, and workforce development initiatives. 

Federal police officers without enhanced benefits are not subject to mandatory retirement age requirements 
and may choose to work past age 57. However, if federal police officers on the standard FERS retirement plan 
were made eligible for enhanced retirement benefits through legislation, Congress would need to consider the 
mandatory retirement age and years of eligible service requirements, which federal police officers were not 
subject to previously. For example, if enhanced retirement benefits were granted to federal police officers on 
the standard FERS retirement plan in fiscal year 2025, we estimated that at least 14 percent (1,560 federal 
police officers) may immediately meet or exceed the mandatory retirement age of 57 years old and may not 
have 20 years of eligible service.96 If these officers did have the 20 years of eligible service, this could result in 
the unintended loss of experienced personnel. 

As shown in figure 11 below, six of the eight departments anticipated that changes to retirement benefits for 
federal police officers would have a moderate to major effect on their workforce planning efforts.97 

Figure 11: Department Perspectives on the Magnitude of Workforce Planning Effects From Changes in Retirement Benefits  

 

 
96Since statutory law enforcement officers are generally subject to mandatory retirement at age 57 with 20 years of service, we 
calculated percentages of fiscal year 2023 federal police officers aged 57 and over divided by the total number of 2023 federal police 
officers. This estimate only reflects officers’ age and does not account for years of service. 

97For the full question-and-response options related to financial effects, see appendix II, question 4.   
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Note: “Maximum retirement age” refers to the statutory provision that generally requires federal law enforcement officers to separate from their law 
enforcement positions at the age of 57 if they have completed 20 years of service. 

Recruitment and retention. Statutory changes could also affect departments’ ability to recruit and retain 
federal police officers. As described above, a process already exists to determine changes for retirement or 
pay, and the departments in our review have used that process to varying extents to accommodate their 
workforce planning needs. Nevertheless, the ability to recruit and retain federal police officers remains a 
challenge. For example, all three associations we interviewed stated the recruitment and retention of federal 
police officers is challenging when agencies compete with other federal agencies or state and local 
departments offering similar positions with more enhanced retirement benefits.98 

To gain an understanding of recent trends in attrition among federal police officers, we used OPM data to 
compare the attrition rates of federal police officers with standard FERS retirement benefits to that of federal 
police with enhanced retirement benefits.99 While providing important context, our analysis of OPM data is 
descriptive, and we did not control for any variables. We have previously reported that people leave their jobs 
for a variety of reasons.100 Because we did not control for factors that could influence attrition, such as job 
satisfaction or type of retirement plan, we were not able to isolate potential causes of the differences between 
police officers with and without enhanced retirement benefits. 

As shown in figure 12, we found that between fiscal years 2019 and 2023, federal police officers with standard 
FERS retirement benefits typically had higher attrition rates than federal police officers receiving enhanced 
retirement benefits.101 

 
98Similarly, in 2009, we reported that law enforcement-related employee groups stated federal police officers have high rates of attrition 
because they are not receiving enhanced retirement benefits. See GAO-09-727.  

99For the purposes of this report, we defined attrition as the annual rate at which personnel depart an agency or department, whether 
voluntary or involuntary, such as through transfers or retirements.    

100We have previously reported that studies of employee retention indicate that employee turnover is a complex and multifaceted 
problem. Compensation is often cited as a primary reason for employee turnover. However, non-pay factors, such as age, job tenure, 
job satisfaction, and job location, may also affect individuals’ decisions to leave their jobs. See GAO-03-658.   

101We calculated the attrition rates of fiscal year 2019-2023 federal police officers as the number of federal police officers who 
voluntarily transferred or separated, divided by the average count of fiscal year 2019 through 2023 federal police officers at the 
beginning and end of each fiscal year.  

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-09-727
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-03-658
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Figure 12: Annual Voluntary Attrition Rates for Federal Police Officers With and Without Enhanced Retirement Benefits, Fiscal 
Year 2019 Through 2023 

 
 

With Enhanced Without Enhanced 
2019 7.8 12.5 
2020 7.2 12.1 
2021 6.9 12.4 
2022 10.6 13.9 
2023 7.4 13.5 

Note: Bureau of Indian Affairs was excluded from this analysis since its federal police officers transitioned to a different job series in fiscal year 2023. 

We also evaluated whether those federal police officers with standard FERS retirement benefits voluntarily 
moved to a different position within the federal government that had the enhanced retirement benefit. 
According to our analysis of OPM data, we estimated that 2,725 federal police officers voluntarily transferred to 
a new position within the federal government between fiscal years 2019 and 2023. Of those federal police 
officers that voluntarily transferred to another federal position, about 15 percent voluntarily transferred to a 
position that receives enhanced retirement benefits. The majority of voluntary transfers (85 percent) resulted in 
federal police officers staying in the same standard FERS retirement plan. 

In our survey, we asked departments to consider the likely effects of legislatively designating federal police 
officers as federal law enforcement officers on various workforce planning issues, such as the effect on 
departments’ voluntary attrition rates (other than retirement), recruitment and retention, and whether it would 
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make federal police officers more or less likely to take another federal law enforcement position. Figure 13 
below shows the departments’ perspectives on these issues.102 

Figure 13: Department Perspectives on the Magnitude of Effect on Various Recruitment or Retention Efforts If Changes in 
Retirement Benefits Were Made 

 
The Department of Homeland Security responded that it had uncertainty regarding the effect on voluntary 
attrition because it did not know if it would have the ability to credit overtime compensation for retirement 
purposes, and it was unsure if exemptions from the mandatory retirement age would be allowed. The 
Department of the Treasury responded that an increase in pay would increase its ability to recruit and retain 
federal police officers. However, it also responded that if officers were moved to the GL pay plan associated 
with statutory law enforcement officers, its federal police officers’ pay would be lower than the department’s 
current specialized pay plan, which could negatively affect recruitment and retention. 

Even if Congress legislatively designated all federal police officers as federal law enforcement officers for the 
purpose of receiving enhanced retirement benefits, four of the eight departments responded that they 
anticipated increases in the number of federal police officers transitioning to other statutorily defined law 
enforcement officer positions at their department. Reasons they identified included: opportunities for upward 
mobility and prestige, or to have overtime compensation credited towards retirement. In our prior work, OPM 
officials stated enhanced retirement benefits are not intended to be a tool for retaining personnel, and that 
alternative options to address retention challenges may include using human capital tools or leveraging special 

 
102For the full question-and-response options related to workforce planning and attrition, see appendix II, questions 5-8.    
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authorities (e.g., retention incentives or student loan reimbursement) to compete in the labor market for top 
talent.103 

Other groups of employees. We also solicited input from the eight departments about whether changes to 
federal police officer retirement or pay may encourage other groups of employees at their department to seek 
compensation changes. Two of the eight departments said there was high likelihood other employee groups at 
their departments would seek compensation changes, and the other departments’ responses were evenly split 
between having a moderate likelihood and little to no likelihood. The groups (or job series) identified by the 
departments that may seek compensation changes were: the Federal Protective Service,104 officials in the 
Security Administration (0080), Inspection, Investigation, Enforcement, and Compliance (1800 and 1801), and 
Criminal Investigation (1811) series; and other non-specified groups with similar duties.105 

Another consideration regarding other groups of employees is that while our work focuses on those 
departments and agencies that provide employment data to OPM, it does not represent all federal police 
officers, even within the OPM 0083 federal police officer job series. For example, although outside our scope, 
we received survey responses from several intelligence agencies within the Department of Defense that would 
likely be affected by any changes made to retirement and pay for federal police officers. 

Concluding Observations 
Over the past 2 decades, we and others have reported on the differences in activities, pay, and retirement 
benefits between federal police officers and statutory law enforcement officers. Additionally, officials from 
agencies that employ federal police officers, as well as advocacy groups, reported that federal police officers’ 
work environments are evolving and current retirement benefits or pay structures may no longer align with 
federal police officer activities and the risks they face. However, due to the wide variation in agency missions 
and responsibilities, it is not easy to directly compare federal police officer activities to those of statutory law 
enforcement officers. 

Some departments have worked with OPM to adjust pay for federal police officers. Congress has also 
introduced various legislative proposals to make a variety of changes that would affect pay and retirement for 
federal police officers. Such changes are complex, and the effects will vary based on the specific proposals. 
Our work has identified several key considerations regarding implementation, finance, and workforce planning 
that can serve to inform agencies and Congress as they continue to contemplate additional changes to 
retirement and pay for federal police officers. 

 
103GAO-09-727; GAO, Human Capital: Improving Federal Recruiting and Hiring Efforts (GAO-19-696T; July 30, 2019).  

104According to Federal Protective Service officials, the agency has encouraged OPM to reevaluate the definition of the law 
enforcement officer as it relates to the changes of the scope of work performed by its Law Enforcement Specialists, as their 
responsibility has significantly changed over the years.   

105One of the associations we met with also said transportation security officers may seek compensation changes if federal police were 
to be eligible for enhanced retirement benefits. However, this group was not identified by the Department of Homeland Security in its 
response to this question.  

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-09-727
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-19-696T
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Agency Comments 
We provided a draft of this report to the Departments of Commerce, Defense, Health and Human Services, 
Homeland Security, the Interior, Justice, the Treasury, and Veterans Affairs; and to the Office of Personnel 
Management for review and comment. The Departments of Commerce, Health and Human Services, 
Homeland Security, and the Office of Personnel Management provided technical comments, which we 
incorporated as appropriate. The Departments of Defense, the Interior, Justice, the Treasury, and Veterans 
Affairs did not have any comments on the report.  

We are sending copies of this report to the appropriate congressional committees; the Secretaries of the 
Departments of Commerce, Defense, Health and Human Services, Homeland Security, the Interior, the 
Treasury, and Veterans Affairs; the Attorney General, and the Director of the Office of Personnel Management. 
In addition, the report is available at no charge on the GAO website at http://www.gao.gov. 

If you or your staff have any questions about this report, please contact me at GoodwinG@gao.gov. Contact 
points for our Offices of Congressional Relations and Public Affairs may be found on the last page of this 
report. GAO staff who made key contributions to this report are listed in appendix IV. 

 
Gretta L. Goodwin 
Director, Homeland Security & Justice 

 

http://www.gao.gov/
mailto:GoodwinG@gao.gov
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Appendix I: Objectives, Scope, and Methodology 
The Joint Explanatory Statement accompanying the Consolidated Appropriations Act, 2023, includes a 
provision for us to conduct a study of the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) and other agencies that employ 
General Schedule police officers.1 This report provides information on three areas related to federal police 
officers: (1) characteristics of the federal police officer workforce, including their job activities; (2) changes 
agencies can make regarding retirement and pay; and (3) considerations regarding implementation, finance, 
and workforce planning to help inform congressional decision making regarding changes to retirement and 
pay. 

Scope 

To identify the other agencies that employ police officers similar to those employed by the FBI, we used the 
Office of Personnel Management’s (OPM) Enterprise Human Resources Integration database (OPM data) to 
identify the job series for FBI police officers (OPM job series 0083 “federal police officer”) and the other 
departments and agencies that employ officers in the same job series. Through review of OPM documentation 
and discussions with OPM officials, we learned that the OPM database only contains information on executive 
branch departments and does not include information on legislative or judicial branch agencies. According to 
OPM officials, the OPM data also excludes military personnel, and OPM officials said agencies within the 
intelligence community do not provide employment data to OPM.2 

Based on the information in OPM’s database, we identified the following eight executive branch departments 
employing civilian federal police officers in the 0083 job series: The Departments of Commerce, Defense, 
Health and Human Services, Homeland Security, Interior, Justice, Treasury, and Veterans Affairs. Within the 
eight departments, we identified the following 17 agencies that employ federal police officers: Commerce’s 
Office of the Secretary, Defense Logistics Agency, Pentagon Force Protection Agency, Air Force, Army, Navy, 
U.S. Marine Corps, National Institutes of Health, Department of Homeland Security Headquarters, Federal 
Emergency Management Agency, U.S. Secret Service Uniformed Division, Federal Bureau of Investigation, 
Bureau of Indian Affairs, National Park Service, Bureau of Engraving and Printing, U.S. Mint, and Veterans 
Health Administration. 

Data analysis 

To identify characteristics of the federal police officer workforce, we used OPM’s database to identify the 
number of federal police officers in the 0083 job series by department and agency. We limited our counts to 
federal police officers designated as full-time, non-seasonal, permanent positions. We also limited our counts 

 
1Pub. L. No. 117-328, 136 Stat. 4459 (2022); 168 Cong. Rec. S7787, S8491 (daily ed. Dec. 20, 2022).  

2Therefore, excluded from our scope were the U.S. Capitol Police and U.S. Supreme Court Police. Intelligence agencies such as the 
Central Intelligence Agency and National Security Agency, were also excluded, as their data were not contained in OPM’s database. 
Additionally, while OPM data included data from the Government Publishing Office and Smithsonian Zoo, they were excluded because 
they did not fall within a federal executive branch department. 
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to those employees receiving Federal Employees Retirement System (FERS) benefits, as there are few 
employees covered under the Civil Service Retirement System that predated FERS retirement system. 

We used fiscal year 2023 data (the most recent available) to calculate descriptive statistics on federal police 
officers employed by federal departments from OPM’s data. Our counts derived from OPM data are as of 
September 30th of each year to provide a snapshot focusing on a point in time. According to GAO’s data use 
agreement with the Office of Personnel Management, data suppression was required for values less than 11. 
We queried the data to identify the federal police officers by department, location, age, years of service, basic 
pay, and retirement plan. To provide the most recent data available, we largely used fiscal year 2023 data to 
calculate the frequency and percentages of federal police officers by department. U.S. Census Bureau’s 
geographic divisions of the 50 states and District of Columbia was used to provide the location of federal police 
officers: New England, Middle Atlantic, East North Central, West North Central, South Atlantic, East South 
Central, West South Central, Mountain, Pacific, and other/U.S. territories. 

Because federal police officer age and years of service have direct bearing on retirement benefits eligibility, we 
used OPM data to calculate how many federal police officers fell into different categories of age and years of 
service. Age grouping was categorized as age 29 and under, 30-39, 40-49, 50-59, 60 years and over. Years of 
service grouping was categorized as 0-5, 6-10, 11-15, 16-20, 20 and over years. Years of service estimates 
total federal service and may not necessarily reflect years of service solely in the federal police officer position. 
Further, we calculated the count and percentage of the federal police workforce aged 57 and over in fiscal year 
2023 to help assess the potential effect of requiring a mandatory retirement age for federal police officers.3 

We queried the OPM data for basic pay for federal police officers to identify the ranges and median base pay 
for each agency and pay plan for fiscal year 2023. We excluded the Bureau of Indian Affairs from descriptive 
statistical findings since its federal police officers were transitioning to a different job series in fiscal year 2023. 
Additionally, after receiving additional clarifying information from the Department of Commerce and the Federal 
Emergency Management Agency, we excluded them from the “enhanced retirement benefit” category when 
drawing distinctions between federal police officers with enhanced retirement benefits and those on standard 
FERS benefits. These two agencies noted that a couple of employees were incorrectly coded as having 
enhanced retirement benefits in the OPM data, and they were taking action to correct the error. They 
confirmed none of their employees should be reflected in the “enhanced retirement benefit” category. 

We assessed the reliability of the OPM data through electronic testing to identify missing data, out-of-range 
values, and logical inconsistencies. We reviewed prior GAO and OPM work assessing the reliability of these 
data. The team also interviewed OPM officials knowledgeable about the data. On the basis of this assessment, 
we believe the Enterprise Human Resources Integration data used are sufficiently reliable for the purpose of 
our reporting objectives. 

__________________________________________________________ 

To identify changes agencies can make regarding retirement and pay and to identify considerations regarding 
implementation, finance, and workforce planning to help inform congressional decision making regarding 
changes to retirement and pay, we (1) analyzed laws and documents, (2) conducted interviews, (3) 

 
3For the purposes of this report, we refer to ‘mandatory retirement’ or ‘mandatory retirement age’ as the time when a statutory law 
enforcement officer generally must separate from the law enforcement position. See 5 U.S.C. §§ 8412(d), 8425(b)(1).  
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administered a survey to eight departments, (4) administered a survey to 17 agencies (5) performed additional 
data analysis on attrition, and (6) developed illustrative examples of the differences between the standard 
FERS benefit and the enhanced FERS benefit. 

Legal analysis and document review 

To provide historical, legal context we looked at relevant laws and regulations related to enhanced retirement 
benefits, including the criteria that defines who can be considered a statutory law enforcement officer. To 
identify previous justifications for seeking enhanced retirement benefits, we also reviewed relevant legal 
proceedings. 

We analyzed previously published studies that examined federal police officers or federal law enforcement 
officers regarding retirement benefits to help identify factors for consideration when making changes to 
benefits. These studies included OPM, Congressional Budget Office, Congressional Research Service, and 
GAO reports.4 

We collected and analyzed OPM information on pay to understand the General Schedule pay scales and 
special pay rates available to federal police officers and statutory law enforcement officers. We also reviewed 
prior OPM guidance on options available to federal employees when making decisions on transitioning to 
FERS. 

GAO actuaries reviewed relevant reports to help identify various factors for consideration.5 We used these 
factors to support development of our survey instruments to get department and agency perspectives on 
various aspects of making changes to pay or retirement for federal police officers. 

Interviews 

We interviewed officials at OPM, the agency responsible for human capital management governmentwide, to 
gather information about retirement and pay issues generally, as well as to gain an understanding of how the 
statutory definition of a law enforcement officer is applied and how it relates to retirement and pay issues. We 
also met with officials from several of the departments and agencies in our scope. In addition, our primary 
means of collecting the perspectives of the eight departments and 17 agencies was through use of two survey 
instruments described below. Finally, we conducted interviews with associations representing federal police 
and law enforcement officials and federal employees more broadly to provide context on the working 

 
4See, Office of Personnel Management, Federal Law Enforcement Pay and Benefits, Report to the Congress (Washington, DC: July 
2004); Congressional Budget Office, Comparing the Pay of Federal and Nonfederal Law Enforcement Officers (August 2005); 
Congressional Research Service Report, Retirement Benefits for Federal Law Enforcement Personnel (R42631), August 8, 2024; and 
GAO, Federal Uniformed Police: Selected Data on Pay, Recruitment, and Retention at 13 Police Forces in the Washington, D.C., 
Metropolitan Area. GAO-03-658 (Washington, DC: June 13, 2003); Federal Law Enforcement Retirement: Information on Enhanced 
Retirement Benefits for Law Enforcement Personnel. GAO-09-727 (Washington, DC: July 30, 2009); Capitol Police: Retirement 
Benefits, Pay, Duties, and Attrition Compared to Other Federal Police Forces, GAO-12-58 (Washington, D.C.: January 24, 2012); 
Capitol Police: Potential Effects of Raising the Mandatory Retirement Age. GAO-20-137R (Washington, DC: Dec 18, 2019). 

5See, National Association of State Retirement Administrators, Effects of Pension Plan Changes on Retirement Security, April 2014; 
American Academy of Actuaries Issue Briefs, Enhancing Retirement Security Through Changes in Plan Design and Related 
Requirements (September 2023) and National Retirement Policy and Principles (July 2019); Government Finance Officers Association, 
Design Elements of Defined Benefit Retirement Plans, February 2008. 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-03-658
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-09-727
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-12-58
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-20-137R
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conditions of federal police officers, the effect changes to retirement benefits may have on officers, and to 
gather perspectives on why they support enhanced retirement benefits for federal police officers. To select 
relevant associations, we relied on our past work that explored these topics. The groups we interviewed were 
the Federal Law Enforcement Officers Association, National Fraternal Order of Police, and the American 
Federation of Government Employees. 

Survey 

To gather department-level perspectives as well as agency-level perspectives on various considerations we 
identified, we developed two separate PDF fillable surveys, reproduced in full in appendices II and III. The 
surveys were designed to obtain information in an efficient and consistent manner from human capital officials 
in the eight departments in our scope and the 17 agencies within those departments who have more in-depth 
knowledge of the federal police officers’ activities and work environment. 

To identify the areas of consideration, we reviewed prior GAO reports on the topic of retirement and pay for 
federal police and law enforcement officials, reviewed OPM’s 2004 report on this topic, and worked with GAO 
actuaries who reviewed relevant reports to help identify additional factors for consideration.6 These factors 
were grouped into three broad categories: cost, implementation, and workforce planning. Based on the key 
themes of our prior work, we also developed survey questions pertaining to federal police officer duties, 
suitability requirements, work environment, and recruitment and retention. We also asked if departments and 
agencies had made requests for changes to retirement and pay for their federal police officers. Additionally, we 
used information collected through our interviews with relevant associations to develop questions regarding the 
effects of various changes to pay or retirement on recruitment, retention, and the likelihood that changes for 
federal police officers may prompt other groups of employees to seek compensation changes. 

To develop the list of activities for which we asked agencies to identify the frequency at which their officers 
performed such activities, we used a list of duties previously identified as federal police officer duties.7 We also 
reviewed the job function definitions from the Bureau of Justice Statistics that delineated the job functions 
between federal police response/patrol and criminal investigation/enforcement duties. To represent those 
activities typically performed by statutory law enforcement officers, we included the following activities (1) 
collecting evidence, (2) interdicting and seizing contraband, (3) conducting surveillance, (4) executing search 
warrants, (5) analyzing information, (6) developing cases for prosecution, and (7) investigating or 
apprehending individuals suspected or convicted of offenses against the criminal laws of the United States.8 

Prior to launching the surveys, we had our survey instruments peer reviewed by an independent GAO survey 
specialist and made modifications based upon their recommendations. We also conducted pre-tests with the 
Department of Justice for the department-level survey and the FBI for the agency-level survey before 
distributing the fillable PDF survey to all departments and agencies. The pretests were conducted to ensure 

 
6See, National Association of State Retirement Administrators, Effects of Pension Plan Changes on Retirement Security, April 2014; 
American Academy of Actuaries Issue Briefs, Enhancing Retirement Security Through Changes in Plan Design and Related 
Requirements (September 2023) and National Retirement Policy and Principles (July 2019); Government Finance Officers Association, 
Design Elements of Defined Benefit Retirement Plans, February 2008. 

7See GAO-12-58.  

8See, Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice Statistics, Federal Law Enforcement Officers, 2020 – Statistical Tables, NCJ 304752 
(Washington, D.C.: Revised September 2023).  

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-12-58
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that: (1) the questions were clear and unambiguous; (2) the terminology was technically correct; (3) the survey 
did not place an undue burden on respondents; and (4) the information requested could feasibly be provided 
by the respondent. We also conducted follow-up with departments and agencies to clarify responses, when 
needed. 

For closed-ended questions (e.g. yes/no or multiple choice questions), we tallied the results to present in the 
report. We also analyzed the content of open-ended questions to gather additional perspective and insights on 
how changes to retirement benefits or pay may affect departments, agencies, and the federal police officers 
themselves. Although we received a 100 percent response rate to both of our surveys, the results are not 
generalizable to the full population of federal police officers. As we note above, the scope of our review is 
limited to executive branch departments and non-intelligence community agencies. 

Attrition analysis 

We analyzed OPM data to calculate attrition statistics among federal police officers from fiscal years 2019 
through 2023. To calculate the annual rates of attrition for each fiscal year, we divided the total number of 
resignations and transfers from one agency to another by the average of the number of permanent employees. 
The average number of employees for a given fiscal year was calculated using the number of employees on 
board at the beginning and the end of each fiscal year. We also evaluated whether those federal police officers 
with standard FERS retirement benefits voluntarily moved to a different position within the federal government 
with the enhanced retirement benefit. We estimated voluntary internal transfers by calculating the percentage 
of federal police officers who moved to a position receiving the same standard FERS retirement benefit or 
enhanced retirement benefit. 

Development of illustrative examples 

To show the difference in employee deductions and agency contributions to FERS, we used 2022 contribution 
levels for employees who entered federal service on or after January 1, 2014. We excluded Thrift Savings 
Plan, Social Security benefits, survivor annuity elections, and other compensation from the calculation. 

We also developed an illustration (figure 9) to highlight the difference in annual pension benefits between a 
federal police officer with standard FERS retirement benefits and a law enforcement officer with enhanced 
retirement benefits. For the illustration, we assumed both hypothetical employees entered federal service (with 
zero years of service) at age 30 with a starting salary of $55,000 per year. The starting salary amount was 
selected based on economic and demographic assumptions disclosed in Fiscal Year 2022 Civil Service 
Retirement and Disability Fund Annual Report, as published by OPM.9 For ease of understanding, we start the 
illustration in Fiscal Year 2025, when the illustration is published, rather than Fiscal Year 2020, when the data 
was collected. While we would expect the average starting salary to be higher in Fiscal Year 2025, the starting 
salary does not affect the comparison of projected benefits because we assume the same starting salary for 
both projections. 

Based on information presented in the Fiscal Year 2022 Civil Service Retirement and Disability Fund Annual 
Report, we projected salary to increase each year by both a general pay table increase of 2.7 percent and a 

 
9The assumed new entrant salary distribution in the report shows $54,281 for employees aged 26-30 with less than two years of 
service. 
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merit and tenure increase of 2.0 percent. Together, these increases take into account across-the-board 
increases, locality pay increases, within-grade increases, and promotion increases. These assumptions were 
developed for purposes of projecting overall pay increases for the plan’s active participant population. As such, 
the illustration does not explicitly account for individual experiences such as promotions, job changes, salary 
caps, and other possible considerations. Also, given that the projection extends over more than 30 years, 
actual pay and pension benefits may vary significantly from the projected figures. 

The annual pension benefit for law enforcement officer employees with enhanced retirement benefits is 
computed as the product of: the highest-36 months of salary, years of service, and an accrual multiplier. The 
accrual multiplier is set by statute as 1.7 percent for each year of the first 20 years of service and then 1.0 
percent for each year after 20. Law enforcement officers are subject to a mandatory retirement at age 57, with 
select exceptions beyond age 57. Law enforcement officers need to complete 20 years of service as a law 
enforcement officer to be eligible for the 1.7 percent multiplier, otherwise their benefits are calculated using the 
standard FERS multipliers. This means that employees entering after age 37 would not be eligible for 
enhanced retirement benefits unless a provision was allowed in statute or an exception was made by the 
employing agency. 

The annual pension benefit for federal police officer employees with standard retirement benefits is computed 
as the product of: the highest-36 months of salary, years of service, and an accrual multiplier. The accrual 
multiplier is set by statute as 1.1 percent for each year of service for employees who separate at age 62 or 
later and have 20 or more years of service. Otherwise, the multiplier is 1.0. Under the standard retirement 
benefit provision, federal police officer employees are not subject to a mandatory retirement; though, 
employees who do not meet certain age and service thresholds are subject to a reduction based on the 
number of months they begin payment prior to age 62. Other benefit provisions may apply for early or delayed 
retirement at certain ages. 

These illustrations considered only the retirement/pension benefit, with other post-employment compensation 
like Thrift Savings Plan matches, retiree health care, Social Security, etc. being excluded. To the extent the 
officer with enhanced benefit also had enhanced pay, the nominal difference in retirement annuities could be 
greater. 

We conducted this performance audit from October 2023 to April 2025 in accordance with generally accepted 
government auditing standards. Those standards require that we plan and perform the audit to obtain 
sufficient, appropriate evidence to provide a reasonable basis for our findings and conclusions based on our 
audit objectives. We believe that the evidence obtained provides a reasonable basis for our findings and 
conclusions based on our audit objectives. 
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