152 Haigs Creek N.
Elgin, SC 29045
July 18, 2006
The Honorable R. James Nicholson
Department of Veterans Affairs
810 Vermont Ave NW
WASH DC 20420

Dear Sir:
I am a 20 year veteran of the United States Army and a VBA employee of 10
years whose deeply concerned about the lack of leadership at Regional Office
319 which continues to adversely affect veterans, claimants, and employees. I
reported my concerns in a detailed report with supporting documents to the
Under Secretary of Benefits, VBAVACO Office of Diversity Management, and the
Southern Area Director. However, the only response I have received is an email
of acknowledgement of receipt from the Southern Area Director. The issues
raised in my report have worsened. Therefore, I am submitting a copy of the
report to your office.
I compare confronting the VBA chain of command to David facing Goliath. I am
only armed with a slingshot and five small stones. The first stone confirmed by
suspicions that the problems in VBA are systematic and extends beyond the
Regional Office and encompasses the entire VBA chain of command. However, I
felt an obligation to give the VBA chain of command an opportunity to examine
the problems at Regional Office (RO) 319. They have failed to address the
issues my report raised. Therefore, I can only hope that the second stone will
cause someone in VA to objectively examine my report.
Since my report to the VBA Chain of Command, there have been other
developments that I feel only adds additional credence to my report. They are as
follows:
The Director provided me with a copy of an email that was sent to him by Carolyn
Hunt, VBAVACO, dated January 8, 2003. She was also a member of the VA
Claims Processing Task Force. The forum that necessitated the production of
this email was a grievance hearing regarding Article 36 - Upward Mobility of the
Master Agreement between the Department of VA and the AFGE at this station.
The Union contended that the Claims Assistant (CA) position was not
implemented at this station as directed by the CPI and confirmed by an email
from Mike Walcoff, VBAVACO, dated October 4, 2002. The Director refuted
these two documents with this email. It reads, "I know that this was discussed
many times at many forums. The CPI Plan has had many revisions and latitude

is allowed to Directors. Specifically, CA positions are authorized, but not
required. Some Directors have chosen to staff with more VSRs and fewer CAs.
That is allowed, as stated at the last Conference. In addition, files clerks at the
GS-3 level are also allowed. For the most part, the CPI plan does not require
any specific position, it only allows such. Updates have not been made to the
original plan because of the extensive time required and the many modifications.
The specific teams are required and the purpose of each team as specialization
for workload processing. Deviations are not required if some positions, such as
CAs or fewer SVSRs are not used. This latitude is allowed at the Director's
discretion. I am hopeful that the many modifications will be captured in a
document to address similar questions and provide answers, but it may be just
too labor intensive, with the changes occurring so frequently." (Exhibit A)
However, M21-1MR, Part III, Subpart I, Chapter 1, Paragraph 2d and e clearly
defines the Claims Assistant position and the duties thereof which is dated after
the email to the Director. Moreover, the question is what document governs the
CPI? Therefore, I would like to have a copy of the latest document under the
Freedom of Information Act.
There is a direct correlation between the increase in numbers of Appeals,
nonrating end products, and abandoned call rate and the increase production of
rating end products at Regional Office 319. I compared the RO 319 Targets for
FY 2005 and 2006. (Exhibit B)
June 2005
June 2006
Rating Inventory
5802
5411
Appeals inventory
2085
3405 (DRO cases 871)
Remand inventory
RO 111
860 (RO -111) (VBA (AMC) - 757)
Nonrating Inventory
1561
2130
Abandoned Call Rate
10.7%
15.8%
Despite the appeal/Decision Review Officer (DRO) inventories, two temporary
DRO positions were terminated in May 2006. The two DROs were demoted
back to Ratings Veterans Service Representatives (RVSRs) which equates to
more production of rating end products.
There are two factors that allow this station to meet its monthly rating end
product production goal. First, all available human resources are used to obtain
it. For example, Supervisors, DROs, and RVSRs in the Appeal Team rate rating
end products, the Rating Team RVSRs who were former Senior Veterans Claims
Examiners (VCEs) and Veterans Service Representatives (VSRs) authorize and
promulgate rating end products and VSRs in the telephone and interview units,
Triage team, Appeal team and the Resource Center promulgate rating end
products. Therefore, appeals and nonrating end product inventories and
abandoned call rates continue to rise. How can appeals and nonrating
inventories be neglected when it represents more than 50% of the claims at this
RO? Secondly, the maximum use of overtime is the other factor. I cannot

understand how stations which use taxpayer's overtime dollars get rewarded for
being successful? The question is how much overtime dollars its takes to
complete a job that should be accomplish with regular salary. The myth that VBA
will always have a backlog is only used to promote inefficiency and poor
management. This RO management team does not understand claims
processing at a very detailed level and does not work to support a culture of
continuous improvement. As stated in the March 2003 Cycle Time Study, the
employees themselves must validate if these two elements exist.
This RO uses the term "strategic management" which equates to allowing claims
that are not included in the "Directors Performance Measures -the money list" to
fall by the wayside. A review of the goals for FY 2006 reveals that the Appeals
inventory has been replaced with a rating end product production goal.
VBA has tried to solve the Appeal problems for many years. Both initiatives, the
creation of the DRO position and the Appeal Management Center (AMC) have
failed. The creation of the AMC has only served to release ROs of their
responsibilities of ensuring that claims are processed correctly and offer no
accountability for the Remands at the AMC. A review of the DRO totals at this
station validates that the system is broken. The use of DROs for the production
of rating board end products only serves to exacerbate the situation. A visit to
this RO's Appeals Team will validate my point.
I have compared the numbers from August 2002, the date CPI was implemented
at this station, until present and they are as follows: (Exhibit C)
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The certification concept developed under BPR is a CPI miscue. Under BPR, the
VSR controlled the claim from establishment to promulgation. Therefore, the
VSR could obtain the skill sets necessary to certify at the GS11 level. CPI which
embraces the six specialized team concept depends on the rotation of VSRs to
each team and an effective training program in order to obtain the skill sets
necessary to certify. The CPI did not mandate the rotation of VSRs, define the
skill sets necessary for VSR proficiency for each team or address how the VSR
would maintain skill sets of the former team after rotation to another team.
A list of the VSRs who took the certification test and rotation of teams are
enclosed. (Exhibit D) It will reveal that 34 employees took the test. Eight
employees never rotated, ten employees rotated to two teams, 11 employees
rotated to three teams, and three employees rotated to four teams and two
employees were VCEs. The rotation to multiple teams is misleading because
some of the employees rotated to the same team they were previously assigned
to. Furthermore, employees were rotated to the Public Contact (PC) Team more
frequently. Of particular note is the rotation to the PC Team and the Resource
Center (RC). These two teams are reserved for the "nonproductive" VSRs and
did not expose the VSRs to the necessary skill sets needed to certify. Therefore,
the VSRs at this station were deprived the opportunity to acquire the necessary
skill sets to be prepared for certification.
The second part of the certification test had to be re-administrated because the
second part of test contained 34 of the same questions that were on the first part
of the test. It only shows the lack of an effective test validation process and
VBA's haste in producing the certification test. The anxiety exhibited by the
VSRs at this station before the first test was alarming. They were not prepared
for the test and it was not due to their own fault. The CPI did not hold anyone
accountable for the training and rotation of VSRs. Retaking the second part of
the test only added to the anxiety and frustration of these employees.
The test results released on July 7, 2006, only serves to validate the problems
previously addressed. This station's pass rate of 44%, which was reported by
the Veterans Service Center Manager (VSCM) as being .5 above the national
average for journeyman VSRs, shows the lack of technical expertise among
employees who are charged with serving the veterans of South Carolina and the
Nation. Columbia is one of the Nation's top stations and could only certify 44%
of its journeyman VSRs. What would have been the results if it was not for the
20 hours of VSR "Readiness Training" prior to the test? Furthermore, Intranet
access to references and other personalized references were allowed.
The composition of the test was as follows: Compensation 50%; Pension 20%;
Other Entitlements 15; Administrative Decisions 5%; and Appeals 10%.
Compensation and Pension comprised 70% of test. Therefore, a VSR had a
higher probability of passing the test if there were exposed to compensation and
pension issues. The team assignments played a significant role in their success.

The assignment to the Post Determination Team and experience with processing
compensation and pension awards were the telling factors in passing the test. If
the VSR's last team assignment prior to the certification test was with the Triage
or Public Contact Teams, it spelled failure. If the VSR's only assignment or last
assignment was in the Predetermination Team, it resulted in a 14% (1 of 7) pass
rate.
Equally alarming is no response from the Diversity Management and Equal
Employment Opportunity office. The Under Secretary in VBA Letter 20-05-10,
Subject: Equal Employment (EEO) Policy Statement, states "My personal
commitment to these goals goes well beyond meeting legal requirements and
directives of Equal Employment Opportunity Commission. My experience has
taught me that the personal uniqueness of each employee is an asset of
incalculable worth. I am firmly committed to creating an environment within VBA
that is free of discrimination, where all employees are provided with an
opportunity to develop, perform, and advance to their maximum potential without
regard to race, national origin, color, gender, age, religion, disability status, or
sexual orientation." I believe my report proves the EEO policies at this station fall
extremely short of the Under Secretary's expectations.
Furthermore, it is mandated by VBA that Admin/clerical/Program Support Clerk
be given 16 hours of mandatory training during FY06. How many hours of
training have been given by this station to these employees? Moreover, more
than 90% of these employees are Black. Furthermore, 29 CFR 1614.109 states,
"(a) Each agency shall maintain a continuing affirmative program to promote
equal opportunity and to identify and eliminate discriminatory practices and
policies. In support of this program, the agency shall: (11) Provide the maximum
feasible opportunity to employees to enhance their skills through on-the-job
training, work-study programs and other training measures so that they may
perform at their highest potential and advance in accordance with their abilities."
If these employees were polled, it would be discovered that this requirement has
not been accomplished at this station.
The treatment of Black employees only raises the issue of the equality of the
evaluation of claims submitted by Afro African veterans. The climate that has
been created by upper management at this RO, the composition of the Rating
Team and the DRO positions by race and my own experience raises this issue.
A noteworthy experience is when Carolyn Rice, my supervisor, was mandated to
prepare an Administrative Decision for verification of military service for an Afro
African surviving spouse. This decision was unnecessary because the surviving
spouse had provided acceptable proof of her late husband's military service.
However, Mr. Ricky Ard, then Rating Team Coach and now the Assistant
Veterans Service Center Manager (AVSCM) pushed this issue and convinced his
supervisor at the time, AVSCM Dave Chapman, to take this action.

The merit promotion system does not exist at this station. Manipulation is the
order of the day. Although the CPI directs the GS13 grade for Supervisory VSR
position, this RO recently announced the position as a GS12/13. The only
purpose was to promote an employee of their choice. What makes this selection
so egregious is that the employee who was selected was promoted to GS12 on
June 15, 2006, and promoted to this position on June 29, 2006. Furthermore,
they have also posted an Assistant Coach position as a GS12/11. I wonder who
they have preselected for this position. Remember, in order for a GS10 to reach
the GS11 grade, certification is necessary. This move gives GS10s the
opportunity to skip the certification process and field examiners and public
contact outreach specialists (GS10s) the opportunity to compete for this position.
In contrast, the following positions were filled by Black employees and were
unilaterally made career ladder positions:
Legal Instrument Specialist
Intake Specialist
PC Outreach Specialist

GS 6 T7/8/9
GS6 T7
GST T/9/10

The PC Outreach Specialist position was mandated by the CPI to be a GS10
merit promotion position. These Black employees are not being compensated for
the duties they are performing.
The actions by this RO and VBA only serves to validate the finding of the VA
Claims Processing Task Force Report to the Secretary of Veterans Affairs dated
October 2001, Section C - Conclusions C.1 Accountability, Leadership, and
Organization, pg 16 states, "The Task Force was surprised by the apparent lack
of uniformity in interpreting directives, compliance and ultimate accountability at
the vast majority of the Regional Offices visited or represented in discussion
groups. VBA's Central Office leadership gives the impression of neither
demanding adherence to nor being completely aware of the actual compliance to
directives at the individual Regional Office level. While there is and should be
room for individual initiative and leadership at each Regional Office, there must
be required processes and mandated actions that are implemented across VBA.
If there is no base structure, there cannot be reliable measurement or any
reasonable assurance that claims decision will be made as uniformly and fairly
as possible to the benefit of the veteran."
As a Union official I get to see the real side of this management team. For
instance, John Dolan received a Letter of Reprimand for Inappropriate Conduct
and Failure to Follow Instructions of a VA Management Official on December 1,
2005. Subsequently, he was suspended for the Inappropriate Conduct on
February 13, 2006. John's Letter of Reprimand and suspension were driven by
an act of preferential treatment given to an employee because of her access and
relationship with a second level supervisor. In reality, this was a situation where

a friendship had gone a rye and could have been rectified by a joint counseling
session with both employees.
If the suspension was not enough, John has been restricted from going to the
fourth floor of the RO without permission. He is the only employee with this
restriction. There is an arbitration hearing pending for August 9, 2006. John
feels so strongly about his position that he hired a lawyer at his own expense. I
spoke with John's lawyer and she was surprised by the evidence that was used
to discipline him.
However, the tragedy of this case is not the disciplinary action taken, but the
mental anguish John has endured. On December 29, 2005, John requested a
hardship transfer to the Cleveland Regional Office because his father was in a
nursing home with dementia and he had no family in close proximity due to the
death of his sister in June 2005. His request was denied. Unfortunately, his
father died July 14, 2006. Moreover, John contacted the Under Secretary's office
for an appointment to see him regarding his hardship transfer. He was told that
he would be contacted at a later date. Shortly thereafter, the Director called John
to his office to discuss his situation. After his meeting with the Director, he again
contacted the Under Secretary's office to inquire whether his meeting with the
Director constituted a meeting with the Under Secretary. He was not given an
answer and did not get to see the Under Secretary or hear from his office since.
John served his country for 20 years including a tour in Vietnam. He is also
disabled because of his service in Vietnam. The support he has received during
his time of need is appalling. If the facts were examined, it would be discovered
that management did not care about them and unjustly suspended John. More
importantly, they deprived him of the opportunity to be with his father in his last
days. John has been working in a hostile work environment which is now
compounded by the grief of his father's death. I hope that you will examine this
situation and free John from any further hardship.
I visited the VBA website and the homepage espouses the VBA's mission, vision,
core values, and a leadership covenant signed by each VBA Station Director on
June 28, 2002. The covenant begins as follows: As we carry out this mission,
we willfully enter into a covenant with one another to always be guided by the
fundamental principles of Accountability, Integrity, and Professionalism.
These principles form the foundation of Leadership and Service to America's
veterans." After reading the words of the VBA mission, vision, core values, and
leadership covenant, I am here to report that "words" are meaningless without
validation through corresponding action and the leadership covenant has been
breached because of this station's push for Level II monies and VBA ignoring the
real problems that exists at this station.
This correspondence is addressed to the Secretary, but I have been in
government service for over 30 years and know he will not see it. Therefore,

whosoever is responsible for reviewing it and providing a response for his
signature, please be advised that I consider this a serious matter and I hope this
stone will serve its intended purpose - to shed light on the situation at RO 319
and the VBA chain of command's inability or lack of concern to address the
issues at this RO. I am trying to keep this problem within the VA. Therefore, I
commit this problem to you and expect to hear from you soon. However, I will
not hesitate to take this problem to all who have a vested interest in ensuring that
all veterans are served and the fair treatment of employees because the veterans
of South Carolina and the employees of RO 319 have suffered long enough and
deserve better from this RO and the VBA leadership.
Sincerely,

Ronald Robinso
AFGE Local 520
Vice President

THE UNDER SECRETARY OF VETERANS AFFAIRS FOR BENEFITS
WASHINGTON, D.C. 20420

AUG 1 4 ?m
Mr. Ronald Robinson
152 Haigs Creek N.
Elgin, SC 29045

Dear Mr. Robinson:
Your letter to the Secretary was referred to me for response because the issues
you raised concern the Claims Processing Improvement (CPI) Model and staffing,
diversity, and workload management at the Columbia Regional Office (RO).
While you may not agree with the CPI Model, it is the current method being used
to process claims for veterans benefits. Remedies exist to address concerns of
violations of the labor management agreement, EEOC rules, or regulations. !
understand there is an active labor organization in the RO, and many issues that you
raise, such as the disciplinary action taken against Mr. Dolan, have either been
addressed through the various channels at your disposal or are currently being
addressed. It is my understanding there is a hearing before an arbitrator later this
month regarding the grievance filed on Mr. Dolan's behalf. A second arbitration
hearing is scheduled in September on the creation of additional claims assistant
positions and training for the program support clerks.
The Southern Area Director will make a site visit to the Columbia RO the week of
August 14, 2006. As part of his visit, he will meet with the union president and other
designated union officials to discuss any concerns they may have on behalf of
employees.
The Columbia RO is recognized for providing excellent service to the veterans of
South Carolina. If you have specific suggestions to improve service, please share them
with the station managers.
Sincerely,

Daniel L. Cooper

Q

