VA Regional Office
AFGE LOCAL 520
PO BOX 1778
COLUMBIA, SC 29202
February 18,2014
Chairmen, Ranking Members, Members of the US House and Senate Committees of Veterans
Affairs
ii
Dear Committee Members:
AFGE Local 520, the exclusive representative of the bargaining unit of VARO Columbia, SC,
wants to address the issue of accountability at the Veterans Benefits Administration (VBA).
The lack of accountability at VAROs has been addressed in the past and remains the public
enemy number one of the timely and accurate delivery of benefits to our Nation's Veterans and
their survivors.
However, this should not be a surprise given the reported history of VBA's arch enemy number
one - a lack of accountability. Here are some examples.
> 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
Office.... VBA's Central Office leadership gives the impression of neither demanding
adherence to nor of being completely aware of the actual compliance to directives at the
individual Regional Office level." VA Claims Processing Task Force Report, October
2001, pg 16
> "VBA has taken a number of steps to implement the VCAA, including issuing guidance,
revising and supplementing this guidance based on questions raised by regional offices,
and reinforcing the guidance based on the results of its accuracy reviews. Despite these
efforts, VBA has found problems with consistent regional office compliance with the
law. GAO, Report to the Chairman and Ranking Member, Committee on VA, U.S. Senate,
July 2002
The article, Reversing Reinvention, Government Executive June 15, 2003, reports it in these words:

> "VBA regional directors traditionally had a great deal of autonomy in running their
offices, something Thompson was loath to change. So, instead of ordering regions to
adopt his model, Thompson gave the regional directors substantial flexibility in adapting
it to their circumstances. By 2001, as Thompson's term drew to a close, many offices still
had not fully adopted the key innovations. Some had not even broken down the wall
between service and adjudication. At the Chicago Regional Office for example, a

separate phone team talked with veterans, rather than the team handling the claim.
Thompson stepped down as undersecretary for benefits in September 2001, two months
short of his four-year term. Secretary Principi asked for Thompson's resignation and that
of his deputy, Patrick Nappi, subsequent to the discovery of an embezzlement scheme
involving two employees at the Atlanta Regional Office. Neither Thompson nor Nappi
were implicated in the scheme. Thompson served as special assistant to the secretary until
January 2002, when he retired to become a management consultant."
> "Even more important to Admiral Daniel Cooper, Under Secretary for Benefits 'If there is
one word ... we mention frequently in the [task force] report and I mention it ad nauseam
in any talk I give - it's accountability,'"
> "Cooper says, '...there was not sufficient accountability everywhere. I was convinced that
when headquarters said 'everybody do this,' 57 different offices set up the polling
machine and they all voted.'"
> "Veterans organizations support Cooper's push for accountability. The regional office
directors were very autonomous in the past,' says John McNeil, deputy director of the
National Veterans Service at the Veterans of Foreign Wars."
Now, the article, Republicans Look to Help Obama Clean House at Veterans Affairs, National
Journal, February 12, 2014, reports the following:
> "Legislation introduced Tuesday would make firing a senior civil-service employee at
the VA nearly as easy as firing a congressional staffer."
> The Veterans Affairs secretary could directly fire or demote a senior career civilservice official under legislation proposed by Rep. Jeff Miller on Tuesday.
> "This legislation would give VA leaders a tool to address a problem that continues to
get worse by the day. VA's widespread and systemic lack of accountability is
exacerbating all of its most pressing problems, including the department's stubborn
disability-benefits backlog and a mounting toll of at least 31 recent preventable
veteran deaths at VA medical centers across the country," Miller said in a statement.
> Sen. Marco Rubio introduced similar legislation in the Senate on Tuesday.
On the other hand, the article, Will the Veterans Omnibus Bill really reduce the VA Claims
Backlog? HuntingonNews.Net, February 14, 2014, reports the following:
> "Supporters are touting the impact it will have on the VA Claims Backlog. But is there
merit to this claim? Or are politicians just 'blowing sunshine'?
> There is not bipartisan support for this bill - which really helps me see who in Congress
does and does not support what parts of the VA's mission. I'll be following the debate
closely.
> But what most commentators are missing is the fact that the bill barely pays much more
than lip service to the nightmare that is the VA Claims Process.
> Here's why.

>
>
>
>

o The Bill has 17 provisions under the header of "Improvement of Processing of
Claims for Compensation".
o 8 of those provisions seek reports from the VA. Reports: I can get most of the
reports they are asking for in the VA's FOIA Public Reading Room.
o This was my favorite: quarterly reports to Congress on the status of the backlog.
The information required can be found on the VA's website every Monday
morning.
Of the remaining 9 provisions relating to "Improvement of Processing of Claims for
Compensation", 4 are proposals for "task forces", study "programs", or "working groups".
This bill does some GREAT things for Veterans - that cannot be argued.
But let's not drink the Kool Aid - Senate Bill 1950 does little to improve VA Claims
Processing timeliness or accuracy -1 don't see it making much of a dent at all in the
backlog.
I'm going to encourage my States' Senators to pass it: but I do intend to make clear that
this bill fars [sic] way short of the mark when it comes to fixing the broken VA
Bureaucracy.

AFGE Local 520 reviewed the provisions of this bill and must agree with the article on the
improvement of the Processing of Claims for Compensation.
AFGE Local 520 continues to hear that improving the claims processing is a bi-partisan issue,
we must disagree.
Chairman Miller has always addressed the real issues that plagued claim processing. However,
no one is listening.
"As Congress has said for many years now, VA needs to look at the root of the problem
of the backlog - training, management, oversight, and technology - and work forward
from those four points to address this problem," Miller added. "Quick fixes will no longer
work, and will continue to make veterans wait months, sometimes years, on end for an
answer." http://usnews.nbcnews.com
His opening statement at the hearing on 03/20/2013: Focusing on People: A Review of
VA's Plans for Employee Training, Accountability, and Workload Management to
Improve Disability Claims Processing was spot on. Here are some excerpts:
> ".. .Recently, VA has rolled out its "transformation plan" as a means to address
the growing backlog of claims. Pursuant to Merriam Webster's dictionary,
"transformation" means the act of changing in composition or structure.
> Similarly, "plan" is defined as a detailed formulation of a program or action.
However, what we have seen from VA so far does not amount to a significant
change in the culture of the organization, nor has VA provided a very detailed
formulation of its plans for moving forward.

> Although it is my hope that VA is truly committing to changing the culture of the
department. Most of what we have seen so far consists of repackaging old
initiatives with new Power Point presentations and impressive buzz words.
> Speaking of buzz words, VA has repeatedly stated that it plans on accomplishing
its transformation plan by focusing on "people, process, and technology." Our
purpose today is to focus on the first of these three elements - people.
> As I have stated many times before, there are many people - myself included who are losing patience as we continue to hear the same excuses from VA about
increased workload and increased complexity of claims.
o Let me give everyone an example from VA's own budget books: I quote,
"the effect of the military drawdown on VA's claims process is marked
not only by a large volume of claims being received, but also by
increasing complexity of those claims;" "as a result of the pre-discharge
counseling being given to service personnel... veterans have been
claiming more conditions on their initial applications;" "instead of the
traditional two to three disabilities per claim, regional offices are dealing
with 10 to 15 issues per claim."
o I could go on, but does this sound familiar to everyone? It should, because
what I just read to you was from VA's February 1994 budget submission.
VA has and will encounter complications along the way. However, VA's
demonstrated history shows its inability, or refusal, to forecast problems
and anticipate its needs and the only people paying a price for this failure
are the veterans. The time for excuses is over." (Emphasis added)
Finally, at http://www.va.gov/opa/publications/archives/docs/history_in_brief.pdf,
VA History In
Brief, provides this information:
> "The Veterans' Bureau headquarters was established at the Arlington Building at 810
Vermont Avenue NW in Washington, B.C. The 11-story structure was built in 1918 and
served initially as the headquarters for the Bureau of War Risk Insurance.
"4- Appointed first director of the Veterans' Bureau was Col. Charles R. Forbes, who had
served for four months as director of the Bureau of War Risk Insurance. A veteran of
World War I, Forbes came from Seattle, where he had been vice president of an
engineering firm.
o Within two years he was relieved as director. Forbes later was sentenced to
prison and fined on charges of conspiracy to defraud the government on
hospital contracts."
It is one thing to know what the problems are, but fixing them requires accountability and the
support of the entire Congress.
Is fixing the claims process for Veterans and their survivors a bi-partisan issue - absolutely?
However, as Congressional history shows that Democrats will support the administration every
chance it gets and Republicans will not if given the opportunity. It is clearly seen at the US
House and Senate VA hearings on Veterans Affairs pertaining to claims processing.

Chairman Miller has it right this time as well as in the past. Therefore, both Committees need to
get together and pass legislation that will fix the claims process. However, before that can
happen, a 100% review by the GAO is needed of all VAROs and PMCs to identify the real
problems with people, processes, and technology.
If conducted properly, the Nation would then know what the real problems at the VB A are and
Congress can act to fix this problem and single legislation that addresses the claims process and
not incorporated with other issues. This problem has been a nightmare for Veterans and their
survivors for too long.
Here is the reality of the transformation. It cannot survive without mandatory and voluntary
overtime. Moreover, incompetent technology is currently having a negative impact on overtime.
As the MMWR of February 8, 2014 shows, the roller coaster ride continues for Veterans and
their survivors and the impact on employees no one is measuring.
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Lest we forget, here is the greater impact.
Original Entitlement - Veterans
Original Entitlement - Survivors

202,797
8,088

123,653 60.97%
2,429 30.03%

Supplemental Entitlement
Award Adjustments
Program Reviews
Compensation Other
Total Appeals Pending
TOTAL COMPENSATION VAROs

Original Entitlement
Pension Award Adjustments
Program Reviews
Pension Other
Total Burials Pending
Total Accrued Pending
TOTAL PENSION PMCs

417,143
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1,557,673
44,341
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1,767,844
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45.02%

80,356

926,837

Therefore, AFGE Local 520 will continue to safeguard the public interest and contribute to the
effective conduct of public business as required by law.
We will also continue to chime in weekly on this most critical subject with objective evidence
because Veterans have earned the right to have a claims processing system that works for all of
them and employees can only effectively serve them if they are provided with the leadership,
processes, people systems and workplace culture that are conducive to providing timely and
accurate decisions.
Finally, as administrator for the agency after World War II, Bradley said: "We are dealing with
Veterans, not procedures; with their problems, not ours."

[onald Robinson
President
(803) 647-2385 (Ofc)
(803) 239-7682 (Cell)
rbnsnrnld@yahoo. com
www.seniorvsr.com
Employees Putting Veterans 1s
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