VA Regional Office
AFGE LOCAL 520
PO BOX 1778
COLUMBIA, SC 29202
February 2, 2014
Chairmen, Ranking Members, Members of the US House and Senate Committees of Veterans
Affairs
Dear Committee Members:
AFGE Local 520, the exclusive representative of the bargaining unit of VARO Columbia, SC,
wants to address the two other elements of the VBA transformation - process and technology.
We also would like to define three words - opinion, fact, and truth.
The dictionary defines opinion as a "message expressing a belief about something, the
expression of a belief that is held with confidence but not substantiated by positive knowledge of
proof (view)"; fact as "a piece of information about circumstances that exist or events that have
occurred; and truth as a "fact that has been verified."
The information that AFGE Local 520 presents to the Committees is not based on our opinions,
but is gleaned from Veterans Affairs, GAO, and VAIOG reports, Congressional hearings, emails,
credible media articles, Freedom of Information Act responses, and most importantly from eye
witness testimonies from the employees who work in the foxholes on the "front lines" of the
claims process at the Columbia Veterans Affairs Regional Office.
Moreover, the AFGE Local 520 staff draws from a well of over 50 years of combined claims
processing experience at all levels of the process and have endured three attempts by the VBA to
improve the claims process - three years of Business Processing Reengineering (BPR), over nine
years of the Claims Processing Improvement (CPI) and over 2 years of the latest - the
Transformation - people, process, and technology. We also have an IT employee on our staff.
Therefore, if we do offer an opinion, it is well grounded truth and experience.
We all conclude that the Transformation was not planned and the worst executed model to date
and the results thus far bear witness to it. The VBA has become an administration of numbers,
matrixes, and public relations.
We add these words from the article Reversing Reinvention, Government Executive, June 15,
2003 for the "number cruncher."
v' "Joe (former Under Secretary for Benefits who spent his entire career at the VBA and
started his career as a claims examiner) used to say, 'Give the VBA a number, and they'll

hit the number,' and that was because they would find ways to cheat,' Walcoff (Director
ofVBA Field Operations) says. 'Joe made it very clear when he first came on that if there
was one thing he was going to accomplish here, he was going to bring some
INTEGRITY to the organization.'" (Italics and emphasis added)
Therefore, it is our goal to arm the Committees with truth so that you can fulfill your
Constitutional responsibilities for oversight of the Department of Veterans Affairs; "ensure that
the brave men and women, who put their lives on the line to defend our country, receive the
highest quality benefits they undoubtedly earned and deserve"; and help employees obtain the
leadership, staffing, and tools they need to serve our Nation's Veterans and their survivors in an
environment conducive to providing timely and accurate decisions for them.
AFGE Local 520 focuses on the struggles of our Veterans and the employees of VA in order to
turn them into successes for ALL.
The process that ignites the fire that causes the claims process to move in the electronic world of
VBMS is scanning and indexing of claims. Currently, this process is labor intensive, vulnerable
to privacy compromises, and scanning vendor's inefficiency and possible collapse.
When a claim is received from the Veteran, the claim and list of supporting documents are input
into VBMS. The documents are listed on a manifest. The manifest is then checked for accuracy,
the documents are placed in a box, and a USPS label is placed on the box. The box is picked up
and scanned by USPS and delivered to the scanning vendor. The box sits in the scanning
vendor's possession until they scan the label indicating date of receipt. The timeliness of the
scanning is not determined by the date received by the vendor, but the date the vendor scans the
label. The number of days reported by VA to scan documents is not accurate. Therefore, this
process needs to be checked and verified.
Most importantly, the Veteran's personal identifiable information (PII) and medical evidence are
out of VA control. They are vulnerable during shipping, storage, and scanning. Therefore, the
veteran information is placed at unnecessary risk thrice.
Furthermore, the scanning vendors do not have the expertise to properly index the documents
causing employees to spend countless man-hours trying to identify information to process the
claim.
If the scanning vendor reneges on the contract or goes out of business, this is also vulnerability.
This most critical process must be placed in VAROs and the Veteran's PII (Privacy Act) and
medical evidence (HIPPA) must be kept under VA control. VA has the institutional knowledge
and equipment to accomplish its own scanning. The VBA Fiduciary Hubs have employees who
digitized the paper for their operations.
Furthermore, it would provide jobs for lower-graded employees, mostly Veterans, whose
positions will be eliminated because of digitization, i.e. mail and file clerks.

The VBA will start a pilot for centralization of mail at the pilot Virtual Office at the Newark
VARO.
From: VBACMS
Sent: Monday, January 27, 2014 2:22 PM
To: Subject: FW: Centralized Mail Detail Request - Short Suspense

Good Afternoon VARO 319 Intake Analysts,
VBA will award the contract for one scanning vendor to pilot centralized mail beginning
February 3, 2014. This will entail the Newark RO date stamping and packaging all
Compensation related mail and sending it directly to the scanning vendor for processing.
During the first 6 weeks of this process VBA will be placing several SMEs on-site to
establish and review all of Newark's incoming compensation mail, while assisting in
developing the vendor's portal to support the ability of intake analysts and claims
assistants to review all incoming mail virtually.
Therefore, the Operations Center is requesting to detail an Intake Analyst for a 6 week
period. The detail will begin February 3, 2014 (travel day) and will conclude March 14,
2014. Since this is a last-minute request for long-term travel we will also give you the
flexibility to provide 3 week detail opportunities if you are unable to travel for the full 6
week period. It is expected that the first 3 weeks will include the establishment of claims
and assistance with the development of the vendor portal to support centralized mail, the
second half will be focused on the establishment of claims and testing/validation and
training development of the vendor portal.
Please provide your name and contact information (phone and email address) to x and x
with a CC to me, NLT 11am Tuesday, January 28,2014.
This is another example of a "knee jerk" reaction to get something done that should have already
been planned for. More importantly, VA has the employees who could do the scanning as
previously mentioned.
The reviewing of mail has many obstacles that the proponent of centralization of mail either does
not understand or is deliberately ignoring. One example is the VBA has no way of identifying
Veteran by the last four of their SSN. Many documents are being sent to VA by the last four of
the Veteran's SSN and also without SSN or claim numbers that require additional time to
identify.
Here is an example why ADHOC procedures and EP 400s, 024s, and 930s need be scrutinized
more closely. It was an ADHOC procedure that created the provisional ratings. As a footnote,
claims where provisional ratings were completed are still as old as the day the Veteran submitted
them and they still have yet to be finalized.
Mail was received from another VARO because the Veteran had a South Carolina
address, but the claims folder was still that VARO and there was an EP400 pending. A
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review of the mail indicated that the Veteran wanted an increase based on individual
unemployability. A review of his previous claims revealed that a decision on his original
claim was made in November 2012, but there were deferred issues. The EP was cleared
and an EP 930 was established. In August 2013, a provisional rating was completed and
an EP 400 was established awaiting additional evidence. Now, the EP 400 is still
pending and another EP 020 must be established for the new claim.
The total number of EP 400s associated with provisional ratings needs to be identified and
reported. EP 400s are not only used for correspondence as VBA would have the Committees
believe. Furthermore, EP 024 was to be established when new evidence was received for claims
decided with a provisional rating. Furthermore, VBA will have to start finalizing the provisional
ratings soon.
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'Reopened or new Agent Orange claims prior to 8/30/10
Here are excerpts from the article, VA launches system to fast-track some Agent Orange claims,
Nextgov, November 1, 2010.
> "Despite early development problems, the Veterans Affairs Department has turned on a
new system to speed processing of claims from veterans exposed to the Agent Orange
herbicide in Vietnam.
> The system, developed by IBM, was ready just in time to start handling claims on Oct.
30, the date a 60-day congressional review period of new VA rules on Agent Orange
claims ended. The Congressional Review Act requires agencies to wait 60 days before
they make major changes to regulations.
> Using the new tools, veterans can file claims online faster than they could have through
the traditional paper process. The system also showcases a set of simple disability forms
for physicians to fill out.

> IBM won the $9.1 million Agent Orange claims processing system contract this July, and
by late August, VA Secretary Eric Shinseki had become so frustrated with the company's
lack of progress he personally called IBM chairman Samuel Palmisano to express
dissatisfaction. To further goad the company, VA in September issued a request for a
second bidder to develop the Agent Orange claims system.
> The high-level call from Shinseki and the request for a second bidder pushed IBM to put
development on a truly fast track, said a source familiar with the process, who declined to
be identified.
> VA did not respond to a request for an interview on how the fast track system was
developed and how it works."
/
Some of the language in this article should sound familiar to the Committees as regards to
VBMS. Moreover, the fast track became the slow track and IBM made off with $9.1 million
dollars. When fast track disappeared this summer, the claims trapped in it spilled back over to
the slow track.
Here are excerpts from VA Paperless Claims Processing System Shut Down, Nextgov, January
29, 2014.
> "The Veterans Benefits Administration sent out a message Tuesday directing some of its
regional offices to stop using the paperless Veterans Benefits Management claims
processing system.
> The internal email said, "the [VBA] Office of Field Operations requests that you direct
all VBMS end users in your regional office to revert to the use of legacy systems, until
further notice. VBMS is presently experiencing technical difficulties and should not be
used until further notice. Utilizing legacy systems will allow you to continue operating
while VBMS is unavailable."
> "A Java monitoring script caused the temporary interruption in service for VBMS users
beginning Monday afternoon, but the issue has been resolved," VA said in a statement
late Wednesday. Service was restored late Tuesday night and employees were able to use
the system on Wednesday, officials said.
Here is email traffic on the shutdown.
From: VBACMS
Sent: Tuesday, January 28, 2014 9:56 AM
To: VBACMS_vsc
Subject: FW: UPDATE: HOT: Reverting to Legacy Systems
Due to VBMS Core and Rating system latency and kicking users off the application, OIT
will be roll back the changes made to the following applications at 10:00 AM ET:
- VBMS-Core
- VBMS-Rating
The impact during the rollback:

- VBMS Core and Rating, all users need to save their work and log off the system by
10:OOAMET.
- NSD will provide the field instructions when they can log back into VBMS Core
and VBMS Rating.
We apologize for the short notice, but this action is necessary to sustain system performance.
Please ask that all of your users save their work and exit the system before 10:00 AM. If they
do not, they may lose any current work in VBMS.
AVSCM
From: VBACMS
Sent: Monday, January 27, 2014 2:16 PM
To: VBACMS_vsc
Subject: FW: '"HOT"1 VBMS System Users Logoff
Importance: High
January 27, 2014
Due to the current system disruption with VBMS, please be advised that OI&T is going to do a
rolling restart of the VBMS servers at 2:45 Eastern time. Please have all users save their work
and log off of the system NLT 2:45PM Eastern time.
We will provide further guidance when you can restart the system.
v/r,
VBA Operations Center
It is reported that 80% of VBA's workload is in VBMS. Therefore, only 20% of the workload
was available to be worked during the shutdown.
These shutdowns are becoming the fabric of the VBMS. However, it does not account for the
latency and other issues that employees experience on a daily basis when VBMS is not
shutdown.
Here are some comments from an experienced Decision Review Officer who uses VBMS.
> An employee cannot be in VBMS and VBMS-R simultaneously. This is important
because VBMS holds all the documents to be reviewed and VBMS-R is the rating tool
used to prepare decisions. Whether the employee writes a lot of notes or goes back and
forth between the two, it is time consuming.
> The system is supposedly designed so that when the decision maker types in a disability
to rate such as irritable bowel syndrome (IBS), it should default to the appropriate
evaluation builder (calculator) for rating. However, in this instance, it defaults to two: a
musculoskeletal-muscle and a cardiovascular, neither of which pertains to IBS. Many of

the evaluation builders do not default to the issue at hand. The decision maker must then
revert to legacy tools.
There are two more examples of a labor intensive administrative nightmare as decision makers
are being hounded to produce more faster and they are directly related to poor planning as
pertains to scanning of documents.
There are many nonessential, duplicate, and even triplicate documents not being removed
from the claims file prior to scanning causing claims processors to spend unnecessary
time identifying and categorizing them.
Another foreseeable time consuming problem on the near horizon, is once the claims file
has been scanned into VBMS and the documents from Virtual VA (at least 6 years'
worth) are loaded into VBMS, how will be nonessential and duplicate documents be
identified and removed? As a footnote, there is still no indication on how these
documents will be transitioned into VBMS.
Employees do not need labor intensive processes that create more work than they eliminate and
they also need competent technology to do their job of serving our Nation's Veterans and their
survivors. Who is accountable for this?
Here are the numbers from the beginning of FY14 to MMWR as of January 27, 2013. However,
the date on the report itself is January 18,2014.
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10/26/13
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12/28/13
01/04/14
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685,686
686,861
684,895
680,799

EEKLY DIFF WEEK
-304
10/05/13
-4,401 10/12/13
-3,757 10/19/13
-5,232 10/26/13
-6,662 11/02/13
-2,788 11/09/13
-4,936 11/16/13
-1,084 11/23/13
-2,928 11/30/13
480 12/07/13
-3,372 12/14/13
-4,469 12/21/13
-85 12/28/13
-245 01/04/14
1,175
01/07/14
-1,966 01/18/14
-4,096 01/25/14
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418,711
-3,082
414,022
-4,689
411,704
-2,318
405,656
-6,048
400,835
-4,821
393,788
-7,047
393,292
-496
390,443
-2,849
392,473
2,030
395,358
2,885
392,493
-2,865
388,719
-3,774
395,139
6,420
405,938
10,799
403,761
-2,177
400,463
-3,298
400,763
300

TOTAL DIFF

-31,612

TOTAL DIFF

-26,435

Lest VBA forgets, it is responsible to serve all Veterans and the survivors. Therefore, AFGE
Local 520 also includes the following:
Original Entitlement - Veterans

203,001

122,918

Original Entitlement - Survivors
Supplemental Entitlement
Award Adjustments
Program Reviews
Compensation Other

7,921

2,372
256,960
295,027
57,558
102,168

Total Appeals Pending
TOTAL COMPENSATION VAROs

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

419,987
412,046
73,080
173,291
267,669
1,556,995
47,132
71,714
32,712
5,833
44,177
14,904

216,472
1,773,467

60 .6%
29 .9%
61.2%
71.6%
78.8%
59 .0%

837,003
22,935
28,205
32,290
2,785

48.7%
39 .3%
98 .7%
47 .7%

86,215

923,218

Little or no planning leads to confusion and inefficiency. Moreover, it demonstrates poor
leadership and no accountability.
As a footnote, the deadline for the submission of the Program plan for the interoperable
electronic records (IEHR) was January 31, 2014.
Public Law 110-118 SEC 713 (d) Programs Plan.--Not later than January 31,2014, the
Secretaries shall prepare and brief the appropriate congressional committees with a detailed
programs plan for the oversight and execution of the interoperable electronic health records with
an integrated display of data, or a single electronic health record, established under subsection
(b). This briefing and supporting documentation shall include—
(1) programs objectives;
(2) organization;
(3) responsibilities of the Departments;
(4) technical objectives and design principles;
(5) milestones, including a schedule for the development, acquisition, or industry
competitions for capabilities needed to satisfy the technical system requirements;
(6) data standards being adopted by the programs;

(7) outcome-based metrics proposed to measure the performance and effectiveness of the
programs; and
(8) the level of funding for fiscal years 2014 through 2017.
AFGE Local 520 will continue to safeguard the public interest and contribute to the effective
conduct of public business as required by law.
Therefore, we will 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."

Donald Robinson
President
(803) 647-2385 (Ofc)
(803) 239-7682 (Cell)
rbnsnrnld@vahoo.com
www.seniorvsr.com
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