VA Regional Office
AFGE LOCAL 520
PO BOX 1778
COLUMBIA, SC 29202
April 03, 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 reduction in the VA backlog, a review of the effects of the Transformation,
and the iEHR.
Excerpts from the article, VA notes new low in backlogged claims, MarineTimes, April 1, 2014,
brought the VA out of its silence and prematurely using the term "significant."
> The backlog — the number of disability claims pending for more than 125 days —
dropped below that 350,000 mark this week for the first time since February 2011. It
marks a decrease of more than a quarter-million cases in the past year, a pace officials
believe they can maintain to zero out the backlog in 2015.
^ But VA Undersecretary for Benefits Allison Hickey on Monday called the dwindling
backlog figure a significant step ahead. Officials aren't celebrating the end of the backlog
yet, but they are confident they have put in place new technology and processing systems
to ensure a similar backlog fiasco won't happen again.
> Hickey said she understands lawmakers' frustration and oversight, but also disagreed
with the idea that the backlog problem is still insurmountable. VA officials maintain they
are on track to zero out the backlog sometime in late 2015, as they and White House
officials have promised.
> "Every state office I look at, I see the backlog going down," she said. "I know veterans
are getting better and faster service."
"Senate Committee on Veterans' Affairs Chairman Bernie Sanders (I-Vt.) today welcomed
significant progress by the Department of Veterans Affairs in reducing a disability claims
backlog." Sanders Welcomes Progress on VA Backlog, Brattleboro.com, April 1, 2014
'Carroll D. Wright was a prominent statistician employed by the U.S. government, and he did
use the expression in 1889 while addressing the Convention of Commissioners of Bureaus of
Statistics of Labor. But Wright did not claim that he coined the expression [CDW1]:
The old saying is that "figures will not lie," but a new saying is "liars will figure." It is
our duty, as practical statisticians, to prevent the liar from figuring; in other words, to

prevent him from perverting the truth, in the interest of some theory he wishes to
establish."
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The backlog is under 350,000. However, according the MMWR as of March 29, 2014, the VBA
reduced the backlog by less than 2183 from the previous week. The overall number was
increased by 2635 from the previous week. The roller coaster continues.
Remember, VA does not include EP 930s, which are most exclusively premature rating decision
that must be worked again. EP 930 increased from the previous week. Therefore, add 24, 256 to
the C&P RB inventory. Of particular note, 83.2 percent are over 125 days.
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Furthermore, what is the actual percentage of backlog claims of the end products (010, 110, 020)
as of March 29,2014 which are the only EPs that VBA focuses on?
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Until the Committees have VBA confirm which of these EP 400s are associated with provisional
ratings, no one should be cheering about the reduction in the backlog numbers.
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Furthermore, on the horizon in 2014 are also the provisional ratings that have not been finalized.
The official number of these provisional ratings is still unknown.

Fully Developed Claims (FDCs) that were delayed for the Veteran to obtain the evidence are
also on the horizon in 2014. Since these FDCs are initial claims only, they will also need further
development for federal records in the majority of the claims. More importantly, VBA has no
idea how many FDC claims are sitting on the sidelines waiting to get into the game.
How many claims are still over 2 years old, 1 year old, or 5 months — 11 months? Using the
arbitrary "Over 125 days" cliche does not tell the story of how long Veterans are awaiting to
have their claims processed.
S "Rep. John Culberson (R-Texas), the chairman of the Appropriations subcommittee on
veterans affairs, said he is skeptical that VA will meet its own goal of eliminating the
backlog sometime during calendar year 2015.
S "It's difficult to see how you're going to meet your targets," he said. "Last September
there were 59 percent of the disability claims in backlog status. Six months have gone by,
and it's still about 59 percent. It just seems unrealistic." VA's disability claims backlog
down by 44 percent, but problems remain, Federal News Radio, April 2, 2014
As the C&P RB Bundle backlog decreased by 44% in raw numbers, the MMWR shows the
percentage decreased from 69.7 as of March 2, 2013 to 55.5 as of March 29, 2014. This is a 14.2
percent decrease in a year. An analysis by an experienced claims processor would have to
conclude that many claims are still jumping over the VBA 125 day fence.
Maybe excerpts from the article, Benefits backlog for veterans has shrunk, but critics say VA still
not working fast enough, San Jose Mercury News, March 28, 2014, may shine a brighter light on
the subject and the effect on Veterans.
v' "Whenever Vietnam veteran Don Cooper asked about his request for an in-home aide, the
Oakland VA regional benefit office told him the same thing: A decision would take 14
months,
v' Even as the Oakland backlog numbers have shrunk, the latest weekly VA report shows
that the center still has 12,103 claims pending longer than 125 days and 20,515 overall —
taking an average of 292 days to complete."
S "For the 20,000 folks in the Bay Area who are stuck hi this mess, it's bad and it's not
getting any better," said Paul Rieckhoff, founder of the Iraq and Afghanistan Veterans of
America, which recently issued a critical report of the VA. "In many ways, Oakland has
been ground zero for all the frustrations in the larger system."
v' The situation, critics say, is exacerbated due to the lack of a director.
•S "Oakland is one of the worst in the country, and we need a director ASAP because time is
not on the side of many of these veterans," said Rep. Eric Swalwell, D-Pleasanton, whose
office intervened on Cooper's behalf. "This 'delay until they die' approach is just wrong.
But nothing is going to be accomplished without a captain at the helm."
Again, this is another one of the VAROs that was shut down for retraining.

Finally, as a footnote, this promise, "VA projected that it would reduce its percentage of
backlogged claims this past fiscal year to 40 percent, according to the department's fiscal year
2014 budget submission, previously obtained by The DC. However, as September, and with it
the fiscal year 2013, came to a close, the department's percentage of backlogged claims still
stood at more than 58 percent." Obama-administrations-backlog-of-veteran-benefit-claimsincreased over-holidays, The Daily Caller, January 12, 2014
Next, let's explore the effects of the Transformation and its 40+ initiatives in VBA's own words
that were going to move the VBA to new heights and a better horizon.
"VBA's Transformation Plan is based on more than 600 ideas solicited from our
employees, Veterans Service Organization partners, and other stakeholders, including this
Committee and your staffs. After evaluating a multitude of innovative ideas, we focused
on the 40+ most promising, tested, and measured initiatives for inclusion in our
Transformation Plan. As we implement these initiatives, VBA is closely tracking current
metrics (the number of claims considered part of the backlog, which VA defines as
claims pending over 125 days; claims production; quality of rating decisions; decision
timeliness; etc.) to assess results and, if necessary, adjust our efforts. We are also working
to expand what we measure to more clearly show the impact of the Transformation Plan,
both at local and national levels. VBA continues to review the initial 600 ideas for
process improvements to ensure all potentially valuable transformation actions are
evaluated. We will also continue our quest for additional new and innovative ideas to
further transform our claims processes." VA House Committee on Veterans'Affairs
Hearing, 06/19/2012: Reclaiming the Process: Examining the VBA Claims
Transformation Plan as a Means to Effectively Serve our Veterans, Witness Testimony
of Gen. Allison Hickey, Under Secretary for Benefits, U.S. Department of Veterans
Affairs,
"Hickey said new paperless systems, better training of claims workers and improved
communication systems not only have helped pare down the backlog but also have set up
a system in which similar lengthy slowdowns should not happen again." VA notes new low
in backlogged claims, MarineTimes, April 1, 2014
"We couldn't exactly predict when in 2013 it would occur, but we were pretty sure that
we were going to hit a high water mark. We also knew that it gave us three years to
develop an automation tool that we did not have three years ago," Shinseki told the
House Appropriations Committee last week. "It took us three years to design, develop,
test, pilot and then field the Veterans Benefits Management System (VBMS), and we
committed to fielding that automation tool before the end of 2013, and we finished it six
months ahead of schedule. All 56 of our regional offices are now outfitted with this
program. VA's disability claims backlog down by 44 percent, but problems remain,
Federal News Radio, April 2, 2014

When the Transformation began to fail and the Congressional and media pressure began to
mount, VBA reverted to ADHOC procedures - 2 and 1 year old claims initiatives, provisional
ratings, unlimited overtime to include 20 hour of mandatory overtime, the informal claim for
FDC gimmick to delay the submission of claims, all hands on deck to include the suspension of
local quality reviews which was a license to get the claims out of the door, and a disregard for
Appeals and nonrating compensation claims only.
Here is a reminder of these numbers since March 2, 2013 to present.
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> "In 2012, the average delay for a veteran to have an appeal decided was 675 days. By the
end of 2013, it was 923 days.
> "Those numbers are startling," said Zachary Hearn, the deputy director for benefits at the
American Legion, in a separate interview with Federal News Radio.
> Of the appeals the Legion helps veterans to navigate through the process, roughly three
quarters are ultimately remanded back to VA by the Board of Veterans Appeals, Hearn
said. While only about one percent of all claims decisions are appealed, he said the high
rate pointed to potential problems with training and education at the regional office level,
where initial decisions are made." VA's disability claims backlog down by 44percent, but
problems remain, Federal News Radio, April 2, 2014
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It was not any of Transformation initiatives that caused the VBA rating inventory to decrease.
However, the initiatives did cause an escalation of the rollout the VBMS with features that did
not work, excessive downtime, and frequent "patches" which only served to delay the claims
process and place employees in a compromising position to meet their performance standards at
all cost. Furthermore, the transformation and its 40+ initiatives were implemented so quickly
that no human could retain the myriad of instructions and procedures contain therein.
So how does the VA reach its goal by 2015?
> "The Veterans Affairs Department is still on pace to clear its disability claims
backlog by the end of 2015, so long as the agency is given adequate money for

information technology programs and claims processors' overtime pay, VA
Secretary Eric Shinseki told a House panel.
> The proposal requests $3.9 billion for VA information technology and $2.5
billion for the Veterans Benefits Administration, which processes the disability
claims as well as pension claims.
> The request also includes about $140 million to continue the Veterans Claims
Intake Program, which converts paper claims into an electronic format and
also enable electronic transfer of medical and personnel records." Disability
claims backlog will disappear in 2015, Shinseki says. FierceGovernment. March
31, 2014 (Emphasis Added)
*
•
It is clear more taxpayers' dollars and overworked and exhausted staff are the solutions not the
40+ initiatives and VBMS which should be paying dividends by now.
How many millions of dollars have already been placed in the disjointed VBMS. VA has
continued to fail to fix identified problems with the system, but continues to add more unproven
functionalities. As we said before, the digitized claims folder had to happen, but the method
used to accomplish it will have an adverse effect on claims processing for a long time.
The Veterans Claims Intake Program is a topic in itself and will be addressed in another weekly
review. However as a reminder, the NARA terminated its contract with the VA on June 26,
2012 never to return. At the June 19, 2012, hearing NARA stated it would need 4000 employees
to accomplish the mission VA wanted.
> "Based on the success of the first pilot, NARA signed a second one-year agreement with
the VA in June 2011 to further refine the scanning workflow and hardware configuration
and to continue to improve the system's ability to automatically recognize and compile
data from VBA forms. We successfully pilot-tested these refinements in additional VA
offices. The system can now recognize and compile data from 170 different VBA
document types. NARA and VBA have demonstrated that the system can handle the
scanning of up to 600,000 images a month from claims supplied by 5 VA facilities.
> We are nearing our completion of meeting the requirements to the VA under the terms of
the two year-long agreements. Our current agreement with the VA ends on June 26,
2012." VA House Committee on Veterans'Affairs Hearing, 06/19/2012: Reclaiming the
Process: Examining the VBA Claims Transformation Plan as a Means to Effectively
Serve our Veterans, Witness Testimony of Mr. William J. Bosanko, Executive for
Agency Services, U.S. National Archives and Records Administration
Now, let's look at the infamous iEHR.
> "The GAO report depicts project management as unsteady, noting that the DoD decided
to remove functions from increment 1 deployment, but in January added some back to the
schedule. That caused the schedule for increment 1 full production to also slide from

December 2013 to November 2014, iEHR officials said told auditors, because they need
more time for operational testing.
> The GAO also says that four tests of iEHR software revealed 32 system defects, 10 of
which remained unresolved as of January.
> The two departments canceled in February 2013 a project to build a single electronic
health record known as the iEHR after its estimated acquisition grew by 125 percent to
$9 billion." Re-scoped iEHR falling behind schedule, says GAO, FierceGovernmentIT
March 31, 2014
This all sounds familiar. Who is overseeing this ship? A new law was passed to make this
happen, but it is heading down the same road that failed in February 2013. Again, no
accountability and lots of taxpayers' dollar going down the drain.
However, the VA Secretary wants Veterans, the Congress, and taxpayers to believe this will
happen.
> "Shinseki said that while he remains upbeat about achieving his plan to end the backlog
for new claims by the end of next year, that plan was devised long before the Defense
Department began its current budget-driven move to shrink the military services. And
that downsizing will create tens of thousands of new veterans over the next few years that
VA hadn't counted on.
> "We work with DoD, and we're looking forward to having a plan from them that shows
rate, time and date at which they'll be downsizing," he said. "This is rather recent. We'll
have to adjust."
> But Shinseki said DoD and VA have taken more steps to ease military members'
transition toward veteran status. While the two departments are still several years away
from achieving something that resembles an integrated medical record system, DoD now
is providing VA with a full medical history for every member when he or she separates
from military service. VA's disability claims backlog down by 44 percent, but problems
remain, Federal News Radio, April 2, 2014
These words by Joe Thompson, the former Under Secretary of Benefits echoed by Mike Walcoff
then Director of VBA Field Operations, applies more today than ever.
"Joe 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 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." Reversing Reinvention, Government
Executive, June 15, 2003
However, he was not successful and VBA continues its ways.
Veterans and their survivors need an advocate because those who should be are failing them,
employees need a voice because they are being abused, given inadequate resources, and

incompetent leadership to accomplish a daunting mission, and the VA needs a conscience and
integrity.
.•

No one is in a better position than the employees in the trenches to deliver the true message of
progress, but this says it best.
•S "... Darin Selnick of Concerned Veterans of America, a former special assistant to the V A
secretary. "I would say that the vast majority of staff are just trying to do their job. The average
claim examiner is not the problem. But management, based on my experience, is in over their
heads." Benefits backlog for veterans has shrunk, but critics say VA still not working fast

enough, San Jose Mercury News, March 28, 2014
i1
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.
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