VA Regional Office
AFGE LOCAL 520
PO BOX 1778
COLUMBIA, SC 29202

October 30, 2013

Chairmen, Ranking Members, Members of the US House and Senate Committees of Veterans
Affairs

Dear Committee Members:

Local 520, the exclusive representative of the bargaining unit of VARO Columbia, SC, wants to
address the continued action by Congress to fill the VA coffers and instead of these funds being
used to improve the claims process and provide timely and accurate benefits to Veterans, they
are being used to fund ineffective systems and line the pockets of contractors.

As a 20 year retired Veteran, VBA employee of over 17 years, representative of employees and
US taxpayer, it is beyond belief to know that the Congress continues to fill the VA coffers and

allows VA to fleece the US Treasury and fail Veterans and employees without being held
accountable.

Here are some excerpts from the article, VA4 gets $300 million boost to trim veteran claim backlog,
Las Vegas Review-Journal, October 22, 2013

» The continuing funding resolution that ended the government shutdown last week gave
the Department of Veterans Affairs a bigger boost to resolve the VA’s backlog of
disability claims, Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid said Tuesday.

» “In April, I joined a number of others expressing frustration” with the staggering VA
claims backlog, Reid, D-Nev., said in a teleconference with reporters to announce nearly
$300 million in added VA funding as budgets of other federal agencies remain flat.

» “Much of the funding will be used to wean VA benefit offices nationwide off their

dependence on paperwork, converting to computerized claims processing, and to train
new veterans for civilian jobs."

The VBA has already spent over 500 million dollars on the Veterans Benefits Management
System (VBMS) without “claims processing” changing results.



The VBMS is a laboratory experiment and employees are the guinea pigs. The VBMS has
drained the VBA of valuable man hours. It takes more time to process a claim in VBMS due to
the improper indexing of documents and unfinished VBMS functionally causing employ:ees to
use the old legacy systems to make VBMS functionally work. The number of tips and tricks
used to make the VBMS system work is problematic and counterproductive.

«...The VBMS Tips and Tricks document provides a detailed list of current system issues and
corresponding workarounds for end-users to utilize until the issues are resolved... ” Email,
Subject: VBMS Patch Release 5.1.40.6 - Release Notes and Tips and Tricks, October 28, 2013

Excerpts from these emails should shed some light on the problems with a system that has
already cost the taxpayers over 500 million dollars.

» On September 23, 2013, an email, Subject: FW: VBMS R 5.1 - VBMS-R Functionality
and PDF Versions for DBQs VBMS was sent to employees stating, “Release 5.1 was
installed this weekend, however the VBMS PMO has postponed both the rating
functionality and the ability to view .PDF versions of DBQs in the VBMS eFolder. Both
pieces of functionality are scheduled to be deployed on September 29, 2013. This
functionality will not be released until next weekend.”

» On September 23, 2013, an email, Subject: VBMS R5.1 Release Notes, Fact Sheet,
Tips/Tricks was sent to employees stating, “Attached are the VBMS Release 5.1

Functionality fact sheet, VBMS 5.1 Release Notes, and VBMS Tips and Tricks
documents.”

> September 30, 2013, an email, Subject: FW: VBMS 5.1 patch
deployment***URGENT*** was sent to employees stating, “Please see the note below
regarding VBMS 5.1 patch deployment: Users should note the following regarding the
Work Queue export to CSV function included in the 5.1 patch update:

o The first time a user loads a work queue for export, with or without a filter, there
is the potential that the data has not fully synched within the system. The user
may experience a time-out when the export fails. If the user waits at least 15
minutes after the failed export, the system should finish synching and be ready to
export the full results.

o Note also that if the result set is too large the time-out may occur anyway. This is
unpreventable given the size of some RO work queues. Users should use filters to
reduce the total number of items to improve the response time. The exact size of

"too large" is too dependent upon numerous variables to provide as an explicit
number.

» On September 30, 2013 8:28 AM an email, Subject: Updated VBMS 5.1 Release Notes
and Tips 'n’ Tricks was sent to employees stating, “Attached are the updated VBMS 5.1
Release Notes and VBMS Tips and Tricks documents. These materials will be posted to

the VBMS intranet Resources webpage (http://vbaw.vba.va.gov/VBMS/resources.asp)
and the Superuser Collaboration SharePoint site.”
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On September 30, 2013 9:37 AM, an email, Subject: ***Urgent: VBMS Server Reboot
at 9:45 am ET**** was sent to employees stating” “VBMS servers will be rebooted at
9:45am ET to address performance issues. The reboot will take approximately 15-20
minutes.”

On September 30, 2013 11:41 AM an email, Subject: ***Urgent: Second VBMS Server
Reboot at Noon today**** URGENT: was sent to employees stating, “VBMS servers
will be rebooted at 12:00PM ET to address performance issues. The reboot will take
approximately 15-20 minutes. Users are asked to log out of VBMS and VBMS-R by
12:00PM ET. Please save all work, as any unsaved work may be lost.”

On October 07,2013 8:19 AM an email, Subject: **VBMS Unavailable** was sent to
employees stating, “VBMS Core and VBMS R are currently unavailable. Please revert to
legacy systems until VBMS becomes available.”

On October 07, 2013 3:58 PM an email, Subject: Resume Operations in Corporate
Systems Including VBMS was sent to employees stating, “Please be advised that
corporate systems are now operational. Users may log-in and begin using all corporate
VBA applications to include VBMS.”

On October 08, 2013 8:52 AM an email, Subject: New VBMS TIP sheet -- Auto-
Populating a DBQ in VBMS-R was sent to employees stating’ “Compensation Service
added a new VBMS TIP Sheet, Auto-populating a DBQ to the Evaluation Builder in
VBMS-R. This TIP Sheet provides guidance on the new functionality in VBMS-R that
allows certain DBQs to automatically upload and map to the intern The following is a
step-by-step procedure for auto-populating a Disability Benefit Questionnaire (DBQ) to
the evaluation builder into the Veterans Benefits Management System (Rating) (VBMS-
R).”

o Several Disability Benefit Questionnaires (DBQs) are now mapped into VBMS-R
so that symptoms are automatically generated into the appropriate calculators.
The functionality to receive mapped DBQs was released to all Regional Offices
(ROs); however, the functionality to generate them is currently being used only at
the Alexandria, LA VA Medical Center (VAMC) and the Eastern Denver, CO
VAMC.

o The three DBQs now available for automatic upload into VBMS-R are: Back
(Thoracolumbar Spine), Neck (Cervical Spine), Hearing Loss and Tinnitus.

o All applicable DBQs will also populate into the eFolder as a PDF. When entering

a decision into VBMS-R, users will need to associate the particular DBQ with the
condition being rated.

o All DBQs from VAMCs with this functionality will populate as a PDF in the
VBMS eFolder, but only the three DBQs listed above will auto-populate the data




in the calculator. DBQs received from VAMCs without this functionality will
continue to go into Virtual VA.

o Information from other DBQs will still have to be entered into the calculators
manually. Veteran Service Representatives (VSRs) and RVSRs will have to check
in Virtual VA for the DBQs if they are not available in VBMS.

* Note: The auto-populated DBQs in VBMS-R do not change current
requirements to review all evidence prior to making a decision.

» On October 29, 2013, an email, Subject: FW: Veteran Benefits Management System —
Rating (VBMS-R) was sent to employees stating, “Please be advised VBMS and VBMS
— R seem to be experiencing issues. The system is available but slowness and timing out
while trying to finalize correspondence and code sheets has been reported across the
nation.”

The bottom line is that the functionally of VBMS is cloaked with “Tip and Tricks”, performance
issues, reliability problems, and unfinished functionally that is feverishly being worked on as of
the date of this correspondence.

Another major problem is the indexing and scanning of documents.

Although documents are being digitized, another problem is being created — the loss of man
hours viewing unnecessary documents because the documents are not properly indexed.

The timeliness of scanning of documents into VBMS is another problem. The scanning
contractor claims a scanning timeliness rate of 95%. However, the number is skewed because of
the metric used to determine timeliness.

Instead of timeliness being measured using the date UPS delivers the documents, it is measured
from the date the documents are scanned into the VBMS by the contractor. Therefore, the lag
time between the receipt of the documents and the time they are being scanned into the VBMS is
delayed. The lag time can range from 12 days to months. Therefore, documents are not readily
available when the claims processors are ready to work the claim.

The problems with VBMS and the scanning of documents should not be a surprise to the
Congress. Visit the web at www.va.gov/oig/pubs/VAOIG-11-04376-81.pd and read the VAOIG

11-04376-81, February 4, 2013 Review of Transition to a Paperless Claims Processing
Environment.

Here are some excerpts:



% “In May 2012, the House Appropriations Committee directed the OIG to evaluate the
Veterans Benefits Management System (VBMS) to determine whether VA has
performed sufficient testing, and to assess whether the Veterans Benefits Administration
(VBA) can meet its goal of eliminating the disability claims backlog and increasing the
accuracy rate of processing claims to 98 percent by 2015.”

% As of September 2012, in the early stages of VBMS system development, VA had not
fully tested VBMS. Due to the incremental development approach VA chose, the system
had not been fully developed to the extent that its capability to process claims from initial
application through review, rating, award, to benefits delivery could be sufficiently
evaluated. While we did not evaluate the quality of system testing, we determined, the
partial VBMS capability deployed to date has experienced system performance issues.

% Further, scanning and digitization of veterans’ claims lacked a detailed plan and an
analysis of requirements. We identified issues hindering VBA’s efforts to convert hard-
copy claims to electronic format for processing within VBMS, including disorganized
electronic claims folders and improper management of hard-copy claims.

)
%

We recommended VA establish a plan with milestones for resolving system issues and
develop a detailed approach to scanning and digitizing claims so that transformation
efforts do not adversely affect claims processing and add to the existing backlog.”

However, the Congressional answer is to pour more money into the system. No, there needs to
be a complete review of the system. This review needs to start with the interview of the

employees who are being used as “guinea pigs” while being held accountable for maintaining
their performance standards.

Moreover, while employees are being held accountable for circumstances beyond their control,
the VBA leadership at all levels is getting a pass for this debacle.

The other paperless processing system laboratory experiment was Fast Track. It was built by
IBM and cost the taxpayers over 1 million dollars. It was designed to quickly process the three
new Agent Orange presumptive disabilities. However, it is now decommissioned and who knows
how many Agent Orange claims are stuck inside?

Another claims processing debacle was the outsourcing of the development of claims. On March
21, 2013, the HVAC sent a letter to USB Hickey. Here are a couple of excerpts.

* “We are writing to obtain responses to questions we raised at the February 15"
budget hearing the House Committee on Veterans Affairs (HVAC) regarding the
Veterans Benefits Administration (VBA) contract with Xerox subsidiary
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Affiliated Computer Services (ACS). As we indicated at the hearing, we are
concerned that this contract may have been implemented without an adequate
cost-comparison study or analysis of its impact on veterans’ employment
opportunities at VBA. We are also concerned about the cost and quality of ACS
services provided to veterans and the contractor’s problematic track record with

other government agencies. Please provide responses to the following questions
within ten (10) days.”

“Rationale for ACS Contract: You and VBA Deputy Under Secretary Rubens
recently testified that one of the rationales for the ACS contract is to address a
short term upsurge in the claims backlog. Specifically, Deputy Under Secretary
Rubens testified at the February 16, 2012 hearing of the Subcommittee on
Disability Assistance and Memorial Affairs of the House Committee on Veterans’
Affairs that this contract is an “opportunity for us to use a short-term help as we
move through a transformation....to do a rapid development of roughly 300,000
claims. Ms. Rubens also described the ACS contracts as “only a one year shot in
the arm.” However, the aforementioned Solicitation/Contract/Order (Cover Page,
Box 20) indicates that this contract with ACS includes options to extend the
contract for two additional years, for a total cost of $54,716,783.40.

The ACS contracts did not rapidly develop 300,000 claims, but performance could be compared
to the tortoise rather than the hare. Moreover, the amount of undeveloped claims left by the
contractors put a serious strain on the development of claims and only contributed to the current
backlog. Furthermore, it was not “a one year shot in the arm, but the “kiss of death” for
Veterans, employees, and taxpayers.

There was also a pilot program and outsourcing for collection of Veterans’ private medical
records. How much did this cost the taxpayers and the status of this program is unknown.
However, Local 520 will continue to investigate.

The article, VA gets 8300 million boost to trim veteran claim backlog, Las Vegas Review-Journal,
October 22, 201, also contained these comments.

» During a tour stop in Lynchburg, Va., Hegseth noted the VA previously received $500

million to expedite the claims process with a digitized system but still has failed to meet
its funding-based goals.



> “You’re throwing more funds at a dysfunctional system,” said Pete Hegseth, CEO of
Concerned Veterans for America. “That’s been the gold-plated solution forever.”

» The VA’s budget has increased by 40 percent since 2009 yet the claims backlog has
persisted because the VA operates in a “culture of mediocrity™ that lacks accountability,
he said at the onset of the tour.”

Why is some of the money going to Nevada? The article, VA4 gets 8300 million boost to trim veteran
claim backlog, Las Vegas Review-Journal, October 22, 2013, also says, “Because Nevada is
lagging behind all others, we’ll get our share,” Reid said.”

It also states, “Reid praised VA Secretary Eric Shinseki for doing a “wonderful job” because the
claims backlog was dropping by more than 2,000 claims each day before the government
shutdown. During the shutdown, claims processing was stalled when 7,000 VA benefits
employees were furloughed nationwide, including 32 at the Reno regional office.” VA gets $§300
million boost to trim veteran claim backlog, Las Vegas Review-Journal, October 22, 2013

Here is an appropriate answer to this praise - “Concerned Veterans for America notes, however,
that the VA’s reported progress in reducing the backlog is a mirage because claims processors
rushed to deny claims with little review. The result: a backlog in appeals.” VA gets $300 million
boost to trim veteran claim backlog, Las Vegas Review-Journal, October 22, 2013

However, the Monday Morning Workload Report (MMWR) as of October 28, 2013 Traditional
Aggregate shows that of all the VAROs that the backlog is over 60%, Nevada is not the worst.
So why is money going only to Senate Reid’s state. ALL Veterans across this Nation deserve to
have their claims processed in a timely and accurate manner.

Entitlement
; Percent
# Pending ovirfgglgfys Pending >
125 days
[ USAC 656,726 386,489 58.9%
Washington 60 46 76.7%
Baltimore 9,509 6,644 69.9%
Houston 29,559 20,005 67.7%
Cleveland 21,362 14,109 66.0%
Jackson 9,877 6,429 65.1%
St. Louis 14,925 9,832 65.9%
Atlanta 33,008 21,195 64.2%
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St. Petersburg 44,084 28,559 64.8%
Pittsburgh 7,872 4,946 62.8%
Huntington 6,243 3,921 62.8%
Ft. Harrison 1,876 1,173 62.5%
Phoenix 14,881 9,239 62.1%
Reno 6,701 4,153 62.0%
Portland 11,058 6,812 61.6%
Boise 2,995 1,842 61.5%
San Juan 6,078 3,730 61.4%
Chicago 12,644 7,745 61.3%
Montgomery 15,653 9,592 61.3%
Los Angeles 16,097 9,845 61.2%
Louisville 9,938 6,071 61.1%
New Orleans 10,888 6,565 60.3%
[ Winston-Salem 43,195 26,025 60.3%
Albuquerque 5,198 3,150 60.6%
Hartford 3,345 2,034 60.8%
Cheyenne 1,386 831 60.0%
Seattle 16,281 9,874 60.6%

VBA also tries to divide Veterans. For example, the VA’s MMWR website breaks down
Veterans claims into original and supplemental claims and eras. Why?

v “Original vs. Supplemental Claims
o VA’s current Inventory of compensation claims contains both "original" claims—

those submitted by Veterans of all eras who are claiming disability compensation
from VA for the first time, and “supplemental” claims—those submitted by
Veterans of all eras who have previously filed for disability compensation with
VA. Below is a breakout of the original and supplemental claims in the current
VA inventory:

® 60% of pending claims are supplemental, 40% are original. “Sic”

e The current percentages are as follows: 67% (442,847)
supplemental and 33% (213,879) original.
= 77% (340,992) of Veterans filing supplemental claims are receiving some
level of monetary benefit from VA.
* 11% (48,713) of Veterans filing supplemental claims already have a 100%






