VA Regional Office
AFGE LOCAL 520
PO BOX 1778
COLUMBIA, SC 29202
January 13,2015
Chairmen, Ranking Members, Members of the US House and Senate Committees of Veterans
Affairs and the Secretary, Department of Veterans Affairs
Dear Committee Members and VA Secretary:
AFGE Local 520, the exclusive representative of the bargaining unit of VARO Columbia, SC,
wants to address the new initiative (implementation of mandatory overtime, placing the quality
review team on the production line, using inexperienced supervisors for quality reviews, and
diverting the 200 temporary employees hired to reduce the nonrating claims to working
incoming mail.
Excerpts from the article, Report: Top officials briefed on Phoenix VA woes before scandal
erupted, Stars and Stripes, December 29, 2014 hit the nail on the head of the VA's
accountability and integrity problems. Did they all know about it and did nothing and that's why
they cannot fire VA senior executives for the debacle of patient wait times?
> 'The Times wrote that filings before a federal administrative board in the case of the
Phoenix hospital director Sharon Helman, who had been contesting her Nov. 24 firing,
show how much officials knew about patient backlogs, shortages of medical personnel
and clinic space, and long waiting lists.
> The filings included the sworn statement of Susan Bowers, the executive in charge of
dozens of hospitals and clinics from West Texas to Arizona, that she had warned
Washington that if any VA medical center was going to "implode," it would be Phoenix.
> Bowers, who retired in May, said that before Helman became the head of the Phoenix
facility in 2012, an audit showed the hospital was out of compliance with a directive
requiring patients be on an official electronic waiting list, the Times wrote.
> Bowers said that when she submitted a report stating that the Phoenix hospital was out of
compliance, she was pressured by other officials to say that it was compliant.
> She also said in court papers that beginning in 2009, she briefed retired Army Gen. Eric
Shinseki, then the VA secretary, and other top officials several times a year about the
patient backlog and other problems in Phoenix.

> "A sworn statement by the former under secretary for health, Dr. Robert Petzel, also
stated that before Helman arrived, the "VA was aware of access issues" in Phoenix.
Shinseki, however, according to the filings, said that he was "unable to recall the contents
of the briefings" from Bowers and "did not recall any of the allegations regarding
Phoenix being raised during any budget presentation,"
In the light of VHA patient wait time debacle of making a metric that was unattainable and
unrealistic considering the workload at the time, the VBA continues to follow the same pattern
with the "backlog"promise.
We add these words from the article Reversing Reinvention, Government Executive, June 15,
2003 for the "number watchers."
t
"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
of VBA 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)
AFGE Local 520 has first-hand experience of reporting problems to VA Chain of Command
with little or no results and the lack of integrity of the same.
However, since they ignored the problems, we have been reporting these problems to the
Congress since April 2013 and the new secretary since his arrival. Again, no one seems to be
interested in the truth and addressing these obvious problems.
Now, the VBA is embarking on a final attempt to reach the goal of no claims over 125 days with
a 98% accuracy rate by September 30,2015.
Excerpts from the article, The VA Disability Backlog - A Year in Review, IAVA, January 9, 2015,
highlight the VA's promise, plan, progress, and what is really needed.
•

•

•

"Former VA Secretary Eric Shinseki pledged to end the VA backlog of disability
compensation claims by the end of Fiscal Year 2015. With 2015 now upon us,
that deadline is fast approaching and the question remains as to whether that goal
can be met
The VA plan had a number of components based around three main initiatives:
people, process and technology. Key among these initiatives was the
implementation of an automated system of claims processing. Other initiatives
included the implementation of the fully developed claims process, mandatory
overtime for VA employees processing these claims to help in the fight to
decrease the numbers, and a concerted effort to close out all claims pending for
over a year or more...
As we consider these numbers, dig further into overall rates of progress since the
start of CY 2013 and anticipate the pending goal of zero backlog by the end of FY
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•

2015 the simple question appears to be whether "it" can be done. But more
importantly isn't considering whether "it" can be done, but whether the VA has
built a system that allows "it" to be done accurately.
However, it's important that we're not just focusing on the numbers, but also on
the accuracy by which these claims are being completed. This was a major focus
in lAVA's 2014 Red Tape Report. In that report, our analysis and
recommendations focused on creating a system of adjudication whereby accuracy
of claims adjudication is just as important as adjudicating in a timely manner.
This accuracy piece continues to be a concern, in part based on findings from
various regional office inspections by the VA Office of the Inspector General
(VAOIG) and in part due to the increasing number of appealed claims.
The goal to end the VA disability backlog is an important one; but even more
important is a pledge to ensure that it never returns. This will require a long-term
commitment by the VA to evaluation of current processes, modernization to
support future needs and oversight to ensure accountability. In short, it requires a
comprehensive plan beyond 2015."

The IAVA article listed statistics of the progress and purports that the VBA has made great
strides in reaching their goal since CY 2013. However, looking at VBA numbers from the
outside can never be accurate without knowing the inside working of the system. However, only
from the inside can one see how these numbers were obtained, manipulated, and their real
meaning.
Therefore, AFGE Local 520 presents the real numbers, end products, and the whole workload
that must be included in the equation. The backlog increased by 7968 last week and exceeded
250,000 and this does not include EP 930. Please take a close look at the beginning of the FY.
WEEK

10/06/14
10/13/14
10/20/14
10/27/14
11/03/14
11/10/14
11/17/14
11/24/14
12/01/14
12/08/14
12/15/14
12/22/14
12/29/14
01/05/15

C&P RB OVERALL

522,421
525,817
527,465
525,799
522,229
526,551
525,500
525,044
519,688
523,724
523,925
521,326
519,214
519,530

WEEKLY DIFF

1,956

3,396
1,648

-1,666
-3,570
4,322
-1,051
-456

-5,356
4,036
201

-2,599
-2,112
316
-935
3

WEEK
C&P RB BACKLOG WEEKLY DIFF
10/06/14
244,602
-573
10/13/14
243,072
-1,530
10/20/14
244,727
1,655
10/27/14
-1,500
243,227
11/03/14
-3,442
239,785
11/10/14
710
240,495
11/17/14
240,494
-1
11/24/14
-1,417
239,077
12/01/14
74
239,151
12/08/14
5,347
244,498
12/15/14
-1,963
242,535
12/22/14
241,382
-1,153
12/29/14
245,554
4,172
01/05/15
7,968
253,522
8,347

C&PRB>125 12/29/2014
23,482
010
60,190
110
153,886
020
30,472
930
TOTAL

268,030

1/5/2015

DIFF

12/29/2014

1/5/2015

DIFF

24,001

519
1,980

45.6%

45.3%
51.5%
51.0%
86.7%
58.6%

-0.3%
1.7%
1.7%
-0.1%
0.9%

62,170
158,529
30,815

4,643
343

49.8%
49.3%
86.8%

275,515

7,485

57.9%

All provisional ratings, a part of the surge, still have not been finalized.
Excerpts from the article, Lethal Surges, The New American, January 9, 2015 provides a
warning about ADHOC claims processing to reach a number.
> "Bradley Stone, 35, of Pennsburg, Pa., is "a former marine who went on a murder
spree in December and killed six family members and himself had been denied
claims for new benefits by the Department of Veterans Affairs, including a claim
for traumatic brain injury," reported Dave Boyer, a White House correspondent
for the Washington Times, on December 18, 2014.
> In a VA document, a reviewer of Stone's requests for new benefits and treatment
stated that all of Stone's new complaints, including claims related to the effects of
traumatic brain injury, were "not service-related."
> Stone's "claims for 17 different medical conditions were rejected under the VA's
'surge' program aimed at clearing a backlog of claims in the beleaguered agency,
according to documents obtained by The Washington Times," reported Boyer.
> More specifically, a reviewer in March in the VA's Philadelphia regional office
said Stone's new claims were being rejected "under surge guidance."
> The VA "surge" was launched in 2013 by then-VA Secretary Eric Shinseki to
expedite claims and cut the backlog of claims that was "to cause a media
firestorm and contribute to Mr. Shinseki's resignation," reported Boyer."
> Shinseki explained that the "surge" would "help eliminate the backlog with
continued emphasis on high-priority claims for homeless veterans and those
claiming financial hardship, the terminally ill, former prisoners of war, Medal of
Honor recipients, and veterans filing fully developed claims."
> It seems that Bradley Stone, who served in Iraq in 2008, didn't fit into any of the
prioritized boxes.
> Stone, with a 100 percent disability rating by the V A for post-traumatic stress
disorder, saw a psychiatrist at the VA facility in Coatesville, Pennsylvania, just
one week prior to the murders.
> A VA spokesman, regarding the psychological visit and assessment in
Coatesville, said "the provider noted that at the time of the evaluation, the veteran
was without any suicidal or homicidal ideation."
The nonrating claims continue to increase. However, the 200 temporary employees hired in
September 2014 have been moved from processing these claims and diverted to the troubled

electronic mail process. AFGE Local 520 has raised this issue in several letters and shifting
inexperienced employees to fix it will only exacerbate the problem. Speed still kills.
DATES
Other Claims
130
290
600
Totals

3/2/2013

12/29/2014

181,744
75,956
42,562
300,262

259,963
113,087
96,609
469,659

1/5/2015 W-DIFF

L

260,787
112,256
97,462
470,505

988
-708
918
1,198

DIFF

1/5/2015

78,219
37,131
54,047
169,397

The appeals continue to climb.
DATES
APPEALS

3/2/2013
249,814

12/29/2014
287,522

1/5/2015
288,290

DIFF
38,476

The excerpts from the article, New Year's Resolution for the VA: Lose the '1CARE' pin, embrace
real reform, Fox News, January 6, 2015, speaks to the real problems at the VA. Personally, past
and current experiences and a conscience keep me from wearing the "ICARE" optic.
> "During his confirmation in August, McDonald promised he would lead the push
for"unprecedented and critical cultural change and accountability" at the VA. Instead,
five months later, most of what veterans have to show for it are watered-down reforms
and a new slogan.
> Or, as a few of our members put it: "We pass historic VA reforms through Congress, and
all we got was a lousy ICARE lapel pin."
> It's not enough to hire a slick PR firm to devise a catchy acronym that says you "care";
what matters to veterans and their families is that you demonstrate your "care" through
the results you deliver. That is why the ICARE lapel pins are such an affront to those of
us who fought so hard for reform last year.
> So how can veterans get the results we want to see at the VA in the new year? We need to
continually press McDonald and his department to take a much more decisive approach
to reform that gets to the real root of the problem: an entrenched and unaccountable
bureaucracy. After all, it's much easier to put on an ICARE pin every morning than it is
to shoulder the shame that too many VA executives should feel. Make no mistake about
it; corrupt employees and a bloated bureaucracy are the problems that must be addressed
— and urgently."
Mandatory overtime is not the solution to a systematic problem. The Congress has appropriated
billions of dollars to the VA over the years. However, they have failed to hire and train enough
employees to provide quality service to Veterans.
Quality decisions for Veterans should be a priority, but VBA has diverted the employees of the
quality review teams to processing claims during normal hours. Now, inexperienced supervisors

75.8%
81 .0%
44.2%
67.0%

and some who have never conducted a quality review will be conducting reviews coupled with
their already demanding job.
The nonrating and appeals workloads continue to climb, but inexperience employees hired to
help with the nonrating problem have been diverted to work the out of control electronic mail,
and no overtime funds will be allocated for the appeals and nonrating workloads. Matter of fact,
RVSRs working appeals claims in VARO Columbia were moved back to the "rating bundle
production line" a couple of months ago.
The VB A has become an organization fixated on meeting a goal that should have never been
instituted. In the meantime, the other two workloads have climbed to over % million claims
with no plan to remedy the problem and employees who are facing mental fatigue will be forced
to push more claims out of the door with even more mistakes.
However, the real problem is that no one has been held accountable for the transformation of
people, process, and technology that has been in place for over 3 years.
"In 2010, VA Secretary Shinseki made a decision that any claim in the inventory that was
older than 125 days would be considered part of the backlog of claims. VBA built our
Transformation Plan around the goal that in 2015 the backlog will be eliminated and we
will process all claims in 125 days at 98 percent accuracy."
http://www.benefits.va.gov/TRANSFORMATION/
The GAO and VAOIG both warned the VBA regarding its plan and technology, respectively.
Let's look at them again.
"VBA has a number of initiatives underway to improve the timeliness of claims and
appeals processing. Such efforts include leveraging VBA staff and contractors to manage
workload, modifying and streamlining procedures, improving records acquisition, and
redesigning the claims and appeals processes. According to VBA officials, these efforts
will help VA process all veterans' claims within VA's stated target goal of 125 days by
2015. However, the extent to which VA is positioned to meet its ambitious processing
timeliness goal remains uncertain. VBA provided us with several planning documents,
but, at the time of our review, could not provide us with a plan that met established
criteria for sound planning, such as articulating performance measures for each initiative,
including their intended impact on the claims backlog. GAO has recommended that VBA
(1) partner with military officials to reduce timeframes to gather records from National
Guard and Reserve sources, (2) work with SSA to reduce timeframes to gather SSA
medical records, and (3) develop a robust plan for its improvement initiatives that
identifies performance goals that include the impact of individual initiatives on
processing timeliness. VA generally agreed with our conclusions and concurred with our
recommendations, and identified efforts that it has planned or underway to address
them." GAO-13-453T, Mar 13, 2013
"What We Found

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 hardcopy claims to electronic format for processing within VBMS, including disorganized
electronic claims folders and improper management of hard-copy claims.
/
VA senior officials stated they have taken recent actions to improve in the areas
identified. However, given the incremental system development approach used and the
complexity of the automation initiative, VA will continue to face challenges in meeting
its goal of eliminating the backlog of disability claims processing by 2015. Because the
system was in an early stage of development, we could not examine whether VBMS was
improving VBA's ability to process claims with 98 percent accuracy.
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." VAOIG 11-04376-81
We keep throwing more money and ADHOC procedures at a systematic problem and try to
justify success by saying the backlog has been reduced by 60%. This is a flat out lie and only
believed by those who don't examine the facts to get to the truth. The backlog in March 2, 2013
was at 69.7% and now including EP 930 is at 58.6.
In order to understand which end product requires a rating decision and should be included in
rating bundle is describe below.
A veteran is service connected for diabetes and have both legs amputated. He submits an
application VA Form 21-4502, Application for Automobile or Other Conveyance and
Adaptive Equipment. VA will establish an EP 290. This claim requires a rating decision,
but will be included in the nonrating workload. It will be excluded from the rating
backlog and will not be given the attention it deserves.
DATES
290

3/2/2013
75,956

1/5/2015 DIFF
112,256
37,131

1/5/2015 Over 125 days
81.0%

Playing the numbers game and not having a balanced approach to claims processing hurts
Veterans who VA is obligated to serve.

,

Did Michael Jordan wear a pin saying he was the best basketball player of his era and maybe of
all times? I do not wear a pin to let Veterans know 1C ARE, my daily actions speak for
themselves and so should VA senior officials. Therefore, they should spend more time listening
and solving problems than trying to convince Veterans that VA cares through social media and
PR.
"Insanity: doing the same thing over and over again and expecting different results".
Albert Einstein
Personally, I have been serving my fellow comrades for over 18 years and will not let their
interests go unchallenged. Furthermore, I have also served my fellow employees for nearly 10
years and will not let them take the blame for a lack of senior leadership and accountability.

anald Robinson
President
(803) 647-2385 (Ofc)
(803) 239-7682 (Cell)
rbnsnrnld@yahoo.com
www.seniorvsr.com
Employees Putting Veterans 1st
CF:
President AFGE
President NVAC
60 Minutes
NY Times
Washington Post
Center for Investigative Reporting
The Washington Examiner
DailyCaller.com

