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VA Regional Office
AFGE LOCAL 520
PO BOX 1778
COLUMBIA, SC 29202
April 21, 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 lack of accountability, transparency, and the automation of the claims process at
the VBA.
Is there is an accountability problem at the VBA?
In October 2001, a VA Claims Processing Task Force chaired by Admiral Daniel Cooper, who
shortly thereafter was named the Under Secretary of VA Benefits, submitted a report to the VA
Secretary outlining the problems with VA Claims Processing.
"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
"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.'" Reversing Reinvention, Government Executive, June 15, 2003
Over four years ago, these words were spoken, ""We keep trying' to fix it, but it keeps getting'
out of hand. We throw more money at the problem, more people, we still have the problem,
"Robinson said. "So, what is it then? If more people can't fix the problem, more money can't fix
the problem, how do you fix it?" Pitts asked. "It's a culture. It's a leadership problem," Robinson
replied. 60 Minutes, Delay, Deny, and Hope I Die, January 3, 2010

"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." Disabilitycompensation claims for veterans lag as 'VA backlog' \vorsens, NBC News, December 4, 2012,
At the hearing, US House of Representative Minority Whip McCarthy questioned USB Hickey
regarding the shutting down of the LA Regional Office for station enhancement training. In
response to her answer he stated, "...The data that shows ... productivity is down, the
performance is not there, and that goes to the core of leadership. If you are going to correct this
overall problem, ...take the leadership to make it happen." Focusing on People: A Review of
VA's Plans for Employee Training, Accountability, and Workload Management to Improve
Disability Claims Processing, HVAC hearing, March 20, 2013
Leaders of some of America's top veterans service organizations are acknowledging the
widespread lack of accountability at the Department of Veterans Affairs and voicing their
support for the VA Management Accountability Act of 2014 after Chairman Jeff Miller and Sen.
Marco Rubio introduced versions of the bill in the House and Senate, respectively." VSOs Say
VA Lacks Accountability, Support Miller, Rubio Bills to Reform VA, In the New HVAC website,
February 13, 2014
"Concerned Veterans for America is not seeking additional funding for the Veterans Affairs
Department. Funding for VA has increased by over $66 billion in the last few years, but there
has not been any improvement in the services they provide. Throwing more money at VA will
not solve the problem. What is needed is to make management accountable," Jim Harbison: VA,
Congress are disrespecting our military veterans, Las Cruces Sun-News, Las cruces opinion,
04/17/2014
V A history clearly shows a lack of accountability and those who have studied and experienced
the problems at the VA all conclude the same thing. However, the problem persists. Why?
Talk about the issue and proposed legislations to solve this cancer continue, but VA Senior
Executives understand that no action will be taken to fix this problem and the Presidential
appointees will soon be gone. Therefore, business will continue as usual.
Is there transparency at the VA?
"I might quote Supreme Court Justice Brandeis who once stated: 'Every figure ...we have set
down with delusive exactness is speculative.'" The Under Secretary for Benefits, Admiral Daniel
Cooper, Congressional Testimony, June 6, 2002

"Washington D.C. - U.S. Representatives Sean Duffy (WI-07) and Gwen Moore (WI-04) led a
delegation-wide meeting with representatives from the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) to
address the on-going claims backlog. Following that meeting, the Wisconsin Congressional
delegation expressed their concern to VA Secretary, Erik Shinseki, over the impact a National
Work Queue (NWQ) would have on Wisconsin Veterans and demanded more answers."
Wisconsin Delegation Demands Answers on VA Backlog, Apr 16, 2014, Press Release
In our last letter, this brokering of the VBA workload was explained. The VBA claims that the
backlog was decreased by 44%. However, this is not correct. The total number of backlog
claims was decreased, but the MMWR C&P Rating Bundle claims over 125 days has decreased
from 69.7 as of March 2, 2013 to 54.5 as of April 14, 2014. The backlog was decreased by only
15.2 percent.
However, this number is deceptive and does not account for EP 930s (premature rating
decisions). Here is the true backlog numbers excluding EP 400s which includes medical
evidence associated with provisional ratings.
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How many of these EP 400s are associated with provisional ratings?

Other Claims
400

3/2/2013

4/7/2014

29,141

107,765

4/12/2014 W-DIFF
108,846

4/12/2014

DIFF

1081

79,705

83.0%

The VBA would have the Committees believe that EP400s are only correspondence. They are
not.
Now, let's look at the weekly progress.
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However, according the MMWR as of April 12, 2014, the VBA reduced the backlog by less than
1055 from the previous week. The overall number was increased by 743 from the previous
week. The roller coaster continues.
As long as VBA's receipts continue to be hidden and not reported, the number of claims pending
will be unknown.
The weekly numbers do not include all the claims that were received within 7 days. Furthermore,
only EPs 010, 020, 110 are measured for receipt within 7 days. Moreover, only 62% of these
claims are submitted within the 7 days' timeframe with an average number of days of 16.
Therefore, the MMWR will never reflect the true number of claims.
Lest we forget the other two backlogs.
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"It's important that veterans understand that the appeals backlog continues to grow," explained
Brett Buchanan, an Army veteran and V A-accredited claims agent at the Allsup Veterans
Disability Appeal Service SM. "This means that if their decision was denied or remanded, they
could be in for a long wait if they appeal..." More Veterans Caught In Disability Compensation
Appeals Backlog, Allsup Reports, israelforeignaffairs.com, Apr 17, 2014
The weekly numbers do not include all the NODs that were received within 7 days. Again, the
NOD receipts are not included in the MMWR. How many NODs are languishing in VAROs and
are not reported?
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"The almost exclusive emphasis on productivity concerns Thompson (former Under Secretary
Benefits], who contends that VBA sacrificed quality and service in its past attempts to hit the
numbers." Reversing Reinvention, Government Executive, June 15, 2003 (italics added)
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"VBA is under tremendous pressure to process claims and reduce the growing backlog. Without
an effective and reliable quality assurance program, VBA leadership cannot adequately monitor
performance to make necessary program improvements and ensure veterans receive accurate and
consistent ratings." Assistant Inspector General for Audits and Evaluations Belinda J. Finn,
Congressional Testimony, March 24, 2010
We are human beings," said Innis, "We are not just pieces of paper or cases you just have to get
out of the way." Innis and veterans groups say although wait times are now shorter, accuracy has
suffered. In December, the American Legion said it found errors with more than half the cases it
reviewed. The VA, however, says 91 percent of its claims are handled accurately." VA backlog
decreases, but critics say accuracy suffers, ABC3 Weartv.com, April 15 2014
Is VBA efficiently automating the claims process?
On April 21, 2014, the VBA implemented the Automated Decision Letter (ADL), previously
called the Simplified Notification Letter (SNL), process and the VBMS Awards Functionality.
Of course, the initial rollout did not work.
The document contained 20 pages of instructions for the Rating Veterans Service Representative
(RVSR) and Veterans Service Representatives. We cannot send the entire document, but have
included a portion of the RVSR instructions. However, if the committees want the entire
document, we can provide it.
RVSRs should be spending their time making decisions, not navigating through an automation
process that takes more time than it reduces.
Employees have been subjected to a VBMS automation process that was, is, and still not ready
for "prime time."
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.

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

www. semorvsr. com
Employees Putting Veterans 1s
Enclosure
Automated Decision Letter (ADL) Process
& VBMS Awards Functionality Pages 4-7
CF:
President Obama
VA Secretary Shinseki
President AFGE
President NV AC
60 Minutes
NY Times
Washington Post
Center for Investigative Reporting
The Washington Examiner
VA Watchdog

Introduction
The automated decision letter (ADL) procedures and the supporting VBMS functionality allow
for generation of the award notification letter with minimal user input. Implementation of this
new system functionality along with these new procedures will reduce both the time that claims
await award generation and authorization and the time required by employees to perform these
activities. The new procedures will also facilitate standardization of the letters across the nation
and support more rapid language changes than legacy systems allowed.

Scope
See VSR In and Out Cheat Sheet and RVSR In and Out Cheat Sheet for up to date information
on what types of claims can be processed via ADL and awards functionality in VBMS. Do not
submit VBMS Helpdesk trouble tickets on functionality that is currently not supported.

Procedures for Using ADL
The following is a role-based guide for how to use the new ADL procedures. For details on how
to access and use VBMS awards functionality and VBMS rating functionality, please refer to the
user guides.
Rating Veteran Service Representative (RVSR)

Step

Description

Step 1

Scope

1.1 Use procedures below if you are working a claim listed as in
for ADL processing on the RVSR In and Out Cheat Sheet.
2.1 Select claim number and pull for rating.

Step 2

Locate Claim
in VBMS

2.2 Select claim and enter work.
2.3 Select claim end product.
3.1 Enter type of claim.

StepS I Profile Page

3.2 Enter date of claim.
3.3 Verify power of attorney (POA).

Step 4

Intro/Evidence
Page

4.1 Generate the rating decision introduction narrative using the
narrative assistance in VBMS.
4.2 List all evidence considered in making the rating. Pull
evidence where appropriate from Modern Award Processing-

Step

Description
Development (MAP-D) or VBMS.
Note: For evidence requested, but not received, use the
following format: Private Medical Records (PMR) requested
from Dr. XXXX, but not received.

StepS

Issue
Management
Page

5.1 Select category and subject for the rating issue.
5.2 Establish issue(s).
5.3 Repeat for each issue.
6.1 Select appropriate Evaluation Builder for grants or disability
decision information for denials. Generate the Evaluation
Builder, if needed, accept results, if appropriate, and proceed to
Disability Decision Information screen.
6.2 Entering a decision involves entering information into fields
that are specific to the category of issue that you are deciding.
You cannot enter a decision for free text issues (contention text).
The generated text includes Evaluation Builder results and text
that the system automatically creates from the information
entered in the Decision screen. This text inserts into both the
rating narrative and the notification letter field.

Step 6

Enter a
Decision

Note: The generated text includes rating schedule provisions and
evaluation criteria for the disability at issue. Generally, you
should not edit this language. If the evaluation is changed on a
Decision screen, the text box is overwritten and manual changes
are discarded.
• If system generated text is legally inadequate per 38 Code
of Federal Regulations (CFR) or M21-Manual Rewrite
(MR), correct the text and send to your super user for
submission to the help desk. Include the citation.
• If an approved workaround is listed in VBMS Tips and
Tricks or this TIP sheet, correct the text.
• If you identify other errors in the language, leave the text
as generated and send to your super user for submission
to the help desk. Ensure you clearly describe what needs
changed and why the change is necessary so that we can
correct the system.

otep

Description
7.1 Modify the rating narrative. The approach for doing this will
depend on the type of rating standards deemed appropriate. See
Short Form vs. Long Form.
7.2 Edit the rating narrative by inserting glossary text and/or
inserting free text to further explain the system generated or
glossary text, if needed;.

Step?

Modify Rating
Narrative

a) If using long form rating format (previously referred to
as traditional), you may need to make a significant
amount of additions to the automated language.
b) If using short form rating format (previously referred to
as simplified), limit the additions to the automated
language.
7.3 Generate any rating decision using system and glossary text
as much as possible.
a) Only use free text if appropriate text does not already
exist.
b) Using the text built into the system will ensure that the
notification letter is at least partially automatically
populated.
8.1 Check to make sure that the notification to the Veteran was
populated into the notification letter text box and the notification
letter user text box. This text will automatically generate in the
notification letter and the Veteran Service Representative (VSR)
will not have the ability to edit this information.

StepS

Enter
Notification
Letter
Language

Note: In some instances, VBMS has inserted the wrong language
into the notification (or user) text box. Please check to make sure
that the language makes sense. If you are unable to generate
appropriate language, insert "use PCGL" in the special
annotation box and send to your super user for submission to the
help desk so we can address the issue.
8.2 Any system generated text or glossary text used when
expanding the rating narrative will result in automatically
populated language.
a) The system generated rating language will insert
corresponding language into the notification letter text

otsp

box. Users cannot edit this field,
b) Using the glossaries will insert corresponding language
into the notification letter user text box. Users can edit
this field, but generally should not edit the automatically
inserted language. See note below,
c) Place your free text into the notification letter user text
box one line space below any glossary generated text.

1

Note: The generated text includes rating schedule provisions and
evaluation criteria for the disability at issue. Generally, you
should not edit this language.
• If text is legally inadequate per 3 8 Code of Federal
Regulations (CFR) or M21 -Manual Rewrite (MR),
correct the text, if possible. If you are unable to generate
appropriate language, insert "use PCGL" in the special
annotation box. Send to your super user for submission
to the help desk. Include the citation.
• If the VBMS Tips and Tricks or this TIP sheet include an
approved workaround, correct the text.
• If you identify other errors in the language, leave the text
as generated and send to your super user for submission
to the help desk. Ensure you clearly describe what needs
changed and why the change is necessary so that we can
correct the system.

I
I

8.3 Supplement the narrative with free text only when absolutely
necessary per the standards described in "What Is Required in the
Veteran's Notification Letter" below.

!
Step 9

Description

Review

9.1 Review the issue and decision lines for needed corrections.
9.2 Review code sheet and narrative.

_______________J

Step 10

Finalize

10.1 Finalize the rating decision.

Step 1 1

Approval
Signatures

11.1 Please refer to the TIP Sheet titled Electronic Signatures on
Ratings in VBMS for procedures on electronicallv signine a
rating decision in VBMS or rating decisions that require two or
more signatures.

