VA Regional Office
AFGE LOCAL 520
PO BOX 1778
COLUMBIA, SC 29202
May 26, 2013
Chairman, Ranking Member, and Members of the US Senate Committee of
Veterans Affairs
Dear Senators:
Twice last summer the VA employees, Veterans, family members and friends
stood together and protested the direction the VA was taken in transforming the
claims process for VA benefits.
Since that time, the VA backlog of claims has been front and center in the media
and as we predicted has gotten worst. Congressional leaders also from all
across our country have been speaking out on this issue.
As we remember and honor our fallen Heroes this Memorial Day, the VA is failing
their survivors. Veteran's widows and orphans are facing over 50,000 death
pension claims with over 60% backlogged, 60,000 burial claims, and over
200,000 dependency claims pending at the VA.
Attached is a flyer for our upcoming rally and explains why we need real change.
I read that Chairman Miller, the US House Committee of Veterans Affairs, has
introduced legislation to establish an independent task force to investigate the
backlog.
Please, we do not need another task force. There is a VA Claims Processing
Force Task Report dated October 2001 which identified the problems with VA
claims processing. Furthermore, there are also the following reports: CPI Task
Team Report, November 2001; the GAO Report, July 2002; and VBA Cycle Time
Study, June 2003. A copy of these reports can be found at our website below.
Sincerely,
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Employees Putting Veterans 1st
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Ronald Robinson
President
(803) 647-2385 (Ofc)
(803) 239-7682 (Cell)
rbnsnrnld@yahoo.com;
www.seniorvsr.corn

VA Regional Office
AFGE LOCAL 520
PO BOX 1778
COLUMBIA, SC 29202
May 27, 2013
Chairman Miller, Ranking Democrat Member Michuad, and Members of the US
House Committee of Veterans Affairs
Dear Congressmen:
Twice last summer the VA employees, Veterans, family members and friends
stood together and protested the direction the VA was taken in transforming the
claims process for VA benefits.
Since that time, the VA backlog of claims has been front and center in the media
and at Congressional hearings. Other Congressional leaders also from all
across our country have been speaking out on this issue. However, as we
predicted it has gotten worst. Moreover, VA continues to put a Band-Aid on a
sucking chest wound.
Any experience claims processor knows that working one end of the claims
process is claims processing suicide. This issue needs immediate attention. If it
is not addressed immediately, the Nation will be aiding in this suicide.
Today, as we remember and honor our fallen Heroes, the VA is failing their
survivors. Veteran's widows and orphans are facing over 50,000 death pension
claims with over 60% backlogged. This is one of the easiest claims to process.
There are also 60,000 burial claims, and over 200,000 dependency claims
pending at the VA. Moreover, there are nearly 2 million claims pending.
VBA's workload is normally discussed in terms of the number of pending claims
or the backlog in VBA Regional Offices. Pending claims are generally assumed
to be original and reopened claims for disability compensation. However, this
shorthand description of the workload over-simplifies what is, in reality, a
heterogeneous that consumes direct labor hours of the C&P workforce. To
complicate matters further, these end products do not account for all categories
of work required in the Regional Offices...," VA Claims Processing Task Force
Report to the Secretary of Veterans Affairs dated October 2001
Attached is a flyer for our upcoming rally and explains why we need real change.
Chairman Miller, we applaud you for speaking out because you have clearly
identified and know what the problems are at the VA. However, we do not need
another commission. We need accountability and leadership.

There is a VA Claims Processing Task Force Report dated October 2001 which
has already identified the problems with VA claims processing. Furthermore,
there are also the following reports: CPI Task Team Report, November 2001;
the GAO Report, July 2002; and VBA Cycle Time Study, June 2003. A copy of
these reports can be found at our website below.
Sincerely,

Employees Putting Veterans 1st

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

At the hearing on March 20, 2013, US House of Representative
Minority Whip McCarthy questioned USB Mickey 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."
Here is a progress report:
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EP 930s are not included, which normally are claims that were
decided pre-maturely. EP 890s Fast Track Agent Orange claims
are not included.
Nehmer claims are back for correction. Have they been counted?
Here is a number no one is taking about or counting. The Average
Control Time (ACT) to establish a claim into the system. The VA
has seven days to establish a claim into the VA system, but
measure only the establishment of the 8 rating end products. As
of May 10, 2013, the ACT was at 56.70 %. The ACT days to
establish a rating claim was 18.4. The other end products are not
measured. How many claims does VA really have?
"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
No one is taking about appeals. For example, at the Columbia
VARO there are only 4 Decision Review Officers (DRO) to work
6390 pending appeals. This is a ratio of 1597 appeals per DRO. As
of May 15, 2013, there were 1753 DelMovo Reviews pending and
492 local hearings. These employees are drowning in appeals
work. How can VA disregard Veterans who have appeals
pending?
Here are the others claims no one Is talking about. Apr 27, 2013
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Memorial Day is approaching. As we honor our fallen heroes,
who is coring their widows and orphans?
Dependency
Comp
Pension

192,111 141,291 73.5%
10,692
5,215 48.8%

Has any management official been placed on a PIP or has any
been given a proposed termination letter? Employees have.
"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

Go to the www.veteranslawlibrarv.com Tab Useful links — Tab VA
History in Brief and read the history of the VA. By the way, the link
belongs to the VA. A few excerpts should help you understand what
veterans have faced since 1636.
From the beginning, the English colonies in North America provided
pensions for disabled veterans. The first law in the colonies on
pensions, enacted in 1636 by Plymouth, provided money to those
disabled in the colony's defense against Indians. Other colonies
followed Plymouth's example.
By 1808 all veterans programs were administered by the Bureau of
Pensions under the Secretary of War. Subsequent laws included
veterans and dependents of the War of 1812, and extended benefits
to dependents and survivors.
The result of the new law was an immediate increase in pensioners.
From 1816 to 1820, the number of pensioners increased from 2,200
to 17,730, and the cost of pensions rose from $120,000 to $1.4
million.
The VA Task Force Report reads, "In 1991, VBA began experiencing
an increase in the volume of pending claims. VBA cited several
reasons for the increased backlog of claims including the impact of
judicial review, military downsizing, the Gulf War, increasingly
complex claims, the changing mix of claims, and staffing levels. " and
"The number of armed conflicts involving U.S. deployment of forces
increased during the 1990's and the volume and frequency of
legislative and regulatory benefit changes have continued. ... VBA
continues to react to these fact of life changes as being unusual,
rather than recognizing that they are, and will continue to be, an
inherent part of doing business."
There is a history of Veterans' struggle to get timely and accurate
benefits. It is time for everyone to work together, roll-up their
sleeves, and get this job done. Buzz words, like People, Process and
Technology, do not work. "Those that fail to learn from history, are
doomed to repeat it". - Winston Churchill
As a retired Army First Sergeant of 20 years, a VA employee of nearly
17 years, the representative of employees for 8 years and the current
President of AFGE Local 520, I am appalled that no leader has been
held accountable for this collapse of the claims process.
Brokering claims from VARO to VARO may benefit the shipping
companies, but is demoralizing for employees, places Veterans
information at a greater risk for lost or misplacement, protects
incompetent leadership, and delays complex claims.
Now, they just announced mandatory overtime for a spent claims
processing work force which will lead to more pressure on employees
and more poor decisions due to employees' fatigue. Again, speed
kills! Moreover, the spot light has been moved from the failures of
VBMS and the transformation initiatives.
It is time for the truth, real solutions, and progress. Therefore, come
join us employees as we fight for timely and accurate decisions for
our American Heroes and inform the public about the truth of the
failure of the VBA transformation.
Visit www.seniorvsr.com for additional info and to make comments.
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PUTTING VETERANS FIRST
On June 16, 2012 and August 25, 2012, the employees of the
Columbia VA Regional office along with our Veteran partners,
and others stood in protest regarding the negative impact the
unplanned transformation initiatives was having on claims
processing and Veterans.
I told the New York Times (NYT) reporter Jim Dao, "We want
to take care of veterans; many of us are veterans" and "We
can't sit any longer and be blamed for things that are beyond
our control." Another employee who has 20 years of claims
processing experience said, "They've implemented so much
stuff, no human can keep up with it all." Workers Point
Finger at Their Own Agency Amid a Backlog in Veterans'
Benefits, NYT, June 15, 2012
Since that time there have been articles after articles written,
TV telecasts, Congressional hearings after hearings, and
Congressional letters to the VA Secretary and the President
about the VA backlog. IAVA has been at the forefront of the
Veteran's organizations calling for change and even asked for
a Presidential Commission.
However, except for the Columbia employees, there has been
no voice for the employees who do this work. It is time for
their voices to be heard and the truth be told. We know what
is happening in these VA Regional Offices and the solution is
simple.
A complete analysis of each regional office is needed.
Identify the problems and fix them.
This is called
accountability and leadership.
The four pillars of an organization (leadership, process,
people system, and workplace culture) have been allowed to
crumple at VBA. WHY?
"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

A NATIONAL CRISIS TRANSFORMED INTO A NATIONAL DISASTER
"...the members of the armed forces have been compelled to
make greater economic sacrifice and every other kind of
sacrifice than the rest of us, and they are entitled to definite
action to help take care of their special problems." FDR June
22,1944
Nearly a year after our warning, the situation has gotten worst.
Despite the fact that the Congress, the VA IG, the GAO, the
media, and other stakeholders continue to report and the VA
performance continues to show that VA is failing our Veterans
and their survivors, VA is allowed to continue to plow on with
this transformation, VBMS "mess" and with the VA Secretary's
unattainable goal of 0% backlog and 98% accuracy rate by 2015
This goal continues to be void of any short or intermediate
benchmarks.
The Transformation (People, Process and Technology) was
going to revolutionize the claims process. Instead it has turned
it into a National Disaster. Buzz words don't get the job done.
Trained employees, workload management, and competent
leadership do.

PROCESS
Here is what VA have implemented so far,, The New Challenge
Training Course, The Disability Benefit Questionnaires (DBQs),
Acceptable Clinical Evidence (ACE), The Specialized Lanes,
Cross-Functional Teams, Rating Calculators and Evaluation
Builders, Simplified Notification Letters (SNL), Contracting Out
of Claims Development to a Xerox subsidiary Affiliated
Computer Services (ACS), Quality Review Team (QRT), New
Performance Standards, Fully Development Claims to include
new forms that include 5103 Notice, Fast Track of New Agent
Orange Presumptions Claims, Issue based quality reviews, Ebenefits, a form for NODs and last but not least the savior The Veterans Benefit Management System (VBMS).
Ideas must be vetted and tested. An analysis must be
conducted. After that a plan must be formulated. However,
speed kills. The transformation initiatives train has derailed
taking claims processing off the cliff. In the process. Veterans
and employees have been steam rolled.
The GAO testified before the Senate VA Committee and
said, ""We have noted that VA's ongoing efforts should be
driven by a robust, comprehensive plan; however when we
reviewed VBA's plan documents, we found that they fell short
of established criteria for sound planning. Specifically, VBA
provided us with several documents, including a PowerPoint
presentation and a matrix that provided a high-level overview
of over 40 initiatives, but, at the time of our review,

could not provide us with a robust plan that tied together the group
of initiatives, their inter-relationships, and subsequent impact on
claims and appeals processing times." GAO-13-453T, Mar 13, 2013
Furthermore, the Congress asked for a plan on June 19, 2012 and
there was none. Another request was made on July 18, 2012 and the
excuse that VA used for not presenting the plan was that budget
numbers had to be removed from it before it could be released.
There was a third request in September 20, 2012. The bottom line is
the transformation plan was several documents and a power point
presentation. On January 25, 2013, VA published a 20 page VA
Strategic Plan to Eliminate the Claims Backlog.
Now, the VA is cooking the books focusing on two years old claims
and provisional ratings. The VBA has been completing partial ratings
for years. The difference with these partial ratings is it removes the
old claims off the books and if new evidence is received the old
claims becomes new. Furthermore, these provisional rating denies
the Veterans their Constitutional right of due process.
Moreover, The US House of Representatives VA Committee Hearing
on 03/20/2013: Focusing on People: A Review of VA's Plans for
Employee Training, Accountability, and Workload Management to
Improve Disability Claims Processing, reveals what the USB said
about the oldest claims.
"Right now today we are working on our very oldest claims. As soon
as we finished the Agent Orange/Nehmer caseload we took the
people who had been doing it 37% of my workforce we took and
pointed them back to the claims that had been waiting our very
oldest claims over two years old claims ...you are probably
wondering why my numbers are going up it because my regional
offices were given direction to go do the oldest... it was the right ...
thing to do by our Veterans that have been waiting... "USB Hickey's
testimony, 44:24 to 45:06 minutes
The real question should be why are these claims 2 years old? If that
problem is not fixed, it does not matter what is being done.
Simple arithmetic also tells us, if you take all the rating claims
processors and work 2 years old claims for 60 days; the claims that
are 65 days old will be come 125 days old and the 22 months old
claims will become 24 months old. This "smoke and mirror" claims
processing will be a revolving door.

TECHNOLOGY
The transformation initiatives were based on the assumption that
VBMS, which is not ready for primetime, would be up and running.
It's up and limping. VBMS can be analogous to flying a defective
plane. Claims establishment takes longer to take off; claims
development quickly hits turbulence and all the instruments don't
work; rating claims taxi is an adventure; and promulgation cannot
land because they forgot to include landing gear.
For those who believe that paperless processing is the savior of
claims processing, we offer this piece of information. The VBA

Benefits Delivery at Discharge (BDD) claims have been
digitized since 2008. All supplemental claims filed by
Veterans whose initial BDD claims were digitized must be
processed paperless. However, BDD initial and supplemental
claims are backlogged. Pension claims have also been
paperless. They are also backlogged.
Furthermore, employees have to access three separate
systems to view paperless documents - Virtual VA, VBMS,
and Fast Track for seven Agent Orange presumptive
disabilities. If this is not enough, there are also the legacy
files.
When the VA CIO departs months before a planned wider
rollout of the $537 m illion VBMS followed shortly by the
Chief of IT, it does not take a brain surgeon to connect the
dots. Furthermore, the VA Chief of Staff and the Deputy VA
Secretary also flew the coup.
As a colleague said, "the VA leadership lives in a future that
does not exist."

PEOPLE
At the hearing, March 20, 2013, Chairman Miller in his
opening statement said, "Although much emphasis is placed
on process and technology, I do believe that we should
focus more on the people that are doing the work."
He also said, ""Although proper training is important I would
like to reiterate that is not all there need to be done. VA
also needs to focus on accountability and better workload
management practices.
Please view his entire opening
statement on the US House of Representative webcast. A
partial transcription from the webcast is enclosed with this
brochure. The Chairman understands the real problems at
the VBA.
USB Hickey's written testimony at the hearing states, "We
very deliberately put our employees - our people - at the
forefront of our transformation plan, as they are the heart
of our mission and absolutely critical to achieving the
Secretary's goal of completing all claims in 125 days at 98
percent accuracy in 2015. " REALLY?
The employees who do the work are trapped in the foxholes
of these VAROs with poor leadership, broken tools/systems,
failed processes, inadequate training, and an unmanageable
workload. Although they are working harder than ever, no
progress is being made.
Employees know the problems and can HELP provide the
solutions. However, people who never have worked a claim
or worked in a VARO think they know the problems and the
solutions. If someone did, this problem would have been
solved centuries ago.

Chairman Miller, US House Committee of VA, understands what'}
wrong with VBA claims processing.
This is a part of his opening statement on 03/20/2013 hearing
Focusing on People: A Review of VA's Plans for Employee
Training, Accountability, and Workload Management to
Improve Disability Claims Processing. "A quick search of
Miriam Webster dictionary transformation means the act of
changing or structure similarly plan is defined as a detailed
formulation of a program or action. What we have seen from
VA so far is not amount to a significant change in the culture
of the organization nor has VA provided a detail formulation
of a plan they have for moving forward.... Most of what we
have seen so far is a repackaging of old initiatives with new
powerpoint presentations and impressive buzz words.
Speaking of buzz words, VA has repeated stated that it plans
on accomplishing its transformation plan by focusing on
People, Process and Technology. Our focus this morning is to
focus on the first of these three elements. In what maybe the
most important element and that is people. Although much
emphasis is placed on process and technology, I do believe
that we should focus more on the people that are doing the
work."
As we continue to hear the same excuses from VA about
increase workload and increase complexity of claims. Let me
give you just one example from VA own budget books and I
quote "The effect of the military drawdown VA claims process
is marked not only by a large volume of claims being received,
but also by an increasing complexity of those claims. As the
result of the pre-discharge counseling being given to service
personnel, Veterans have been claiming more conditions on

their initial applications. Instead of the traditional two to
three disability per claim, Regional Offices are dealing with 10
to 15 issues per claim. I could go on but I just ask does this
sound familiar. It should because of what I just read to you
came out of VA February 19,1994 Budget submission. Now,
VA has and will encounter complication alone the way.
However, VA demonstrated history has shown its inability or
refusal to forecast problems and anticipate its need and the
only people paying the price for the failure of VBA are the
Veterans. The time for excuses is over.... VA also needs to
focus on accountability and workload management practices.
"Although proper training is important I would like to reiterate
that is not all there need to be done. VA also need to focus on
accountability and better workload management practices.
For example, the words we hear more often from VA is when
you are called before us is Nehmer. Nehmer, a class action
lawsuit that require VA to prioritize certain Agent Orange
presumptions did in fact add significantly to VA's workload.
However, during the 111th Congress, Secretary Shinseki
testified before this Committee that VA would easily be able
to fast track those claims and I quote "by 2013 we will be back
to where we are today about 161 days to process a claim."
USB Hickey as you know we are not anywhere near that
number today. On the contrary, 280 days for an initial rating
decision. Without better workload or surge capacity planning,
I am fearful that VA is simply one National mission away from
complete collapse and utter failure.

