VA Regional Office
AFGE LOCAL 520
PO BOX 1778
COLUMBIA, SC 29202
August 11,2013
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
weigh-in on our President's address to the annual convention of DAV and continue our
commitment to providing an analysis of the" real progress" that is being made by the VBA on
behalf of my fellow comrades and their survivors, and my fellow employees who are employed
to serve them.
"Mr. Obama, addressing the annual convention of the Disabled American Veterans, said that his
administration was finally shrinking a backlog of years of benefits claims — by 20 percent in the
past five months. But new waves of claims were coming in, he added, including from aging
Vietnam veterans able to seek help for ailments that may stem from exposure to Agent Orange,
and from recent combat casualties suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder or traumatic
brain injuries.
Mr. Obama, who last appeared at the disabled veterans' convention in 2010, provided his
audience with an update on an Army Ranger, Sgt. First Class Cory Remsburg, whom he had
spoken of three years ago, after the soldier suffered a traumatic brain injury in Afghanistan. After
years of surgery and therapies, he remains blind in one eye and unable to fully move his left side,
but he is making progress with speech and movement, Mr. Obama said.
"Cory is 30 years old. His recovery, like so many of yours, will last a lifetime," Mr. Obama said.
"And when it comes to our work of making sure that our nation is fulfilling its promises to the
men and women who served and sacrificed, America cannot give up either." Obama Assures
Disabled Veterans They Will Get Aid, New York Times, August 10, 2013
Local 520 will not give up either until the real problems at the VBA administration are addressed
and solved.
How reliable is the Monday Morning Workload Report (MMWR) and what does it really tell
you?
MMWR VA Claims Inventory as of August 3,2013 states, "64% of pending claims come
from Veterans filing supplemental claims for additional benefits. What does this mean?
Here is who the 64% represents:

Veterans who filed supplemental claims, except for guardsmen and reservists who are called to
active duty, the majority of the claims don't need development for federal records (service
treatment records, service records, etc) except for claims for increase due to individual
unemployability which social security records may be needed. Social security records normally
are received within 30 days and are digitized. The majority of the claims are for an increase,
new issues, reopened claims or a combination of the same which requires minimal development.
A claim for secondary condition requires the veteran to submit evidence linking his primary
disability to his secondary. In claims where the veteran has a primary disability like diabetes, an
association made be established based on a disability that may be associated with the primary
disability such as diabetic peripheral neuropathy etc.
In the case of a claim for an increase, if the medical evidence provided by the veteran through a
medical release form or submission by the veteran, is not sufficient to rate a VA examination is
needed. A reopened claim requires the veteran to submit new and material evidence in order for
the claim to be reopened. The veteran can submits the evidence with his claim or provide a
medical release form so VA can obtain the information. Furthermore, most veterans are seen by
the VA. Therefore, the evidence is their possession. Here is the progress made since the new 1
year and 2 year old claims initiatives for these claims.
R ATTNG
BUNDLE (RB)

4/13/2013

8/3/2 13

020
C&P RB >125
020

480,512
4/13/2013
337,278

453,816
8/3/2013
297,736

°

WFF

-26,696
DIFF
-39,542

4/13/2013
70.2%

8/3/2013 DIFF
65.6%
-4.58%

Remember, these claims are not important because these "pesky" Veterans are just trying to get
more money from the Government. No, Veterans have earned the right to apply for these
benefits because they made a deposit into America's bank account and if eligible should expect a
timely and accurate decision on that investment. These Veterans are not welfare recipients, but
make up the less than 1% of the population that served their country faithfully and honorably.
If there are over 22 million Veterans in this country and there are less the 800,000 C&P Bundle
claims pending, the VA would really be in trouble if more Veterans were applying for benefits.
The MMWR now reads, "Please note: Effective July 1st, 2013, VBA no longer reports the
Entitlement Bundle on the Monday Morning Workload Reports." Since our previous letter to
you this has been changed from July 15th, 2013.

Now, let's take a look at the 34%.
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What happened to the Benefits Delivery at Discharge (BDD) and Quick Start programs and how
long have these programs been in existence?
"BDD allows a Service member to submit a claim for disability compensation 60 to 180 days
prior to separation, retirement, or release from active duty or demobilization. BDD can help you
receive VA disability benefits sooner, with a goal of within 60 days after release or discharge.
The eligibility for these programs are as follows: "BDD requires a minimum of 60 days to allow
sufficient time to complete the medical examination process (which may involve multiple
specialty clinics) prior to separation from service. If you are closer than 60 days to separation
from service, you can submit a Quick Start claim. BDD is available nationwide and open to all
Service members on full time active duty, including members of the National Guard and
Reserve. Members of the Coast Guard may also participate."
http://benefits.va.gov/PREDISCHARGE/claims-pre-discharge-benefits-delivery-at-discharge.asp
The BDD claims have digitized since around 2008, and two VAROs were tasked with processing
these claims. Another important factor was any claim filed by the Veteran thereafter was
processed through digitization by these two VAROs. So, why have these claims rolled over to
the C&P Bundle and now are backlogged?
If there are two VAROs processing claims with no increase in trained employees and there is an
increase in claims, do the math. These programs were established to help control the front end of
the claims process, but as most initiatives established by VBA, it went awry.
After the Center of Investigative Reporting began to place a spotlight on VA processing of
original claims, they shifted the processing of Quick Start claims to what is called the Day 1

Brokering Center (D1BC). The Columbia VARO has one of these centers. The Columbia
D1BC was working hard on helping with these claims, but then came the new initiatives. The
DIBC's mission changed to process these claims.
As a result claims were shipped from other VAROs to the D1BC. However, when claims were
not received timely, it left these employees without work. Yes, with over 1.5 million claims
pending, VA employees had no work to do. Moreover, these employees were not allowed to
work any other claims not associated with the new initiatives. Employees already had problems
meeting the production element of their performance standard because of the unplanned
transformation initiatives and now they were faced with no work. However, the VARO
Columbia has a solution, let's place them on a Performance Improvement Plan (PIP).
Local 520 fully supports holding employees accountable. However, when the following
circumstances exist, it is time to present the real facts to the jury of public opinion so a just
verdict can be rendered:
•S appropriately 32% of claims processors are not meeting the production element of their
production standard after the institution of the unplanned transformation initiatives that
was promoted as the solution to the claims process
S VBMS is not working as advertised and actually has slowed the progress
•S employees are being held accountable for circumstances beyond their control while the
VA leadership at all levels is allowed to engage in public relations blitzes and "smoke
and mirror" claims processing
S everyone turning a blind eye to VA failed solutions to the claims processing problem
However, one thing that we can report the Brokering Center is "Broke" at the Columbia VARO.
Lastly, how many BDD and Quick starts claims are still in the diary stage and are not included in
the MMWR inventory?
Until VA identifies the EP 930 claims that were prematurely decided and include them in the
C&P Rating Bundle the true number of claims pending will not be known.
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Since AFGE Local 520 highlighted the status of widows and orphans and burials claims in its
brochure, robo calls to over 9,000 Veterans in South Carolina, and during its informational
picket on May 31, 2013, there has been a decrease in the number of these claims:
The following information was reported as of April 29, 2013:

Death Pension EP 190
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EP 160

50,868
60,133

32,609 64.1%

On Memorial Day we remembered and honored our fallen heroes, but is VA caring for their
widows and orphans?
Of particular note, two of the call back numbers left on our message service after our robo calls
were from VACO.
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Although the numbers are going down, the >125 190's has made little progress.
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Unfortunately, the burial numbers are rising again.
Lastly, the numbers no one seems to care about. However, the impact that these claims have on
the life of Veterans and their survivors cannot be measured.
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*How many EP 400s-are associated with Provisional ratings? Has Congress found out how
many Provisional ratings were prepared that will have to be finalized in the coming year?
**These claims are handled by the Pension Maintenance Centers (PMCs). The PMCs were
established to fix the pension problem and help VAROs process compensation claims more
timely. How is this working?
From: Hickey, Allison (EX), VBAVACO
Sent: Thursday, August 08, 2013 7:53 AM
To: VBACO_VBA_ALL_USERS
Subject: Re: 186 to break the 4XX,XXX backlog threshold!

YOU DID IT!!! Today's backlog is at 498K. Could you hear me cheering all the way from
Atlanta where I was meeting with with you VCSM and QRTs? I am so very proud of you! Let's
keep it going and continue to lean in and take care of our Veterans, their families and Survivors.
Thank you everyone.
Your Under Secretary,
Allison
Allison A. Hickey
Personally, I believe USB Hickey's heart is in the right place and she is sincere in her efforts to
transform the claims process. However, most Veterans and employees are not cheering. I also
have learned that good intentions without critical analyses and proper oversight will lead one off
a cliff and these words continue to ring in my ears.
*J» "Joe (former Under Secretary for Benefits) 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
(VBA Director of 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.'" Reversing Reinvention, Government Executive, June 15,
2003
How can VA cheer when they achieve a number by the following methods?
^
^
•S
^

all hands on deck
i
20 hours of mandatory overtime
neglecting appeals and other claims
40+ unplanned transformation initiatives and VBMS have not been endorsed by the GAO
and the VA IG, respectively
v' the workload is still unmanageable
S the normal claims process has been disrupted

Now, the VA is engaging into another pilot program. What happened to the 40+ transformation
initiatives? We will discuss them in detail in another report.
<* "Pro-Bono Pilot Program to Assist Veterans with Developing their Disability Claims
August 9,2013 - WASHINGTON - The Department of Veterans Affairs, the American
Bar Association (ABA) and the Legal Services Corporation (LSC) announced today a
new partnership and pilot program aimed at reducing the claims backlog and making it
easier for unrepresented Veterans to receive assistance developing their claims for
disability pay." VA Launches a Pilot Program to Help Veterans Receive Decisions Faster
and Reduce Claims Backlog, Sierra Sun Times, SierraTel.com
IAVA also chimed in on the President's address to DAV.
<» "The backlog affects veterans of all eras and poses a financial and emotional roadblock to
transitioning from military to civilian life. Veterans appreciate hearing from their
Commander-in-Chief today about this critical issue. The President's remarks underscore
the need for a sustained commitment on the part of the Administration, working with the
veterans community, to end the backlog. IAVA remains committed to working with the
Administration and Veterans Service Organizations to advance sustainable solutions that
will ensure our veterans no longer have to wait for the benefits they have earned," said
Derek Bennett, Chief of Staff of IAVA. Iraq and Afghanistan Veterans of America
(www. I A VA. org)
Another pilot program and endorsement, however, an analysis of the numbers and reports from
the foxholes of VARO Columbia do not support either. Is anyone aware of many unrepresented
Veterans there are in the pilot areas? In my opinion, there may be a small number, but not
enough to make a difference.
The following actions must be taken before real progress can be made at the VBA:
^ a complete review of each VARO be conducted and the true number of claims pending is
obtained;
v' the claims process with workload management principles are restored;
S employees are trained and provided with the tools and the leadership necessary to
efficiently and effectively perform their duties;
v' the less than adequate VBMS and unplanned transformation initiatives, which have
already been evaluated by the VA IG and the GAO respectively, are called failures and
reevaluated;
•S the VA leadership at all levels is held accountability for its failures
None of these solutions will work without accountability. Unfortunately, no one wants to play
that card because everyone already knows the results - decades of none.

However, without it, Veterans will continue to suffer and VBA will continue to get away with
their failed assumptions and more pilots programs that cannot fly simply because of the sheer
numbers of claims pending.
In my informed and experienced opinion, quick fixes and public relations cannot put this
derailed "claims processing" train back on the tracks.
We, Veterans must get involved in this fight because everyone who should be working on our
behalf has failed us.
All Veterans and survivors have earned the right to have a VBA claims process that work for
ALL of them and employees deserve to have a VA leadership that understand claims processing
at a very detail level and work to improve the process daily.
AFGE Local 520 will continue to report to you. Our next subject will be the appeals process and
we will continue our analysis regarding the progress of these initiatives.
We have been informing the VA for years and now we will continue to inform the American
people. Therefore, no one can say that they were not informed.
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