VA Regional Office
AFGE LOCAL 520
PO BOX 1778
COLUMBIA, SC 29202
March 1,2015
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 the follow -up on VARO Oakland, highlight VA contracts, VA Core Values and
leadership, and the infamous backlogs.
During the hearing a dialogue between Representative McNerney and USB Hickey at the
U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs Budget Request for Fiscal Year 2016, HVAC hearing
on February 11, 2015 went as follows:
Representative McNerney: "... a brief update on the backlog specially focusing on some
of the California ROs that had such a problem a few years ago ...."
... Oakland since we last saw you here in the room I am glad to have you back
Congressman. Doing phenomenally much better their backlog is down 67.3%, their
quality is up 90% on issue bases, and they are doing much better than they were..."
Excerpts from CBS report, Whistkblowers: Veterans cheated out ofbeneftts, CBS News, February 25,2015,
shine another light at the Oakland VARO.
•
•
•
•

"But a CBS News investigation has found widespread mismanagement of claims,
resulting in veterans being denied the benefits they earned, and many even dying before
they get an answer from the VA, reports CBS News correspondent Wyatt Andrews.
Five whistleblowers at the Oakland, California, Veterans Benefits office told CBS News
that Stafford's claim is one of more than 13,000 informal claims filed between 1996 and
2009 that ended up stashed in a file cabinet.
"We were getting letters from elderly veterans and from widows who were literally at the
end of their life, begging for help," Rustyann Brown said.
But whether the veteran was dead or still alive, brown said VA supervisors hi Oakland
ordered her team to mark the claims "no action necessary" and to toss them aside.
Whistleblowers said that was illegal.

•
•
•
•

•

"The VA didn't help them. The VA didn't care about them. They took them, they put
them in a file, and they stuffed them away," Brown said.
There were 13,184 veterans who were, Brown said, "begging for help."
When she raised her concerns, she said she was taken off the project. Then, this past
summer, Brown and former VA employee Tony Silviero found a cart full of these same
claims, ignored, yet again.
The VA declined CBS News' repeated interview requests. It did admit to widespread
problems in the handling of claims, but blamed that on the transition from a mail based
system to a new electronic system. The VA said in a statement, "..electronic claims
processing [has] transformed mail management for compensation claims ... greatly
minimizing any risk of delays due to lost or misplaced mail."
Veterans service organization Veteran Warriors, which advocates for veterans who are
having difficulty with their claims, said in a statement: "Too many cases have come to
light, wherein the VA leaders have destroyed, deleted, hidden and manipulated veterans
claims - their very access to benefits and services - and NOT ONE OF THEM has been
criminally charged. It is time for our nations' leaders to stop listening to the endless "lip
service" of accountability and demand answers. If they do not get them, it is time for
repercussions to be felt by those who obviously believe they are above the law and
insulated from prosecution."

Excerpts from the article, Oakland VA office botched benefits, forgot about claims, SFGATE,
February 18, 2015, speak to accountability at the VBA.
•

•
•

"The accountability for why these things happen doesn't have any clear conclusion,"
LaMalfa said. "They say all these files were missing, but there's not enough information
to confirm what's wrong. That's a self-perpetuating nonsolution. You need to step back
and figure out why the information is not there or missing."
Lauren Price, founder of the veterans advocacy group Veteran Warriors, said she was
concerned that inspectors accepted the Oakland office's assertion that only 2,155 of the
13,184 claims in the cabinet required action or review.
She added, "They're just basically taking the leadership's word for it, that 11,000 of them
were junk. We're just going to keep taking their word for it when they covered this up for
two years?"

Excerpts from the article, VA chipping away at claims backlog, but observers skeptical of goals,
Houston Chronicle, February 10, 2015, raise more manipulation and investigation.
•
•
•

"About 55 percent of Houston's claims are 125 days or older, about 8 percent higher than
the national average.
In Houston, for example, an internal investigation last summer found one supervisor who
is no longer employed by the regional office - had manipulated unfinished claims to make
them look like they had been completed.
In recent weeks, officials from the VA's Office of the Inspector General were back in
Houston, investigating another supervisor, who has since resigned.

•

Nationwide, the work pace has also caused the agency's backlog of appeals to skyrocket,
to nearly 300,000. Unlike first-time claims, the appeals process takes far longer, and is
even more complicated and costly."

Excerpts from the article, Veterans Affairs officials changed 20 year-old benefit claim to appear
only 14 days old, Washington Examiner, February 26, 2015, continue to magnify the problems at
VAROs.
•

•

•
•

"Department of Veterans Affairs officials in the agency's Little Rock, Ark., facility
changed the dates on patients' healthcare claims to conceal the fact that veterans had
waited up to 20 years to learn if they would receive benefits for their injuries.
The VA inspector general's discovery, made public Thursday, showed officials at the
Little Rock regional office continued to tamper with patient records even after the
practice had sparked national outrage as the VA scandal exploded.
In July 2014, the inspector general received an anonymous tip that staff at the VA office
in Little Rock, Arkansas were changing the dates on veterans' claims.
The findings at the VA's regional office in Little Rock mirror those discovered at agency
facilities around the country in what was last year revealed to be a systematic scheme of
manipulation and cover-ups."

AFGE Local 520 has been calling for an independent review of all VAROs and reporting on the
manipulation of VBA's numbers for nearly three years and reporting to the Committees for
nearly two years. The reasons for this review continue to pop up around the VBA ROs.
The CBS report said, "The VA said in a statement, "..electronic claims processing [has]
transformed mail management for compensation claims ... greatly minimizing any risk of delays
due to lost or misplaced mail." This statement is obviously made by someone who does not
work electronic mail.
Excerpt from an email from VARO Columbia's management, Subject: PMR Process
Reminder/Update received on February 11,2015 states, "Due to a processing delay between
DOMA, CACI and VBMS, all suspense timeframes involving a second request for records
which has expired and no records or negative response is found in the efolder, should be
extended an additional 10 days. "
Again, AFGE Local 520 declares that centralized mail is problematic.
Currently, there are three contractors handling Veterans' mail and personally identifiable
information (PII) to include medical records. Here are a few questions that need to be answered.
• What type of background investigation has been conducted for the contract employees
handling Veteran's PII?
• How many days does it take to process the mail and what controls are in place to ensure
expeditious handling of the mail?
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•
•
•
•

Have there been any independent investigations of these facilities and their processes?
Are the contractors meeting the provisions of the contract?
What happens if the contractor defaults, goes out of business, or a fire or other disaster
occurs?
What happens if there is a fire or other disaster since all the mail is being processed at
only two locations?

Currently, the contractors have the VBA over a barrel. The claim process will come to a
screeching halt if something happens to the contractors. Does VBA have an alternative plan if
something happens to the contractors?
It is much easier to disregard electronic mail than paper mail. If mail becomes missing in the
electronic world, it will be out of sight out of mind. What are the internal controls regarding
electronic mail? Case and point, there are over 46,000 pieces of mail not associated with the
Veteran's electronic record and VBA does not seem concerned about getting them associated.
The larger question is how did this happen?
An excerpt from the article, Exclusive: Hundreds of Thousands ofVA Electronic Disability
Claims Not Processed, nextgov, July 3, 2014 is a reminder of how easy it is to eliminate
electronic claims without any verification.
• ""VA spokeswoman Meagan Lutz said since February 2013, just over 445,000
online applications have been initiated. Of those, approximately 70,000
compensation claims have been submitted and another 70,000 nonrating (add a
dependent, etc.) have been submitted, leaving a total of 300,000 incomplete
claims. Because a number of claims started are more than 365 days old, they have
now expired, totaling an estimated 230,000 unprocessed claims."
Contractors have become a fixture in the electronic world of VBA, but are they producing the
results that were advertised and who is responsible for their oversight?
Excerpts from the article, 14 contractors make VA's $12B T4 contract winners list,
Washington Technology, July 5, 2011, outline the VA IT funds , the contractors involved and
the VA goals for these funds.
"Fourteen contractors will compete for task orders worth a total of up to $12 billion under
the Veterans Affairs Department's Transformation Twenty-One Total Technology
acquisition program, known as T4.
"T4 is a major tool in the transformation of VA into a 21st Century organization," VA
Secretary Eric K. Shinseki said in a statement at the time. "These contracts will enable
VA to acquire services for information technology programs that will help ensure timely
delivery of health care and benefits to our Veterans."

The contract awardees were:
• Booz Allen Hamilton, Red Bank, N.J.
• CACI-ISS, Inc., Chantilly, Va.
• Harris Corporation, Melbourne, Fla.
• Systems Research and Applications Corporation, Fairfax, Va.
• Creative Computing Solutions, Inc. (CCSi), Rockville, Md.
• Hewlett Packard Enterprise Services, LLC, Herndon, Va.
• ASM Research Inc., Fairfax, Va.
• Systems Made Simple, Syracuse, N.Y.
• Firstview Federal TS, Rockville, Md.
• Information Innovators, Springfield, Va.
• 7 Delta, Fulton, Md.
• By Light, Arlington, Va.
• Technatomy, Fairfax, VA.
• Adams Communications & Engineering Technology, Waldorf, Md.
The contractors also are to support the VA's goal of providing seamless access to benefits
and health information systems. This includes support for development of a common
joint platform for digital medical profiles with the Defense Department over the next six
to 10 years. Other VA goals include reducing the backlog of benefits claims and
fulfilling the Veterans Relationship Management and the Veterans Benefits
Management System initiatives." Emphasis Added
Associated Veterans, LLC Quality Solutions website declares:
"AV provided a wide spectrum of project management and business requirements
support to the Office of Business Process Integration (OBPI). OBPI's main purpose is to
address the need for greater internal coordination across VBA lines of business
(Compensation, Pension & Fiduciary, Education, Loan Guaranty, Insurance and
Vocational Rehabilitation & Education) and to help VBA communicate requirements to a
centralized IT organization at the Department-level."
Those successes that were supported include:
• Agent Orange Non-Nehmer Fast Track automated claims processing
• Veteran Benefit Management Assistance Program (VBMAP)
Considering the problems the VBA transformation technology has experienced over the past
three years and still is, AFGE Local 520 is investigating these declarations and these contracts.
We have submitted a FOIA request for all contracts involving the VBA transformation and
should have that information shortly.
That being said, here is what we know thus far.
On March 12, 2012, the HVAC sent a letter to USB Hickey regarding the contract with Xerox
subsidiary Affiliated Computer Service (ACS) (Veteran Benefit Management Assistance

Program (VBMAP). The concerns outlined in the letter were the contract may have been
implemented without an adequate cost-comparison study; analysis of its impact on veteran's
employment opportunities at VBA; and the cost and quality of ACS services provided to
veterans and the contractor's problematic track record with other government agencies.
The ACS contract was an utter failure and only served to exacerbate the backlog. However,
Associated Veterans, LLC Quality Solutions calls it a success.
Excerpts from the article, VA Launches System To Fast-Track Some Agent Orange Claims,
Nextgov, November 1, 2010, describe how this contract (Agent Orange Non-Nehmer Fast Track
automated claims processing) began and its abandonment should shine a spot light on how it
ended. However, Associated Veterans, LLC Quality Solutions calls it a success.
/
• "IBM won the $9.1 million Agent Orange claims processing system contract this July,
and by late August, VA Secretary Eric Shinseki had become so frustrated with the
company's lack of progress he personally called IBM chairman Samuel Palmisano to
express dissatisfaction. To further goad the company, VA in September issued a request
for a second bidder to develop the Agent Orange claims system.
• VA did not respond to a request for an interview on how the fast track system was
developed and how it works."
"Prior to being confirmed as Deputy Secretary, Gould was Vice President for Public Sector
Strategy at IBM Global Business Services. He also served as Chief Executive Officer of O'Gara
Company and Chief Operating Officer of Exolve. Earlier in his career, he was a consultant at
Theodore Barry and Associates."
http://www.politicalappointeeproject.org/prqfile/w-scott-gould
"Gibson would succeed Scott Gould, who resigned May 17 amid an exodus of top VA officials
that included Chief of Staff John Gingrich, CIO Roger Baker and CTO Peter Levin. The
departures came amid troubles at the VA, particularly related to its IT operations." Obama
nominates deputies for VA, Navy, FCW, September 11, 2013
Booz Allen Hamilton Inc. got this contract.
On April 1,2014, USB Hickey replied to NVAC President Alma Lee regarding the plan to use
contractors to input dependency claim data into the Rules Based Processing System (RBPS) for
automated eligibility determinations and payment processing. The letter stated, "This contract will not
affect VBA employees. VBA employees will continue to work the existing inventory claims as
assigned by management." In response to your hiring concerns, please note that VBA consistently
backfills vacant position. VBA is not in a hiring freeze." Letter, USB, April 1, 2014
"Dependency Claims Contract -... The contract calls for 40,000 dependency claims to be
processed per month when operating at full capacity. The contractor is currently
ramping up to that capacity." Witness Testimony of The Honorable Allison A. Hickey,
Under Secretary for Benefits, Veterans Benefits Administration, U.S. Department of
Veterans Affairs, Evaluation of the Process to Achieve VBA Goals, July 14, 2014
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The MMWR as of April 7, 2014, shows that EP 130 was at 245,073 when the contract started.
Here are the numbers as of March 2, 2013 and February 23, 2015, respectively.
DATES
130

3/2/2013
181,744

2/23/2015 DIFF
256,980
75,236

2/23/2015
76.2%

How is the dependency contracting working nearly a year later since its inception in April 2014?
Its ineffectiveness is not only affecting employees, but most importantly Veterans.
DOMA has the private medical records retrieval contract.
DOMA retrieves medical records from healthcare providers in multiple formats including
mail, fax, and scanned documents, and converts them into a Portable Document Format
(pdf) that can be accessed through DOMA's secure data and document management
application, DOMA ekdb
Security and privacy are important, and our claims
processing service follows HIPAA standards.,
http://www.domaonline.com/services/claims-processing/
Excerpts from an email from VARO Columbia's management, dated February 3,2015 reads thus. •
•

•

"Please be advised that approximately 1,400 documents transmitted to Centralized Mail
from the PMR Program from January 17th through 19th contain an erroneous watermark
on the uploaded images. An example of the watermark is included as an attachment to
this message. Letters to Veteran/Claimant, Private Healthcare Provider (PHP), and/or
Facility are not impacted.
On January 28, 2015, the PMR Program retransmitted corrected documents to VCIP. In
order to rid the eFolder of the erroneous documents, field users are instructed to delete
the copy that contains the watermark as part of claims review."

Excerpts from the article, VA picks Accenturefor health IT modernization, FCW The Business Of
Federal Technology, July 2, 2014, show more of the $12 billion being contracted out.
•

•

"The Department of Veterans Affairs wants to unify the code and interface on its
homegrown health IT system. It has selected ASM Research, a division of Accenture, for
a three-year, $162 million contract to modernize the Clinical Application and Enterprise
Core Services of the Veterans Health Information Systems and Technology Architecture,
known as VistA.
The award is a task order under the VA's five-year, $12 billion Transformation TwentyOne Total Technology contract vehicle."

Prior to joining VA, Ms. Hickey led a Human Capital Management program at Accenture for the
intelligence community, including the National Geospatial Intelligence Agency, where she
supported operational business processes in the areas of customer relationship management, call
center practices, and 21st century information technology systems.
http://www. va.gov/opa/bios/bios _hickey. asp

Excerpts from the article, VA seeks budget help to beat back backlog of disability claims appeals,
Federal News Radio, February 25, 2015, speak to an additional 4.13 billion to be added to 12
billion that apparently has not been spent according to the article above.
•
•

"Stephen Warren, the VA chief information officer, said the department is asking for $20
million in fiscal 2016 to bring the appeals process well into the 21st century.
Warren said the money to improve the appeals process is part of a $233 million increase
in VA's overall IT budget request. The department asked for $4.13 billion for technology
for 2016."

When Secretary McDonald assumed command of the VA, one of his first acts was to issue
ICARE pins and have employees commit to the VA Core Values and Characteristics.
Employees even signed a banner with the words "Integrity, Commitment Advocacy, Respect,
and Excellence embedded on it.
In light of the integrity issues that have plagued this organization in the past, we face another
one, but this time from our leader which was the talk of the office this week.
The articles below captured these errors.
"Robert McDonald, secretary of U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (VA), apologized on Tuesday for
falsely embellishing his military record. McDonald had claimed that he was part of an elite special forces
unit in a videotaped comment." Veterans Affairs Head Robert McDonald Apologizes For False Military
Record Claim, February 25, 2015, International Business Times, February 25, 2015
"While the data shows that 900 people have been let go under McDonald, half those dismissals were
probationary employees, meaning they were just starting work as the scandal had come to light, or weren't
even there when it was going on. Looking at historical trends, the number of terminations looks pretty
similar to ordinary personnel chum.
More problematic is the claim that 60 people were fired in direct connection with the wait-time scandal. As
of mid February, 14 employees had been ousted in one way or another due to the scandal, with another five
directors or officers removed as well. Other employees were disciplined without being terminated. Still, the
number of terminated employees is well below McDonald's stated number.
We rate the statement False." VA secretary claims 900 firings, 60 related to wait times, since he took over,
PolitiFact.com, Winner of the Pulitzer Prize, Tampa Bay Times, February 28, 2015

Although he apologizes for the first and it seems that he was given a pass, the second is
inexcusable and only confirms that the VA bureaucracy will continue and the VA core values
have little value.
In the light of Secretary's miscues, excerpts from the article, Discomfort comes with leadership,
VA undersecretary tells Air Force Academy cadets, The Gazette, 2014 Pulitzer Prize Winner,
February 28, 2015, make these claims.
"Allison Hickey told an Air Force Academy crowd Friday that her time as a cadet there taught her how to
be uncomfortable.
Hickey leads the agency's Veterans Benefit Administration and is credited with cutting the VA's massive
backlog of disability claims by moving to all-electronic processing. The backlog of claims older than four
months peaked at 600,000 in 2013 and fell to 224,000 this month, the agency said.
8

Hickey described work to improve customer service at the VA while launching its operations into the
digital age.
She didn't ignore critics in the veterans community and Congress, but said she didn't let them distract her.
"You remain unwaveringly focused on your people and your goal," she said. She also focused on veterans,
especially those in crisis.
During the holiday season in 2014, those troubled veterans got her attention. "I had about a dozen suicide
notes in my email inbox," she said. The undersecretary reached out to VA's crisis line for suicidal vets to
deliver help. "And everyone who landed in my email box is alive today because of it," she said."

There is no empirical data that shows all-electronic processing contributed to the reduction in
the backlog. By the way, the system is still not all-electronic. However, there is empirical data
of manipulation, provisional ratings used dishonestly and VBA has lost control of them,
millions of dollars spent on mandatory and voluntary overtime, staffing problems, all hands on
deck, the suspension of quality reviews, the stagnation of the backlog from October 1, 2014 to
January 2015 when mandatory overtime was suspended, the creation of two more backlogs
(appeals and nonrating), mail stuck at the contractors and in VBMS, and contractors feasting on
billions of taxpayers' dollars (alleging success, albeit work continues to be returned to regional
offices to completed because of failures). As to the comments about suicidal vets, we hope
someone verifies that information because it sounds so convenient.
Lest we forget, Veterans' claims (appeals, ratings, and nonrating) are still backlogged and the
total compensation inventory is over 1.5 million if all MMWR reported work is considered
minus the unreported ones.
DATES 3/2/2013
2/23/2015
DIFF
293,109
APPEALS
43,295
249,814
C&P RB >125 2/16/2015
DIFF
2/23/2015
2/23/2015
24,369
24,830
48.8%
010
-461
56,904
56,132
49.1%
-772
110
140,673
137,837
47.4%
020
-2,836
30,511
30,260
89.8%
930
-251
TOTAL
252,918
248,598
-4,320
58.8%

DATES
Other Claims
130
290
600
Totals

3/2/2013
181,744
75,956
42,562
300,262

2/23/2015 DIFF
256,980
112,698
101,740
471,418

75,236
36,742
59,178
171,156

2/23/2015

76.2%
78.2%
48.6%
67.7%

Over 125 days
Total
164,858
80,966
1,450
6,961
138,188
292,466
487,042
338,109
56,996
68,996
250,418
123,918
293,109

Original Entitlement - Veterans
Original Entitlement - Survivors
Supplemental Entitlement
Award Adjustments
Program Reviews
Compensation Other
Total Appeals Pending
TOTAL COMPENSATION VAROs

1,563,850

49.11%
20.83%
47.25%
69.42%
82.6%
49.5%

739,627

Therefore, AFGE Local 520 will continue work to help "deliver the best Quality of service" to
my fellow comrades, "ensure a Quality work environment" for VBA's most valuable resource my fellow employees and continue to knock on the Secretary's door until we receive an answer
to our questions on behalf of Veterans and the employees who serve them.

Ronald Robinson
President
(803) 239-7682(c)
(803) 647-2385 (w)
www.seniorvsr.com
LEAVE NO VETERAN BEHIND
CF:
President AFGE
President NVAC
60 Minutes

NY Times
Washington Post
Center for Investigative
Reporting
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The Washington Examiner
DailyCaller.com

