VA Regional Office
AFGE LOCAL 520
PO BOX 1778
COLUMBIA, SC 29202
June 29, 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 setting unreasonable goals, processing mail - VBA's secret list, and a review of
VBA progress.
Although there is an eerie parallel between the unattainable goal of 14 days for an appointment at
the Veterans Health Administration and the goals set for the VBA below, little or no attention is
being paid to the progress of the VBA except for the quoting of numbers that no one has
validated or know how they have been obtained.
"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/
Excerpts from the article Performance Mismanagement: How an Unrealistic Goal Fueled VA
Scandal, NBCNEWS, June 25, 2014 gets to the crux of the VBA's problems as well.
> "When former Veterans Affairs Secretary Eric Shinseki signed off in 2010 on a plan to
attack a massive scheduling backlog by ordering VA doctors to see new patients within
14 days, he unwittingly set in motion a debacle that encouraged cheating and ultimately
cost him his job, according to some management experts.
> His error, they say, was setting an unreasonable goal.
> But interviews with experts in performance management, and an examination of VA
documents and congressional testimony by NBC News, indicate the agency's internal
controls were woefully inadequate when it came to tracking progress toward the goal
approved by Shinseki.
> Not only did the system fail to produce accurate and actionable data, but it may have
incited front-line VA managers to cheat ~ and even rewarded them for doing so, experts
say.

> "Any time you put highly specific performance measures in place, and you're reporting
them publicly ... they become high stakes and it encourages people to do stupid things
like gaming the numbers," said Ellen Rubin, an assistant professor of public
administration at the State University of New York at Albany who published a study of
government performance appraisal systems in 2011.
> "It really is the system that drives this behavior and if you're going to set up the system,
you need to set up also a system of checks and balances," said Lisa Ordonez, a professor
of management and organizations at the University of Arizona.
> Such safeguards appear to be largely missing at the VA.
>• But Shinseki's approval of the 14-day goal added fuel to the fire, the VA acknowledges.
The 14-day goal, since jettisoned by acting VA Secretary Sloan Gibson following
Shinseki's resignation on May 30, "was not attainable given growing demand for services
and lack of planning for resource requirements," the VA said this month in a "fact
sheet" on the medical access and wait times.
> For example, a preliminary report by the VA's Office of the Inspector General on May 28
focused on ground zero in the scheduling scandal - the Phoenix medical center — found
that many veterans seeking first appointments there were not entered into the "electronic
waiting list" in scheduling software. Instead, according to whistleblower accounts that
surfaced in March, paper records widely known as the "secret waiting list" were created,
making it appear that the facility was sharply reducing its backlog.
> It also found that "certain audit controls" within the scheduling software were not
enabled, limiting investigators' ability to determine whether "malicious manipulation" of
the data had occurred.
> Rep. Jeff Miller, chairman of the House Committee on Veterans' Affairs, noted during a
hearing Friday that the VA paid more than $2.8 million in bonuses to senior executives in
fiscal 2013, and that all of the agency's 470 senior managers received a "fully successful
performance review."
> "Instead of using bonuses as an award for outstanding work on behalf of our veterans,
cash awards are seen as an entitlement and have become irrelevant to quality work
product," said Miller, R-Fla.
^ The VA did not respond to a request from NBC News for comment on its performance
management system. In a previous response, the agency said, "The 14-day wait time
target is a small portion of an individual executive's performance assessment, which is
comprised of nearly 80 separate dimensions of leadership."
> Adding another layer of complexity in Phoenix was the hiring of an outside consultant,
Franklin Covey, to provide additional performance training for Phoenix VA employees.
>• The Salt Lake City-based company conducted a 1 lA-day session for more than 200
doctors and nurses in Phoenix in late 2012, according to Dr. Sam Foote, a retired VA
medical practitioner and one of two whistleblowers who reported scheduling fakery at the
medical center. He said that managers at the hospital used a "scoreboard" recommended
by Franklin Covey to track progress on the wait time goal.
> Foote called the session with the consultant "ridiculous," saying that a number of
employees walked out when the trainers showed a videotape of a teenager dancing at a
rock concert to demonstrate leadership and then "wanted us all to get up and dance
around the room."

> "They made us go downtown when we needed all the time we could use to work," Foote
said. "... It was a 'Romper Room-type thing," he said, referring to a children's TV show
that ran from 1953 til the mid-1990s.
> (A spokeswoman for Franklin Covey did not respond to a request for comment from
NBC News. The company received $2,824,816 in federal contracts in 2012, including
$238,336 from the VA, according to the fedspending.orgdatabase.)
> But Ed Barrows, a partner with the consulting firm Cambridge Performance Partners,
said the VA's management culture was the biggest problem.
Let's do an independent analysis of VBA's transformation progress since March 2013 according
to USB Rickey's email on May 23, 2014.
First, the compensation and pension (C&P) rating bundle backlog numbers.
"You have reduced the backlog of disability claims from its peak of 611,000 in March 2013
to 292,000 today - a 52% reduction in 14 months but we need to drive it all the way to zero in the next
year - and we will!" Email, Subject: Memorial Day Message, Hickey, Allison (EX), VBA VACO, May 23,
2014,

According to the Monday Morning Workload Report (MMWR) as of March 2,2013 and June
21, 2014, respectively, numerically the C&P rating bundle backlog of claims have been reduced
from 600,108 (69.7%) to 276,891 (49.2). However, to the informed, the percentage of claims
over 125 days has only been reduced by 20.5%. Moreover, the compensation EPs 010, 110, 020
that are VBA's focus is still over 50%. If EP 930 is added, it is 55.2%
C&P RB >125
010
110
020
930
TOTAL

6/14/2014

6/21/2014

DIFF

6/14/2014

6/21/2014

23,374
73,048
175,916
21,803
294141

23,110
71,662
172,086
21,872
288730

-264
-1,386
-3,830
69
-5411

53.9%
54.0%
50.2%
80.2%
59.6%

53.4%
53.4%
49.4%
64.6%
55.2%

It is time to change the metric for backlog claims. The VBA should be measuring how many
claims are over 6 months, 9 months, 12 months, 18 months and 24 months. The metric of 125
days is flawed and does not give a real picture of the age of claims.
Here is an example of one year old claims. Remember, there was an "app" for fixing the claims
over one year old.
From: VBACMS
Sent: Thursday, June 12, 2014 8:02 AM
To: VBACMS_vsc
Subject: Year Old Case Reduction Status/Goal

DIFF
-0.5%
-0.6%
-0.8%
-15.7%
-0.6%

VSC - As you know, the accurate completion of our year old claims inventory is our
primary focus in June. Our EOM inventory goal for June is to have less than 1,007 year
old cases pending by June 30th.
As of COB yesterday, we have 1,576 cases pending that will be a year old by then. To
reach our goal, we must work together to complete an average of 44 year old rollovers
every day for the rest of the month to reach our goal. This is very attainable because so
far this month, we have averaged completing 43 of these cases per workday.
AVSCM
Here is an example why "bean counting" is misleading.
EP 930 backlog numbers were decreased from 80.2% to 64.6% in a week from 6-14-14 to 6-2114. How did this happen?
Remember, the provisional ratings that were planted a year ago, they are now ripe. The VBA is
using EP 934 to review these provisional ratings for finalization. Therefore, in a week EP 930
has increased by 6705 claims. These are provisional ratings and have caused the over 125 days
for EP 930 to decrease in number, but not in age.
C&P RATING BUNDLE (RB)

3/2/2013

6/14/2014

6/21/2014

930

25,390

27,176

33,881

DIFF
6,705

The VBA issued Fast Letter 14-05, Subject: Finalizing and File Review: Provisional Ratings on
Two and One Year Old Claims contains this language, "Note: VBA Central Office will
establish an end product (EP) 934 for all provisional ratings generated. The QA staff will work
closely with OFO and the AOs for tracking and reporting the status of provisional ratings after
receiving the results of the QRS reviews."
EP 400s are not only for correspondence, but some are also associated with provisional ratings.
How many no one knows? Furthermore, some of these EP 400s are also used as place holders
for informal claims in E-benefits.
DATES
400

3/2/2013
29,141

6/14/2014
108,627

6/21/2014
108,698

W-DIFF
71

DIFF
79,557

Now, let's address the overall numbers.
"You have reduced the inventory of claims from its peak of 884,000 in July 2012 to 573,000 this week a 35% reduction." Email, Subject: Memorial Day Message, Rickey, Allison (EX), VBA VACO, May 23,
2014,

There is also a claims processing secret list - how many claims (rating, nonrating, and appeals)
that are not being counted in the MMWR numbers? However, this is also not a secret list
because AFGE Local 520 continues to report it.

This email places a nail in the VBA's overall numbers coffin and only validates our reporting on
this issue.
Again, the VBA only measures EPs 010, 110, and 020 to ensure they are established within the 7
days metrics. The average control time (ACT) for these three EPs is 14.1 days and only 60.30%
of these three EPs are established within 7 days as of June 19, 2014.
What is the average control time for EPs 010,110, 020 that VBA measures for VARO
Baltimore?
From: VBACMS
Sent: Tuesday, June 24,2014 4:20 PM
To: VBACMS_vsc
Subject: Special Project: Baltimore- DUE COB 6-26-14
June 24, 2014
Good Afternoon:
Baltimore RO is in need of a team of experienced individuals to help review
recently discovered mail. Upon initial review, it appears that the mail is primarily
non-rating and appeal related so it is imperative that members of the selected
review team have experience in this area.
There are not only non-rating and appeal mail that were discovered as stated in the email. There
must be also rating end products as well.
The excerpts from the article, VA probe finds disarray at St. Pete benefits office, TBO, The
Tampa Tribune, May 16, 2014, also confirms problems with mail processing procedures.
S "A file room overfilled with records. Lost and misfiled records that became a
major issue. Mishandled mail and a three-week delay in processing evidence mail
received from the mailroom.
v' The St. Petersburg VA Regional Office is the nation's busiest claims processing
center and covers all of Florida. The inspection was part of the Office of Inspector
General's ongoing "Audit of VBA's Efforts to Effectively Obtain Service
Treatment Records and Official Military Personnel Files," according to the
interim report.
»^ Investigators also found problems with how the office handles its mail.
»^ But the problems found by OIG inspectors in March were so severe that the
Veterans Affairs Office of Inspector General only issued an interim report.
•S "We did not follow all of the reporting standards because we determined these
issues required attention before we would issue our audit report," the interim
report states. "Reporting, as an interim advisory, helps VBA take actions
required to address the identified issues. We believe that the work performed
provided sufficient evidence for our conclusion."

Moreover, the overall and backlog numbers continue to see-saw from week to week as follows:
WEEKLY DIFF

06/07/14
06/14/14
06/21/14

2,932
-1,769
-4,110

568,847
567,078

562,968

WEEK

C&PRB

06/07/14
06/14/14
06/21/14

287,393

3,631

283,033

-4,360

276,891

-6,142

There are untold numbers of informal Fully Developed Claims (FDC) seeds that have been
planted because of the new legislation, that are ready for harvest.
Lest we forget, the drawdown of Afghanistan is also on the horizon. Is there a plan for these
claims?
Email, Subject: Memorial Day Message, Hickey, Allison (EX), VEA VACO, May 23, 2014, did not address
the appeals, but we will not make that error.

Appeals stand at 279,055 as of June 21,2014 according to the MMWR. They have increased by
29,241 since March 2, 2013 and increased by 1276 from the previous week. NOTE: No one
knows how many have not been inputted to be counted.
3/2/2013
49,814

6/14/2014
277,779

6/21/2014
279,055

DIFF I
29,241 |

"You have completed 16% more non-rating work over last year which was 16% higher than the year
before - but we need to get them all done so Veterans, their families and Survivors have all the benefits
they have earned." Email, Subject: Memorial Day Message, Hickey, Allison (EX), VBA VACO, May 23,
2014,

Nonrating compensation claims (EPs 130, 290, and 600) stand at 409,981 as of MMWR dated
June 21, 2014. They have increased by 109,719 since March 2, 2013 according to the MMWR.
DATES
130
290
600
Totals

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

6/14/2014
243,147
106,198
61,757
411,102

6/21/2014
240,508
106,544
62,929
409,981

W-DIFF
-2639
346
1172
-1,121

The contractors are processing the new dependents claims through the VBA Rules Based
Processing System (RBPS). There was a decrease of 2639 dependency claims. How many were
processed by contractors or by VAROs are unknown. However, what is known is the claims that
cannot be processed by the contractors must be returned to the VARO and those claims are not
under control and are not counted in these numbers.

Furthermore, if the RBPS used to process these claims by the contractor has not been fixed, the
Veteran will not receive the correct payment based on the effective date used and the VARO will
have to process the retroactive payment in the future.
Also the numbers of nonrating dependency claims found at VARO Baltimore are not in these
numbers and the other nonrating claims continue to climb.
"You have not done them faster by sacrificing quality; instead you have increased claim-level accuracy
from 83% in June 2011 to 91% today - at the issue-level, accuracy is 96%; we must continue to improve
our quality and complete these claims at a 98% accuracy level." Email, Subject: Memorial Day Message,
Hickey, Allison (EX), VBAVACO, May 23, 2014,

VAIOG 12-00177-138, May 20, 2014 states the following: "However, we estimated VBA
accurately processed 62 percent of Quick Start claims during 2011, improving to about 69
percent during the period April through June 2013. Accuracy rates are still considered low
because of insufficient oversight and training, and conflicting guidance on granting service
connection for medical disabilities."
The accuracy rate for quick start claims (submitted 1 to 60 days prior to discharge) was less than 70%.
The majority of these claims only requires the review of Service Treatment Records and VA
examinations. The math does not add up. Speed kills!

Excerpts from the article, Chart: The Benefits Claims That Are Flying Under the Radar at VA,
GovExec, June 27, 2014, only confirms that AFGE Local 520 is not alone in its reporting of the
other claims dying in the workload of the VBA. The entire article is required reading.
> "The long-standing slog within the Veterans Affairs Department to cut down its mountain
of disability claims has been well documented.
Or has it?
> The VA loves to talk about how it's on track to reach its goal next year of completing all
disability compensation and pension claims within 125 days—keeping them off the
dreaded "backlogged" list. Frequently overlooked? The other two-thirds of VA claims—
or more than 1 million requests—aren't subject to the department's 125-days, 98-percent
accuracy goal.
> "The VA does a good job in convincing lawmakers and the public and the media that the
only claims that everybody should be focused on should be disability claims," said
Gerald Manar, national veterans service deputy director at the Veterans of Foreign Wars
and a former 30-year VA employee."... It's disingenuous of VA leaders to claim that
they've made progress, but there's still all this other work out there."
> They run the gamut from aiming to change the amount of disability pay a veteran
receives to appealing previous decisions by the department. They also include responses
to congressional inquiries. So while the number of pending VA disability claims has
shrunk in recent years, the number of overall claims has mushroomed to roughly 1.64
million. That's compared with 941,666 in late 2009.
> Award Adjustments For those of you who don't spend your free time digging around the
VA's website or aren't fluent in VA-speak, an award adjustment is, well, exactly what it
7
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>
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>

sounds like. Veterans or their family members can try to change the amount awarded to
them or their family members for a variety of reasons. The VA can also request a change.
Appeals These make up the second largest group of the VA's other claims. There are
279,055 pending appeals, which is more than the VA's infamous number of backlogged
disability claims. ...
The Others Think of it as the kitchen drawer where you stick the odds and ends—
random takeout menus, those holiday cookie cutters that you never used, a broken can
opener you should probably just throw away. Except when it comes to these other claims,
the VA has a lot of them—327,602 to be exact, a majority of which are tied to
compensation.
These claims can include Freedom of Information Act requests, cost-of-living
adjustments, and even correspondence with lawmakers. They also include internal quality
reviews—an in-house attempt to catch serious mistakes.
A minority of these claims—slightly more than 30,000—are tied to pensions, which
follows a larger trend in which pension claims make up a relatively small amount of the
VA's total claims workload.
And while acknowledging that the VA has made progress on its disability compensation
and pension claims, Manar said, "The problem is that they've done it to the exclusion of
much of the rest of the workload, and, as a consequence, there are even more glaring
problems."

The total reported VBA workload as of the MMWR dated June 21, 2014 is as follows minus the
claims that have not been reported:
Total Over 125 days
178,230
95,478 53.57%
Original Entitlement - Veterans
6,634
1,247 18.80%
Original Entitlement - Survivors
173,174 49.35%
350,925
Supplemental Entitlement
427,901
307,961 71.97%
Award Adjustments
65,820
54,882
83.4%
Program Reviews
181,744
135,407
74.5%
Compensation Other
279,055
Total Appeals Pending
TOTAL COMPENSATION VAROs

1,490,309

Original Entitlement
Pension Award Adjustments
Program Reviews
Pension Other
Total Burials Pending
Total Accrued Pending
TOTAL PENSION PMCs
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27,314
60,946
23,475
6,664
24,486
7,849
150,734
1,641,043

768,149
3,836 14.04%
15,540
25.5%
23,462
99.9%
2,283
34.3%

45,121
813,270

There should be no surprise that the compensation and rating bundles overall and backlog
numbers have decreased. However, it was accomplished by overtime, ADHOC procedures, and
ignoring and diverting claims. Here are examples of what have happened since March 2013.
> Employees have worked over 20,000 hours of overtime focusing only on the
compensation and rating bundles claims.
o "I am so proud of you for the way you honor the Veteran community day after
day. This Memorial Day weekend when so many will be on vacation or
backyard barbeques, many of you will be working overtime - nearly 20,000
hours of overtime." Email, Subject: Memorial Day Message, Hickey, Allison
(EX), VBAVACO, May 23, 2014,
> VB A is purposefully allowing appeals and nonrating claims to reach unmanageable
levels.
>• The VBA use of provisional ratings.
> EP 930s and EP 400 associated with claims are not accounted for in the compensation
and rating bundles.
> Averting the submission of claims by the use of the informal FDC legislation giving
the veteran the allusion of a two year window.
> 40% of the claims received by VBA are not established within 7 days of receipt and it
takes an average of 14.1 days to establish the three end products (110, 010, 020) that
are measured.
> The MMWR is not an accurate picture of the number of claims pending at the VBA.
As with the VHA, there have been no checks and balances of the system that was implemented.
Here are a few questions: Have people, process, and technology made a difference? Is VBA
really managing its workload? Have Senior Executives been held accountable for their failures
and how many have received fully successful performance reviews? How many individual
VARO's C&P rating bundles are still over 50% backlogged?
Are VAROs managing their mail properly? If a small office like Baltimore needs a team of
experienced individuals to review recently discovered mail, how much undiscovered mail is in
other offices nationwide and how many teams will be needed to help review that mail?
What is the effectiveness of the mail being scanned in by contractors and exactly what is their
backlog and why?
Where is the VAOIG report of the effectiveness of VBMS that was due by March 2014?
"In February 2013, the OIG launched a follow-up audit of VBMS to determine whether
VA is effectively managing VBMS development and whether the project is positioned to
meet schedule, costs, and performance goals. We expect to complete our audit in March
2014." Ms. Sondra F. McCauley, Deputy Assistant Inspector General for Audits and
Evaluations, Office of Inspector General, U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs at the

Subcommittee on Disability Assistance and Memorial Affairs (DAMA) Hearing on
12/04/2013: Adjudicating VA 's Most Complex Disability Claims: Ensuring Quality,
Accuracy and Consistency on Complicated Issues
Has VB A abandoned basic claims processing principles in an attempt to hit an unrealistic goal of
zero claims of 125 days and an accuracy rate of 98%? Are employees being properly trained and
given the tools necessary to accurately process claims? How effective have contractors been?
Again, when indoor plumbing was introduced no one had to convince those who could afford it
that it was better than an outhouse. The same was with the switch from kerosene lamps to
electricity or from a disc player to the IPOD.
There are many questions, but unlike Radio Shack -there are no answers. The bottom line is
give employees effective leadership and they will gladly follow. More importantly, ALL
veterans and their survivors will be well served.
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(q),vahoo.com
www.seniorvsr.com
Employees Putting Veterans 1st
CF:
President Obama
Acting VA Secretary
Gibson
President AFGE

President NVAC
60 Minutes
NY Times
Washington Post

10

Center for Investigative
Reporting
The Washington Examiner

