VA Regional Office
AFGE LOCAL 520
PO BOX 1778
COLUMBIA, SC 29202
January 19,2014
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 the history of the Veterans Benefits Management System (VBMS), the single
electronic health record system between DOD & VA, and the current breach of Veterans'
information in E-benefits.
"The Veterans Benefits Management System (VBMS), which was conceived in January 2010,
was fully operational by December 2012..." New Spending Bill Allocates Extra $294 Million to
Veterans Affairs Department to End Disability Application Backlog, Brunswick Business
Journal.net, October 21, 2013
The VBMS Virtual Regional Office (VROO was funded and the purpose of that funding is
outlined in, the Department Of Veterans Affairs, Recovery Act Program-Specific Plan,
Information And Technology Systems Veterans Benefits Administration Support Report, June
2010.
"The VBMS initiative is designed to transition C&P from paper-intensive claims
processing to a paperless environment. The $2.81 Million Recovery Act funding
allocated to the VBMS Initiative is providing for a Virtual Regional Office (VRO)
prototype. The VRO will be a flexible, iterative, middle-user development process to
solidify user needs and business requirements through a living specification.
Additionally, Recovery Act funding will provide Independent Verification and Validation
(IV&V) oversight of planning, design, development, testing, implementation, and
maintenance components of the VBMS initiative."
Despite this funding, over 491 million dollars initially and still climbing, and after over 3 14
years of VBMS testing and operation, it is still in the developmental stage.
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Excerpts from the article, VA, National Archives team up to help dig out of claims backlog,
Federal News Radio '1500 AM, April 26, 2012, will give some context to a major component of
VBMS - digitization of documents (emphasis added).
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"VA started using NARA's scanned documents in the new VBMS system at a pilot
location in Providence, R.I., then expanded it to VBA claims processing centers in Salt
Lake City, Fort Harrison, Mont, [sic] and Wichita, Neb. [sic], releasing new capabilities
in three-month intervals.
"The Department of Veterans Affairs has teamed up with the National Archives and
Records Administration as it tries to evolve to a paperless disability claims process, a
process that VA believes is the only way it can finally sort through its huge backlog
of claims.
VA and NARA have signed a deal to use the archives agency's high-speed, high-quality
scanners to digitize the huge quantity of paper records the Veterans Benefits
Administration currently uses to make benefits decisions, Roger Baker, VA's chief
information officer told reporters Wednesday.
VA said the new paperless claims system isn't a silver bullet for the claims process, but
Baker said the agency can't break the backlog without it.
"That system is just key to our ability to start bringing down the backlog, and it is, by
the way, an example of why IT is an investment and not an expense," he said. "This is
how IT systems really need to be viewed."
Baker agreed that simply scanning documents won't solve the claims backlog.
The big issue for us is that there's a lot of paper there. We're going to have to scan a lot
of documents, and it's just something we're going to have to wrestle with over the next
several years. It's part of the plan, but it's a huge part of the plan."
"A real focus from our standpoint for us is to really get all new information
electronically," he said. "We're trying to reach out and touch DoD and private health
providers so that we get electronic information instead of paper so we never have to
do any scanning for that information."
VA plans to have the VBMS system production-ready by July, and roll it out to the
first 16 VBA offices by September, Baker said."

Now, let's examine the testimony of Mr. William J. Bosanko, Executive for Agency Services, U.S.
National Archives and Records Administration (NARA) at the HVAC Hearing on 06/19/2012:
Reclaiming the Process: Examining the VBA Claims Transformation Plan as a Means to
Effectively Serve our Veterans, regarding the scanning of documents (emphasis added).
> "NARA entered into a one-year agreement with the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA)
in June 2010 to help design a scanning architecture and a process that would meet
VBA's particular needs. Under this agreement, NARA mapped out a scanning workflow
for claims processing, configured a scanning system, trained the scanning system to
recognize the data on VBA's forms, and developed a way to index the data so that it
could be efficiently retrieved when needed..."
> Based on the success of the first pilot, NARA signed a second one-year agreement with
the VA in June 2011 to further refine the scanning workflow and hardware configuration

and to continue to improve the system's ability to automatically recognize and compile
data from VBA forms.
> We are nearihg our completion of meeting the requirements to the VA under the terms of
the two year-long agreements. Our current agreement with the VA ends on June 26,
2012."
NARA did not renew the contract. This should have been a "red flag" to the HVAC and the
VBA, but VBA was allowed to plow on. During questioning at the HVAC hearing by Ranking
Democratic Member Filner of Mr. Bosanko, it was discovered that it would take approximately
4000 employees to scan the required 600 million pages a month for rollout.
NARA had two purposes - to train the system to recognize data from VA forms and develop a
way to index the data. Although VA privately contracted the scanning, there was apparently no
mention of recognizing the data.
The proper indexing of documents and the timely scanning of documents continue to be a
problem. Because of the delay in scanning documents, the VBA is now requiring employees to
electronically list the documents in VBMS sent to the scanning contractors. This created another
unnecessary step in the process because of the untimely scanning of documents and this takes
away resources from processing claims.
From: VBACMS
Sent: Monday, January 13, 2014 3:07 PM
To: VBACMS_vsc
Subject: VBMS Documents Pending Scanning Banner
The Operations Center has received a number of inquiries related to the VBMS banner
for documents pending scanning and upload to the eFolder. Users have reported that the
banner must be manually cleared in some instances when the referenced documents have
already been uploaded into VBMS. If you observe this type of activity, please note that
this has occurred in error and that it should be reported to the National Service Desk and
in the Transformation Chat Room.
Reporting these issues will ensure that the appropriate parties are able to test and resolve
any potential issues.
AVSCM
Moreover, instead of VBA using employees whose jobs will be eliminated because of the
digitization of paper files (i.e. file and mail clerks), they chose to contract the scanning out.
Now, the Veteran's documents are out of VA control and no one knows how many documents
are at the scanning vendors that have not been scanned. The aforementioned action taken by
VBA proves that the scanning contractors are behind.

Furthermore, workarounds have become common place because of the lack of planning and
development of VBMS. However, it is destroying valuable time and efficiency. A system that
was designed to speed up the claims processing is now delaying the process.
Excerpts from the article, VA downplays claims computers being taken offline, Stars and
Stripes, April 19, 2013, demonstrate the continued problems with VBMS (emphasis added).
> "The Department of Veterans Affairs' new claims processing system was taken offline
for repairs this week, raising more questions about the department's long-term plans to
break the claims backlog.
> The message, first posted on the website VAWatchdog.org, instructed raters to use older
processing systems until further notice. VA spokesman Randy Noller downplayed the
incident, saying the problems were confined to the ratings tool aspects of VBMS, and
were a result of system updates.
> "This marks the 13th VBMS release, including patches, issued in the past six
months," he said. "Occasional system issues tied to this software development
approach are to be expected."
> Officials said the system was fixed by Wednesday afternoon, a little more than 48 hours
after it was partially shut down. But the incident raised eyebrows among critics on
Capitol Hill and workers within the VA.
> Last month, officials from the American Federation of Government Employees
complained that their members have seen "significant glitches" in the new system,
but the VA has not yet found an effective way to compile and respond to those
errors.
> A report from the VA inspector general in February said the system is plagued with
"disorganized electronic claims folders and improper management of hard-copy
claims."
> House Veterans Affairs Committee Chairman Rep. Jeff Miller, who has similarly
criticized the VA's stated plan, said he was less concerned with the temporary software
outage than VA leadership's overall approach.
o "The larger issue here is that VBMS is simply not the panacea VA officials
claim it to be," he said in a statement." Fixing the backlog starts with having
an honest conversation about problems that have plagued VA for years:
mismanagement, poor planning and lack of accountability among some
employees."
> In the last two months, the VA's two top technology officials — Chief Technology
Officer Peter Levin and Chief Information Officer Roger Baker — both left the
department, although neither resignation was linked to problems in the system."
This article was in April 2013 and raises the issue of continued releases with bugs, worker's
complaints, the weigh-in of the VAOIG and the HVAC Chairman, and the most telling evidence
of all the flight of top technology officials in the midst of trouble.
There are only two reasons for this flight - disagreements with the direction the program was
going and existing before it went down or their departure was used as a scapegoat.
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Excerpts from the article, New Spending Bill Allocates Extra $294 Million to Veterans Affairs
Department to End Disability Application Backlog, Brunswick Business Journal.net, October 21,
2013 shows another'attempt to solve a leadership problem by throwing more money at it and the
continued ineffectiveness of a law that was passed in 2008 to help solve the backlog of claims
(emphasis added).
> "The recently passed bipartisan spending bill earmarks an extra $294 million
through Jan. 15 to help the VA end the backlog by 2015. The bill does not specify
how the VA must use the money, but previously the VA used such funding to pay for
overtime for its claims processors.
> Still, it's not a perfect system. We have seen FDCs go from a 30-day turnaround to
a more than 10-month wait this year, perhaps because of the increase in FDC
filings. Tom Murphy, director of the compensation service at the Veterans Benefits
Administration, noted that the VA received more than 148,000 FDCs this year in a
recent congressional testimony. Murphy said that FDCs are processed in less than
half the time of other claims at an average of 123 days."
Let's fast forward to December 23, 2013 and excerpts from the article VA Paperless Processing
System Shut Down by Software Glitch Last Week, Nextgov, December 23, 2013.
>• "Lutz said, "It's not unusual for issues to arise when a full load is placed on newly
installed software. That said, in the last year, VBMS's unplanned downtime accounted
for less than 1 percent of its total hours."
> Hickey told the Senate that VA plans to field two more generations of VBMS software
between now and 2015 to meet Secretary Eric Shinseki's goal of eliminating the claims
backlog by then."
> A software glitch caused a shutdown of the Veteran's Affairs Department's $491 million
disability claims processing system early last week, Nextgov has learned."
Does this sound familiar to the Committees? However, what about the latency issues (to include
from software installs of latest versions of Microsoft and Word), all the down time it takes for
claims processors to put in trouble tickets and calling the help line, all the workarounds to the
evaluation builders and going back and forth to get workarounds out of three different programs
until you find one that works, adding and deleting text from notification letters, ad nauseam ..
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Government employees pay is set by 2087 hours per year,
http://www.opm.gov/policy-dataoversight/pay-leave/pay-administration/fact-sheets/computing-hourfy-rates-of-pay-using-the208 7-hour-divisor/
One percent of the hours employees work would be around 20.86. The article on April 9,2013,
said "a little more than 48 hours VBMS was partially shut down" . . . Megan Lutz said
downtime accounted for less than one percent of its total hours). What accounts for VBMS'
total hours versus hours of employee's use?

Excerpts from the article Veterans Affairs, Defense Depts. spend billions in effort to coordinate
records After two years and more than $1 billion spent, integrated health records system
canceled, The Center for Public Integrity, August 27, 2013, shows the cost of the debacle single
health-records system between VA and DOD (emphasis added).
> "The Department of Veterans Affairs and the Department of Defense spent at least $1.3
billion during the last four years trying unsuccessfully to develop a single electronic
health-records system between the two departments — leaving veterans' disability
claims to continue piling up in paper files across the country, a News21 investigation
shows.
> The Janus Joint Legacy Viewer, a cloud-based medical records system that allows DOD
and VA medical records to be displayed on one screen, launched at nine sites in July...
He said it will ultimately be tested at regional offices this year, but only two
employees at each office will have training and access.
> The National Defense Authorization Act for 2008 mandated that the DOD and VA
secretaries "develop and implement electronic health-record systems or capabilities that
allow for full interoperability of personal health information between the Department of
Defense and the Department of Veterans Affairs."
A comparison, of Public Law 110-118, Section 1635 Fully Interoperable Electronic Personal
Health Information For The Department Of Defense And Department Of Veterans Affairs
(National Defense Authorization Act for FY08) and Public Law 113-66, Section 713, Electronic
Health Records Of The Department Of Defense And The Department Of Veterans Affairs
(National Defense Authorization Act for FY14, shows that the cycle is starting all over again.
However, this time more players are in the game - (the establishment of not more than six
members Executive Committee and the Defense Science Board) in addition to the previous
composition of the Interagency Program Office of Departments, the Office of the National
Coordinator for Health Information Technology of the Department of Health and Human
Services and the Comptroller General.
"The evolution and/or procurement of new health record systems is an important project
for the departments to undertake but it will end up being a futile exercise if the result is
not the development of systems that will be interoperable, defined as the ability to
exchange computable information electronically," the report states. It adds that there is
"rising concern" that the VA and the DoD will lose sight of the need for
interoperability as they spend funds on improving their own EHRs. VA information
technology appropriations go up under omnibus, Fierce Government, January 16, 2014
(emphasis added)
There were benchmarks in the old law as well as the new one. However, no one was held
accountable for the first debacle and without proper oversight and accountability by the
Committees, there will not be any this time.

Our Nation's Veterans and their survivors have earned and the taxpayers paid for results and not
action on paper. However, this time AFGE Local 520 will monitor the progress and track and
report on the benchmarks using the Freedom of Information Act.
The new revelation that the E-Benefits website exposed Veterans' information should be an eye
opening experience for the Committees. Here are a few excerpts, comments, and the VA's
response from the article I-Team uncovers veterans privacy breach, 11 abc WTVD-TV RaleighDurhan NC, January 16, 2014 (emphasis added).
> "Navy veteran Sylvester Woodland said he couldn't believe what he was seeing
Wednesday night when he logged onto the Veteran Affairs' E-Benefits website.
> "It gave me a different person's name, each and every time I came back," Woodland said.
At first I thought it was just a glitch, but the more I thought about it, I said, wait a minute,
this is more than a glitch, this is a breach."
> "When you click on these hyperlinks here, it takes you to the bank account, the direct
deposit, bank account, last four, what bank is it for," Woodland said. "I'll bet he has no
idea that I'm sitting here in my house with his information.
> Woodland said he called the Department of Defense, the VA, and Senator Kay Hagan's
office, but he didn't get any response until Thursday morning. Then, the website went
down and an email came from the DOD asking him to scan the few pages he printed out
and email them over.
> "Already I see the blame game going. It's the VA. No, it's the DOD. It's going to bounce
back and forth, but can you prove it's an isolated incident?" Woodland said."
• Stephanie, a day ago "When my husband and I logged on we were immediately
concerned the information we saw that wasn't my husband's. So we would log out and
back in and it showed someone else. It was evening and of course we couldn't contact
anyone but he did get through to somebody at the VA who said they had an
emergency number to ebenefits and would pass what we seen on to them. This is
not good and we are wondering how many people seen my husband's information
also."
• K4GPB a day ago "Thanks WTVD for the story~,no other outlet anywhere mentions
it. Searched Google news for: ebenefits"
• Steve 18 hours ago "This same thing happened to my brother who is also a veteran.
He took the same actions and didn't hear anything. He spoke to the VA tech support
and they told him it was not big deal... Thank you Sylvester for taking action. The
VA will not get better if we don't all care enough to take action!"
> "The VA issued a statement to ABC11 Friday: The Department of Veterans Affairs (VA)
takes seriously our obligation to properly safeguard personal information. Wednesday
evening, during a process to improve software supporting the joint VA and Department of
Defense benefits web portal eBenefits, VA discovered a software defect. During that
limited timeframe, some Veterans and Servicemembers who had registered and logged

into eBenefits were able to see a combination of their own information as well as data
from other eBenefits users. VA took immediate action upon discovering the software
defect and shut the eBenefits system down in order to limit any problems. VA is
conducting a full review to be certain the underlying technological issues have been
resolved before the system is returned to operation. "
> VA's independent Data Breach Core Team (DBCT) is reviewing this issue and believes a
relatively limited number of Veterans have been affected. Once the DBCT determines the
number of users impacted, their identities and other pertinentfacts, VA will take the
appropriate response, which may include free credit monitoring for the affected
individuals, consistent with VA's standard practice. "
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The speed in which VB A is trying to bring the claims process into a paperless, computerized
juggernaut is creating more problems than it is solving and they are ignoring common sense and
basic management principles. Speed kills.
After 4 years of developing and testing VBMS, many problems continue to exist. There are
indexing and scanning timeliness problems, latency issues, software problems, documents in
multiple systems, workarounds even in E-benefits, employee's confusion due to the almost daily
changes in procedures and instructions because of a system that is not ready. Speed kills.
Because the VBA has been blinded by the goal of reducing the backlog by an undefined 2015,
Veterans and their survivors continue to see all claims and workload actions that affect their
livelihood increase.
Any claim that no action has been taken is a backlogged claim. The VBA has reduced the
number of time for Veterans and other entities to submit evidence to the VBA. However, VBA
has thousands of claims just sitting idle and no actions have been taken on them.
Instead of VBA properly staffing to work these claims, they are waiting for the VBMS to
magically become efficient and work these claims. Therefore, there is an enormous effort by
VBA to fix VBMS, so they can eliminate the need for Veterans Service Representatives and
other positions and reduce the need for the number of Rating Veterans Service Representatives.
"Veterans Affairs Department information technology appropriations for the current
fiscal year are set to reach $3.7 billion, an amount that exceeds the departmental request
of $3.68 billion. Under the $1.012 trillion funding measure (H.R. 3547) that passed the
House by a vote of 359-67, the VA Office of Information and Technology would receive
$1.026 billion for IT employee salaries, $2.18 billion for operations and maintenance, and
$495 million for systems development, modernization and enhancement. The Senate is
expected to approve the bill." VA information technology appropriations go up under
omnibus, Fierce Government, January 16, 2014
"Under the legislation... The measure contains several provisions aimed at tackling the
VA's backlog of pending disability benefit claims. This includes $90 million in available
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funds for overtime for VA claims processors, $140 million in information technology
upgrades to accommodate a paperless claims system, and $88 million to fund the Board
of Veterans Appeals. As of Jan. 11, 2013, the number of pending disability benefits
claims stood at 686,861, over 58 percent of which have been pending for over 125 days."
Military Construction-VA: Spending Levels Remain Steady, CQ News — Policy, January
13, 2014
Tragically, this miscalculation has been a nightmare for Veterans and their survivors as the
following self-report numbers from MMWR as January 11, 2014 indicate:
Veterans Affairs Regional Offices (VAROs)
/

Pending/Over 125 Days
Compensation:
636,371/384,213 60.4%
Awards Adjustments: 409,635/292,244 71.3%
Program Reviews:
74,560/ 59,194 79.4%
Other:
171,7127 93,049 54.2%
Compensation Total: 1,292,278/828,700 64%
Appeals:
266,41 I/Not Reported
VAROs Totals:

1,558,689

Pension Maintenance Centers (PMCs)
Pending/Over 125 Days
Pension Entitlement:
Awards Adjustments:
Program Reviews:
Other:
Pension Total:
Burial Claims:
Accrued (Death)
Total PMCs:
Grand Total:

48,522/23,845 49.1%
71,318/28,936 40.6%
38,695/38,187 98.7%
5,533/ 2,753 49.8%
164,068/93,721 57.1%
45,691/Not Reported
15,228/Not Reported
224,9877 93,721
1,783,676/922,421

When the Committees asked VBA if they needed more employees, they were as silent as lambs.
However, they are always asking and getting more money with no accountability for results.
The article, Gates skewers Congress, VA backlog on 'The Daily Show', MarineTimes, Janaury
16, 2014, the former Defense Secretary answered as follows:
> "Host Jon Stewart asked Gates why the U.S. government cannot take the same bold
action to reduce the backlog in veterans claims as he did when Military Tunes and
The Washington Post exposed that wounded service members were living in
substandard conditions at Walter Reed Army Medical Center in 2007.

> "One of the reasons things changed almost immediately was I fired the commander at
that hospital, the surgeon general of the Army and secretary of the Army," Gates said,
to applause from the audience. "That got people's attention. Part of the problem in
Washington is the unwillingness to hold individuals accountable for performance."
AFGE Local 520 will continue to protect the public interest and contribute to the effective
conduct of public business as required by law.
Therefore, we will 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 allof 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.
Finally, as administrator for the agency after World War II, Bradley said: "We are dealing with
Veterans, not procedures; with their problems, not ours."
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