VA Regional Office
AFGE LOCAL 520
PO BOX 1778
COLUMBIA, SC 29202
September 29, 2014
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 address the next big scandal -centralized mail, cheating at the VA nothing new, and the
lack of accountability continues.
This excerpt was taken from an email message sent by USB Hickey on September 23, 2014, to
employees - "Two years ago, in September 2012, the Veterans Claim Intake Program (VCIP)
began the process of scanning and indexing images into Veterans' electronic Folders (eFolders)
in the VBMS. I'm proud to announce that on Sept. 23, our VCIP partners have now scanned
ONE BILLION images into VBMS ...with overall 99 percent image accuracy!"
Scanning documents into a system does not equate to processing them. For example, VARO
Columbia received 3000 scanned documents to process from VARO St Petersburg FL in August
2014 because they were backlogged by appropriately 50,000 scanned documents. These
documents were over 2 months old. Now, over 2400 of these documents are not processed and
they are 3 months old.
This does not account for the over 5000 pieces of electronic mail and paper mail at VARO
Columbia that must be processed. VARO Columbia has unprocessed electronic mail that's over
30 days old. However, this is not a reflection of local management or the hard working
employees at VARO Columbia who prior to the centralized mail system had mail under control.
Moreover, due to the current staffing shortages, the experience level of the Claims Assistants,
and the labor intense processing of electronic mail, the electronic and manual processing of mail
at the VARO Columbia will only get worse. However, this is not a problem isolated to VARO
Columbia, but is a national problem that needs to be addressed immediately.
The centralized mail system, just like all the other initiatives instituted during transformation,
was unplanned and implemented without solutions to problems that would have been very
obvious to the users of the system.
The training conducted by Central Office prior to implementation of the centralized mail system
should have been a "red flag." The instructor could not answer basic questions raised by the

students. System functions were not working. It was obvious from the employee perspective that
centralized mail and the system were "not ready for prime time." However, VBA plowed on
anyway.
The timely submission of documents by the scanning contractors is another problem. Who has
inspected these facilities to ensure that documents are submitted timely? Furthermore, how
many claims folders are in the contractor's possession, but have not been scanned? How
effective is the contractor's program used by VBA to review scanned mail?
Here are just a few ramifications of not processing mail in a timely manner.
The matrix for establishing control (ACT) for end products 010, 110 and 020 is within 7
days of receipt by VBA. Currently, the national ACT is over 20 days. The average has
increased since the implementation of the centralized mail system. This wasted time will
never be recovered and adversely affects the 125 days goal of completing claims.
These are the only end products being measured. However, the average control time for
Notice of Disagreements (NODs) and other end products have the same requirements but
are not reported. The MMWR is on a 7 day cycle. How accurate is the MMWR?
The National Call Center employees and other stakeholders will not be able to inform
Veterans of the status of their newly submitted application which will lead to duplicate
submissions and more mistrust by Veterans and stakeholders of the system.
Claims will be processed without documents that are under VBA's control because the
required suspense dates for submission will expire, but claims processors will not know
that the requested documents are actually in VBA's possession. The end product will
disappear and the hidden end product 930 will be established which is not included in the
end products that VBA measures in the overall or backlog numbers.
The Veteran's notification letter will inform him/her that evidence submitted by them or
a third party was not used. Again, this will result in more mistrust and unnecessary
resubmissions of the same evidence or NODs.
NOTE FOR VA SECRETARY: Bob, in your address to the media in Cincinnati, Ohio, on
September 27, 2014 you drew a pyramid, explained the traditional model of a business and
flipped it upside-down. You said that Veterans were at the top and you were at the bottom. You
also stated that you wanted front line employee involvement. Well, AFGE Local 520 has always
been involved, but no one listens. I hope you will listen and investigate the central mail system.
The centralized mail is already at critical mass and the next VA scandal on the horizon.
However, AFGE Local 520 has and will continue to put this card on the table, but will it be
played before it is too late? Will Veterans and their survivors continue to be placed at the
bottom of the pyramid?

In the light of the centralized mail crisis, the VA announced two new optics - new forms and the
intent to file a claim.
•

"The goal of the new forms is to standardize the process through which claims are
filed, and make it easier for veterans and survivors to state what they are seeking
from VA, according to a news release. VA's updated forms are expected to take
out some of the guesswork on the part of applicants, which is often the cause of
delays.

•

Another change to the claims procedure includes a new "Intent to File a Claim"
process, which gives veterans or their survivors one year to gather necessary
documentation or evidence to support the claim while keeping an effective date of
claim." New, standardized VA forms aim to speed up disability claims process,
Federal News Radio, 1500AM, 2014, September 25, 2014

The forms mentioned in this release are already in existence. The requirement for Veterans to
submit an original claim on a 526 and the pension claim on a 527 is not new.
§3.151 Claims for disability benefits.
(a) General. A specific claim in the form prescribed by the Secretary must be filed in order for benefits to be
paid to any individual under the laws administered by VA. (38 U.S.C. 5101(a))

The "Intent to File" a claim has been in existence for the eighteen years I have worked at the
VBA.
§3.155 Informal claims.
(a) Any communication or action, indicating an intent to apply for one or more benefits under the laws
administered by the Department of Veterans Affairs, from a claimant, his or her duly authorized representative, a
Member of Congress, or some person acting as next friend of a claimant who is not sui juris may be considered an
informal claim. Such informal claim must identify the benefit sought. Upon receipt of an informal claim, if a formal
claim has not been filed, an application form will be forwarded to the claimant for execution. If .received within 1 year
from the date it was sent to the claimant, it will be considered filed as of the date of receipt of the informal claim.

This is a noble initiative, but VBA's concentration should be on fixing the problems that
currently exist so that they can deliver quality service to Veterans and their survivors.
•

"First Generation (FG), an advertising and integrated marketing agency and
service-disabled veteran-owned small business (SDVOSB), was recently awarded
a contract with the Veterans Benefits Administration (VBA), an administration
within the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (VA).

•

The contract grants First Generation the opportunity to assist the VBA in
effectively communicating changes in VA benefits and services to a wide variety
of shareholders. The 508 compliant videos will describe new technology
initiatives, transformation milestones and how to apply for benefits online." First

Generation Delivers Video Series for U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs,
Insurancenewsnet.com, September 27, 2014
Excerpts from the article, Training book used for VA: 'How To Lie With Statistics', azcentral
]2News & the Arizona Republic, September 26,2014, provides these comments..
•

"As the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs struggles to redeem its reputation after a
data-manipulation scandal, it faces new scrutiny over a book used to train up to 500
employees a year: "How To Lie with Statistics."
• McDonald acknowledged the negative perception and ordered employees late last week
to discontinue using the training material.
• Rep. Tim Huelskamp, R-Kan., a former statistical analyst, drew a connection between the
book's titular dogma and the committee's continued frustration with conflicting VA data
and investigators' findings that the agency repeatedly manipulated statistics.
• The book created a bad perception and underscored his frustration with information the
VA has been providing the committee, he said, including the graph submitted in July.
• "We've received misleading, misleading numbers again and again," Huelskamp said."
Cheating at VA should not be a surprise to anyone who has been involved with the department Moreover, the
efforts started at the VBA to oMsct the problem over a decade ago failed.
Here is what a former USB Joe Thompson, a career VA employee who began his career as a claims
examiner, said over a decade ago,".. ."Joe 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 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. And we
worked hard at it, and we brought stations in and brought directors in and we put
numbers in front of them and said, 'How do you explain this?' We got to the point where I
think you could at least give some credence to the data we were presenting." Reversing
Reinvention, Government Executive June 15, 2003
These articles only show what have been and continues to be at the VA - a lack of accountability.
ImpatientAmerican Leffonwants crookedVeterans Affairs managersfired, Washington Examiner, September
19,2014
• "The only way those culpable will get their just desserts, and credibility will be restored
to the thousands of VA employees who really deserve it, is for you to demand that those
who caused this scandal, and those who oversaw it and did nothing, be fired and removed
from government," said Michael Helm, national commander of the American Legion in
a letter sent Thursday to President Obama.

•

•
•
•

"Let me assure you that if someone on my staff were found to be cooking the
books, committing fraud or putting career ambitions ahead of veterans' lives, they
wouldn't be transferred or suspended with pay," Helm said.
"They would be fired immediately. Our VA employees should be held to the same
standard," he said.
No one at VA has been fired since the scandal over falsified waiting lists at the Phoenix
VA hospital erupted in April.
Helm vowed that the Legion would not let the scandal die until the problems are fixed
and people are held accountable.

VA Told Congress It's Firing Official Who Already Announced His Retirement, The Daily
Caller, September 22, 2014
•
•

•

•

"The Obama administration's Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) told Congress
that it's firing a top official — who already quietly announced his retirement.
John S. Goldman, medical director of the Carl Vinson VA Medical Center in
Dublin, Georgia, announced his retirement on September 22 after 42 years. The
Vinson facility was one of many VA health centers that falsified patient wait
times.
But then on September 26, VA's national office sent a regional press release to
congressional staff announcing that Goldman has been "proposed for removal" by
VA.
"Bragging about the proposed removal of someone who has already announced
his retirement can only be described as disingenuous. Department leaders must
not tolerate this instance of what appears to be blatant deceit," Miller said. "Such
semantic sleights of hand are insulting to the families struck by the VA scandal
and only do more harm to the department's badly damaged credibility."

Ex-Augusta VA director paid $76k, retired after death investigation launched, The Augusta
Chronicle, September 23, 2014
•

•

•

"Rebecca Wiley, the former director of the Charlie Norwood Veterans Affairs Medical
Center, was paid more than $75,000 when she retired last October, one week after
Congress began investigating her administration for its role in nine preventable patient
deaths in Augusta and Columbia.
According to a confidential settlement obtained by The Augusta Chronicle, Wiley
entered into an agreement with the Department of Veterans Affairs on Oct. 3, 2013, to
resolve an administrative complaint she filed earlier in the year against the federal health
care system.
Under the terms of the contract, Wiley agreed to dismiss any allegations against the VA
of wrongful or unlawful conduct on the condition the agency paid her $76,006 to retire,
restored 238 hours of sick and annual leave to her time cards and covered $10,575 in
attorney's fees for her lawyer, Victoria Eslinger, of the firm Nexsen Pruet in Columbia.

•

•

•

"This is more proof that the VA's reputation for not holding employees accountable is
well deserved," Rep. Jeff Miller, chairman of the House Committee on Veterans' Affairs
said Tuesday in a statement about Wiley's settlement. "Until department leaders take
steps to ensure failing VA employees and executives are quickly purged from the
system, it is simply illogical to think the many problems plaguing VA will subside."
Dr. Robert Jesse, the VA's former principal deputy undersecretary for health, signed the
agreement on the agency's behalf. He left the department's administrative team in July,
after the completion of a four-year term.
..." Miller said. "But once Congress started asking questions about Wiley, VA leaders in
Washington moved with breakneck speed to quietly usher her out the back door with
$76,000 in cash."

It is obvious she had a "black book" on the establishment.
Broken culture, risky reforms leave unethical VA execs on public payroll, Washington Examiner, September 22,
2014
•

•

•
•

•

•
•

•

"Nobody at the Department of Veterans Affairs linked to phony appointment logs or
patient deaths has been fired, despite a hastily passed new law designed to make it easier
to oust corrupt and inept federal managers.
VA secretaries could fire those who committed misconduct before Obama signed the VA
reform bill, said Cheri Cannon, a labor lawyer who used to represent federal agencies in
personnel matters.
That they haven't done so almost six months after the scandal drew national attention in
April is a problem with leadership, not the law, she said.
Rep. Jeff Miller, R-Fla., chairman of the House Committee on Veterans' Affairs, said he
is not worried about the constitutionality of the law, only McDonald's willingness to fire
unethical employees.
"So far, we have seen no evidence that the corrupt bureaucrats who created the VA
scandal will be purged from the department's payroll anytime soon," said Miller, who
championed the language on senior managers. "Until that happens, VA will never be
fixed." (Emphasis added)
But the law does not fix the underlying problem at VA, which is that there is no culture
of accountability, he said.
Since 2009, only three career senior executives at VA have been fired for misconduct or
poor performance, according to OPM. Only 21 were fired from cabinet-level agencies
government-wide in that period.
"A realist would have to say almost nothing is going to happen," Devine said. "What
good is a good appeals process if you never get it sent to you?"

GAO Says VA Underestimated Demand for Family Caregiver Program, The Wall Street Journal,
September 18, 2014
•

•

•

The Government Accountability Office, Congress's independent investigator, found the
VA's program to assist and support family caregivers of wounded veterans to be suffering
from a backlog of applications. Ions wait times for appointments and inefficient
operations due to outdated and underpowered computer systems, according to a report
released Thursday. (Emphasis added because this is too familiar)
Mandated by Congress in 2010, the Family Caregiver Program was designed to help
support family members of those taking care of seriously-wounded veterans of the post9/11 era...
... The Government Accountability Office found that some VA facilities weren't even
returning caregiver phone calls and in addition to an application backlog, the department
now faces a backlog of appeals to VA decisions."

All these things should not be a surprise. Personally, I guess my comments on 60 Minutes in
2010 were prophetic. No, it was a reality then, and still is.
"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
Finally, this article, Veterans Affairs office in Roanoke reduces wait times for benefits, The
Roanoke Times, September 22, 2014, shows the amount of overtime used by one station and the
brokering of cases.
•
•

•
•

'The Veterans Affairs Regional Office in Roanoke, which once drew blistering criticism
from federal investigators, is making progress, a crowd of veterans was told Monday.
Two years ago, about 20,000 veterans had to wait longer than 125 days to have their
claims for disability and other service-related benefits processed, Keith Wilson, the
director of the office, said during a town hall meeting for veterans.
Today, he said, that number stands at 8,400.
While acknowledging past problems, Wilson said his staff of about 450 employees has
been able to cut wait times by logging more than 100,000 hours of overtime — "They're
working their tails off - and becoming more efficient through the use of electronic files
and transferring some cases to other regional offices with less of a backlog.'

Mr. Wilson failed to mention cheating - provisional ratings. How many EP 930s are pending?
The GAO survey will tell how efficient the electronic files system is. The MMWR, September
22, 2014 shows that Roanoke's numbers and the backlog is still at 49.9%.

# Pending
18,173

Avg. Days
Pending
164.6

Percentage Pending > 125 days (Backlog)

49.9%

Now, let's analyze the numbers from the September 22, 2014 Monday Morning Workload
Report (MMWR) for the number crunchers. However, they do not really mean anything
because it does not reflect the current VBA compensation workload.
The MMWR of May 2, 2013 showed that the backlog percentage was 69.7. The neglect of the
front end of the claims process continues to bleed into the backlog as these MMWR numbers
show. The hidden EP 930s are also added.
9/22/2014
9/15/2*
DIFF
C&P RB >125 9/15/2014
45.8%
22,017
22,425
-408
010
51.7%
62,440
63,876
-1,436
110
49.2%
157,882
154,919
-2,963
020
53.7%
20,072
20,155
83
930
-4724
50.1%
TOTAL
264255
259531

45.2%
51.0%
48.7%

-0.6%
-0.7%

-0.5%
0.6%
-0.6%

54.3%

49.8%

Local 520 will continue to report on EP 930s. Since VBA is using EP 934 to identify provisional
ratings, these claims should be reported separately. The EP 400s associated with them should
also be reported, as well as the EP 020s that were converted to new claims when additional
evidence was received associated with the provisional rating decisions that were previously
issued.
DATES
400

3/2/2013
29,141

9/15/2014
106,852

9/22/2014 W-D1FF
DIFF
108,815
1963
79,674

9/22/2014
70.3%

Here is the AFGE Local 520's weekly consistency study in reducing the overall and backlog
workload using 4 weeks of data. The roller coaster continues while veterans DIE waiting for a
decision on their claims.

09/01/14
09/08/14
09/15/14
09/22/14

536,957
540,133
535,481
529,427

-8,748
3,176
-4,652
-6,054

09/01/14
09/08/14
09/15/14
09/22/14

258,576
263,741
258.660
252,531

-6.141
5,165
-5,081
-6,129

Non-Rating Workload
The non-rating workload increased by 155,878 since March 2, 2013 and they have been climbing
ever since.
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DATES
Other Claims
130
290
600
Totals

3/2/2013

9/15/2014

181,744
75,956
42,562
300,262

260,839
114,145
78,316
453,300

9/22/2014 W-DIFF
261,252
114,614
80,274
456,140

413
469
1958
2,840

DIFF

9/22/2014

68.9%
76.7%
43.9%
63.1%

79,508
38,658
37,712
155,878

The VBA has hired 200 temporary employees to combat the nonrating end products. AFGE
Local 520 will continue to monitor this category of the compensation workload to report on how
effective this quick fix will be.
Here is the VBA's fix for the EP 130s.
"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." (Emphasis Added) 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
As we mentioned in our last correspondence, this is ridiculous and is borderline insanity. The
contract started in April 2014. Here are the dependency numbers for the past week according to
the MMWR of September 22, 2014. How is that contract working for VBA? When will the
contractors reach full capacity? Or will this be a repeat of the other contract failures and the mail
eventually returned back to employees at the ROs for processing?
AFGE Local 520 will continue to monitor the progress of EP 130s on a weekly basis. It
increased by 413 claims from the previous week.
DATES
Other Claims
130

3/2/2013

9/15/2014

181,744

260,839

9/22/2014 W-DIFF
261,252

413

DIFF

9/22/2014

79,508

However, another point that should interest ALL is 68.9% are over 125 days. The "over 125
days" optic is misleading. Ask VBA how many of these claims are over 1 year old?
APPEALS

68.9%

What new cheating strategy for the reduction of appeals will be implemented in response to the
referral of HR 5349 to the Subcommittee on Disability Assistance and Memorial Affairs on
August 15, 2014 - VA Ap Is Backlog Relief Act sponsored by Rep. Robert E. Latta (R-OH5)?
However, it will still not account for the appeals at the Board of Veterans Affairs and the Court
of Appeals for Veterans Claims (CAVC).
AFGE Local 520 agrees with these comments by the American Legion and will continue to report and
monitor VBA until all Veterans receive timely and accurate decisions and employees receive the training
and resources necessary to provide them.

"A perception e cists that scandals in Washington are resolved by ignoring the problem
and counting on the American people to forget," Helm said. "Mr. President, some
Americans may forget what happened at VA, but I can assure you that The American
Legion never will," he said." Impatient American Legion wants crooked Veterans Affairs
managers fired, Washington Examiner, September 19,2014
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