VA Regional Office
AFGE LOCAL 520
PO BOX 1778
COLUMBIA, SC 29202
January 20, 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 revisit the HVAC hearing - Evaluation of the Process to Achieve VBA Goals conducted
on July 14, 2014.
We will revisit the hearing to determine what was said and what has changed.
Excerpts from Chairman Miller's opening statement, HVR 195.000 Congressional transcript,
Uncorrected, FC, 7/14/14 pages 3-8, and other portions of the transcript will provide the status
of VBA's progress as of the date of the hearing.
AFGE Local 520 comments are in bold and added transcript emphasizes are italicized and
underlined. Our comments will address where we are now.
"VBA is still running, guns blazing, on this questionable path without a real plan, without
a real change. So let's begin tonight by reminding everyone again of VBA's real mission.
And it is "to provide benefits and services to veterans and their families in a responsive,
timely, and compassionate manner. "
Now, you've seen the perverse consequences of the mixed metric goals with the Veteran
Health Administration, and tonight we're going to look at VBA's target. And we will
hear what's being done to push claims out the door, out the door at any cost. 125 days
and 98 percent claim-based accuracy would be a laudable goal if it were at all realistic.
Weeks before tonight's hearing we began asking VBA to provide this committee with
information on the research and analysis that was conducted prior to setting this goal as
well as its information on performance standards. VBA has declined to provide timely
and complete responses. And, in fact, we just got an email a couple of hours before this
hearing. The purported responses fail to fully answer the questions that have been asked,
and we're going to discuss that again later.

The VBA's 2015 goals were outcomes, directed by then-Secretary of Veteran's Affairs to
make progress. They -were a call to action. And however -well-intentioned, they have now
become a distraction from accomplishing true progress. "
"Employees have been working for a year on a 20-hour-per-month mandatory overtime
schedule with no end in sight. In fact, we know that VB A has not ruled out actually
increasing the 20-hour overtime mandate."
Mandatory overtime was reinstituted on January 12,2015. Despite the
transformation (people, process, and technology) and all of its 40+ initiatives,
progress cannot be made without mandatory overtime. Furthermore,
although asked since July 2012 by the Committee if the VBA needed more
employees they were as silent as lambs on the issue. However, now there is
push to hire more employees. The VBA continues to ignore the enormity of
the workload, the failure of its technology to produce the results they
projected, the resources it takes to train employees to be effective and the
mental fatigue that exists among its decision makers because of mandatory
overtime and the stress of 4 years of it.
"We're going to hear from GAO later about how 75 percent of the regional offices that
they surveyed have agreements with the local unions that veterans' disability claims work
done on this candle-burning overtime shall be exempt from any quality review. I look
forward to hear ins from VBA on how that's being sold as a veteran-friendly practice.
Now, essentially, it's the equivalent of saying, "just make a decision and we'll hope that
the veteran doesn't appeal."
There are roughly 280,000 veterans languishing in 3, 4, 5, and 5 years of an appellate
backlog and nearly 240, OOP veterans -waiting on dependency awards adjustments. "
Veterans are appealing and appeals are still growing.
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On January 15,2015, AFGE Local 520 during our Labor Management
Forum inquired why our 6 Decision Review Officers (DROs) were not

allowed to work appeals claims during overtime and the adverse working
conditions they endure each day trying to work these appeals which continue
to increase locally.
The answer was the same old VBA talking points regarding a need for a
legislative change and there is a plan to increase the number of employees
doing appeals by FY16.
The effects of not processing appeals are not only measured in compensation
payment, but timely medical care. For example, Veterans who have appeals
pending for service connection are also being denied priority medical care.
If the local decision is overturned by the VBA after 3 to 5 years, the VA does
not pay for the medical expenses incurred over this time period. Moreover,
if the Veteran does not have funds to get medical care for his/her disability, it
will only get worst and the suffering he/she endures cannot be measured.
As we told the Director, although she was not allowed to make sound
decisions on behalf of Veterans, we will not sit on the sideline, but take the
true message of BVA grants, remands, and appeals claims languishing in
VBA's regional offices and the real effects of not processing them timely to
the public by all available means.
Additionally, although the VBA outlined a fix for the dependency backlog at
the hearing, it is still growing.
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"Chronic incidents of unchecked oppressive and vindictive management festers within
many of the regional offices, and the honest expert input of VBA employees has been
silenced, ignored and at times, punished.
I'm told that the performance requirements on production and accuracy have been
weaponized, if you will, to keep VBA employees in check. To what end? It's certainly not
in the name of service to America's veterans. It is, instead, to create an appearance of
success, just as VHA attempted to do by cooking the books on scheduling times and
notifications involving disease."
The article, Opiates handed out like candy to 'doped-up'veterans at Wisconsin
VA, The Center for Investigative Reporting, January 8, 2015, speaks to the
leadership problem in Washington, the retaliation and the muzzling of
employees, the godlike mentality of unaccountable senior executives, the
senior executive witness protection program ran by the VAOIG, and most
importantly the abuse of Veterans. Please read it if you have not already.
Here are a few excerpts.

V "Internal VA documents show Tomah VA employees have been
complaining about Houlihan's prescription practices for years.
S For example, last March's inspector general report followed a
series of complaints to the agency watchdog dating back to March
2011. The investigation, obtained by CIR, has not been published
or shared with the House or Senate committees that oversee the
VA.
•S Houlihan cited that fact in his interview with CIR. "I've been
investigated again and again," he said, "and they've never found
anything wrong."
•S Two days before Jason Simcakoski died of an overdose in the
Tomah VA psychiatric ward, the head of the unit, Dr. Ronda
Davis, discussed his care with Houlihan.
•S An autopsy report prepared by the University of Wisconsin
Hospital and Clinics declared the cause of death to be "mixed drug
toxicity."
"The VA Office of Inspector General will testify to the potential of over 1.3 billion in
improper payments."
When there is no accountability and oversight, the cash cow (taxpayers) will
continue to feed the inefficient system, and US Treasury will continue to
disappear without results and senior executives will not be held liable for
their failures. Moreover, the VA budget will continue to grow while
Veterans continue to suffer.
"The Oldest Claims Initiative, a push that required all claims that were 2 years old or
older to be rated within 60 days, introduced a scheme called provisional ratings.
This was another hard-and-tast deadline dictated by Central Office, and VBA promised,
"Don't worry. We'll get them done right. They won't be going out the door without
service treatment records, without medical exams, if that's necessary."
So what was found at the regional office? Guidance that read—and I quote—"A new VA
exam request will have a negative impact on our ability to meet the goal that has been
mandated by our leadership." So VBA employees were directed to move forward with
evidence of file even if a medical exam was necessary to decide these aging claims.
Contained in the guidance -- and I ask you to look at the screen - - and, Members, you
should have this at your desk - -1 quote from an email where it says, "I understand this
may be difficult to do and may appear to go against the values of how we do work. I
want to assure you that" - - and here it is typed in boldface - -"there will be no negative
consequences for you, the employees, as a result of following this guidance. The only

possible negative consequences are those that exist if we fail to meet our goals for this
project and for any actions that keep us from doing so. "
As we continue to report to the Committees, these provisional rating
decisions are still languishing in the VAROs. Furthermore, the number of
provisional ratings is still not being reported along with the EP 400s
associated with them in the backlog numbers despite being exposed at the
hearing.
"VA OIG's report issued earlier today found that regional office staff incorrectly
processed 83 percent of the provisional rating decisions that were reviewed. Who is
paying the price of VBA's self-defined success?"
If quality is a priority, would the VBA take employees who do quality
reviews and place them on the production assembly line and place the
responsibility for quality reviews on inexperienced, over-burdened, and
controlling supervisors who will do whatever they are told to get the claims
out of the door? The new initiative that is happening now can answer this
question.
Excerpts from the testimony of Mr. Daniel Bertoni, Director, Education, Workforce, and
Income Security, U.S. Government Accountability Office, HVR 195.000 Congressional
transcript, Uncorrected, FC, 7/14/14 pages 150-154, speak to the VBA quality review process.
"In prior work, we've documented shortcomings in VA's quality assurance activities,
and more recently concerns have been raised about the lack of transparency related to
changes in the Ageny's national accuracy rate for disability claims which is based on a
Systematic Technical Accuracy Review, or STAR.
In summary, the Agency now measures and reports accuracy in two ways, by claim and
by issue, but its approach has some limitation.
When calculating STAR accuracy rates for either measure VBA falls short of generally
accepted statistical practices in that it doesn 't 'weight the results of that it samples the
same number of cases from all offices, regardless of size, and, thus, produces imprecise
estimates.
However, regional staff we interviewed noted that there are too many sources of guidance
and that searching for them is often time-consuming, confusing and difficult. Staff were
also concerned that VBA's policy manual and national training were not sufficiently
updated to avoid future errors. "
Employees know the truth about VBA's real quality. There have been so
many changes by the transformation (people, process, and technology) no
human being can keep up with them.

Ask an experienced Decision Review Officer GS13 on the appeals team about
the quality of the work. They are the ones who have to do De Novo reviews
_.* j certify claims to the BYA. I know one who is willing to speak about it if
anyone is interested in the truth.
Excerpts from the Chairman Miller's questioning of the VBA's panel, HVR 195.000
Congressional transcript, Uncorrected, FC, 7/14/14page 157, read thus.
"To all of the VA witnesses, I want to ask a few questions about the backlog numbers
that you report in your Monday Morning Workload Reports.
It's important to note that, in your report, you don't include the end product 930, the
number which, in fact, has grown substantially as of late, and the end product 400 which
includes provisional ratings. If you include the end product 930, which essentially is a
place to hold rushed and incomplete claims, your backlog percentage would jump by 10
percentage points to 60 percent. And, in addition, over a 14 month period, March of
2013 to May of 2014, the inventory of end product 400, which again, includes
provisional ratings, surged from just over 29,000 to over 170,000 by a 367 percent
increase.
So explain to me what you're doing with the end products 930 and 400. It simply doesn't
. . . - - it simply makes them a secret category whereby you 're able to hide incomplete or
prematurely decided claims to improve the appearance of your backlog numbers. "
This is another secret list. The only thing that changed is the situation has
worsened.
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Chairman Miller's opening statement continues.
"We then have the complicated case, the old cases which were lost and then were
subsequently found under a contrived and disingenuous interpretation of VBA's guidance
of May 20,2013.
Even more egregious, VBA has recently put out guidance to the regional offices that,
unless a veteran puts specific words on their claim form, a form that doesn't provide any
space for comment, that the claimed condition has existed, that the claimed condition has

existed, "since service" then a medical nexus exam will not be ordered and the claim will
be denied, denied."
Robert Gates, former Secretary of Defense, recently released his memoir entitled "Duty,"
which he dedicated to the men and women of the United States Armed Forces. He writes
about VA and about his dealings with a former VA secretary. The secretary notes, "I was
staggered when he said his department was in good shape and had no problems." And he
continued, "I'd been around long enough to know that, when a head of a department says
his organization has no problems, he's either lying or delusional."
The same leadership attitude of the former VA secretary continues to
operate at the VBA without accountability and validation of their claims of
progress and success. They have proven to be liars and some are delusional.
Excerpts from the article, VA cancels bonus program giving employees
incentive to rush claims, The Washington Times, January 14, 2014 depicts the
desperation of VBA to reach the 2015 goal and the continued missteps by the
VBA senior official that tried to prevent Congressional staffers from doing
their job at the Philadelphia VARO and then lied about it. See HVR 195.000
Congressional transcript, Uncorrected, FC, 7/14/14 pg 139.
^ 'The Philadelphia VA regional office abruptly canceled plans
Wednesday to pay bonuses for speeding up claims processing, after
employees said they feared the bonuses would encourage them to
make hasty decisions and deny deserving veterans their rightful
benefits.
v' The bonus program, first reported by The Washington Times on
Tuesday, offered $15,000 bonuses to teams that met processing targets
and offered breakfast, lunch or snacks to teams that processed the
most claims.
S But Diana Rubens, director of the Veterans Affairs regional office in
Philadelphia, wrote employees Wednesday that she had heard
complaints from employees that they feared the incentives would
force them to make bad decisions, so the program was "rescinded,
effective immediately."
"Ms. Rubens came to our committee offices and, when she did, she did not apologize for
that. What she said was had told the acting director to ignore what other people may be
saying about my staff. And you're telling me this person is still employed even though
she gave directive to not tell an agent of this committee what was happening at the
regional office?" HVR 195.000 Congressional transcript, Uncorrected, FC, 7/14/14 pg
138.
This is no surprise. Ms. Ruben and the VBA chief of staff sent a retaliatory
message to me personally through a representative of the AFGE National VA
Council because AFGE Local 520 scheduled an informational picket on May

31,2013 and sent robo calls to bring attention to the number of death and
burial claims pending at the time.
The retaliation would be a National grievance against me for the abuse of
official time and invasion of privacy of VA officials which both were lies.
Yes, she is still employed.
"Whatever hooray that you shout, whatever win you attempt to take credit for in 2015,
you will not be celebrated. It has been made clear that there is not a corner of VBA
leadership that will not cut nor a statistic that they will not manipulate to lay claim to a
hollow victory. What we all want to see, both Republican and Democrat colleagues on
this committee is progress, not deception."
The only progress that has been made is in the minds of the VBA leadership.
They are blinded by their own conceit and a goal that was unrealistic at the
time it was made and even if met will not be a barometer for accurately and
timely claim decisions.
Here is the current reality.
•S VBA senior leadership continues to fail Veterans and employees, but will
not acknowledge their failures and correct them.
^ Area and Local Directors are conduits with talking points and an edict to
pressure employees to produce more with failed processes and technology
and ignore appeals and nonrating workloads.
•S The backlog has increased since the beginning FY15 and still does not
reflect the provisional ratings and EP 400 associated with them.
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The provisional ratings have not been finalized and no one really knows
how many there are because of the associated EP 400s.
Numbers are still being manipulated.
•/ The appeals and nonrating claims continue to bleed without any viable
VBA plan to stop the bleeding and place them on a path of sustainable
health.
Mandatory overtime is back for the 4ft consecutive year.
Quality Review Specialists have been placed on the production assembly
lane.
Front line supervisors are over extended.
Front line employees continue to suffer burnout and unnecessary stress
and pressure created by failed leadership.
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•S VBA have posted Veterans Service Representative positions internally
and externally to address the longstanding staffing problem.
S VBMS still have not produced expected results.
•S VAIOG still have not reported on the effectiveness of VBMS as promised
in December 2013 for early 2014 or is it still a draft?
S The results of the GAO Survey on VBA End Users' Experience with
VBMS are still pending.
S Scanning and indexing of documents are problematic.
S 200 inexperienced temporary employees hired as a fix for nonrating
claims have been diverted to help with the backlogged electronic mail. As
a result the nonrating claims fix has been suspended.
S The contract to fix the dependency claims still has not reached its full
capacity of processing 40,000 claims a month (just three months shy of an
entire year since its inception). As a matter of fact, the dependency
claims have increased.
•S Some employees have signed an 1C ARE banner and wear ICARE pins.
S The number of training hours has been reduced from 85 hours to 20
hours for high level stations.
S Veterans continue to not receive timely and accurate benefits.
Excerpts from the article, Vets groups unveil priorities for Congress, Military Times, January 16,
2015, outlines the veterans coalition priorities of 2015.
> The coalition's top priorities include fixing VA's wait time problems, eliminating its
benefit claims backlog, addressing growing VA infrastructure problems, expanding
caregiver programs to veterans of all eras, and making sure female veterans have
adequate health care and support services.
> The veterans coalition — which includes Veterans of Foreign Wars and Am vets along
with PVA and DAV — will release specific budget recommendations next month, at the
same time that the White House's fiscal 2016 budget proposal is unveiled.
> Joe Violante, national legislative director for Disabled American Veterans, said coalition
officials also are concerned with the lingering claims backlog problems, and whether VA
will be able to meet its stated goal of zeroing out the overdue cases by the end of 2015.
> He also said advocates will push lawmakers to keep a close eye on VA's claims appeals,
which have grown steadily in recent years.
We see a VBA system where the two most critical elements (Veterans and employees) have little
input because their advocates (Service Organizations and AFGE) sit on the sidelines and only
enter the game when it suits their narrow agendas.
However, when scandals are uncovered affecting Veterans, we find that employees are the ones
to blow the whistle after years of abuse of authority and retaliation by those whose job it is to
service Veterans and protect employees. Where were the advocates?

AFGE Local 520 will continue to take a stand for both because lost in the annals of public law
we were established to safeguard the public interest, contribute to effective conduct of public
business, and facilitate and encourage the amicable dispute between employer and employee
involving conditions of employment.
Furthermore, the preamble of the Master Agreement between the VA and AFGE put it this way:
"The Department and the Union agree that a constructive and cooperative working
relationship between labor and management is essential to achieving the Department's
mission and to ensuring a quality work environment for all employees. The parties
recognize that this relationship must be built on a solid foundation of trust, mutual
respect, and a shared responsibility for organizational success. Therefore, the parties
agree to work together using partnership principles, Labor-Management Forums, and the
Master Agreement to identify problems and craft solutions, enhance productivity, and
deliver the best quality of service to the nation's veterans."
Finally, we close with these excerpts from Chairman Miller's opening statement.
"VBA is still running, guns blazing, on this questionable path without a real plan, without
a real change. So let's begin tonight by reminding everyone again of VBA 's real mission.
And it is "to provide benefits and services to veterans and their families in a responsive,
timely, and compassionate manner. "
The VBA's 2015 goals were outcomes, directed by then- Secretary of Veteran's Affairs to
make progress. They were a call to action. And however well-intentioned, they have now
become a distraction from accomplishing true progress. "
AFGE Local 520 will continue work to help "deliver the best quality of service" to my fellow
comrades and "ensure a Quality work environment" for VBA's most valuable resource - my
fellow employees.
Ronald Robinson
President
(803) 647-2385 (Ofc)
(803) 239-7682 (Cell)
rbnsnrnld@vahoo.com
www.seniorvsr.com
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