VA Regional Office
AFGE LOCAL 520
PO BOX 1778
COLUMBIA, SC 29202
November 2, 2014
Chairmen, Ranking Members, Members of the US House and Senate Committees of Veterans
Affairs and the Secretary, Department of Veterans / Affairs
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Dear Committee Members and VA Secretary:
AFGE Local 520, the exclusive representative of the bargaining unit of VARO Columbia, SC,
wants to address the Veterans Benefit Management Systems (VBMS), appeals, and nonrating
claims and the collateral damage facing Veterans.
Excerpts from the article, VA's digital benefits system closes in on 1Mclaims, FWC, October 30,
2014, proclaim the glorification of VBMS, the continued misrepresentation of the reduction in
the backlog (the backlog is the percentage of claims pending that is over 125 days; as of
October 27,2014 MMWR, the pending rating end products excluding EP 930s totaled
525,799 and 243,227 were over 125 days ) and the time saving aspects of VBMS, Capitol Hill
staffer's justified caution signs, the enormous amount of original documents being stored at the
vendors, National Archive and Records Administration, who withdrew from the contracting task
of digitation of VBA records in July 2013 because it estimated that it would take 4,000 more
employees to do the job, helping VA establish policies to secure these documents, less than half
of Veterans utilizing the electronic system, the BVA only having capacity to view documents
that have been digitized, and of course, the reason for this PR plug - more VA IT dollars.
> "The Department of Veterans Affairs says it is chipping away at its backlog of
disability claims, thanks in part to the nationwide rollout of the Veterans Benefits
Management System.
>> The tool gives VA's small army of 29,000 claims processors access to digitized and
electronic medical records and other documents necessary to speedily complete their
work.
>• "Sometimes the federal government is known for not always delivering on IT systems
in particularly good ways, but I think this is a huge success story," said Allison
Hickey, VA undersecretary for benefits, at a briefing and demo for reporters held in
the Veterans Benefits Administration's downtown D.C. headquarters Oct. 30.
^ According to VA officials, the backlog of claims (defined as any claim that is older
than 125 days) has dropped from 611,000 in March 2013 to 244,000 this month -- a
drop of 60 percent. VBMS itself has been used to process 888,000 claims, and VA
officials expect that number to hit 1 million sometime in mid-November.
> "This system, on top of restructuring our complete training program, has been
instrumental in getting us there," Hickey said.

> Moving from paper to electronic claims processing is a significant time saver for
staff, according to the benefits analyst who led the tour of the system. Before VBMS,
analysts did their work with a rubber thumb tip, to page through case files that
numbered into the hundreds of pages, in search of diagnostic information or other
data essential to deciding a case. The VBMS now allows users to perform keyword
searches to hone in on needed information.
> A Capitol Hill staffer who tracks VA issues cautioned against giving too much credit
to VBMS for reducing the backlog, noting that mandatory overtime, new production
standards and other factors have contributed as well. The staffer also noted that an
inspector general probe turned up evidence of data manipulation in disability claim
backlog in the Philadelphia Regional Benefits Office. "All the department's statistics
in this regard should be taken with an enormous grain of salt," the staffer said.
> So far, more than 1 billion documents have been scanned into the system — enough to
fill 81 C-5 cargo planes, according to VA estimates. The original documents are
being stored onsite with vendors where scanning is performed. The VA and the
National Archive and Records Administration have teamed up to establish policy to
secure the trove of old paper case files, which are in the custody of contractors who
do the scanning.
> It was launched on a limited basis at the end of fiscal 2012 at five regional offices. As
of June 2013 the system was rolled out to all 56 VA regional offices, and today it is
universally used across VA at 148 VHA facilities and by Veterans Service
Organizations.
> Still, fewer than half of veterans initiate claims using online systems — a percentage
that VA is hoping will grow as the eBenefits and other end-user access points become
more widely known and trusted.
> The Board of Veteran's Appeals accesses VBMS, but the appeals process itself is not
handled online.
> Mickey said the VA is "working to bring technology into the appeals process like we
did in the claims process." Expanding IT services costs money, and Hickey bemoaned
the relatively lowly status of VA's IT budget ~ near the bottom of all federal agencies
on a per capita basis.
> "When we build things, we build them right," Hickey said. "And we should be trusted
with a bigger and better IT budget to do more of this for our nation's veterans, and be
able to deliver even better on our timeliness on our quality across the board at all of
VA"
AFGE Local 520 has seen this optic before. However, this week VBMS was experiencing
latency and downtime problems which VBA contributed to problems with the application
SHARE. One thing for sure, there were no emails notifying employees of the problems.
The reality is VBMS still has many workarounds that contribute to labor intensive work for
claims processors. The engine that drives the train (centralized mail) is not ready for prime time
and will continue to present problems affecting the effectiveness of VBMS.

Again, the reduction of claims was due to unlimited overtime (20 hours of mandatory overtime
and unlimited voluntary overtime); provisional ratings which are still sitting in VAROs not being
processed; the all hands on deck initiative; the manipulation of numbers; and the neglect of
appeals, nonrating end products, and work items. For the VBA leadership to try and glorify the
VBMS is disingenuous and AFGE Local 520 will not let information communicated to the
public go unchallenged without analysis and the truth.
Let's examine the yearly production progress and the difference in production from the
beginning of FY 12 (October 1, 2011) to the end FY 14 September 30, 2014. Moreover, let's
also examine the increase in overtime funds spent.
The FY14 overtime dollars only cover the first quarter of FY14 which is over 18,500,000 dollars.
Considering the amount of overtime hour's employees worked from December 15, 2013 to
September 30, 2014, it can be certain that overtime dollars exceeded the amount worked in
FY13.

Fiscal Year
FY12
FY13
FY14

*Ovcrtimc
Production
Dollars
Diff
1,044,207
49,469,403
85,301,320
1,169,085 124,878
1,318,148 149,063
18,562,466
153,333,189

Dates for Overtime
Oct 1,2011 to Sep 30, 2012
Oct 1,2012 to Sep 30, 2013
Oct 1,2013 to Dec 14, 2013

* Freedom of Information Act (FOIA)
A Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) response also reveals that ending December 14,2013,
there were 10,342.6 FTEs for the Veterans Service Centers of the VBA.
Without knowing the amount of claims that should have been produced by FTE for FY14 and
how many were produced because of overtime, it is impossible for the public to determine how
many claims were the results of the deployment of VBMS to all 56 VAROs.
However, it is certain that without overtime dollars (20 hours of mandatory overtime and
unlimited voluntary overtime) these numbers would be reduced.
Now, let's analyze the numbers from the October 27, 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.
First, provisional ratings are still not finalized and no one seems to care. Veterans were
promised that these rating would be finalized within in one year after notification.
However, this has proven to be false. Moreover, if they were given priority the rating end
products and the backlog would increase. Quick fixes never work, but the negative results
of them always affect Veterans, employees, and the normal claims process.

DIFF
C&P RB >12S 10/20/2014 10/27/2014 DIFF 10/20/20142 10/27/2014
84.7%
84.3%
29,811
29,053
-0.4%
-758
930

It should be very obvious how the backlog and average days pending (ADP) were decreased by
these provisional ratings. However, this was at the expense of the Veteran and the VBA's shell
game which equates to cheating and deception. Here are the results of the backlog when EP
930s are added to it.
10/27/2014
DIFF
C&P RB >125 10/20/2014 10/27/2014 DIFF
10/20/2014
21,837
42.8%
21,585
42.9%
-252
-0.1%
010
60,353
59,652
49.6%
49.1%
-701
-0.4%
110
151,833
48.0%
151,913
47.9%
80
0.0%
020
29,811
29,053
84.7%
84.3%
-758
-0.4%
930
TOTAL
263,834
262,203
-1,631
56.3%
56.1%
-0.2%
Moreover, these provisional ratings are as old today as they were when originally submitted by
the Veteran. Let's stop playing the numbers game with Veterans' lives.
Excerpts from the article, Did safety net fail suicidal Marine vet? After multiple Iraq,
Afghanistan tours, Jeremy Sears lost battle for benefits with the VA, then killed himself at
Oceanside shooting range, UT-San Diego, October 14, 2014 declares the reality facing Veterans.
> "Jeremy Sears is the kind of combat veteran that America desperately wants to help — a
Marine who served multiple tours in Iraq and Afghanistan.
> Yet the safety net designed to support returning troops seems to have failed in his case,
according to his wife and veterans advocates.
> After waiting 16 months in the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs claims logjam, Sears
was denied all disability payments and, untreated for trauma injuries and facing financial
difficulties, took his own life.
> The 35-year-old former Camp Pendleton infantryman killed himself last week, almost
exactly two years after being discharged. On Monday, Oct. 6, Sears went to an Oceanside
shooting range and put the gun to his head.
> Just days before, he first admitted to his wife that he might have "survivor's guilt" ~
sometimes seen as a symptom of post-traumatic stress disorder.
> According to people close to him, Sears became despondent in February. That's when the
VA sent a letter saying that the government wouldn't pay him anything, despite
acknowledging that he had traumatic brain injury and hearing loss from his military
service."
According to a PDF document of his notification letter submitted with this article, Mr. Sears
submitted his claim on November 12,2012 and a decision was not made until February 19,2014
despite the two and one year old initiatives in 2013. He was denied 10 disabilities and granted 2
disabilities - TBI with posttraumatic headaches and bilateral hearing loss at 0%.

Here is the AFGE Local 520's weekly consistency study in reducing the overall and backlog
workload using the data from the beginning of FY15. The roller coaster continues while
veterans DIE waiting for a decision on their claims.
WEEK
10/06/14
10/13/14
10/20/14
10/27/14

C&PRB
OVERALL
522,421
525,817
527,465
525,799

WEEKLY
WEEKLY
C&PRB
DIFF
DIFF
WEEK
BACKLOG
-573
244,602
1,956
10/06/14
243,072
-1,530
10/13/14
3,396
1,655
10/20/14
244,727
1,648
-1,500
10/27/14
243,227
-1,666
-1,948
5,334

Why do the numbers from 10/27/14 looks like the numbers from 10/13/14? If VBMS is making
an enormous difference, why are these numbers waffling back and forth from week to week?
Non-Rating Workload and Appeals
Furthermore, the non-rating workload and appeals continue to increase. They have increased by
160,744 and 31,623 (totaling 194^83) respectively, since March 2, 2013.
DATES
Other Claims
130
290
600
Totals

3/2/2013

10/20/2014

10/27/2014

W-DIFF

DIFF

10/27/2014

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

259,841
113,623
85,563
459,027

261,227
113,056
86,723
461,006

1386
-567
1160
1,979

79,483
37,100
44,161
160,744

70.1%
83.4%
41.7%
65.1%

In September 2014, the VBA 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. There has been no effect to date.

Effective November 3, 2014, the VARO Columbia, SC, will move three Rating Veterans Service
Representatives from the appeals team to the rating teams to work the rating inventory. This will
only leave 6 Decision Review Officers to conduct DeNovo reviews, hold formal and informal
hearings, prepare Statements and Supplemental Statements of the Case, certify claims to BVA,
effectuate BVA grants and process BVA and Court Remands, etc.

As of the MMWR dated October 27, 2014, VARO Columbia pending appeals workload was
8743.
Excerpts from the article, Cleveland VA Still Mired in Huge Backlogs Five review officers
wading through 12,000 claims, PJ Media, October 8, 2014, show that what is happening in
Columbia is the next big VBA initiative called (High-Leverage Stations) to increase the rating
production and neglect the already crippled appeals inventory. Where is VBMS?
One veteran has been waiting 23 years to have his claim adjudicated by the VA
Cleveland Regional Office and the average appeals claim at that office has been pending
for more than 400 days according to Congressman Jim Renacci (R-OH), who met
with Director Anthony Milons Sr. and several Veterans Service Organizations (VSOs) to
discuss the appeals process and the backlog of appeals.
"Several veterans living in Ohio's 16th District have expressed concerns about the
appeals backlog that continues to grow in Cleveland," said Renacci. "According to the
VA Cleveland Regional Office, the average appeals claim has been pending for more
than 400 days. This is unacceptable."
Currently, there are only five decision review officers at the VA Cleveland Regional
Office who are tasked with wading through nearly 12,000 backlogged appeal claims.
Despite the fact that there are more appeals pending in Cleveland than new claims, the
decision was made to transfer 13 decision review officers to initial claims processing,
compounding the problem ofbacklossed appeals. (Emphasis Added)
"It is critical that Director Milons takes the appropriate steps to develop and implement
an efficient and effective process to eliminate the backlog. Veterans have given up so
much to serve our country, it is our responsibility to ensure that they receive the benefits
they have earned once they return home," said Renacci.
Renacci said that while he was proud to work with Congress on the bipartisan Access to
Care through Choice, Accountability, and Transparency Act that was designed to bring
reform and accountability to the VA, he said there is much more that needs to be done.
We say again, remember this testimony, "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
Here are the results since the contract started in April 2014. The MMWR as of April 7,2014,
shows that EP 130 was at 245,073. Here is where VBA is as of the MMWR dated October 27,
2014.
DATES
Other Claims
130

3/2/2013

10/20/2014

10/27/2014

181,744

259,841

261,227

W-DIFF

1386

DIFF
79,483

10/27/2014

70.1%

However, another point that should interest ALL is 70.1% are over 125 days. The "over 125
days" optic is misleading. Ask VBA how many of these claims are over 1 year old?
Lest we forget, here is the total VBA compensation and pension workload excluding work items.

Original Entitlement - Veterans
Original Entitlement - Survivors
Supplemental Entitlement
Award Adjustments
Program Reviews
Compensation Other
Total Appeals Pending
TOTAL COMPENSATION VAROs
Original Entitlement
Pension Award Adjustments
Program Reviews
Pension Other
Total Burials Pending
Total Accrued Pending
TOTAL PENSION PMCs

Total
172,626
6,182
318,707

Over 125 days
81,805
1,305
152,871

479,559
67,252
168,774
281,676

321,634
58,591
98,413

1,494,776
21,645
38,372
12,201
3,041
19,064

714,619
1,719
6,580
12,125
539

47.39%
21.11%
47.97%
67.07%
87.1%

58.3%

7.94%
17.1%
99.4%
17.7%

7,141
101,464
1,596,240

20,963
735,582

As we said in previous letters, we will say again, this is a national disgrace and dishonors every Veteran who ever
donned the uniform. How can this happen in America? How can the leaders (the President and the Congress)
turn a blind eye to this reality? Furthermore, why are the other stakeholders not protesting?
Excerpts from the article, 12 OYS: Former Augusta VA doctor claims gastrointestinal backlog
cover-up, News 12, WRDW, Updated October 31, 2014, speak to the problems at the VBA as
well. However, no one seems to be paying any attention to the issues at the VBA, but Veterans
are also dying without receiving benefits to include health care.
> "AUGUSTA, Ga. (WRDW) - Dr. Raymond Kostromin is speaking out about his
former boss. "He's a good man. He worked hard there," said Kostromin.
> Charlie Norwood VA Hospital Director Robert Hamilton who resigned Tuesday.
His last day will be November 30. "He tried to turn it around, but he was meeting
obstacles that he couldn't fix," said Kostromin. Similar barriers that 50-year old
Kostromin said he faced too during his 10-years as a primary care physician at the
facility. Kostromin said the problems that lead to three veterans dying due to a
lack of proper medical care began years earlier. (Emphasis Added)

> In November during a 12 On Your Side investigation, we obtained documentation
showing a backlog of 4,500 patients waiting on cancer screenings. Numbers
Kostromin said would have been higher had some appointments not been
canceled in the system. He said the hospital would also shift patients with
scheduled colonoscopies to a less expensive and quicker stool sample test instead.
> Also, for several months, he said the hospital implemented a diversion program
sending sicker patients to other hospitals. "Your sicker patients would come by
ambulance, and if you have less sick patients coming to your facility, maybe that's
going to improve your morbidity and mortality," said Kostromin who said it was
all about the numbers same. (Emphasis Added)
> Kostromin said he complained about what he saw as problems to his superiors.
The Department of Veterans' Affairs later would accuse Kostromin of stealing
$1,100 in medications and other services between 2010 and 2011. He was fired in
2013.
> Just this past April, a superior court judge dismissed charges against Kostromin
for lack of evidence. For now, Kostromin said he is appealing the VA's decision
to uphold his firing. He has an attorney assigned to his appeal through the U.S.
Office of Special Counsel which is an independent government agency.
> While Hamilton's final day is November 30, Kostromin said he believes a recent
Office of Inspector General report may reveal ongoing issues at the facility that
may be why his former boss has chosen to step down. "I feel that if it was
glowing report that everything was fine in Augusta, I don't think he would have
resigned on Tuesday," said Kostromin.
> Meanwhile, in a statement from the OIG to News 12, it said: "The Office of
Inspector General's Office of healthcare inspections has provided a draft report on
issues at the Charlie Norwood VA Medical Center in Augusta, Georgia to VA
management. In keeping with OIL policies and practices, we are waiting for
comments to the report and information on implementation plans for any
recommendations that are made in the report."
> News 12 has reached out to the Department of Veterans' Affairs for comment
regarding Kostromin's claims. We are waiting to hear back."
Excerpts for the article, Report: VA still a mess, needs help with everything from hiring to
parking, TheWashington Post, October 31, 2014, show more trouble at the VA.
> "Outdated technology, understaffed health centers and problems with everything
from antiquated scheduling practices to parking continue to haunt the beleaguered
hospitals and medical centers in the Department of Veteran's Affairs, according to a
new report by the Northern Virginia Technology Council (NVTC).
> The report looked at a six-week period between Sept. 15 and Oct. 29, and found that
there are issues in both the work culture - with overwork causing employees to leave
- along with a slow and confusing hiring process.
> It also said the most troubling part of the review is that though a 2008 study by Booz
Allen Hamilton found many of the same problems, the report seemed to have been
ignored and the same problems were never addressed. "The recommendations of this

report echo those of the earlier (Booz Allen Hamilton) wait times report and suggest
that the issues identified are representative and enduring," the new report says.
> The assessment was conducted at the request of Sen. Mark Warner (D-Va.). Warner,
who was also on the conference call, said, he was "astonished" to see some the aging
systems. "They were basically cobbling together 1980s software," he said.
> Warner said he supports McDonald but that there is much still to be done to improve
the VA's workplace.
^ "I look forward to continuing to work with Secretary McDonald to make sure these
recommendations actually get implemented and don't just end up on a shelf," he
said."
J

"These are challenging times for VA in general and VBA specifically, as they attempt to
work through the compensation claims backlog while simultaneously implementing multiple
initiatives to move VBA into an electronic, paperless environment. From an oversight
perspective, these process changes require an increase in oversight at all levels. Management
involvement is critical to minimize the financial risk of making inaccurate benefit payments,
maintain a balanced approach to processing all workloads, and ensure the accurate and
timely delivery of benefits and services." Statement Of Linda A. Halliday, Assistant Inspector
General For Audits And Evaluations, Office Of Inspector General Department Of Veterans
Affairs, Before The Subcommittee On Disability Assistance And Memorial Affairs Committee On
Veterans'Affairs, United States House Of Representatives Field Hearing On "Rhetoric V.
Reality: Investigating The Continued Failures Of The Philadelphia Va Regional Office",
October 3, 2014, Burlington County College, Pemberton Campus, Pemberton, New Jersey
The VBA has been given a license to give lip service to appeals and nonrating end products
while promoting a VBMS system that was not properly developed and implemented without any
scrutiny or oversight. Now, the VBA leadership is trying to convince the uninformed public of
the successes of the system in an effort to get more money. How many taxpayers' dollars have
been spent thus far?
"We concluded that given the incremental system development approach and the
complexity of the automation initiative, VA will continue to face challenges in meeting
its goal of eliminating the backlog and increasing the accuracy rate of disability claims
processing by 2015. Given the delays to date, there may be unanticipated costs to
ultimately accomplish the goal. At the end of FY 2012, VA had spent 63 percent of the
$433 million budgeted for VBMS and planned to spend an additional $92.3 million to
enhance and deploy VBMS by the end of FY 2013. Further, until a long-term solution
is developed, there remains the potential need for funding for claims scanning and
digitization beyond the estimated total of $347 million allocated for NARA and the two
contractors. We will continue to monitor VBA's progress in its claims processing
transformation efforts." VAOIG Report 11-04376-81, Veterans Benefits Administration,
Review of Transition to a Paperless Claims Processing Environment, February 4, 2013
(Emphasis Added)
"Specifically, it fully funds a request from the Obama administration to spend $173
9

million on a VA benefit management system, which aims to allow for a faster,
paperless process to handle disability claims. It also provides $20 million to help
transfer old paper files into electronic files." House Gives Government One Year to Fix
Veterans Disability Mess, The Blaze, April 30, 2014 (Emphasis Added)
Despite all that has been said and done, Veterans continue to suffer because of poor and
ineffective VBA planning and leadership. Of even greater consequence, is the collateral damage
to Veterans caused by a VBA system that is not being held accountable by the stakeholders who
are responsible for advocating for Veterans.
However, AFGE Local 520 will continue to keep the issues of accurate and timely decisions for
all Veterans and their survivors and creating a VBA culture for employees to effectively serve
them on the frontlines despite the in action of others.
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