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VA Regional Office
AFGE LOCAL 520
PO BOX 1778
COLUMBIA, SC 29202
March 20, 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 "injustice" facing Veterans and their survivors as pertain to the benefits they
have earned in defense of this Country.
Excerpts from the publication VA History In Brief, describes the struggles of Veterans and the
increase of VA workload because of various changes in law as early as World War I.
> "There is no way of knowing how many veterans joined the "Bonus Expeditionary
Forces," as the marchers were called. By the summer, some estimates put the force at
between 15,000 and 40,000. They camped wherever they could. Some slept in abandoned
buildings or erected tents. But many lived in makeshift shacks along the mudflats of the
Anacostia River. With no sanitation facilities, living conditions quickly deteriorated in
the "shanty town."
> President Hoover knew he had to curb the escalating violence. He gave the order for
Army Chief of Staff Gen. Douglas MacArthur to forcibly remove from the city the
approximately 3,500 veterans, many with their wives and children, who refused to leave.
No shots were fired, but many were injured by bricks, clubs and bayonets. Although there
are conflicting reports on which side started the fires, some of the marchers' shacks
burned down. In the end, the presence of federal troops effectively ended the bonus
march."
> A new principle for veterans benefits, providing pensions on the basis of need, was
introduced in the 1818 Service Pension Law...
o The result of the new law was an immediate increase in pensioners. From 1816 to
1820, the number of pensioners increased from 2,200 to 17,730, and the cost of
pensions rose from $120,000 to $1.4 million.
> After the Civil War, veterans organized to seek increased benefits. The Grand Army of
the Republic, consisting of Union veterans of the Civil War, was the largest veteran's
organization emerging from the war.
> In March 1933, President Roosevelt persuaded Congress to pass the Economy Act. A
response to the Great Depression, the measure included a repeal of all previous laws
granting benefits for veterans of the Spanish-American War and all subsequent conflicts
and periods of peacetime service.

o It also gave the President authority to issue new veterans benefits. Roosevelt then
promulgated regulations that radically reduced veteran's benefits. When the
President's authority to establish benefits by executive order expired in 1935,
Congress reenacted most of the laws that had been in effect earlier."
http://www.va.gov/opa/publications/archives/docs/history in_brief.pdf
First, it is amazing the number of proposed legislations aimed at fixing the VBA claims process
that have died or still floating in Congress.
Although Veterans' benefits are supposed to be a bipartisan issue, legislations continue to face
the same feat as all other legislations that do not have the support of the powerful lobbies.
The main reason the claims process has not been solved and has baffled all for decades is
because it continues to be misdiagnosed because the examiners have never worked a claim and
have no experience working in a dysfunctional VBA VARO with poor and incompetent
leadership with no accountability. Moreover, the VA Central Office is void of the experience to
lead VAROs.
The problems waffle from one point of view to another as outlined in The VA Claims Backlog
Working Group March 2014 Report:
"Government reports, newspaper articles, Congress, and the Administration have all
found different reasons at different times as to why a backlog exists:
1. The Melidosian Commission reported that the 570,000 claims in 1993 were in
part due to the "common agreement that claims are much more complex than they
were five or ten years ago."1
2. hi 1994, the Sun-Sentinel published an article citing poor economic conditions
for older Veterans that led them to file more claims, which overwhelmed the
VA.15
3. In 2001, the Veterans Claims Assistance Act of 2000 added steps to the claims
process, lengthening the time it takes to develop and decide a claim.16
Furthermore, the VA Claims Processing Task Force identified an "apparent lack
of uniformity in interpreting directives, compliance, and ultimate accountability"
at VAROs as contributing to underperformance.17
4. In 2004, a September 2003 court decision required more than 62,000 claims to
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be deferred, many for 90 days or longer.
5. hi 2006, Haas v. Nicholson (20 Vet. App. 257 (2006)) was adjudicated and
broadened the presumption of exposure to herbicides in Vietnam, resulting in
additional claims to adjudicate.19
6. hi 2008, the VA reopened 488,000 claims for disability benefits and the agency
changed its rating process for traumatic brain injury.20
7. In 2009, Secretary Shinseki changed the definition of the backlog21 and added
B-cell leukemia and ischemic heart disease to diseases associated with Agent
Orange.22

8. In 2010, the VA saw an increase in claims due to the drawdown in Iraq and
Afghanistan.23
First, there is nothing complex about the claims process. A claim that is received in a VARO
must be established (data entry). Next, it must be developed if necessary (possible development
actions are as follows: verify service, obtain service treatment records, service records, VA
outpatient treatment records and/or private medical records, SSA records, employment records,
VA examinations/opinions). The extent of the development process depends on the type of
claim being processed - original or supplemental. Once the development process is complete,
the claim is rated. After the rating action is completed, the claim is promulgated.
This process has not changed in the over 17 years I have been working at the VBA. However,
what has changed is the configuration of the claims process - teams (Business Processing
Reengineering - BPR), specialized teams (Claims Processing Improvement - CPI), and now
teams in segmented lanes (Organizational Change).
However, changes to the configuration of the VBA claims process is nothing new. The most
competent VBA manager I had the pleasure of knowing put it this way - longevity at the VA
means you will see the same thing repackaged and sold as new. This is my third experience with
the same "cornflakes" in a different box.
When a claim is established, the antiquated first generation Benefits Delivery Network (BDN)
still sends the veteran a letter stating, ""We have received your application for benefits. It is our
sincere desire to decide your case promptly. However, as we have a great number of claims,
action on yours may be delayed. We are now in the process of deciding whether additional
evidence or information is needed. " Every 60 days thereafter another letter is sent stating, "We
are still processing your application for Compensation.
In actuality, the claim has not been touched which misleads and causes confusion for the
Veteran. Why this has not been discontinued is just an example of poor management with no
accountability.
When the focus was shifted to the backend of the claims process in May 2013, another backlog
was created - initial development (IDEV) of claims on the front end.
Claims are to be evaluated and worked as they are received. VBA purposefully ignored the front
end of the claims process. This was a move by inexperienced VBA officials at VA Central
Office (VACO) who do not understand how to manage the enormous and ever changing VBA
workload. Therefore, Veterans and their survivors are suffering needlessly because of it.
This email demonstrates the magnitude of the new backlog.
"From: VBACMS Sent: Friday, March 14, 2014 1:14 PM
To: VBACMS_vsc;

Subject: FW: All-Hands On Deck - IDEV Friday - THANK YOU!!
Importance: High

...Nationwide, 46% of the pending claims need initial development;
meanwhile here in Columbia, 8,145 IDEV is about 51% of our claim
inventory. These development Fridays will be a big help towards getting the
workload "flowing in our pipeline" to help all Veterans timely as we work down to
no claim over 125 days by 2015..."
The VBA's remedy is another ADHOC procedure using Veterans Service Representatives
(VSRs) with little claims development training to help develop these claims. The VBA has
reverted back to the concept developed under BPR where the scope of duties performed by VSR
was wide and long.
"The Task Force felt that the scope of duties, over 10,900 tasks, was beyond the
capabilities of the average VSR (Veterans Service Representative) to carry out effectively
and efficiently. This coupled with the "first-in-first out" approach to claims processing
was inconsistent with effective inventory management and was contributing to the
increasing backlog of claims, but to their increasing age... The new model, as defined on
pages 39 and 40 of the Task Force Report, would reduce the number of tasks each VSR
must perform and would require an immediate analysis of each claim coming to the RO.
This "triage" would allow the RO to process those claims requiring little or no
development in a more expeditious manner, thus reducing claims processing and freeing
direct labor hours for those claims requiring more development and time to process." The
VBA Claims Processing Improvement Task Team Report, November 30, 2001
"The federal government, across-the-board, must make Veteran benefits claims a priority. Files
at other departments within the VA or at outside agencies are targeted as a reason for delays in
the claims process. The VA is trying to become a 21st century benefits delivery service for our
Veterans, but cannot award claims when lacking critical evidence." The VA Claims Backlog
Working Group March 2014 Report:
The current myth that evidence is difficult to obtain can also be dispelled. When I first arrived at
the VBA obtaining evidence was a major drag on the claims process. For example, the
verification of a stressor could take from 12 to 18 months and to obtain SSA records could take
from 9 to 12 months. The National Personnel Records Center (NPRC) also had its problems
producing timely records.
Now, all these outside entities have streamlined their operations and records are normally
received within 30 days. Furthermore, digitized service records are received within hours and
service treatment records have been transferred by DOD to VA and housed by the VA Records
Management Center since 10-16-92 for the Army, 1-31-94 for the Navy, 5-1-94 for the AF and
Marines, and 5-1-98 for the CG.
Most veterans are treated at the VAMC or at the various Community-Based Outpatient Clinics
(CBOCs) that have been established over the years. These records are in VA's possession.
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The Columbia VARO has never had a problem obtaining private treatment records. The VBA
has even shortened the time for submission of private treatment records from 45 days to 15 days
with a 15 days follow-up period.
Veterans use to have 60 days to submit evidence now that has been shortened to 30 days.
The Fully Developed Claim (FDC) is another problem. Veterans are submitting a place card to
hold the effective date until they gather the evidence to submit to the VA. As a result, there are
many claims not in the system, but are sitting on the sidelines waiting to get in the game. VBA
has not tracked these claims and has no idea what impact this will have on its workload in the
coming year.
Supplemental claims, which according to the MMWR as of March 15, 2014 consist of 68% of
the claims filers, are excluded from the FDC.
Furthermore, Veterans send in stacks of unnecessary documents that must be reviewed that have
no relevance to the disabilities they are claiming. This program seems good in theory, but is also
flawed. Why must the Veteran spend his money on private medical records and examinations
when VA can obtain or process them free of charge?
For example, a veteran sent a request to the VAMC requesting copies of his outpatient treatment
records and asked the VAMC to send the copies to the VARO. The VARO received over 2000
printed pages of outpatient treatment records from the VAMC. However the VAMC should
know that VBA is operating in a paperless environment and the records are available
electronically.
Additionally, any Veteran can submit an informal claim that will hold the place card for the
effective date for a year.
Therefore, the FDC is only placing the burden on the Veteran with a self-reported completion of
124.4 days. *Data provided by the Veterans Benefits Administration—based on Average Days
to Complete, fiscal year to date thru June 30, 2013. "Understanding the VA Claims Process,"
Veterans Benefits Administration, PowerPoint presentation, July 2013
"In January 2013, the VA released the "VA Strategic Plan to Eliminate the Compensation
Claims Backlog," which includes three primary components to reduce the backlog of claims—
people, process, and technology..." The VA Claims Backlog Working Group March 2014
Report:
It purports that people will impact the backlog by (23 5K) which consists of the segmented lanes,
reduce rework/QRT, Challenge Training, and Skill Certification Testing. It purports that the
process will impact the backlog by (23 6K) which consists of Six Sigma Design Team/SNL,
Decision Support Tools/Rules Based, FDC/DBQ, and Searchable STR and Personnel Records
PDFs. Finally, it purports that technology will impact the backlog by (374K) which consists of

VRM, Ebenefits, VDC/Veterans Claims Intake Program (VCIP) and VBMS. The VA Claims
Backlog Working Group March 2014 Report:
How have people, process and technology worked thus far? The last time AFGE Local 520
checked it was unlimited overtime, all hands on deck, shifting claims from one VARO to
another, suspension of local quality reviews and ADHOC procedures that have been used to
reduce the backlog. These efforts have proven to be unsustainable and have created two other
backlogs - appeals and nonrating claims coupled with employee burn out.
"When analyzing the pending and backlogged claims across the 56 VAROs, it is apparent that
there are differences in output and success at each VARO. Below are the top ten best and worst
VAROs as of January 6, 2014, based on the average days it took to complete claims fiscal year to
date (FYTD)." The VA Claims Backlog Working Group March 2014 Report:
Average Days
Ten Worst
Average Days
Ten Best
to Complete
VAROs
to Complete
VAROs
-FYTD
-FYTD
Providence
97-2
Reno
425-9
Manila
Baltimore
389.2
123-7
Sioux Falls
150.2
Houston
383.3
163.6
Winston-Salem 378.5
St. Paul
Cleveland
370.6
Lincoln
177-0
2114
Los Angeles
368.5
Togus
Chicago
211.6
Fargo
366.5
Pittsburgh
Seattle
363-7
215-5
Atlanta
Fort Harrison
220.9
356-5
Jackson
Milwaukee
225.7
356-4
VAROs and number of claims pending and the average days to completed FYTD
Ten Best
VAROs
Providence
Manila
Sioux Falls
St. Paul
Lincoln
Togus

/

Fargo
Seattle
Fort Harrison
Milwaukee

Ten Worst
VAROs
Reno

Pending
6,500

425.9

10,243

389.2

Pending
4,499
1,414

*Avg
123.7

Baltimore

1,411
10,341
3,159
1,974
1,769
24,992
1,250
6,973

150.2

Houston

27,313

383.3

163.6

Winston-Salem

31,325

378.5

Cleveland

15,823

370.6

211.4

Los Angeles

17,013

368.5

211.6

Chicago

11,543

366.5

215.5

Pittsburgh

6,958

363.7

220.9

Atlanta

31,869

356.5

225.7

Jackson

9,622

356.4

92.7

177

*Avg

* Average Days to Complete-FYTD The VA Claims Backlog Working Group March 2014
Report
A comparison of the number of claims pending at these VAROs according to the MMWR as of
March 15, 2014 depends on the size and their location. The average number of claims pending
for the 10 best is 5778 and the average number of claims pending for the worst is 16,821 and the
majority of the worst are in large metropolitan areas.
How many of the Transformation initiatives put in place by the VBA have worked? This
organizational change was not planned and the execution of the initiatives has been poor at best.
Now, every move is a reaction to failure which only creates more work for the employees who
are "burnt out" because of it. It is impossible to effectively serve Veterans and their survivors in
this type of environment.
Excerpts from the article, Wisconsin delegation pushes VA on claims backlog, Fonddu Lac Hub,
March 15, 2014, adds context for the need of a 100% review of each VARO to determine what
the real problems are.
^ "Reps. Sean Duffy, R-Wausau, and Gwen Moore, D-Milwaukee, organized a rare
bipartisan briefing recently for the state's House delegation with VA officials and
discovered that the Milwaukee office has been taking on cases from other states ~
9,000 since last summer — which has stalled processing of more Wisconsin claims.
v' ".. .we're getting penalized in a sense that we're going to have to carry the slack from
other offices around the country."
v' "They are congratulating themselves on where they are now as opposed to where they
were," Moore said. "But I mean the bar is a little bit too low."
•S She, Duffy and Ribble said their offices are still flooded with calls from constituents
whose applications have been languishing.
S "It is among the most common complaint we get," Ribble said. "A year or 18 months
is plain and simply too long."
•S He and the others are hopeful that they will get more answers and possibly action
from VA officials in the coming weeks. The officials said during the briefing that
their progress on the backlog is hampered in part by a laborious processing system.
They said it wasn't a question of budget.
S "It's unique for an agency to tell us it's not a money problem because they're always
telling us it's money," Duffy said, adding that the group had trouble getting the
officials to pinpoint potential solutions. "They didn't have good answers and that's
why we have to keep following up."
AFGE Local 520 wants the record to show that employees are not the problem, but leadership
that is not held accountable is.

Excerpts from the article Veterans Affairs Secretary Eric Shinseki says agency is open and
accountable, then clams up, Washington Examiner, March 13, 2014 demonstrates the VA
position on accountability.
> "Openness and accountability are important to maintain the public's trust in the
Department of Veterans Affairs, Secretary Eric Shinseki told a congressional committee
Thursday.
> But then he refused to answer reporters' questions about whether top administrators were
disciplined for preventable patient deaths at veterans' hospitals.
> When the Washington Examiner tried to question Shinseki for specifics after the hearing,
he refused to answer and dashed off to a waiting elevator, surrounded by a cadre of his
staff.
> On the transparency issue, Huelskamp said he is concerned about VA's unwillingness to
answer questions about its problems and urged Shinseki to be more open with the media,
members of Congress and the public.
> Shinseki said he would check into it.
> The VA's public affairs office, which handles media calls, has 54 full-time employees,
according to the current year's budget."
Now, let's take a look at last week's numbers and the VBA's progress since FY14.
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The VBA overall production declined from the previous week (3-8-14) by 2989 claims and the
backlog declined by 913.
The detailed weekly breakdown of the overall and backlog numbers of the end products that is
the focus of VBA is as follows:
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391,872
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25,778
90,933
234,104

45,588
148,250
386,781
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25,171
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228,515
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55.8%
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59.1%
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The detailed weekly breakdown of the end product no one is focusing on and that does not
appear in the C&P Rating Bundle is as follows:
End Product
930
C&PRB>125
930

3/8/2014
19,838

i/8/2014

3/15/2014

23,841

24,015

3/15/2014 DIFF
142
19,980

DIF
174

3/8/2014 3/15/2014
83.2%
83.2%

DIFF
0.0%

Now, here are the numbers for the other two backlogs - appeals and nonrating that one seems to
care about.
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"On Monday, the Statesman reported that while the backlog of first-time claims has fallen at the
VA, appeals of rejected claims at the VA's Waco regional benefits office have doubled since
2010, resulting in delays of nearly three years on average for veterans awaiting the financial
assistance." Follow-Up: Congressman demands end to VA parking citations, Statesman.com,
March 19, 2014
"Congressman Bob Latta (R-Bowling Green) today led a bipartisan letter, which was co-signed
by several of his colleagues from the Ohio Congressional Delegation, to Department of Veterans
Affairs (VA) Secretary Shinseki regarding the backlog at the Cleveland VA Regional Office."
Cleveland VARO Appeals Backlog, Veterans Benefit Network, March 14, 2014
The bipartisan letter states, "It has come to our attention from county Veterans Service Officers
(VSO) within Ohio that the current processing time for disability claims appeals is between five
to ten years at the Cleveland Ohio Veterans Affairs Regional Office (VARO)."
3/2/2013

3/8/2014

3/15/2014 W-DIFF

DIFF
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130
290
600
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**150
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181,744
75,956
42,562
29,141
9,595
49,287
17,106
19,393
66,841

239,899
93,504
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114,498
7,578
32,086
13,183
19,196

240,848
94,756
56,675
112,471
7,445
31,395
13,010
19,900

41,498

40,547

949
1252
483
2027
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-173
704
-951

59,104
18,800
14,113
83,330
-2,150
-17,892
-4,096
507
-26,294

**165 I

13,560

Totals
, 505,185
* Associated Provisional ratings
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13,954

| 13,408 |

631,588

630,455

-546
-1133

-152
125,270

AFGE Local 520 is an eyewitness and will continue to report until Veterans and their survivors
get justice, the employees get competent leadership and the tools they need to effectively serve
Veterans and their survivors, and the taxpayers' dollars are accounted for.
"Every man is proud of what he does well; and no man is proud of what he does not do well.
With the former, his heart is in his work; and he will do twice as much of it with less fatigue. The
latter performs a little imperfectly, looks at it in disgust, turns from it, and imagines himself
exceedingly tired. The little he has done, comes to nothing, for want of finishing." The Collected
Works of Abraham Lincoln edited by Roy P. Easier, Volume III, "Address before the Wisconsin
State Agricultural Society, Milwaukee, Wisconsin" (September 30, 1859), p. 475.
Therefore, AFGE Local 520 will continue to safeguard the public interest and contribute to the
effective conduct of public business as required by law.
We will also continue to chime in weekly on this most critical subject with objective evidence"
because Veterans have earned the right to have a claims processing system that works for ALL of
them and employees can only effectively serve them if they are provided with the
LEADERSHIP. PROCESSES. PEOPLE SYSTEMS AND WORKPLACE CULTURE that are
conducive to providing timely and accurate decisions.

Ronald Robinson
President
(803) 647-2385 (Ofc)
(803) 239-7682 (Cell)
rbnsnrnld@yahoo.com
www.seniorvsr.com
Employees Putting Veterans 1st
CF:
President Obama
VA Secretary Shinseki
President AFGE
President NVAC
60 Minutes

NY Times
Washington Post
Center for Investigative Reporting
The Washington Examiner
VA Watchdog
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