VA Regional Office
AFGE LOCAL 520
PO BOX 1778
COLUMBIA, SC 29202
March 5, 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 dichotomy of the claims processing for Veterans and their survivors.
The article, RGJInvestigates: Reno VA office ranks worst in nation for processing veterans'
claims, RGJ.com, March 2, 2014, shows great examples of the dichotomy of claims processing
for Veterans and their survivors.
First, let's view the claims processing through the eyes of the Veterans.
> "Since Sgt. Michael Alarcon was discharged from active duty with the Nevada Army
National Guard last summer, his life has turned into a purgatory of paperwork and
despair.
> It is just so screwed up," Alarcon said. "I feel like a third-class citizen."
> Alarcon worked as a carpenter for a while after his discharge, but his injuries made him
virtually unemployable. With no money coming in, Alarcon, 60, is behind on his house
payments. He fears his modest home off Pyramid Highway will be repossessed if the
disability payments he's entitled to do not arrive soon."
> "We talk, us in the street, and we think they are waiting in hope that you die so they don't
have to pay us," said Steven Higgins, 57, a homeless veteran of the U.S. Navy who lives
in Reno. "That is what we think — that they'll wait until the very end and they hope you
die beforehand."
o That goes double for homeless veterans. Their numbers are rising at an alarming
rate. The U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development estimates that
62,619 veterans are homeless on any given night, and more than twice that
number is at risk of homelessness.
> "It was great being a soldier, but it sucks being a vet," said Jesse Daunis of Reno, who
served three tours of duty in Iraq.
> The VA is so complicated that veterans are warned never to try to deal with it without the
help of an advocate or aide.

The words of the administrator for the agency after World War II, Bradley who said: "We are
dealing with Veterans, not procedures; with their problems, not ours." is appropriate here.
Then, there are the voices of their representatives.
> "According to a VA document given to U.S. Rep. Mark Amodei, R-Nevada, the wait
time in Nevada since its peak in February 2013 has been cut to 162.5 days. But part of the
reason for the improvement is that 1,000 Nevada cases were shifted to other regional
offices.
o Since peaking in February 2013, the wait time for decisions on claims has been
cut to 162.5 days, according to a VA document given Amodei. Despite the
improvement, Reno's remains the longest wait time of any regional office in the
United States, Amodei said.
o Amodei said many of the issues surrounding the Reno office were due to budget
cuts and staffing issues. Moreover, the backlog cannot be fixed simply by shipping
Reno's claims to another regional office.
> The VA promised veterans that their claim would be completed in less than 125 days, yet
more than 4,300 veterans in Las Vegas, Reno and across Nevada have waited longer than
that," U.S. Sen. Dean Heller, R-Nev., said Tuesday in a joint Veterans Affairs Committee
hearing. "In fact, Nevada has the longest wait time in the nation."
o The backlog at the Reno VA office is about 5,600, according to Heller. Of those,
279 initial claims are older than two years.
o Heller called veterans "first-class citizens."
o "On top of all that, there is a real structural problem," Heller said of the VA. "We
have a 1940s infrastructure for a 21st century problem. Literally, it has not
changed in the last 70 to 80 years. Things really need to be different."
> For far too long, veterans in Nevada have had their claims delayed due to dismal
performance by the Reno regional office," Titus said via e-mail on Friday. "Yesterday, I
raised my concerns with Secretary (of Veterans Affairs Eric) Shinseki and we discussed
various changes, including changes in leadership, which may be necessary to improve
performance at the Reno VA Office."
> Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid, D-Nev., in noting the improvements at the Reno VA
office, said he'd rather look at the issue as "a glass half full and not half empty."
o While it would be good if there were no backlogs, Reid said that still represents a
reduction by 45 percent.
o Reid said the VA is working to modernize its infrastructure.
o "We are moving as quickly as we can to get rid of the paper (files), and now we
are moving to where it is all digital," Reid said. "We are doing it as quickly as we
can, and that should speed things up a great deal."
Then, there is the VBA's response.
> Ed Russell, director of the Reno VA office since 2009, did not respond to the Reno
Gazette-Journal's requests for comment despite numerous phone calls and emails over a
two-month period.

> Heller also has started a bipartisan VA Backlog Working Group along with Sen. Bob
Casey, D-Pa.
o Despite all this, Heller said he never got a clear answer from VA officials on how
they will fix the problem in Reno.
o "Just tell us what you need," Heller said. "And we don't get that answer."
Next, the stakeholders speak.
>

It is very easy to say that, 'We have processed a claim' when all they have to do is stamp
it denied," said Vicky Maltman, Veterans in Polities' auxiliary director for much of
Northern Nevada who is also active in the Veterans of Foreign Wars group in Reno.
When an initial claim is denied, veterans have the opportunity to appeal. The appeals
process is where veterans say they can get lost in limbo. It may take up to three years to
process an appeal, some worry.
> On top of those 400,000 vets with backlogged claims, another 265,000 veterans have
filed appeals with the VA, asserting their disability benefits were erroneously denied or
cut, the Red Tape Report states.

Finally, the reality of the dichotomy of claims processing stares all entities in the face.
> Heller noted that even if the Reno office hired new claims processors, it would take about
two years for them to become proficient.
> Meanwhile, there is no guarantee that the backlog won't shoot up again at the Reno
office, he said.
>• "It's an ongoing thing," Amodei said. "We can sit and talk and say hey, it's down to 140
days. But six months from now, guess what? It is one of those things where you have to
get up and turn the crank every day on it. This challenge, it is not going away."
> The VA bureaucracy has not kept pace with overwhelming needs of those whom it
serves, Heller said.
> The Red Tape Report acknowledged the VA's push for initiatives involving automation,
personnel and processing to modernize its system. The reports notes that "between March
and December 2013, the backlog decreased 36.5 percent, yet it still represents over 50
percent of the claims waiting to be processed at the VA," the report reads.
o The report noted that "while there has been some progress to decrease the
backlog, there is nothing to support which of these initiatives are working and
which are not, nor is there evidence of planning beyond fiscal year 2015.
> "One of the things we are trying to emphasize with these veterans is that when you go
into the regional office, there should be an expectation," Heller said. "(Now) there is no
expectation. If you walk in there with an application, you have no expectation. You have
no idea how long this will take to get through the application process."
Although the vast amount of Veterans and their survivors are suffering from a fragmental claims
process, the politicians continue to talk about the issue and propose legislations that will not fix
the problem or cannot pass both houses of Congress; directors are not being held accountable for
failure; the workload is being shifted from one VARO to another; no sustainable progress is

being made; there is no identifiable initiative implemented that is making a difference; and there
is no plan for the known workload that is approaching.
Senator Reid said the VA is working to modernize its infrastructure. Here is the reality.
On February 26, the VBMS was down from about 8:15 a.m., but was not announce locally until
9:17 a.m. and nationally until 10:15 a.m.
"From:, VBACMS
Sent: Wednesday, February 26, 2014 9:17 AM
To: VBACMS_vsc
Subject: VBMS Issues
Although we have not yet received official notification, local users are reporting VBMS
issues/latency/unavailability. Please revert to legacy systems/work if you are
experiencing such issues.
See your Coach with questions.
AVSCM
From VBACMS
Sent: Wednesday, February 26, 2014 10:15 AM
To: VBACMS_vsc
Subject: FW: VBMS Log Out Shut Down
Currently, there is a nationwide Veterans Benefits Management System (VBMS) service
disruption (i.e. latency). Technicians are online addressing the problem. Please have all
VBMS Core users save their work, log out of their systems, and wait to hear from users
who monitor the Transformation Chat Room before logging back in. Estimated time for
shutdown is 1030 ET, with a regional restart at 1100 ET.
V/R
OFO Operations Center
From VBACMS
Sent: Wednesday, February 26, 2014 11:36 AM
To: VBACMSjvsc
Subject: FW: VBMS Issues Resolved
Importance: High
Please see the message below stating that VBMS is now available. Please report any
VBMS issues to the National Service Desk at 1-855-NSD-HELP (1-855-673-4357) or
nsdVBMS(5),va.gov.

Technicians have resolved the VBMS latency issue. Please inform all VBMS Core users
they can log back in."
On February 27, 2014, these emails were received.
From: VBACMS
Sent: Thursday, February 27, 2014 7:22 AM
To: VBACMS_vsc
Subject: VBMS is down
Importance: High
Please notify your Coach if you need work to complete during this VBMS outage. We
will let you know as soon as we are notified that it is up and running again.
Assistant Veterans Service Center Manager
From: VBACMS
Sent: Thursday, February 27, 2014 9:03 AM
To: VBACMS_vsc
Subject: UPDATE: VBMS and VBMS-R Outage - Issues nationwide
Today's incident was due to a newer operating system that was installed at Terremark
data center.
The system is working again (sporadically) across the nation.
Close VBMS
Clear the Internet Explorer Cache
Clear the Java Cache
Attempt to log into VBMS and/or VBMS-R as appropriate.
Please report if some users are still unable to access the system.
Thank you,
AVSCM
Moreover, Terremark was fired by the Department of Health and Human Service and the article
Terremark Data Center Outage Knocks HealthCare.gov Offline, Data Center Knowledge,
October 27, 2013, addresses why?
> "Key parts of the Healthcare.gov web site remain offline Monday. The Obama
administration has blamed the issues on problems at a Verizon Terremark data center.

> A service outage at a Verizon Terremark data center caused downtime Sunday for
HealthCare.gov, the trouble-plagued online insurance marketplace created by the
Affordable Care Act.
> The Department of Health and Human services said Sunday that the Healthcare.gov
"application and enrollment system is down because the company that hosts site has an
outage. Terremark working to fix."
> Terremark Federal Group, a unit of Verizon, has received $15.5 million for cloud
computing services provided to the HealthCare.gov website, according to media reports.
Terremark began work on the five-year contract in 2011."
•
The article, Why HealthCare.gov Was Desperate to Switch Hosting Providers, Forbes, January
14, 2014, adds this nugget.

> "The last three months of 2013 were a roller coaster for Healthcare.gov, as the
Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) struggled with network outages on
Terremark, a subsidiary of Verizon, while juggling self-imposed deadlines for policy
enrollments and payments. On November 27,2013, The HHS signed a contract with HP
to switch hosts for Healthcare.gov. Neither Verizon nor HP has released comments
regarding this hosting move. However the timing of this switch is alarming, since the
Terremark contract ends on March 30 -just one day before the 2014 open enrollment
period ends."
Finally, the article, Terremark Gets Surgically Removed From HealthCare.gov, readwrite,
November 28, 2013, places the nail in the coffin.
^ "Next up: Verizon Terremark, which was the web-hosting provider for the online marketplace,
has been given the boot by the Department of Health and Human Services. HHS opted not to
renew its contract with Terremark, and instead awarded the winning bid to Hewlett-Packard, the
Wall Street Journal reported."

Employees should come to work with the expectation that the tools provided by their employer
will be functional. However, the downtime of VBMS is a normal occurrence and the latency
issues continue.
Technology is a problem. Here is what a Rating Veterans Service Representative says about this
hi comments to the proposed new performance standards change.
5^ "Specifically, raters are working in a production oriented environment that requires
the use of at least five systems at any point in time (at least VBMS, VBMS-R, MAPD, Virtual VA and CAPRI). This does not account for other systems that may be
required, to include SHARE, Participant Profile, or VACOLS. Prior production
expectations were in a climate that required the use of only three systems and a paper
claim (RBA, MAP-D and CAPRI). Additional systems may have been needed, but
not always required. Currently, claim elements can exist in paper format and in
6

electronic format simultaneously. Additionally, electronic claims have been
simultaneously housed in VBMS, Virtual VA and Map-D. If a system is slowed or
down, raters are expected to compensate by moving on to claims in a different format.
However, full and proper claim file review cannot be completed without access to all
systems. Additionally, the proposed standard does not account for lost time on rereviewing a claim that was only partially completed due to system failures."
VBMS is "not ready for primetime" and is creating problems for employees. Therefore,
Veterans and their survivors will continue to suffer.
The VB A boasts that 80% of its claims are in VBMS. When VBMS is up it has an adverse
effect on production, but when it's down, it has a major effect on employee's production and
serving Veterans and their survivors. Therefore, who will get to the bottom of the technology
problem, so employees can have the tools necessary to better serve Veterans and their survivors?
The article, VA's time to resolve disability appeals shoots up, lagging department's goals,
Federal Government, February 28, 2014, addresses the "other backlog" this way.
> "The average time for a denied claim to work its way through the cumbersome
Department of Veterans Affairs appeals process shot up to more than 900 days last year,
double the department's long-term target.
> After hovering between 500 and 750 days for the past decade, what the VA refers to as its
"appeals resolution time" hit 923 days in fiscal 2013. That was a 37 percent jump in one
year, from 675 in fiscal 2012, according to a review of the department's annual
performance report.
> The department's long-term goal is to get that figure to 400 days, although the trend over
the past decade has been in the other direction."
> Jacqueline Maffucci, research director for the advocacy group Iraq and Afghanistan
Veterans of America, said that the VA's intense focus on reducing its backlog could help
explain the jump in appeals processing times.
> "As the VA has pushed to end the backlog, there's been a diversion of resources from the
appeals system to tackling the backlog," she said."
According to the MMWR as March 1, 2014, the "other backlog" was as follows:
DATES

3/2/2013

3/1/2014

DIFF

19,814

272,459

22,645

The appeals have increased by 22,645 since the spotlight was placed on the backlog.
The article, Heller Speaks at Joint Hearing for Disabled Veterans, Presses Shinseki on Nevada
Veterans' Issues, politicalnews.me, March 1, 2014, tells this story.

> "The VA needs a claims process that is proactive rather than reactive. One that can
anticipate the needs of Veterans to keep a backlog from happening.
> Some may want to point fingers and place blame, but at the end of the day, Congress, the
VSOs, and the VA all have a part to play.
> For the past year, I worked with Senator Casey through our bipartisan VA Backlog
Working Group to learn more about why the backlog exists and what can be done to fix
it. I'm also pleased that Senators Moran and Tester have joined us in this effort."
According to the MMWR as of March 1, 2014, the "ignored backlog" is as follows:
END PRODUCT

2/22/2014
23,877

930

3/1/2014 DIFF
23,849

-28

The majority of these claims was rated prematurely and still has not been finalized. Furthermore,
82.8% of them are over 125 days.
3/2/2013

2/22/2014

181,744
75,956
42,562
29,141
9,595
49,287
17,106
19,393
66,841
13,560
505,185

238,317
91,034
55,296
116,395
7,269
32,550
13,265
18,815
41,344
14,510
628,795

3/1/2014 W-DIFF

DIFF 3-2-13

Other Claims

130
290
600
*400
**137
**150
**297

**607
**160
**165
Totals

239,175
92,325
55,714
115,830
7,485
32,626
13,462
18,733
40,078
14,211
629,639

858
1291
418
-565
216
76
197
-82
-1266
-299
844

57,431
16,369
13,152
86,689
-2,110
-16,661
-3,644
-660
-26,763
651
124,454

* Associated with provisional ratings - The number associated with additional evidence
submitted by the Veteran associated with provisional ratings is still unknown. The number that
was given a new date of claim when the additional evidence was received is also unknown.
However, they are still as old as when the Veterans first submitted them.
The employees of the VBA are living through this nightmare. Moreover, Veterans and their
survivors are not only suffering, but are also "DYING" without the benefits they have earned.
When VBA shifts its staff from reviewing quality to production, initiates a "All Hands Surge
Initiative", resorts to an unlimited amount of overtime (20 hours of mandatory and voluntary) to
sustain its workload, and appeals and other claims are deliberately left to grow and get old, it is

r

time to get to the heart of the real problems at the VBA - leadership, a lack of accountability,
under staffing, and poor or little planning.
According to the MMWR as of March 1, 2014, the reduction of claims shows a mark
improvement for the week. However, this is a result of increased staffing "All Hands Surge
Initiative" and the elimination of local quality reviews.

02/22/14
03/01/14

672,999
660,580
FY14 DIFF

-4,465
-12,419
-31,308

02/22/14
03/01/14

389,861
377,942
FY14 DIFF

-7,980
-11,919
-23,353

Since there has been no "OUTCRY" against the elimination of local quality reviews, it must be
concluded that VBA has the endorsement of the Congress, service organizations, the media, and
the AFGE.
This quote is located in my mechanic's office, "You can get it cheap and fast, but it will not be
good." Therefore, Veterans and their survivors are left in the "DANGER ZONE."
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 1s
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President AFGE
President NVAC
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The Washington Examiner
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