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VA Regional Office
AFGE LOCAL 520
PO BOX 1778
COLUMBIA, SC 29202
April 29, 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 new dependency ADHOC procedure, the infamous VBMS, and the numbers
game.
AFGE Local 520 has reported to the Committees regarding the continued climb of the nonrating
claims. Now, the VBA is trying a new ADHOC procedure involving contractors to address the
dependency issue.
AFGE Local 520 would like to remind the Committees about the letter that was written by the
HVAC, dated March 21, 2012 to the USB regarding the now failed VBA contract with Xerox
subsidiary Affiliated Computer Service (ACS) for developing compensation claims.
An extract from the letter reads as thus, "As we indicated at the hearing, we are concerned that
this contract may have been implemented without an adequate cost-comparison study or analysis
of its impact on veterans' employment opportunities at VBA. We are also concerned about the
cost and quality of ACS services provided to veterans and the contractor's problematic track
record with other government agencies."
In a response to a letter from the AFGE National VA Council President Alma Lee regarding this
ADHOC procedure for processing dependency claims, USB Hickey wrote the following on April
1,2014:
"Thank you for your letter relaying your views related to the Veterans Benefits
Administration's (VBA) plan to use contractors to input dependency claim data into the
Rules Based Processing System (RBPS) for automated eligibility determinations and
payment processing."
RBPS was designed for Veteran input of dependency data that directly feeds VBA's
claims processing system, allowing for processing and payment of dependency claims
without human intervention. VBA's goal is to have all Veterans with online access apply
for dependency benefits electronically through RBPS. However, in the meantime, VBA

has a large volume of pending paper-based dependency claims. Using contract personnel
to enter the data from these paper-based dependency claims into RBPS will allow a
significant portion of these claims to be electronically processed and adjudicated -just as
if the Veteran had input the data. This contract will help VBA achieve its goal of
eliminating the claims backlog because it will allow VBA Claims Assistants and
Veterans Service Representatives to focus on the processing and adjudication of
disability claims.
Contract personnel will manually enter the data from paper-based dependency claims into
RBPS. VBA employees do not use RBPS, as it is an application designed for use by
claimants, not employees. If the claimant omitted a response on the application form that
is needed for RBPS to automatically process the dependency claim, contract personnel
will telephone the claimant to obtain the missing information. The information the
contractor enters into RBPS is the same information the claimant would submit if the
claim had been filed electronically in lieu of a paper-based claim form. Any dependency
claims that RBPS cannot automatically process through to completion will be referred to
VBA employees to develop and process through the Veterans Benefits Management
System (VBMS)."
The contractor will not perform the work of VA employees who process and adjudicate
claims through VBMS. The work performed by the contractor is consistent with Federal
law and Office of Management and Budget Circular A-76. It is not inherently
governmental, as the scope of the contract does not include the authorization of awards.
The automated rules-based system, which was designed and developed by VA, is making
the eligibility determination.
This contract will not affect VBA employees. VBA employees will continue to work the
existing inventory of claims as assigned by management. In response to your hiring
concerns, please note that VBA consistently backfills vacant positions. VBA is not in a
hiring freeze.
The contract vehicle is the SPECTRUM Indefinite Delivery Indefinite Quantity (IDIQ),
which is a competitive acquisition. Contractor work will be performed in Washington,
DC. The period of performance is one base year and two option years. Please note that
the contract is performance/outcome based and does not prescribe a specific number of
contract personnel. Proposals are under evaluation. The Government cost estimate is
competition sensitive. Each contractor will propose a price, and the Government will
make an award based on the Best Value to the Government."
In accordance with Article 11, Section 5, of the Master Agreement between the
Department of Veterans Affairs and the American Federation of Government Employees,
"the Department will maintain an inventory of all in-house commercial activities
performed by the Department and will update this inventory annually. The inventory will
include information on all completed cost comparisons and will be made available to the

Union upon request." Once the contract is awarded, we will be able to provide all of the
requested information."
"Implementation of this contract allows deserving Veterans and their families to timely
receive the benefits they have earned. Thank you for your concern on this matter."
This response may seem reasonable, but it will not allow deserving Veterans and their families to
receive the timely benefits they have earned.
The Committees need to ask the VBA the following questions?
How does the RBPS determine the effective date of the Veteran's dependency claim?
> If the correct event date (effective date) is not used, the Veteran's payment
will start from the date the claim was submitted using RBPS. Contractors do
not have the training to determine the effective date. As the result, the
Veteran will not be paid correctly. Therefore, the Veteran will not get back
pay and the VA employees will have to fix the problem if discovered. If not
discovered, the Veteran will be the biggest loser.
What edits do the RBPS use to validate the Veteran's information?
> The system allows the user to bypass the SSN by checking a block containing
this statement - "Jane does not have a social security number. I certify that
they are non-resident alien or I am submitting a letter from the SSA stating
none has been issued."
What is the track record and experience of the contractor? Are these temporary
employees?
> Remember, the Xerox subsidiary Affiliated Computer Service (ACS) contract
for helping with the development of compensation claims.
Secondly, these contractors will not be in Washington DC, but will be dispatched to VAROs to
be trained to pull paper files, input this information and call the Veteran if necessary. These are
jobs completed by VA employees.
Processing claims takes training and skill. It is time that the VBA stop telling the Congress,
Veterans and the public that unregulated contractors can do our jobs. Moreover, the VBA
continues to place Veterans' personal identifiable information (PII) at unnecessary risk.
Moreover, the transformation plan created nonrating teams to process these types of claims
nearly three years ago. However, they were not properly staff and the nonrating claims were
allowed to get out of hand. Instead of addressing the problem, VBA testified that they had
processed more nonrating claims than in the past.

Now, a new backlog has been created and another ADHOC procedure is being instituted to
address it. However, this movie has been played before and turned out to be a horror film for
Veterans and their survivors.
The Veterans Benefits Management System (VBMS) continues to fail the employees of the VBA
and the Veterans and their survivors.
There have been more workarounds and failed procedures since the implementation of VBMS
that it should warrant a total review of the system.
Here are a few more examples. Remember, the new automatic development letter from our last
letter. Here are extracts from an email.
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From:
Sent: Monday, April 28, 2014 11:43 AM
To: VBACMS_vsc
Subject: Possible dependency issue with ADL in VBMS-A
Importance: High

"In working with ADL (Automatic Development Letter) for this last week, there has
arose instances of Dependency claims and the information contained within the ADL is
not correct. In these situations users should revert to using PCGL for the letter. Make
sure to proofread your letters.
The ADL does not give the correct effective date for any situation where a dependent is
removed and where the effective date is not the same as the date of the event.
If the user manually changes the Event Date in VBMS-A to match the effective date, then
at times other incorrect information is shown in the letter.
In short, for any of the listed situations users should revert back to using PCGL for
making the notification letter.
We have submitted a trouble ticket on this issue. If you have any questions, please
contact your VBMS super user located on your team."
Here is another email regarding a new patch, but with the same results - the system went down
and created more problems than it resolved.
Sent: Monday, April 28, 2014 10:16 AM
To: VBACMS_vsc
Subject: VBMS Release 6.1 - Patch Release Notes
"Attached is the VBMS 6.0 Patch Release Notes. This document will be posted to the
VBMS intranet Resources webpage (http://vbaw.vba.va.gov/VBMS/resources.asp) on
Monday, April 28.

Topics:
Resolved a rating system defect
The VBMS 6.1 Patch Release Notes document provides end-users with a detailed
overview of new rating enhancements. Additional Release Notes will be developed to
address resolved defects and enhancements included in any subsequent patch software
releases"
From:
Sent: Monday, April 28, 2014 12:10 PM .
To: VBACMS_vsc
Subject: Reminder: VBMS System Performance Problems
If you experience system performance problems with VBMS:
1. Sign out of VBMS
2. Close your IE windows
3. Clear both the Java and IE cache before logging back in
4. If the problem continues, call the National Service Desk at extension 6003 (1-855673-4357 Option 3)
5. Complete the appropriate template below and email or IM the template with the
ticket number and specifics surrounding the issue to "email addresses removed"
6. Unless otherwise instructed, continue to use the system and report when the issues
have resolved.
From:
Sent: Monday, April 28, 2014 12:14 PM
To: VBACMS_ysc

Subject: ACTION NEEDED: Log out of VBMS-Awards for maintenance
Importance: High

"The Office of Business Process and Integration (OBPI) and Region 5 OIT staff request
all VBMS Awards users to log off by 12:30 pm ET. VBMS Awards administrators will
be placing maintenance pages on the site in order to address the VBMS latency issues
being reported. Compensation award actions will need to be processed through
VETSNET Awards until VBMS can resolve the Awards issue. Please advise your system
users to save their work in VBMS-A and log out as soon as possible. All awards
generated in VBMS-A will be available for authorization in legacy VETSNET
applications.
OBPI will provide communications to the field when VBMS Awards is available."
Here are comment from an employee's email to the supervisor
From:

Sent: Monday, April 28, 2014 11:46 AM
To:
Subject: VBMS
"I just contacted the help desk for VBMS because all morning I have been
experiencing difficulties with VBMS sending all kinds of errors, timing out and
such.
I was told by VBMS help desk that they are aware of the issue.
My point is I have been working with this system all morning being aggravated.
Contacted our IMO and they stated they just received a message of a problem
with VBMS."
Here is what the IG said, at the HVAC, Hearing on 12/04/2013: Adjudicating VA 's Most
Complex Disability Claims: Ensuring Quality, Accuracy and Consistency on Complicated Issues.
"Given concerns raised at VAROs and complaints received through the OIG Hotline, we
initiated a review of the accuracy of rating decisions completed using VBMS. We want
to determine if the automation initiative will be effective in assisting VBA in meeting its
goal of eliminating the disability claims backlog and improving the accuracy and
consistency of rating decisions. We expect to report on our findings in early 2014."
Witness Testimony of Ms. Sondra F. McCauley, Deputy Assistant Inspector General for
Audits and Evaluations, Office of Inspector General, U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs
Where is that early 2014 IG report?
Lest, we forget the real backlog numbers of the VBA's focused end products excluding EP 400s
which includes medical evidence associated with provisional ratings.
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The VBA would have the Committees believe that EP400s are only correspondence. They are
not. AFGE Local 520 will not forget because Veterans are the purpose of our work.
Now, let's look numbers for the FY 14 and the past four weeks' progress.
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The weekly numbers do not include all the claims that were received within 7 days. Furthermore,
only EPs 010, 020, 110 are measured for receipt within 7 days. Moreover, only nearly 62% of
these claims are submitted within the 7 days' timeframe with an average number of days of over
14 days. Therefore, the MMWR will never reflect the true number of claims.
Lest we forget the other two backlogs.
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The weekly numbers do not include all the NODs that were received within 7 days. Again, the
NOD receipts are not included in the MMWR. How many NODs are languishing in VAROs and
are not reported?
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Every week politicians are weighing in on the claims backlog, but no action is being taken to
resolve it.
"Speaker John A. Boehner and White House Chief of Staff Denis McDonough met
Monday afternoon to discuss the huge backlog at the Department of Veterans Affairs for
disability claims, according to the speaker's office." Boehner Meets With White House
Chief of Staff on VA Backlog, Roll Call, April 28, 2014,
"Veterans should never have to wait years - Or even months - for the benefits they earned
through their years of service. There should never be a gross mishandling of claims
dealing with traumatic brain injuries like the VA Inspector General report revealed last
year. There should never be a backlog so extensive, so overwhelming, that veterans
literally die while waiting for their paperwork to clear. The men and women who fought
for our country should never have to fight for their own benefits. We can no longer sit
idly by while those who have given the most to our country are put on hold and in some
cases neglected by the very government they swore to defend. Our heroes deserve
better." WILLIAMS: Heroes deserve better than VA provides, Burleson Star, April 29,
2014, Roger Wiliams represents Johnson County and other areas of Central Texas in the
U.S. House of Representatives.
Extracts from the article, A fatal wait: Veterans languish and die on a VA hospital's secret list,
CNN AC3 60, April 24, 2014, reveals the numbers game that was being played at the Phoenix VA
hospital.
> "At least 40 U.S. veterans died waiting for appointments at the Phoenix Veterans
Affairs Health Care system, many of whom were placed on a secret waiting list.
> The secret list was part of an elaborate scheme designed by Veterans Affairs
managers in Phoenix who were trying to hide that 1,400 to 1,600 sick veterans were
forced to wait months to see a doctor, according to a recently retired top V A doctor
and several high-level sources.
> The VA requires its hospitals to provide care to patients in a timely manner, typically
within 14 to 30 days, Foote said."
The events that have occurred at the VA hospitals over the past year and the manipulation of
numbers causing Veteran's to die should help the Committees understand that VBA is also
manipulating the numbers with the same results.
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
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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(g),vahoo.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

