VA Regional Office
AFGE LOCAL 520
PO BOX 1778
COLUMBIA, SC 29202
June 15, 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 root cause of the backlog of ALL claims - training, management, oversight,
and technology.
First, let's look at these sobering thoughts from the article, VA Crises Getting Lost in Scandal
Overload, Canada Free Press, June 12, 2014.
> The other scandal, unresolved disability benefits, has received even far less attention
in the news even though it is also a systemic, long unaddressed problem.
> The Obama administration's inability to address the veterans' disability backlog is a
stain on the reputation of our nation, making it harder for veterans suffering from
physical disabilities or PTSD to afford food, shelter, and the comforts of life after
service."
As to the cheating at VA to achieve an unattainable goal, we again add these words from the
article Reversing Reinvention, Government Executive, June 15, 2003, for the "number cruncher."
> "Joe (former Under Secretary for Benefits who spent his entire career at the VBA and
started his career as a claims examiner) used to say, 'Give the VBA a number, and
they'll hit the number,' and that was because they would find ways to cheat,' Walcoff
(Director of VBA Field Operations) says. 'Joe made it very clear when he first came on
that if there was one thing he was going to accomplish here, he was going to bring some
INTEGRITY to the organization.1" (Italics and emphasis added)
Now to the root cause of the backlog in Chairman Millers own words, "As Congress has said for
many years now, VA needs to look at the root of the problem of the backlog - training,
management, oversight, and technology - and work forward from those four points to address
this problem," Miller added. "Quick fixes will no longer work, and will continue to make
veterans wait months, sometimes years, on end for an answer." http://usnews.nbcnews.com
Trainins

In the VA own words, "Training is central to every quality organization.... Newly hired
veterans service representatives (VSRs) receive a comprehensive and consistent
foundation in claims processing principles through a national centralized training
program called "Challenge." A consistent, nationally developed training program also is
provided to newly appointed Rating VSRs ..." and "This fiscal year, the Under Secretary
for Benefits established a policy requiring that regional offices provide all claims
adjudicators with a mandatory 70 hours of job-specific training.... In FY 2007, the
mandatory training for claims adjudicators will increase to 80 hours." Mr. Michael
WalcoffAssociate Under Secretary of Field Operations, Congressional Testimony,
Subcommittee on Disability Assistance and Memorial Affairs House Committee on
Veterans' Affairs, Oversight hearing on the training provided to VBA claims adjudicators
and the standards used to measure their proficiency and performance, September 13,
2006
"Our employees are the key to our success. We are strengthening the expertise of our
workforce by changing the way we are organized and trained to do the work. ... Our
redesigned and expanded 8-week centralized Challenge Training Program for new claims
processors has achieved dramatic results. ... Trainees from the most recent class
averaged 1.62 cases per day with 94 percent accuracy at the eight week point,..."
Witness Testimony of Gen. Allison Hickey, Under Secretary for Benefits, U.S.
Department of Veterans Affairs, Hearing on 06/19/2012: Reclaiming the Process:
Examining the VBA Claims Transformation Plan as a Means to Effectively Serve our
Veterans
Despite the fact that since 2006 the VBA has had a centralized Challenge training course, 70,
then 80, and now 85 hours of mandatory job specific training by the VAROs, and the closing of
offices for retraining, the Congress appropriated 10 million dollars for additional training in
FY14. In May 2014, the VBA embarked on conducting a Special Adjudication Review Course
(SPARC) with the 10 million dollars.
Here are comments from a VBA Rating Veterans Service Representative who attended the May
2014 SPARC training.
S "I would definitely NOT recommend this training! This training was touted as a
way to improve a rater's speed. However, no classes were taught on how to do
so.
S The classes that were taught were the same classes that were taught in Challenge.
Since the training was PowerPoint-slide-based, it seems like a tremendous waste
of funds since the same slides could have been done through TMS or even
training classes at the home station. The training that could have been useful such
as VBMS and VBMS-R weren't even on the curriculum!
v' In addition, using the virtual desktop was not conducive to efficiency since it
often resulted in network crashes, delays in opening files, locked up systems due

S

S

S

S

to having to open many windows (VBMS, VBMS-R, Capri, etc.), and long log-in
times due to the sheer number of users attempting to log in at the same time.
QRT instructors from different stations offered information that would have
resulted in me receiving errors at ours. The inconsistency of procedures amongst
Regional Offices was apparent throughout the training and was due to local
policies.
.. .Furthermore, the virtual desktop was inadequate to support these tests since the
lag time in opening multiple DBQs and references was very time-consuming,
causing time to run out for many raters prior to completing all questions. This
caused significant frustration for many of us, affecting morale and causing many
of us to question the quality of the training.
SPARC training should include VBMS and VBMS-R classes taught by qualified
Superusers. The majority of instructors informed us that they hardly used VBMSR, many of them admitted to be computer-challenged, and several of them hadn't
even completed/passed the Skills cert test. Those are NOT qualifications one
expects from instructors.
Providing employees with the right tools to successfully deliver the best service
for our nation's veterans is just as important as setting attainable goals. It is not
feasible to provide everything an employee thinks he/she might need, however,
assessing employees as to how they learn, what skills they need (computer,
typing, speed-reading, etc.) would be useful to ensure their success in using the
current tools efficiently and accurately.

Training may be central to organizational success, but at the VBA it is a travesty.
Management
Excerpts from the article, With Shinseki gone, VA battle continues, msnbc, June 1,2014, get to the
heart of the problem.
> "No matter how you look at it, General Erik Shinseki's ouster from the Department of
Veterans Affairs has resolved very little. The VA still has a colossal disability
benefits backlog to contend with, and that will likely be the case for years to come."
> Senate Veterans' Affairs Committee chair Bernie Sanders, I-Vt, argued on
Sunday's Face the Nation that no single individual could be blamed for
VA dysfunction. The problem, he said, is SYSTEMIC AND STRUCTURAL.
(Emphasis added)
The article, Leadership, modernization key to fixing the VA, Federal News Radio 1500 AM,
June 4, 2014, sheds light on what is really needed at the VA - leadership and not more
legislation that will not fix the problem.

> "Rather than congressional action, Principi said strong leadership is the key to
resolving issues at the agency.
> "This is a very important decision President [Barack Obama] has to make in
bringing on a leader, who is going to address some of these short-term and longterm problems and put in place mechanisms to deal with them," he said. "You
need someone with a lot of good experience, executive experience, hopefully
someone who understands the VA and believes in the VA."
The article, Will this VA Magic Trick "fix" the VA Form 21-4170 Backlog?, attiglawfirm, June 9,
2014, continues to validate the leadership problem.
> I don't know the exact reason why, but sometime about 3 years ago, the VA started
flat out NOT PROCESSING dependency claims. We saw this problem as early as
2010, and it became increasingly worse...by 2013, it was a nightmare.
> If you ask me, the problem stems back to the same issues we see inside the VA - lack
of leadership, bureaucratic turf-battles, and a culture of cheating the system to look
good - were just a few of the major contributors.
About the VA Management Accountability Act The bill was developed in response to reams
of evidence supporting a widespread lack of accountability ... In each instance, VA senior
executives who presided over mismanagement or negligence were more likely to receive a bonus
or glowing performance review than any sort of punishment. Veterans.house.gov, In the News,
press-release, June 3, 2014,
WASHINGTON, B.C.— After the release of VA's internal audit of scheduling practices at VHA
facilities nationwide. Chairman Jeff Miller issued the following statement: "Today's report is
more disturbing proof that corruption is ingrained in many parts of the VA health care system.
The only way to rid the department of this widespread dishonesty and duplicity is to pull it out
by the roots..." -Rep. Jeff Miller, Chairman, House Committee on Veterans' Affairs,
Veterans.house.gov, In the News, press-release, June 9, 2014,
The article, Facesof'scandalatthe Departmentof Veterans Affairs, Washington Examiner, June 10,2014,
speaks volume to the management problems and also identifies the top players who have come to define the
agency's Mures.
If you find success, you will have at its core good leadership and management. As a veteran
said, "we looked for the enemy and it was the Department of VA."
Oversight
> Since the Afghanistan war began in 2001, over 2,700 veterans have taken their own lives.
Data from the Department of Veterans Affairs showed that in 2010 alone, 22 veterans
committed suicide each day — that's another wounded warrior gone every 65
minutes. Fake Political Outrage Is the Real V.A. Scandal, The Blog, June 2, 2014

> WASHINGTON, D.C.— After writing Acting VA Secretary Sloan Gibson regarding
VA's repeated failure to comply folly with an HVAC-issued subpoena, Chairman Jeff
Miller released the following statement. "Today's VA is a case study in how to stonewall
the press, the public and Congress..." Rep. Jeff Miller, Chairman, House Committee
on Veterans' Affairs, Miller Demands VA Comply with HVAC-Issued Subpoena,
Threatens Additional Legal Action, Veterans.house.gov, press-release, June 3, 2014,
Excerpts from the article,
The article, BEFORE PHOENIX- A Whistleblower's Saga of Corruption at the VA Greater Los
Angeles Healthcare System, OpEdNe\vs, June 6, 2014, highlights and gets to the crux of why
there is no oversight of the VA and why VA continues to fail our Nation's veterans.
> "I blew the whistle because the VA's manipulative scheduling practices aimed at hiding
backlogs were killing vets," said Veteran Oliver Mitchell, who uncovered critical access
to care issues in 2008. "Based on the OIG's and the OSC's lack of focus and priority to
the matter, it seemed as if no one cared."
> The abbreviated timeline of alleged events and narrative points were extracted from
Mitchell's pending lawsuit in the U.S. District Court of the Central District of California
(Mitchell v Shinseki, Case No: 2:2013cv06030).
o March 2009: Mitchell filed an OIG complaint for fraud, waste and abuse. He
reported that interim Service Chief, Dr. Suzie El-Saden, had instructed him to
destroy medical requests for magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) scans and
computed tomography (CT) scans in an effort to address VA's ten-year patient
appointment backlog. Mitchell's OIG complaint also alleged that VA officials
prevented patient access, falsified documents, and cancelled patient MRI
appointments without notifying the patient of the cancellation.
o April 2009: Mitchell filed an Equal Employment Opportunity complaint
reporting that he was suffering reprisal since making his March 2009 OIG
disclosure.
• *Despite the seriousness of Mitchell's claims, the OSC abandoned
Mitchell's case. Shortly thereafter, Mitchell, who had previously achieved
"Excellent" ratings, was detailed to a position with unclassified duties.
o January 2011: Mitchell contacted members of Congress; however, he received
no reply.
o December 2012: GAO published GAO 13-130:Reliabilitv of Reported Outpatient
Medical Appointment Wait Times and Scheduling Oversight Need Improvement
o April 2013: Mitchell asked the OSC for a SECOND time to investigate his
allegations of patient access abuses at GLA. The investigative agency declined to
conduct an investigation on Mitchell's OSC Case No. DI-13-2270.
If VA is allowed to stonewall Congress, employees get retaliated against for protecting the
public interest and Veterans, the oversight agencies wink at the problems, VAOIG and GAO
reports are just paper tigers, the Veterans Service Organizations are unaware of or not blowing
the bulge on critical issues and are just please with having a seat at the table, the Union is not
performing it lawful duties of safeguarding the public interest and contributing to the effective

conduct of public business through "public protest" of the treatment of employees and the
veterans they serve, and Veterans continue to trust the system and do not take direct action for
themselves, the system will continue as it is. All parts must be working together, to change the
VA's corrupt culture.
Technology
Under political and media pressures, VBA was forced to transition to a paperless process.
However, the missteps taken by VBA have been recorded in VAOIG report 11-04376-81, dated
February 4, 2013.
S As of September 2012, in the early stages of VBMS system development, VA had not
fully tested VBMS. Due to the incremental development approach VA chose, the system
had not been fully developed to the extent that its capability to process claims from initial
application through review, rating, award, to benefits delivery could be sufficiently
evaluated. While we did not evaluate the quality of system testing, we determined, the
partial VBMS capability deployed to date has experienced system performance issues.
S Further, scanning and digitization of veterans' claims lacked a detailed plan and an
analysis of requirements. We identified issues hindering VBA's efforts to convert hardcopy claims to electronic format for processing within VBMS, including disorganized
electronic claims folders and improper management of hard-copy claims.
S VA senior officials stated they have taken recent actions to improve in the areas
identified. However, given the incremental system development approach used and the
complexity of the automation initiative, VA will continue to face challenges in meeting
its goal of eliminating the backlog of disability claims processing by 2015...
The greater tragedy is VBA is not fixing the problems identified.
The scanning banner was a solution to identifying documents that were pending prior to the
scanning vendor actually scanning the documents into VBMS. Here is an email received
postponing the use it.
From: VBACMS
Sent: Monday, June 09,2014 8:39 AM
To: VBACMS vsc
Subject: Pending Scanner Banner
June 6, 2014
Regional Offices,
The Veterans Benefits Management System (VBMS) Program Management Office and
Veterans Claims Intake Processing (VCIP) Program Management Office are working to
improve the system functionality of the scanning banner in VBMS.
Regional Offices should not use the scanning banner to track the status of scanned items,
until further notice.
Very Respectfully,
VBA Operations Center, on behalf of:

VBMS Program Management Office

(PMO)

The VBMS has been a series of incremental changes as evident by the upcoming version 7.0 on
Monday June 16, 2014 and quick fixes to a poorly planned and tested automated system VBMS.
How reliable is VBMS? On Friday June 13, 2014, this email was received.
From: VBACMS
Sent: Friday, June 13, 2014 2:24 PM
To: VBACMS vsc
Subject: VBMS Outage Resolved
It appears that VBMS is fully functional and the issues have been resolved once again.
AVSCM
Employees are continually being asked to be "all in" regarding to the VBA's technology and the
transformation plan. When employees are given tools and processes that are better than the old
ones, they will not have to be prodded to be "all in." They will leap at the chance.
For example, when indoor plumbing was introduced no one had to convince those who could
afford it that it was better than an outhouse. The same was with the switch from kerosene lamps
to electricity or from a disc player to the IPOD.
AFGE Local 520 will not stand by and allow the "system" to continue to show Veterans and
their survivors the same old horror film. Therefore, let's switch gears to the forgotten crisis.
Excerpts from the article, VA Also Not Telling the Truth About Veteran Disability Claims,
Truthout, June 5, 2014, adds an another important piece to the claims backlog problem.
> "For the past month, allegations about delays in providing medical care, including
allegations of preventable veteran deaths and manipulating appointment records, have
engulfed the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA).
> However, before most veterans can see a VA physician, the vet must first have an
approved VA disability claim. Sadly, the VA's claim processing mires veterans in red
tape, and the situation is about to get far worse."
There is also a claims backlog secret list - how many claims (rating, nonrating, and appeals) that
are not being counted in the MMWR numbers? However, this is also not a secret.
Again, the VBA only measures EPs 010,110, and 020 to ensure they are established within the 7
days metrics. The average control time (ACT) for these three EPs is 14 days and only 61.1% of
these three EPs are established within 7 days.
Moreover, the overall and backlog numbers increased from the previous week as follows:
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According to the Monday Morning Workload Report (MMWR) as of March 2,2013 and June 9,
2014, respectively, numerically the backlog of claims have been reduced from 600,108 (69.7%)
to 287,393 (50.5). However, to the informed, the percentage of claims over 125 days has only
been reduced by 19.2% and is still over 50%. If EP 930 is added, it is 60.1%
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This does not account for EP 400s (provisional ratings) with associated documents that have not
been decided.
DATES
400

3/2/2013
29,141

5/31/2014
107,916

6/7/2014
108,429

W-DIFF
513

DIFF
79,288

The first issuance of provisional ratings is now due for finalization. Furthermore, some of these
EP 400s are also used as place holders for informal claims in E-benefits.
The VBA issued Fast Letter 14-05, Subject: Finalizing and File Review: Provisional Ratings on
Two and One Year Old Claims contains this language, "Note: VBA Central Office will
establish an end product (EP) 934 for all provisional ratings generated. The QA staff will work
closely with OFO and the AOs for tracking and reporting the status of provisional ratings after
receiving the results of the QRS reviews." Therefore, AGFE Local 520 will report on the rise
and fall of EP 930s.
DATES
930

3/2/2013
25,390

27,267

27,419

Appeals stand at 276,445 as of June 7,2014 according to the MMWR. They have increased by
26,631 since March 2,2013. NOTE: No one knows how many have not been inputted to be
counted.
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Excerpts from the article, VA Also Not Telling the Truth About Veteran Disability Claims,
Truthout, June 5, 2014, get to the crux of the raising appeal numbers.
> "A disability claim becomes an appeal when the veteran disagrees with the original VA
decision. Why are there suddenly so many appealed claims? The agency's rush to fulfill
the president's promise to eliminate the initial claim backlog by next year is resulting in a
surprisingly high error rate, which the American Legion suggests is 55 percent. That
means, for every 100,000 VA decisions on disability claims, 55,000 have errors and
would warrant an appeal."
> ..., when the VA makes a mistake, the agency must still treat all claims - both initial
claims and appealed claims - equally. Veterans with appealed claims should not be in
competition against other veterans with initial claims for scarce government resources."
Nonrating compensation claims (EPs 130,290, and 600) stand at 407,872 as of MMWR dated
June 9, 2014. They have increased by 107,610 since March 2, 2013 according to the MMWR.

Other Claims
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600
Totals

3/2/2013

5/31/2014

6/7/2014

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

245,994
100,665
60,613
407,272

244,182
102,722
60,968
407,872
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DIFF
62,438
26,766
18,406
107,610

The article, Will this VA Magic Trick "fix" the VA Form 21-4170 Backlog?, Attiglawfirm, June 9,
2014, is required reading if one is to understand the dependency debacle and another pending
National disaster at the VA. Here is an excerpt:
Here's how it works:
Step 1: Make a huge mess (by NOT processing Dependency Claims).
Step 2: Pay a private company a TON of cash to make it LOOK like they are
accomplishing something, when in truth they are just making the mess bigger.
Step 3: Don't talk about the new - bigger - mess. Claim victory over the old mess.
Voila...the VA Claims Backlog is "disappeared".
Let's take a look at what is going on with the VA Form 21-4170 backlog, or the
VA Dependency Claims backlog.
NOTE: Again, we would like to emphasize that without determining the time it takes for ALL
CLAIMS to be established in the VA system, these numbers are meaningless.
The total reported VBA workload as of the MMWR dated June 9, 2014 is as follows minus the
claims that have not been reported:

Total
Over 125 days
99,008 54.86%
Original Entitlement - Veterans
180,464

6,973
354,069
426,352
65,151
174,058
276,445

Original Entitlement - Survivors
Supplemental Entitlement
Award Adjustments
Program Reviews
Compensation Other
Total Appeals Pending

1,483,512

TOTAL COMPENSATION VAROs

1,335 19.15%
180,587 51.00%
307,325 72.08%
82.8%
53,965
76.8%
133,760
775,980

"First, the VA must be transparent and admit there are 1.3 million total pending disability claims
- not just the 344,000 initial claims pending longer than four months.
The VA can and must do better. After serving our nation, including fighting battles on foreign
soil, our veterans must not be forced to spend months or years navigating through a legal
minefield at home created by the agency responsible for their care." VA Also Not Telling the
Truth About Veteran Disability Claims, Truthout, June 5, 2014
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.

tonald Kot
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