VA Regional Office
AFGE LOCAL 520
PO BOX 1778
COLUMBIA, SC 29202
August 18, 2014
Chairmen, Ranking Members, Members of the US House and Senate Committees of Veterans
Affairs and the Secretary, Department of Veterans Affairs
Dear Committee Members and VA Secretary:
AFGE Local 520, the exclusive representative of the bargaining unit of VARO Columbia, SC,
wants to ask the question - what was concluded from the US House Committees on Veterans
Affairs, Evaluation of the Process to Achieve VBA Goals, July 14, 2014?
Since the hearing, there has been no information regarding the VBA progress to achieve the
VBA's goal, which was established hi 2009 by former VA Secretary Shinseki, to complete
claims in 125 days with a 98 percent claims-based accuracy.
AFGE Local 520 will keep the conversation going since it has been silent as a lamb since the
hearing.
Veterans, their families and Survivors cannot continue to be pushed to the sideline. Therefore,
we will continue to be a voice for them and the employees who are charged to serve them.
Internally, on August 7, 2014, VBA employees received this email from the Under Secretary for
Benefits.
From: Mickey, Allison (EX), VBAVACO
Sent: Thursday, August 07, 2014 9:33 AM
To: VBACO_VBA_ALL_USERS
Subject: VBA Strategic Plan Published

I am proud to announce the publication of VBA's strategic plan for FY 2014 through
2020. This foundational document outlines our vision, goals, and objectives for the next
six years. It includes how we will maintain the significant progress we've made thus far,
and how we will build on these successes to truly transform the way benefits and services
are delivered to Veterans, their families, and Survivors for generations to come. I
encourage each of you to read the plan, which can be found in two locations:
Publically at http://www.benefits.va.gov/TRANSFORMATION/. or
On VBA's intranet at http://vbaw.vba.va.gov/IC/VBA deck.asp.

We are truly on a path to offering a new generation of service to Veterans. VBA's vision
for the future focuses on achieving a Veteran-centric service organization in which we
engage Servicemembers from the time they enter service, throughout their life, to the
final tribute when their service is memorialized. Our benefits and services will be marked
by expanded access, enhanced electronic processing capabilities, and seamless, secure
exchange of critical information - all ways to improve a Veteran's customer experience
with VBA. Making Veterans the focus of everything we do - from our operations to
policy and procedures, and in each and every interaction - is at the core of our mission
and fully aligns with VA's 2014-2020 Strategic Plan and the current Agency Priority
Goals.
;

For this vision to become reality, it requires continued collaboration within VA and with
all of our partners. In order to move toward this vision for the future, it is critical for
VBA business lines and staff offices, and all VBA staff to ensure their efforts are in
alignment with VBA's unifying goals, strategies, and objectives. I am confident we will
achieve all this, and much more. As I have said time and time again, it is only thanks to
each and every one of you dedicated, hard-working, resilient VBA employees that we
have been and will be successful.
I thank each of you for your continued service, and invite you - if you have any questions
or comments about our strategic plan- to contact the Office of Strategic Planning
at OSP.VBACO@va.gov.
Proud to be
Your Under Secretary
Allison
Here are some excerpts from the plan. After reviewing and comparing it to the one I
downloaded on March 13, 2013, this is regurgitation of the same old stuff. AFGE Local 520's
comments are in bold.
"II. THE DEPARTMENT OF VETERANS AFFAIRS
Mission
VA is a customer service organization. We serve Veterans....
The veterans at the VARO 319 town hall meeting on August 14,2014, did not think
so.
Core Values and Characteristics
VA's five core values underscore the obligations inherent in VA's mission: Integrity,

Commitment, Advocacy, Respect, and Excellence. The core values define "who we are,"
our culture, and how we care for Veterans and eligible beneficiaries. Our values are more
than just words - they affect outcomes in our daily interactions with Veterans and eligible
beneficiaries and with each other. Taking the first letter of each word—Integrity,
Commitment, Advocacy, Respect, Excellence—creates a powerful acronym, "I CARE,"
that reminds each VA employee of the importance of their role in this Department. These
core values come together as five promises we make as individuals and as an
organization to those we serve. VA's core characteristics define "what we stand for," and
help guide how we will perform our mission. They shape our strategy, guide the
execution of our mission, and influence key decisions made within VA. The
characteristics are Trustworthy, Accessible, Quality, Agile, Innovative, and Integrated."
The testimony from VA officials at the US House Committees on Veterans Affairs,
Evaluation of the Process to Achieve VBA Goals on July 14, 2014 demonstrated
that words on paper are meaningless.
"Organization
.... VA is the second largest Federal department, with a workforce of over 327,000
employees.
This is the eight hundred pound gorilla in the room.
"III. VA TRANSFORMATION - WHAT WE HAVE ACCOMPLISHED
VA is achieving cultural change by applying three guiding principles to its problemsolving and decision-making processes by being people-centric, results-driven, and
forward-looking.
Over the past four years, VA has made great strides implementing the transformation
efforts.
Highlights of these accomplishments include:
Backlog - VA understands the challenges presented by the disability claims backlog and
has developed a comprehensive and aggressive plan to address the backlog. VA has
adjudicated a record number of claims in recent years, with more than one million claims
processed annually in FY10 - FY13. Improvements have been made in people, processes
and technology to include deployment and continued enhancement of the Veteran
Benefits Management System (VBMS), implementation of the Veterans Claims Intake
Program (VCIP) and increasing awareness of the value of submitting fully developed
claims."
Having a comprehensive and aggressive plan is refuted by the GAO. "We have
noted that VA's ongoing efforts should be driven by a robust, comprehensive plan;

however when we reviewed VBA's plan documents, we found that they fell short of
established criteria for sound planning. Specifically, VBA provided us with several
documents, including a PowerPoint presentation and a matrix that provided a highlevel overview of over 40 initiatives, but, at the time of our review, could not provide
us with a robust plan that tied together the group of initiatives, their interrelationships, and subsequent impact on claims and appeals processing times."
GAO-13-453T, Mar 13, 2013
VA continues to boast about processing a million claims annually. It should be
expected that based on the number of employees employed by VBA, they should
process "X' number of claims in the normal course of a FY. What is that number?
Then add the number of claims processed during mandatory and voluntary
overtime. Then subtract total from the 1 million claims processed. Then we would
know how many claims were processed because of the transformation changes that
VBA instituted.
The VBMS has been a constant drag on the claims process because of it numerous
outages, constant ineffective updates which has caused manual work-arounds to be
common and time consuming, and the "incremental system development approach
and the complexity of the automation initiative" as reported in the VAOIG report 1104376-81, February 4, 2013
These types of emails have been constant since the implementation of VBMS.
From: VBACMS

Sent: Monday, August 11, 2014 2:54 PM
To: VBACMS_vsc
Subject: VBMS-R and VBMS-A Reminders

A number of issues related to the Automated Decision Letter (ADL) process have
been reported VSC-wide. A review of these issues indicate many can be avoided
via appropriate action by the RVSR, DRO, or RQRS. Please review the
information below and ensure your compliance with this guidance.
Please note the VSR and RVSR In or Out Cheat Sheets for ADL are attached.
Refer to the ADL SOP for specific ADL procedures and guidance for submitting
trouble tickets to VBMS. If you notice places where the automated text does not
meet appropriate standards or if you have concerns, questions, or issues with the
language in the letter or how it is generating, submit a trouble ticket to the help
desk ITSC@va.gov. Your proactive feedback is critical to our long term success.
Deductible time may be requested for the submission of trouble tickets for valid
scenarios and should be submitted per the Deductible Time SOP

From: VBACMS
Sent: Monday, August 04, 2014 10:54 AM
To: VBACMS_vsc
Subject: VBMS Intermittent Issues
Good morning,
Some users locally and across the nation have reported issues of being kicked out
of VBMS but being able to log back in. If users experience any issues with
VBMS they should notify the National Service Desk and report the issue to ...
The implementation of VCIP is a disaster already happening. Since its
implementation, there have been three different standing operating procedures
published - June 2014, July 22,2014, and August 4,2014. This should speak to no
"real" plan.
As the VAOIG report 11-04376-81, February 4, 2013, stated, "Further, scanning and
digitization of veterans' claims lacked a detailed plan and an analysis of
requirements."
Has there been an assessment of the effectiveness of the scanning contractors, the
number of documents waiting to be scanned and their age, and the procedures being
used to scan documents? How many documents are in the contractor's portal that
the VAROs have not processed? How many documents are in the portal that raters
are not considering in their decisions on a daily basis? How many EP 930s will have
to be established for documents received, but not considered in current decisions?
This is not only inefficient, but potential premature denials. As one who personally
works in this arena, this assessment needs to happen and immediately. In my
opinion, the VCIP has been the biggest blunder of them all.
V. VA FY 2014-2015 AGENCY PRIORITY GOALS - KEEPINGTHE PROMISES
"Four years ago, VA established three key priorities to improve service to its clients.
These are: (1) improve Veteran access to VA benefits and services; (2) eliminate the
disability claims backlog in 2015; and (3) eliminate Veteran homelessness in 2015.
While significant progress has been made, there is still work to be done. (Emphasis
added)
This is same talking point. If there is still work to be done, let's get it done. The
transformation has not.
Improve Veteran Access to VA Benefits and Services Overview

.... VA and DoD have established a jointly supported portal known as eBenefits,
which allows Veterans, Service-members, and other eligible beneficiaries to access
and submit information when, where, and how they want." (Emphasis added)
An excerpt from the article, Exclusive: Hundreds of Thousands ofVA Electronic
Disability Claims Not Processed, nextgov, July 3, 2014 beg to differ. The numbers in the
article are round and exact. The 70,000 claims expiring because of being a year old
requires further investigation and evaluation.
•

""VA spokeswoman Meagan Lutz said since February 2013, just over
445,000 online applications have been initiated. Of those, approximately
70,000 compensation claims have been submitted and another 70,000
nonrating (add a dependent, etc.) have been submitted, leaving a total of
300,000 incomplete claims. Because a number of claims started are more
than 365 days old, they have now expired, totaling an estimated 230,000
unprocessed claims."

Here is another excerpt from the strategic plan.
"Eliminate the Disability Claims Backlog
Overview
VA will provide timely, accurate decisions on Veterans' disability claims and eliminate
the claims backlog in FY 2015. Improving quality and reducing the length of time it takes
to process disability claims are integral to VA's mission of providing benefits to eligible
Veterans in a timely, accurate, and compassionate manner. To improve benefits delivery,
VA is transitioning to an electronic claims process that will reduce processing time and
increase accuracy. As of the end of September 2013, over 60 percent of VBA's inventory
is in electronic format and is being processed electronically by VBA employees using the
Veterans Benefits Management System (VBMS). In addition, VA is delivering training
that is more aligned with the needs of the workforce to operate in this electronic
environment. VBA is encouraging Veterans to submit Fully Developed Claims (FDC)
that include all supporting evidence when the claim is filed. The FDC is typically the
fastest way for Veterans to receive a decision on their claims. Increasing the number of
FDCs filed electronically by Veterans, or by Veterans' representatives on their behalf,
reduces the major source of delay associated with gathering evidence to support a claim
and helps reduce the overall time it takes to process a claim. Through people, process,
and technology integrated initiatives, the workforce will achieve the goal of eliminating
the disability claims backlog."
Now, let's analyze the numbers from the August 11,2014 Monday Morning Workload
Report (MMWR) and see what is really happening with the VBA backlog.

The MMWR of May 2, 2013 showed that the backlog percentage was 69.7. The neglect of the
front end of the claims process continues to bleed into the backlog as these MMWR numbers
shows. The hidden EP 930s are also added.
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Local 520 will continue to report on EP 930s. Since VBA is using EP 934 to identify provisional
ratings, these claims should be reported separately. The EP 400s associated with them should
also be reported, as well as the EP 020s that were converted to new claims when additional
evidence was received associated with the provisional rating decisions that were previous issued.
The VBA was allowed to reduce it average days pending (ADP) by using provisional ratings to
get them off the books as reported by AFGE Local 520 at the beginning of this process and now
has been confirmed by the VAIOG at The Committee On Veterans' Affairs United States House
Of Representatives Hearing On "Evaluation Of The Process To Achieve VBA Goals" July 14,
2014.
Now, these same old claims are sitting in the Quality Review Teams (QRT) for review because
so many were processed incorrectly. There is no priority to finalize these old claims. These
claims are still as old as when VBA first received them. This is not serving Veterans.
Here is the AFGE Local 520's weekly consistency study in reducing the overall and backlog
workload using 6 weeks of data. The backlog has been reduced by a total of 1065 claims. Is this
progress?
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Non-Rating Workload
The non-rating workload increased by 147,168 since March 2, 2013 and they have been climbing
ever since.
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Here is the VBA's fix for the EP 130s.
"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
As we mentioned in our last correspondence, this is ridiculous and is border line insanity. The
contract started in April 2014. Here are the dependency numbers for the past three weeks
according to the MMWR of July 28, August 2, and August 9, 2014. It went up by 23,037 this
past week alone. Where have these claims been? How is that contract working for VBA?
When will the contractors reach full capacity?
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APPEALS
Here are the current numbers according to the MMWR report as of August 9, 2014.

This does not account for the appeals at the Board of Veterans Affairs and the Veterans Court of Appeals
COVA.

As Chairman Miller said, at The Committee On Veterans'Affairs United States House Of
Representatives Hearing On "Evaluation Of The Process To Achieve VBA Goals", July 14, 2014,
"...because we know that you—you don't count them when they go to the court."
There is still no plan to deal with this active volcano, but it will erupt soon, hi the meantime
these Veterans continue to suffer and are denied the benefits they have earned in service to our
Country. However, appeals are in the strategic plan.
"Strategic Objective 1.2: Increase Customer Satisfaction through Improvements in
Benefits and Services Delivery Policies, Procedures, and Interfaces
Strategies:
VA will provide timely, accurate decisions on Veterans' disability claims and eliminate
the claims backlog. We will then implement a robust plan, and revisit procedures to
ensure claims are addressed in no more than 125 days with at least 98 percent accuracy.
The plan includes redesigning policies and procedures, continuing to enhance training for
claims processors, and utilizing the most advanced IT. We will also increase the use of
video teleconference hearings to address claims appeals." (Emphasis added)
AFGE Local 520 concludes that the US House Committees on Veterans Affairs, Evaluation of
the Process to Achieve VBA Goals on July 14, 2014 demonstrated that VBA is not on track
to achieve its goal, but has implemented initiatives designed to cook the books and show
progress on paper. The core values have been breached by the VBA leadership who should
be setting the example. Employees are not valued assets as so eloquently stated in the
strategic plan as described below. The hearing showed how employees are treated.
"Strategic Goal 3: Manage and Improve VA Operations to Deliver Seamless
and Integrated Support
Strategic Objective 3.1: Make VA a Place People Want to Serve
Summary:
VA recognizes that an organization is only as strong as its people, and realizes that it
must build on successes and continue to transform the way it manages human capital.
VA is a customer service organization. VA's greatest asset is its workforce."
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
9

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.

snald Robinson
President
(803) 647-2385 (Ofc)
(803) 239-7682 (Cell)
rbnsnrnld@yahoo.com
www. seniorvsr. com
Employees Putting Veterans 1s
CF:
President AFGE
President NVAC
60 Minutes
NY Times
Washington Post
Center for Investigative Reporting
The Washington Examiner
Daily Caller. com
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