VA Regional Office
AFGE LOCAL 520
PO BOX 1778
COLUMBIA, SC 29202
September 11,2014
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 address the issue of the VA accountability and Veterans Benefits Administration's
crummy numbers.
"The VA system of 150 hospitals and 820 clinics serves about 6 million veterans each year.
Despite a scandal that investigators say is "systemic," McDonald said he does not believe top
officials at VA headquarters in Washington, D.C., were aware of the widespread wrongdoing.
These include the manipulation of wait-time records and even coercion of appointment clerks to
falsify records at scores of VA facilities." VA chief: More than 100 facilities now being probed,
USA Today, September 8, 2014
The question should be what were the top officials at VA headquarters in Washington, D.C.
doing? Apparently, they were not doing their jobs, but they will get a free pass.
Excerpts from the article, VA scheduling investigation finds misconduct in dozens of facilities,
Federal News Radio 1500 AM, answers this question.
•
•

•
•

"The VA inspector general's office concluded local administrators at 13 separate facilities
lied to its investigators during the course of the investigation.
The findings so far represent only the initial stages of an ongoing investigation. Richard
Griffin, the acting VA inspector general, told the Senate Veterans Affairs Committee
Tuesday that the majority of the 93 cases the IG launched in conjunction with the
Phoenix investigation remain active. Only 12 have been closed and sent to VA
management for administrative action.
"Frankly, when something is going on for many years at a number of facilities, it almost
becomes the accepted way of doing scheduling," he said. "It's a combination of factors.
The bottom line is, who's in charge?"
Griffin stopped short of saying that VA's headquarters staff were aware of the depth of
the deceptive scheduling practices. But he suggested that top officials knew, or should
have known, that something was amiss.

•

"That happens when there's a failure of leadership," Griffin said. "We're not just talking
about Phoenix. We have reported on this problem for nine years. Excellent policies were,
in fact, published and sent out, but you have to follow through. Wait times is not the only
issue that we've reported on where VHA has promulgated policies to address our
recommendations and sent them out, and they were supposed to certify that they were
being followed, but they weren't. It's hard to explain why, but when people do not follow
the directive from their headquarters leadership and mislead them about it, there has to be
a consequence."

Excerpts from the article, New VA secretary promises flatter, more open organization, Federal
News Radio 1500 AM, September 9, 2014, also speak to the same old accountability problem for
senior executives at the VA.
•

•
•

"McDonald has come under some criticism from Capitol Hill and elsewhere for
not making use of that new law to fire any SES workers so far. He said more than
30 personnel actions already are in the pipeline, but the new law and its
authorities also have been widely misunderstood. (Emphasis added)
McDonald said he was focused more on creating "sustainable" accountability than
on quickly firing a few executives.
"The new law doesn't allow VA to fire senior leaders without cause, nor does it
guarantee that VA's senior executives will be fired even if we're seeking to
remove them," he said. "What it does is shorten the time a senior executive
proposed for removal has to appeal VA's decision. It doesn't do away with the
appeal process or guarantee that our decisions will be upheld on appeal. When
evidence of wrongdoing is discovered, we will hold employees accountable, and
we will take the action as quickly as law and due process allows us to take. There
are over 100 ongoing investigations of VA facilities right now by the VA Office
of the Inspector General, by the FBI, by the Department of Justice, by the Office
of Special Counsel and others. In each case, we'll await the results, and we will
take the appropriate disciplinary action when all the facts and evidence are
known."

Congress enacted another law without teeth and this will only brazen and already corrosive
leadership culture.
Excerpts from the article, After Grouch gaffe, VA head calls for review of training programs,
Philly.com, August 30, 2014 shows the same VA official doing the same thing. There was a
comment to this article made by a veteran who is paying attention.
•

"McDonald's statement did not address the explanation offered by Diana Rubens, director
of the city's VA office, who insisted that dozen Oscar references in the guide pertained
not to irate or grumpy vets, but to VA employees who may have had to respond to their
concerns at town-hall meetings.

•

•
•

Rubens opened the town halls by addressing the training material, saying it was meant to
help employees who did not regularly work with veterans keep their "inner Oscar" from
coming out. Rubens, through her office spokeswoman, declined to comment further after
McDonald's statement Thursday.
Ramona Joyce, a spokeswoman for the VA in Washington, stood by Rubens' initial
characterization of the training material. "I think everybody knows that this training was
not intended to call veterans 'grouches,'" she said.
In his statement, I '
laid said he ordered the review of the training programs "to
ensure that they are consistent with the new culture we are working to create.
"BJJones • 7 days ago
So obviously Ruben [sic] is either stupid or a liar. Will she be held accountable?
From prior stories it appears she has tried to bug Congressional staffers and now
lied to reporters, Veterans, and the public. How is she still in charge of a branch
of the VA?"

The July 14, 2014 HVAC hearing uncorrected transcript reads as following:
"The CHAIRMAN. Okay. Well, let me -1 apologize, but I'm going to take just about 2
more minutes. All right? On this note, it talks about arrogance, it directs a person to
ignore a committee staff person, and then it makes another derogatory statement about a
committee staff person. Ms. Rueben came to our committee offices and, when she did,
she did not apologize for that. What she said was she told the acting director to ignore
what other people may be saying about my staff. And you're telling me this person is still
employed even though she gave a directive to not tell an agent of this committee what
was happening at the regional offices?"
The VBA leadership is not only out of control, but the VBA's workload is also in shambles.
The centralized mail system is another example of a critical failure of the transformation effort.
However, it seems futile to get VA problems investigated until they become a crisis.
The Monday Morning Workload Report (MMWR) is worthless if claims and appeals are not
timely accounted for. The MMWR works on a 7 day cycle. However, the centralized mail
system is already lagging way behind that 7 day cycle and getting worse by the day.
Currently, VAROs are processing mail from the contractor's electronic portal and also
processing paper mail which has to be placed on a manifest and sent to the contractors. This
labor intensive system is creating a dysfunctional mail process. Employees now have to work
from two systems, the old and the new which are causing unnecessary delays and confusion.
If mail doesn't move, claims don't move. If claims don't move Veterans and their survivors will
continue to suffer and for some their claims will DIE with them.

"Learn how VBA is performing nationally and by state and local area through the ASPIRE
dashboard, accessible at the interactive map below..."
http://ww\v. benefits. va.gov/REPORTS/aspirejiashboard asp
This report resembles the lights on a Christmas tree with red (>30% away from aspirational goal)
lights shining for all major compensation goals for nearly all VAROs. Ironically, the green
(within 10% of aspirational goal) lights are shining for nearly all VAROs for rating issue based
and rating claim accuracy.
The Veterans Benefits Administration has become an organization of numbers which have been
proven time and time again to be achieved through manipulation and deception.
"According to the VA Watchdog website, "Nobody trusts the numbers that VA offers.
The public doesn't understand that here is where gaming the numbers began. Rather than
choosing a statistical model and sticking with it, VA changes the metrics in the MMWR
to better present their alleged successes." VA appears to be trying to outlive appeals, The
Columbus Dispatch, August 29, 2014
Now, let's analyze the numbers from the September 8,2014 Monday Morning Workload
Report (MMWR) for the number crunchers. However, they do not really mean anything
because it does not reflect the current VBA compensation workload.
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
show. 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 previously
issued.
Here is the AFGE Local 520's weekly consistency study in reducing the overall and backlog
workload using 2 weeks of data. This week the backlog number has increased by 5165. The
roller coaster continues while veterans DIE waiting for a decision on their claims.
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Non-Rating Workload
The non-rating workload increased by 155,659 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 borderline insanity. The
contract started in April 2014. Here are the dependency numbers for the past week according to
the MMWR of September 8, 2014. How is that contract working for VBA? When will the
contractors reach full capacity? Or will this be a repeat of the other contract failures and the mail
eventually returned back to employees at the ROs for processing?
AFGE Local 520 will continue to monitor the progress of EP 130s on a weekly basis. It
increased 60 claims from the previous week.
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However, another point that should interest ALL is 69.3% are over 125 days. The "over 125
days" optic is misleading. Ask VBA how many of these claims are over 1 year old?
Excerpts from the article, VA hears veterans' concerns about care at Tampa town hall meeting,
Tampa Bay Times, September 4, 2014, speak to the length of the wait.

69.3%

•
•
•
•

"Army veteran James Holloman said he has been waiting 819 days for a resolution of his
"dependency claim" to add stepchildren to his VA benefits package.
Is it the policy of the (VA) to ignore all other claim types in order to focus on the backlog
of disability claims?" he asked.
"No, that is not the policy," said Witty. "And I apologize that you have waited 819 days."
She said there are 12,000 pending dependency claims and that the average wait time is
336 days. "However, 336 days is not something we're proud of," Witty said.

HOW LONG MUST VETERANS WAIT FOR MONIES DUE THEM BECAUSE ANOTHER
"QUICK FIX" IS NOT WORKING?
APPEALS
Excerpts from the article, VA appears to be trying to outlive appeals, The Columbus Dispatch,
August 29, 2014, get to the heart of the problem.
•

•

•

•

"The VA rarely even mentions appealed claims because the number clearly is not
shrinking. Men and women with appealed claims have been waiting the longest to get
decisions on their disability claims; they are forced to wait as long as three years (1,095
days) for the VA to even process these claims.
Not only are these folks forgotten, their numbers are growing. There are 279,788 pending
appeals, according to the VA's recent Monday Morning Workload Report, or MMWR.
This is up from the 253,000 veterans waiting for their appeals to be adjudicated last
November.
So what does this mean? It equates to two to three years of waiting. In the meantime,
military veterans or widows in survivor claims give up or die. IT'S THE SAD TRUTH,
BUT NO ONE SEEMS TO CARE. (Emphasis added)
Veterans waiting for appeals or hearings never receive guidance or instruction about
these widely varying wait times. However, that appears to be the standard operating
procedure for the VA. The longer the wait, the more veterans die, and claim proof and
interest is lost."

Here are the current numbers according to the MMWR report as of September 6,2014 data. The
number of appeals is 280,297. This is a 30,483 increase since March 2, 2013. This does not
account for the number of appeals that will be filed once the provisional ratings are complete and
the number of Notice of Disagreement (NOD) that are still on the bench in VA Regional Offices
because they have not been inserted in the Appeals game.
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This does not account for the appeals at the Board of Veterans Affairs and the Court of Appeals
for Veterans Claims (CAVC).
Must veterans and their survivors continue to DIE waiting for a decision on their appeals
because there is no plan to fix the problem?
Now, let's take a look at the total VBA workload as reported on the MMWR as of September 8,
2014 minus the numerous work items that are NOT reported, but consume many hours of direct
labor.
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A Note for the Secretary: Mr. Secretary your plate has been full and we see that you are trying
to refocus our organization in the right direction. However, many have tried and all have failed
because they have not focused on the major problems - accountability and leadership which has
led to our current state.
I speak personally from a position of a retired Veteran of 20 years, a Union representative of
over 9 years, and an employee who has labored in the foxholes of the Columbia Regional Office
for over 18 years and have lived through three process changes (Business Processing
Reengineering (BPR), Claims Processing Improvement (CPI) and the unplanned and misguided
transformation, the failed leadership, the corrosive culture, and the corrupt people systems.

The VBA is out of control and the pillars that support it are crumpling every day. The
transformation has created a giant jigsaw puzzle with pieces scattered to the east, west, north and
south.
If you would independently assess each VARO, you will get to the root cause of our problems
and discover that there are actually 56 VBAs.
AFGE Local 520 would like to meet you and discuss the issues we KNOW are plaguing our
organization and causing Veterans and their survivors to suffer needlessly and employees to
work in fear because "Those that fail to learn from history are doomed to repeat it." - Winston
Churchill
i

If the gatekeepers provide you with this letter and you respond, then we will KNOW that there is
a change happening at the VA. However, if this letter does not reach your desk, it will not be
bee ise we did not try to make a difference at the VBA and advocate for Veterans and their
survivors and employees.
Either way, AFGE Local 520 will continue to safeguard the public interest and contribute to the
effective conduct of public business as required by law and 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 CUL TURE that are conducive to providing timely and accurate decisions.
AGFE Local works to put "1C ARE" into action daily because we know that wearing an
"ICARE" label pin and signing a banner with the printed words - Integrity, Commitment
Advocacy, Respect, and Excellence are only optics without corresponding action.

Ronald Robinson
President
(803) 647-2385 (Ofc)
(803) 239-7682 (Cell)
rbnsnrnld@yahoo.com
www.seniorvsr.com
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