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AFGE Local 520
PO Box 1778
Columbia, SC 29202
March 4, 2013
Madam USB Hickey,
Are dedicated employees critical to providing veterans with timely, quality benefits?
"In a statement, the V.A. said those initiatives had put it on track to process all claims in less
than 125 days by 2015. "Change can be challenging, and we recognize that our dedicated
employees are critical to providing veterans with timely, quality benefits," the statement said.
Workers Point Finger at Their Own Agency Amid a Backlog in Veterans' Benefits, The New York
Times, June 15, 2012
An employee who served this Agency for 46 years received a Proposed Termination Unacceptable Performance on February 22, 2013 and retired on March 1, 2013. He quietly, with
the grace dedication and dignity that he served this organization with, walked out of the door.
However, the organization that he served faithfully for 46 years gave him no thanks or honor.
He will receive a plaque in the mail, just as Mr. Thomas Rakes who also faithfully served our
Nation for 43 years and VA for 39 years, did. He also while serving at VA was called up to
serve in Afghanistan from Dec 3, 2006 to Mar 8, 2008. He wants you to know his name. Over
the years, the same scenario befell many who have served this organization faithfully and
honorably.
Two other employees also received Proposed Termination - Unacceptable Performance letters
on February 22, 2013 and another one on February 27, 2013.
Two were successful GS11 Certified VSRs, prior to being selected for the RVSR position. They
have 11 and 7 years of claims processing experience. One was a lateral to GS11 and the other
took a downgrade to GS10 to become a RVSR. Furthermore, they are military retirees and one
is a special disabled veteran.
One was a file clerk who won a MSPB appeal because the VARO was found guilty of violating
his Veterans Preference as pertaining to the VSR position by using the Career Intern program.
As a result, he received the VSR position and the Career Intern program was abolished. He is
also a special disabled veteran and served in the first Gulf War. His military career was cut short
because of a disabling injury. As a footnote, during the period 2007 - 2009 over 490 veterans

were denied Veterans Preference as well by this VARO. This information was communicated to
the highest level of the administration. Unfortunately, nothing was done. See Attachment
The circumstances surrounding them not meeting their old performance standards, not the new
ones, are too lengthy to discuss in this letter. However, a letter of concern was sent to you on
May 8, 2012 concerning the newly Challenge trained RVSRs and the high RVSR performance
standards at the Columbia VARO.
The first argument that will be used is that other employees are meeting their performance
standards. However, when supervisors give preferential treatment to some, others are forced to
use creative ways to meet them, and the data placed in ASPEN system is not validated, then this
argument is not a valid one. Additionally, when you have VSRs doing claims assistant work,
VSRs and RVSRs doing comprehensive screening, mentors reviewing cases, and VSR doing
Appeal work, and varying old performance standards from VARO to VARO how can these
performance standards be considered fair and equitable.
That being said, why was the first option a proposed termination when the VARO had other
options considering the past "successful" performance of these employees? Why would the
Director place these employees under this mental stress? The Union believes that this is clearly a
message to other employees.
Who has been held responsible for the poor performance of the VARO Columbia?
MMWR http://www.vba.va.gov/REPORTS/mmwr/2012/2012 index.asp
Claims pending

Pending Over 125 days
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22,480
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+1,152

+2,340

+7.2

Surely, the resources were provided them - the DBQ and ACE, the SNL, the new 8 weeks
Challenge training for RVSRs, the VBMAP, the FDCs, the rating calculators and evaluation
builders, the QRT, the specialized lanes with the cross-functional teams and the employees who
returned from Nehmer processing. Additionally, they use the resources of the D1BC (Quick
Start team) to process their compensation claims. See Attachment
Wait, the Columbia VARO is now implementing VBMS. The savior has arrived. On March 1,
2013, the Director's email on VBMS states, "The transition from the current paper-dependent
disability claims process to a fully functional web based electronic system will require our entire
office's involvement. VBMS will have decision-support tools and guides to assist you
throughout the claims process, but the process will not be completely automated at this time.
Technology cannot replace the knowledge or expert judgment you contribute to the claims
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process on a daily basis." He is all in. Ironically, he is terminating the knowledge and expert
judgment of our employees.
Moreover, no human being can intelligently process claims when they are given substandard
training, broken tools, little or no leadership, and are required to adapt to the numerous changes
thrust upon them in the past 12 months.
How can any responsible organization/leader hold any employee responsible for this gross
mismanagement of the VBA claims processing workload? See the real numbers at Attachment.
Since employee's performance is at issue, please examine the past performance of the Director
of the Columbia VARO at Attachment.
An employee who has served this organization for over 20 years at all levels and is an expert in
the claims processing business asked this question, "How can these people sleep at night"?
The Union cannot answer that question, but personally I have a hard time sleeping at night
knowing what happens within our organization and to the employees who are charged with
serving the most deserving - our fellow veterans.
USB Hickey, the Union has asked for your leadership to rescue these employees from this hostile
work environment, but to no avail.
However, the Union does appreciate that you have given us an opportunity to speak on behalf of
the employees. No other USB has afforded us that opportunity. Thanks for listening.
In our meeting in July 2012, you said that a leader can lead an organization off a cliff. We are in
the valley.
Please intervene and stop the termination and mental anguish of these dedicated employees
which is a tragedy and sends the wrong message to our other dedicated employees.
Now, we must do whatever is humanly possible to shed a light on this dark situation and with
God's help we will succeed.

Ron, President
Making a Difference in VA - Integrity, Accountability, Professional - We are in default.
"... The person who has nothing for which he is willing to fight, nothing which is more important than his own personal safety, is a miserable
creature and has no chance of being free unless made and kept so by the exertions of better men than himself." - John Stewart Mills
Cowardice asks, is it safe, Consensus asks, is it popular, but Character asks is it right? Martin Luther King Jr.
He has shown you, 0 man, what is good: And what does the Lord require of you But to do justly, to love mercy, And to walk Humbly with your
God? Micah 6:8 NKJV

Director's Performance History
•

Performance
•/ "The Columbia, South Carolina, Veterans Affairs Regional Office has the
unwelcome distinction of having the highest percentage of claims reversed
or repealed by the Board of Veterans Appeals (the Board) in Fiscal Year
2001. Consequently, it is inexplicable that the Department of Veterans
Affairs (VA) has recently rewarded the Columbia Regional Office, for its
high "productivity." While you undoubtedly desire to improve the
timeliness of claims processing, rewarding an office with a long history of
quickly decided erroneous decisions is bad for veterans and unfair to
dedicated employees in VA regional offices who have demonstrated a
commitment to "getting it right the first time." Letter, Lane Evans,
Ranking Democratic Member of the US House of Representatives, to VA
Secretary November 5, 2001.
o Recommendation 1- Columbia has too many pending appeals and
remands. Greater emphasis needs to be placed on reducing the
appellate workload on station, especially the remands. Division
management should fill three more DRO slots. In addition, Station
management should meet with the State Official with oversight of
the County Veterans Service Organizations (CVSO) to look at
CVSO performance standards. They should continue to meet with
the CVSOs as part of a proactive effort to explore alternative ways
to satisfy claimants rather than filing fruitless appeals. C&P Site
Visit to the Columbia Regional Office, December 10-14, 2011
^ Recently, VA conducted a study with the purpose of increasing
productivity in rating decisions per employee. I will attach a copy of the
National Performance Standards, that were the result of this study. The
purpose of this letter is not to object to National Performance Standards.
The purpose of this letter is to state that the Columbia office has set the
standards too high (140% of the National Performance Plan) which forces
employees, who want to keep their jobs, to pump out substandard work.
This hurts the veterans we serve and the dedicated employees who want to
do quality work. Columbia will continue to focus on quantity in contrast to
quality as measured by remand and reversal rates. Local management will
continue to be rewarded. Letter, John Pittman, Union President to
Honorable Congressman Evans, December 13, 2001

Leadership
S EEO Judgment or Settlement since September 30, 2005 to August 4, 2006 levied against
Columbia RO 319. This does not include the sealed settlements over the years and
amount of dollars that have been spent on administrative cost of the numerous complaints
filed.
> EEOC No. 140-2005-00041X
Judgment: $164,495.70

> Civil Action No. 3:03-cv-01398-MBS Settlement: $321,696.51
> EEOC No. 140-2006-00005X
> Total known amount awarded:
o

Judgment:

75,757.41
$561,949.62

However, in 2006, he received the Presidential Meritorious Award of $30,400;
$21,000 in 2007, $19,000 in 2008; $12,000 in 2009; $18,183 in 2010; and $ 9,909
in 2011 a GRAND TOTAL of $110,492.

MSPB decision 2010 MSPB 213, dated November 2, 201 0 violation of Veterans
Preference of Larry Evans. There were over 490 veterans also fell into this category, but
did not know what the Columbia VARO was doing.
"The probe discovered 41 of the VA's 57 regional offices, including Columbia, had 500
records wrongly slated for shredding. The VA further determined that half of those
records were found in shredder bins at the Columbia office and at two other offices, St.
Louis and Cleveland. The shredding issue was first reported by vawatchdog.org, a Web
site run by Army veteran Larry Scott, of Vancouver, Wash. The fact that the Columbia
office would have the most records in the shredder bin wasn't a surprise, Scott said. The
Columbia office has a reputation as a "troubled office," meaning it has a low clearance
rate of veterans claims." Veterans affairs probe: Records found in shredder bin
Employee under investigation, The State, November 6, 2008
Abuse of Authority
We are concerned that the local plan is not creating the positions required by the Final
Claims Process Improvement Plan that is on the OFO web site.
> Specifically we are talking about Claims Assistants, Super Seniors, and
Assistant Coaches. Letter to Director Hawkins, President Union John
Pittman, August 15, 2002
Shipped 190 claims to VARO Los Angeles for processing during his temporary
assignment as Acting Director. This was not brokered work. It became VARO
knowledge when the cases could not be found.
2002- April 1, 2006 Use an Entertainment Committee of a few VA employees to
administer a fund that used monies collected from VA employees, work-study
employees, and Service Organization employees who utilized US Post Office parking
lot to have various events which also employees paid for. On January 1, 2003, the
Beginning Balance was 9,158.96 and on December 14, 2006 it was 161.01.
o Director's email on March 10, 2006, reads as follows: "Earlier this week we were
notified by the Postmaster, that because of security regulations, the US Postal
Service would be installing card pass gates to the parking area (down the ramp)

behind the Main Post Office on Assembly Street. Postal Service policy prohibits
non-Postal Service employees from parking on their property. Effective April 1,
2006,'no VARO employees, work-study employees or Service Organization
employees will be allowed to park in this area; only US Postal Service
Employees.
As a footnote, the card pass gates have still not been installed at the US Postal Service
Main Post Office on Assembly St.
•S June 1, 2009 - Distributed libelous and defamatory material directed at Union
officials. There are documents to prove-it.
•S September 8, 2010 forced Term ARRA employees to take a demotion and a two-year
Career Intern appointment with the promise of a permanent position after two years in
Career Intern appointment in order to accept a VSR position which was in violation
an Executive Order and law. Of particular note is that these employees had already
served a one year temporary appointment. Local 520 wrote a letter to the Secretary
on September 13, 2010 with a copy furnished to OPM. In 2012, these employees
were made whole.
•S Local policy denied Veterans with General and UHC discharges veterans' status from
2009 to 2011. These veterans did not receive an upgrade under the Presidential
Proclamation of January 19, 1977, or the DoD Special Discharge Review Program
which does required a review by VA.
S From June 9, 2009 to January 2012, disrespected the office of the Presidency by
placing the President photo in an obscured location in the VARO. This was not the
protocol under the election of President Obama.
•S There are no employees at the Columbia VARO enrolled in the Telework Program.
Why? On May 19, 2011, Mr. Hawkins changed the VBA Telework Notification
Letter -Employee Eligible to Telework to read, "on a situation (as needed) basis" and
removed all the other options that were directed by the VBA. A FOIA document
confirms this.
•S A copy Mr. Hawkins' testimony at another FMCS Case No. 11-54104-6 arbitration
hearing states, "... Director Carl Hawkins, whose testimony was credible, state that in
prior years, he requested award panels from the Union, and the Union has refused to
participate since the December 2004 panel." The minutes of the award panel meeting
for November 15, 2005, October 24, 2006 and November 8, 2006 prove that his
testimony was not credible.
People Systems
•S Five Claims Assistant positions - one in D1BC, one in Appeals
S Two Senior VSR GS12 positions, both work on the QRT

•S Four DRO GS13 positions See Attachment
o (Appeals pending as of February 16, 2013
o ' (Appeals pending as of February 11, 2012

6731)
4764)
(+1967)

Executive Biography
> Mr. Hawkins graduated from as a Distinguish Graduate and was commissioned as a 2LT
in U.S. Army, serving at Ft. Eustis, Virginia.
•/ Graduated in 1972
•S Worked as an industrial Engineer with GE and the US Postal Service prior to
working at the VA
S Started is VA career in 1976
S Received USC Master Degree in 1976
How long did he served as Ft. Eustis, VA? Soldiers use the term "station" not "serving." Of
course, he is not a veteran.
This is just a synopsis of his performance. However, after serving at the Columbia VARO as
Director since 1998, only two words come to mind to describe this performance - anachronism
and glib.

Robinson, Ronald, VBACMS
From:
Sent:
To:
Cc:
Subject:
Attachments:
Signed By:

21, 2013 1:05 PM
Robinson, Ronald, VBACMS
official disagreement.docx
official disagreement.docx

i

My coach informed me that he could not approve the deductible time for reviewing and
tabbing service treatment records because it is part of the VSR's job.
I informed the coach that I would like to make my disagreement official. That the current
system sets me up for failure.
Reviewing service treatment records does not receive any point credit even though it is
needed to move the file forward. There is a manual requirement to tab service treatment
records for needed medical opinions (M21-1MR III.iv.3.A.9.c) and this process does take
additional time.
ii
Just sending a notification letter, not including examinations, and medical opinions,
request for private treatment records, takes less time than reviewing volumes of service
treatment records.
Under the current point system for Veteran Service Representatives (VSR), this practice
of not allowing deductible time for work that's required is a system that has set the VSR
up for failure.
Additionally, the point system is flawed.
Example: A claim with 2 issues receives .5 credits.
A claim with 3 issues receives .7 credits.
A claim with 5 issues receive .7 credit
A claim with 7 issues receives .7 credits.
All claims are not the same but the credit for them is being treated as if they are the same.
Try taking your car to be repaired for one price fits all. Or try buying a house for one
price regardless of the number of rooms.
If you buy a house with 2 bedrooms and later decide to buy 5 more bedrooms, the price
changes. The price doesn't remain the same when adding other issues or rooms.
An increase in issue development should warrant an increase in credit.
Respectfully,

Department of Veterans Affairs
6437 Garners Ferry Road
Columbia SC 29209
To whom it may concern:
As a member of the D1BC team, we are a self-contained team who is responsible for all of the
processes associated completing files in a timely basis; in addition to a variety of challenges we
encounter on a day to day basis. For example, we maintain our own IPC area, in which, VSR's
follow a rotating schedule. We process, sort and attach our mail to the files. We receive files,
perform file searches, and return files to the appropriate regional office. Many on our team are
GS-1 Is, therefore we are required to work claims files on the front end (pre), the back end
(promulgate), and authorize our quick start and Columbia claims. In addition, we are working in
the same capacity as Columbia doing pre work, post work, supplemental work, defrat work, and
authorization. We work special ops claims, core claims, express claims, and promulgate appeals
cases. We are required to adhere to the Columbia claim processing protocols, quick start
protocols, and appeal case protocols.
It is a challenge to make your points while ensuring you are doing quality work because your
brain has to adjust from doing one action to the next. It is extremely stressful considering many
of us are not completely efficient in any capacity but are in constant fear of making mistakes
which is causing us problems.
Thank you for your time.
A concerned employee
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From: Hawkins, Carl W. Jr., (SEb>, /BACMS
Sent: Wednesday, February 23, 2011 3:19 PM
To: Indof, Cynthia, VBACMS
Subject: RE: Suggestions for Improved Efficiency
Signed By: carl.hawkins@va.gov
Thanks for the email. I will have it reviewed and discussed to ensure we are doing what is correct.
Carl

From: Indof, Cynthia, VBACMS
Sent: Wednesday, February 23, 2011 3:13 PM
To: Hawkins, Carl W. Jr., (SES) VBACMS
Subject: Suggestions for Improved Efficiency
4

Dear Mr. Hawkins:
I have been reviewing cases on this Quality Team for just about a year now with an ever-increasing backlog of claims
pending. I have made suggestions, comments, et cetera, ad nauseum, but to no avail.
Over and over again, we (pre-development and sometimes raters) are conjuring up issues arising out of symptoms
associated with claimed disabilities as well as issues out of the veteran's storytelling about his pain and suffering which
are in no way valid specific claims for compensation. This leads to the rater having to rate double or sometimes triple the
number of issues. They do not have time for this with 20,000+ claims pending. Even if pre-determination inadvertantly
develops a symptom associated with a disability, we are under no obligation to treat it as a separate claim and rate it that
way. A short explanation or clarification to the veteran is all that is necessary on the rating decision and then training with
pre-determination specific to this problem. The Courts have never held us accountable for administrative type errors.
All claims for pension in which the veteran puts a service-connected disability as the reason for his pension claim is also
being treated as a claim for individual unemployability. If the veteran is claiming pension and his income is not excessive,
he is in desparate need to supplement his income to reach the poverty threshold level. If the compensation portion of the
VA Form 21-526 is not completed, then there is no claim for ID. Yet, we are developing, getting unnecessary exams for all
service-connected disabilities just to deny because the minimum criteria for entitlement to the benefit is not met. (This one
issue claim now has minimally doubled by virtue of the conjured up claim of ID and, added to that, are the number of
service-connected disabilities that are being reevaluated as a result therefrom.) We do not have time for this with 20,000+
claims pending.
We are creating additional end products and/or delaying timely processing of end products on issues recently rated (still
within the one year appeal period) when the veteran attemps to reopen. A claim cannot be reopened when the one year
appeal period has not yet expired. If additional evidence is identified, we should obtain it, reconsider the issue, and the EP
should be quickly gone, not linger on for a year before it gets finalized because we send another unnecesssary VCAA and
unnecessary VA examinations. We are only serving to extend the initial one year appeal period now into two+ years
because of unnecessary development. If no additional evidence is identified, the end product should be PCAN'd and the
veteran advised that he has the remaining one year period to appeal and or submit additional evidence if he so chooses.
Our duty to assist ended when the rating was done. We are under no obligation to send another VCAA letter and obtain
identical VA examinations yet again. Time and time again this is being done. We do not have time for this with 20.000+
claims pending.
Prompting this concern today, leading to this discussion, is yet another case I have in front of me regarding an issue on
appeal where we have created an 020 for three issues surrounding the signs and symptoms described on a VA Form 9
that was received in conjunction with a currently pending appeal. This 020 should have been PCAN'd and no additional
development or rating action was necessary. This three issue 020 that should not have existed is just now arriving at one
year old (DOC 03-11-10). We do not have time for this with 20,000+ claims pending.
I could add to this the unnecessary VA exams we are obtaining in conjunction with IU claims when the minimum
scheduler criteria are not met (no duty to assist exists when the minimum criteria are not met) as well as conjured up
claims arising out of medical evidence, etc., but I will stop here. We do not have time for this with 20.000+ claims

Mr. Hawkins: I don't know if you can remember when this office created the Program Support Assistant (GS-5) positions.
These PSA's were properly trained on development and rating techniques and they got cases to the rating board that
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were actually ready to rate. We now
e GS-10/11s that cannot identify claims z
ir develop claims properly, and we
have raters that are essentially doing -.reeled development, the same as when I Su-,ced working here in 1992, only back
then the directed development went to GS-4 development clerks, not GS10/11 employees.
I realize there are a massive amount of pending claims, but there are many things internally that can be done to alleviate
some of them, if only someone will implement them. You were there at the time of the PSA's. You should remember
those days. Again and finally, We do not have time for this with 20,000+ claims pending.
Thank you for your time.
P.S. By the way, in the little time it took to write this, I got handed yet another claim that was received three weeks
following a rating decision where the veteran identified VA treatment records. All we had to do was obtain the treatment
records and issue another rating decision. Instead, we obtained the treatment records, sent another VCAA letter, etc.
The date of claim is June 14, 2010, nine months old. This could have been rated as early as June 2010, but is still
pending.
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Robinson, Ronald, VBACMS
From:
Sent:
To:
Subject:
Signed By:

Irsday, February 28, 2013 11:23 AM
Robinson, Ronald, VBACMS
RE: IDEV to DIBC

Hey Ron, you see, this is what they do to us all the time with our initial claims.

From
Sent: Thursday, February 28, 2013 8:24 AM
To:

Subject: IDEV to DIBC
We have been tasked to provided 100 IDEV cases to DIBC. I will start pulling from the file room first, but in the
meantime, please set aside 3-5 cases per person. I will come around once I finish pulling from files.
Thank you for your help with this task.

