August 10, 2005
The Honorable R. James Nicholson
Secretary of Veterans Affairs
Department of Veterans Affairs (00)
810 Vermont Avenue, NW
Washington, DC 20420
Dear Mr. Secretary:
On behalf of the Disabled American Veterans, I write to express our organization's
concern about the position of the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) on the disability
compensation program, as presented to the Veterans' Disability Benefits Commission by
Undersecretary for Benefits Daniel L. Cooper. The Undersecretary's statement included several
disturbing views that can only be described as insulting to the men and women who have borne
or are today bearing the extraordinary burdens of military service. It is all the more
objectionable that such attacks on the benefit program for disabled veterans came from the
agency whose mission is to "care for him who shall have borne the battle."
Though it disingenuously purports, on page 2 near the beginning, to encourage the
Commission to consider program changes to "make a substantial difference in the lives of
veterans, as well as a difference in our ability to serve veterans better," the statement has a
poorly camouflaged self-serving focus leading to suggestions that are all adverse to veterans. In
proceeding to the program changes suggested for consideration, the statement cites statistics on
an increasing workload, with claims backlogs and a consequent decrease in timeliness despite
VA's process reforms for improving productivity and timeliness of claims decisions. The
statement attempts to blame this predicament on Congress and veterans themselves, and thus
suggests changes that would accommodate VA's deficiencies by limiting veterans' entitlements
and restricting their access to the system. The rationale for these ill-advised suggestions takes a
meandering path over many contradictions and unfounded assertions.
The Undersecretary sets the stage for his specific criticisms by negatively characterizing
the program Congress has created and modified as necessary to serve the needs of veterans: "the
Disability Compensation Program is an extraordinarily complex, multifaceted, laborious, paperdominated, frequently-modified program which has a long history. Over the years it has had an
uneven and frequently disconnected series of enhancements and additions. All the changes have
had the single focus of helping veterans; but, as far as I can tell, no change has worked to make
the process or the adjudication easier, quicker, or more consistent."
Despite his complaint that the program has been frequently modified, one of the primary
themes presented later in the Undersecretary's statement is that it is obsolete: "The need is for
an up-to-date, clearly-stated and agreed upon purpose of the Disability Compensation Program."
Though he states that the "VA Disability Compensation Program has evolved from a long series
of legislative actions, spanning most of a century,"' he cites in support of his call for change that

workforce for the future by hiring and training substantial additional resources
before the actual losses occur.

However, we are already beginning to see the effects of the recent legislative
changes on our workload. Since the implementation of the duty to assist
legislation, our pending claims and appellate workload have increased
significantly since the start of FY 2001. The strides made in reducing the BVA
remand rate have been reversed. By January 2001 the remand rate climbed to 55
percent from 29.9 percent in October 2000. 2B-10
The effects of the duty to assist legislation will be further complicated by the
additional workload expected as a result of additional presumptions being granted
for diabetes. This regulation is expected to increase our anticipated workload by
over 85,500 claims in FY 2001 and 102,000 in FY2002.

With all of these factors that would be expected to slow production, e.g., inexperienced
adjudicators, more complex issues, and added administrative burdens, VBA reduced its pending
C&P workload by 41 percent in only 19 months. Thereafter, not only did the number of appeals
rise as a result of an increased number of decisions, but also the percentage of decisions
appealed-^Experience has shown repeatedly that a push for production compromises quality for
quantity, with higher error rates and more appeals. The number of appeals rose because VA
pushed for production and an increased case output^
Ironically, the Undersecretary's concern is not that hasty decisions will result in errors
and a consequent increased load on an already strained system, his concern is that adjudicators
may make unwarranted allowances: "As public servants, we must also ensure our adjudicators,
while treating each veteran fairly, are not pressured to make speedy decisions or to resolve [the]
'benefit of the doubt' prematurely, resulting in an award of benefits despite the lack of fully
documented justification. 'UVA needs to ensure that pressure to make speedy decisions to reduce
the claims backlog does norresult in an increase in errors and an increase in appeals, and even
more
In complaining about the increased number of claims, the Undersecretary notes: "The
number of disability claims received each year has likewise dramatically increased (578,000 in
2000; 771,000 in 2004; about 800,000 projected by the end of FY 2005)." In its FY 2004 budget
submission of February 2003, the Administration sought 61 fewer full-time employees (FTE) for
VBA than authorized for FY 2003. Under the budget, C&P service would have no increase in
FTE, but rather would maintain the FY 2003 staffing level, which was down by 190 FTE below
the FY 2002 level. In testimony to the House Budget Committee, we had the following to say
about the Administration's FY 2005 budget proposal to further reduce VBA and C&P staffing in
2005:
The President's budget submission for VA clearly does not remain fixed on the
objective of strengthening VBA to make it better able to fulfill its responsibilities
to veterans. Due to the war in Iraq and the many hostilities in which our Armed

with the Vision Statement of the Veterans Benefits Administration that he heads. The vision
statement begins with a quote from VA Administrator Omar Bradley: "We are dealing with
veterans, not procedures— with their problems, not ours." Attempts to shift blame away from
VA to Congress and veterans with the suggestion of changes for VA expedience or to save on
Federal spending should greatly concern all citizens who place a high value on the contributions
and sacrifices of our veterans. It should concern those dedicated VA employees who understand
and appreciate the reasons for the programs. This statement by the Undersecretary begrudges
veterans for what they are entitled to and grumbles about everything we do for veterans. We
agree that such changes "would make a substantial difference in the lives of veterans," but they
would do so by limiting veterans' entitlements and allowing VA to serve itself better. We are
compelled to strongly oppose such self-serving suggestions and condemn such disdain for
America's disabled veterans.
Sincerely,

DAVID W. GORMAN
Executive Director
Washington Headquarters

c:

Undersecretary for Benefits Daniel L. Cooper
Veterans' Disability Benefits Commission
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