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THE STATUS OF THE DEPARTMENT OF VET-
ERANS AFFAIRS’ IMPLEMENTATION OF THE
VA CLAIMS PROCESSING TASK FORCE’S
RECOMMENDATIONS, AND EXPLORING THE
POTENTIAL FOR A GREATER VA/VETERANS’
SERVICE ORGANIZATION PARTNERSHIP

THURSDAY, JUNE 6, 2002

HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES,
SUBCOMMITTEE ON BENEFITS,

COMMITTEE ON VETERANS’ AFFAIRS.
Washington, DC

The subcommittee met, pursuant to notice, at 10 a.m., in room
334, Cannon House Office Building, Hon. Michael K. Simpson
(chairman of the subcommittee) presiding.

Present: Representatives Simpson, Reyes, Brown, Evans, and
Davis.

OPENING STATEMENT OF CHAIRMAN SIMPSON

Mr. SIMPSON. Good morning, and welcome to today’s hearing.
Today we are receiving testimony on the status of the Department
of Veterans Affairs’ implementation of the Claims Processing Task
Force’s recommendations, and the potential for a greater VA/VSO
partnership in serving veterans.

Our VSOs and county and state governments are very valuable
contributors and leaders in this process. VA is a responsive organi-
zation paying more than $20 billion annually in compensation and
pension benefits to veterans and their survivors. VA has about
8,000 dedicated employees working disability claims for regional of-
fices across America.

Just a few facts about VA’s customer base, and then I will turn
to Mr. Reyes. Fortunately for our veterans, over the past 5 fiscal
years about 85 percent of the 100,000 new disability awards that
VA makes annually have been for 0 or 10 percent disabilities.

Although there certainly are exceptions, veterans’ disabilities
generally tend to mirror disabilities experienced in the general
adult population, which includes disabilities for knee, back, and
hearing conditions. During fiscal year 2000, the most frequent dis-
ability VA granted was for a non-tender scar.

In the 1990s and in fiscal year 2000, veterans who reopened
claims outnumbered veterans filing original claims by about three
to one. About two-thirds of reopened claims and appeals come from
veterans already in receipt of disability compensation. Preliminary
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VA data shows that veterans who reopen claims file for 17.9 dif-
ferent disabilities during their lifetime. In 1995, if had VA stopped
accepting original disability claims from veterans, 20 years later in
the year 2015, VA still would have about 72 percent of the 1995
workload because of reopened claims.

In my view, the current system represents the consequences of
50 years of well-intended yet incremental policy-making by Con-
gress. Policy drives process, and I applaud Secretary Principi for
his efforts to wring every ounce of quality and productivity out of
the current adjudicative and appellate processes for veterans. But
VA cannot do it alone. I think it’s time, the time is coming very
soon, when this committee needs to take a look at the policies driv-
ing the current system.

I will now turn to Mr. Reyes for his opening comments.

OPENING STATEMENT OF HON. SILVESTRE REYES

Mr. REYES. Well, thank you very much, Mr. Chairman. I apolo-
gize for being late. But as you know, I am on the Intelligence Com-
mittee, and we are having busy days on the 9/11 issue. So I will
have to leave—we reconvene at 10:30, so I will have to leave, but
I appreciate your indulgence, and the indulgence of the panelists,
as well.

I want to first thank you for continuing to focus on the issue sur-
rounding the processing of claims for compensation and pension
benefits for our veterans. As you and many other members know,
the accuracy and timeliness of decisions concerning claims for bene-
fits continues to generate a great deal of interest on the part of our
Nation’s veterans.

Every weekend, when I return to my district, there are a number
of veterans that always ask me about the status of backlogs and
their benefits.

I am particularly concerned, therefore, that the erroneous report
of some 200,000 reduction in backlog of claims that was reported
in The Washington Post on Memorial Day has received widespread
dissemination with no effort on the part of the Department of Vet-
erans Affairs to correct this misinformation.

Veterans in my district are very concerned about that backlog.
When they read a report that the backlog has been cut by 200,000
claims, they become concerned that the Waco regional office, which
handles their claims, may be falling far behind. They let me know
about that.

In fact, the Waco office has reduced its backlog to some 24,347
from 28,411, although the number of appeals pending has in-
creased from 5,575 to 6,849. The number of appeals pending na-
tionwide has also increased from 94,903 at the start of this fiscal
year to 111,904 last week.

While a report of a reduction of 200,000 makes for good publicity
for the VA, when the report is false it undermines the credibility
of the VA and the dedicated employees who are struggling to proc-
ess claims without reducing the quality.

I am particularly concerned that what progress has been made
in reducing that backlog has come at the expense of action on re-
manded claims. We will hear testimony today stating that the re-
manded claims are being ignored or neglected, a situation that is
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very troubling to the veterans that I represent and to veterans
across the country.

I am particularly concerned about the almost 14,000 remands
issued before October 1, 2000. They were still awaiting action as
of February 27, 2002. These remands represent the claims of thou-
sands of men and women who have served our Nation honorably
and who are entitled, by law, to have their claims given expedited
treatment.

I am also concerned with the amount of time it takes from the
time a veteran files an appeal to the Board of Veterans’ Appeals
to the time that that claim is actually received by the Board. Ac-
cording to the April 2002 data from the board’s veterans appeals
control and locator system ‘‘elapsed processing days’’ in this report,
it can take from a few months to over 3 years, with an average of
645 days for this step to take place.

And I ask, Mr. Chairman, that a copy of this report be included
for the record.

Mr. SIMPSON. No objection.
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(The information follows:)
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Mr. REYES. Nonetheless, I am encouraged by the efforts the VA
is making to address the backlog. In particular, I am encouraged
by the VA’s efforts to work with their employees to develop per-
formance measures which take into account the experience of the
adjudicators and the complexity of the claims.

I urge the VA to measure productivity, not only by the number
of the ‘‘end products’’ taken, but by the overall quality of the prod-
uct, taking into account reversals and remands from the board and
compliance with the legal requirement for expedited treatment of
the remanded claims.

I further urge the VA to seriously consider the issues raised by
many of the veterans’ service organizations, which suggest that in
some areas, productivity is being promoted at the expense of fair-
ness and accuracy.

Secretary Cooper—and by the way, welcome, we appreciate you
being here, and I am very familiar with the work that you have
done, and deeply appreciative in your interest in serving our
veterans.

Mr. COOPER. Thank you.
Mr. REYES. And I also know that you are not interested in sac-

rificing any of the VBA’s efforts to improve quality in order to re-
ceive a reduction in the backlog.

However, it is critical that continued attention is paid to the
product. Veterans deserve fairness and accuracy, as well as produc-
tivity. So I look forward to hearing as much of the testimony as I
can.

Again, with your indulgence, Mr. Chairman, and the members
here, I have got the Intelligence Committee that I must be present
at. And I thank you for the opportunity to speak. I yield back.

Mr. SIMPSON. Thank you. I realize it is a busy time of year, and
all of us have multiple places we have to be. Mrs. Davis, do you
have an opening statement you would like to make?

OPENING STATEMENT OF HON. SUSAN A. DAVIS

Mrs. DAVIS. Well, thank you, Mr. Chairman and ranking mem-
ber. I just want to echo those concerns, as well. From a district
which has hundreds and thousands of veterans in San Diego, we
certainly hear from a number of them. And I do appreciate the fact
that we have an opportunity today to talk through the process
itself.

I know that many people endure what seems like an endlessly
long wait to have their claim processed. And in many cases, they
are not happy. Everyone is not going to be happy all the time, but
I think we want to certainly have the process as fair as possible.

I know you work very hard at that, and I express my concern
that we have an awful lot of people who come to see us on a regu-
lar basis. Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

Mr. SIMPSON. Thank you. Before we go vote—which, unfortu-
nately, happens in the middle of these things, also—I would like
to introduce to our panel today Lt. Col. Anne Campbell who is with
subcommittee as a Fellow. Fellow? She’s a woman, she’s not a fel-
low. She’s a fellowette. (Laughter.)

Mr. SIMPSON. Col. Campbell, an Air Force Academy graduate,
now heads up the American and Policy Studies Division at the
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Academy. As much as I would like to read her long list of academic
achievements, we would not have time to both vote, have the hear-
ing, and other things, because it is very long, indeed.

I had the opportunity to go out to the Air Force Academy and
teach some of the classes that she teaches, and I learned more than
the students did, I’m afraid. She has those cadets very well trained,
and they had some tough questions. So we welcome you to the com-
mittee, and look forward to working with you.

We were going to take a quick recess while Sylvester and I go
vote—and Susan—to not adjourn. And we will be back in 10
minutes.

[Recess.]
Mr. SIMPSON. The hearing will be back in order. I appreciate

your indulgence. We have got a little debate going on on the floor,
and they will have a vote at some time today. We just don’t know
when. We thought it would be about a 10-minute vote, but it’s
going to be a little bit later than that, I guess.

I would like to ask each of our witnesses to limit their oral testi-
mony to not more than 5 minutes. When the red light comes on,
time is up. Your written testimony will appear in full in the record.

Our first panel today is the Honorable Daniel Cooper, the Under
Secretary of Benefits, Veterans Benefits Administration. He is ac-
companied by Mr. Robert Epley, the Associate Deputy Under Sec-
retary for Policy and Program Management, Veterans Benefits Ad-
ministration; the Honorable Dane Clark, Chairman, Board of Vet-
erans’ Appeals; Ms. Laura Miller, the Assistant Deputy Under Sec-
retary for Veterans Health Administration; Mr. John Thompson,
the Deputy General Counsel, Department of Veterans Affairs Office
of General Counsel; and Mr. Jack Ross, Director of the Cleveland
Regional Office of the Department of Veterans Affairs.

Mr. Cooper, welcome back to the committee.

STATEMENT OF DANIEL L. COOPER, UNDER SECRETARY FOR
BENEFITS, VETERANS BENEFITS ADMINISTRATION; ACCOM-
PANIED BY ROBERT EPLEY, ASSOCIATE DEPUTY UNDER
SECRETARY FOR POLICY AND PROGRAM MANAGEMENT,
VETERANS BENEFITS ADMINISTRATION; E. DANE CLARK,
CHAIRMAN, BOARD OF VETERANS’ APPEALS; LAURA MIL-
LER, ASSISTANT DEPUTY UNDER SECRETARY FOR HEALTH,
VETERANS HEALTH ADMINISTRATION; JOHN H. THOMPSON,
DEPUTY GENERAL COUNSEL, DEPARTMENT OF VETERANS
AFFAIRS; AND JACK ROSS, DIRECTOR, CLEVELAND RE-
GIONAL OFFICE, DEPARTMENT OF VETERANS AFFAIRS

Mr. COOPER. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. I really believe the rest
of my group here does not have an opening statement, so I may
take 51⁄2 minutes, if that’s okay.

Mr. SIMPSON. That would be okay.
Mr. COOPER. I appreciate the chance to come over and speak be-

fore you today. I will appreciate my written statement being en-
tered into the record.

On 1 April, I was sworn in, as you know, so I am now reporting
at the end of my 67th day in the job.

As I have stated earlier, there are probably several ways to solve
the backlog problem, but the Task Force Report that we wrote is
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the path that we are following. People can look at that and see ex-
actly where we are trying to go.

We are trying to implement all the recommendations that have
been approved by the Secretary. We have chosen to act prudently
but expeditiously. If there are recommendations that should take
a little bit longer, we have had extra studies done to make sure we
do it properly; and those we can implement immediately, we have.

The results to date, in my mind, have been encouraging. In the
last 3 months, every leading indicator has trended in the right di-
rection. We have dramatically increased production. Every regional
office has increased its output over the last year’s output.

We have reduced the oldest claims, as well as the appeals and
remands. Each is still much too high, and we agree. But the trends
are the in the right direction, and we are working very hard.

We are measuring quality at every station this year, rather than
at the level that we have done in previous years. When we recently
became aware of a denigration in quality due to the Veterans
Claims Assistance Act (VCAA), the duty to assist, we immediately
went out to the stations, told them we wanted to have them do re-
training, and report back to us. They have, in fact, completed the
re-training. The indicators I have are that the quality is continuing
the improve.

I would like to take a minute, if I may, to correct an error which
has been referred to, and which appeared in the Associated Press
last week. It was from an interview with Mr. Principi.

The error stems from the basic problem of quoting numbers in
this business. I would say to you today, there are probably two peo-
ple in the room who actually understand every single number we
have. One is my friend, Mr. Epley, beside me, and one is Ms.
McCarthy, who is up there beside you. But they are probably the
two that really understand the numbers. They are very difficult,
and I occasionally have to have people come back in and explain
them.

The fact is, the Secretary understood what he said, and he had
proper caveats. I have seen the transcript. And the fact is, they
were talking about two separate numbers, one the total number of
compensation and pension end products or the total workload on
hand, less appeals; and the other was the number of claims that
we had pending disability rating decisions.

Several months ago, total end products less appeals were in
exceded 600,000. On June 3, the number was 503,000-plus. So we
have, in fact, decreased that number. For the rating ‘‘end prod-
ucts,’’ the total was, at one point, in excess of 430,000. That num-
ber on 3 June was 389,000.

Now, I would point out to you that Judge Brandeis at one point
said, ‘‘Every figure we have set down with delusive exactness is
speculative.’’ Further, I would like to point out that, we have had
the highest production that VBA has had in years, each of the last
3 months.

The regional offices have produced about 70,000 end products
each of the last 3 months, and that’s 50 to 100 percent greater pro-
ductivity than they had the previous year.
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Many specific actions are now underway. Some were started im-
mediately after the task force report came out, and some have been
put in over the last several months.

As you know, the Secretary established a Tiger Team in Cleve-
land to attack the backlog of claims of veterans who were over 70
years old, and whose claims are over a year old. That Tiger Team
is headed by Jack Ross who is here, and able to answer any ques-
tions you may have.

One of the things he has pointed out to me is the number of re-
mands that had been around since before October of 2000 has been
quoted as 13,000 in February of this year. The number today is
10,160. What I am saying is we are working across the board in
everything we’re doing, and the remands have come down as a
result.

We have worked with the national personal records center in St.
Louis, particularly through the Tiger Team. And the turnaround
time has decreased dramatically for the Tiger Team. We now have
to make sure it continues to decrease across the board. It seems to
be happening. The way to do it is there.

The pension maintenance has been centralized in three offices,
and they have done extremely well. The Board of Veterans’ Appeals
has been tasked to develop additional evidence. They sent a special
team up to work with Jack. They worked on 3,000 statements of
the case. They also sent special teams out to regional offices to ex-
pedite appeals. They have done a great deal in trying to expedite
our turnaround. Judge Clark is here, if anyone has questions for
the BVA.

We have commenced triage at each RO, which means that any
claim that comes in, any paper that comes in, the triage team looks
at it. Those claims that can be taken care of immediately are given
to one side of the office, those that will take a long time are given
to the other. If there are claims that can be taken care of expedi-
tiously, that is done. Triage is working, and we think is working
quite well.

We have prototyped specialized teams at four different regional
offices. One of the main problems that we had was that we had 57
offices that operated 57 different ways.

On 1 July we will start to have every office organized in these
specialized teams, so that at the end of September, we expect every
regional office to be organized in the same way. This will increase
the uniformity and consistency of claims processing.

We have set up performance standards for all of our directors.
We have looked at what they have done, we have looked at their
numbers. Where numbers are bad, we have had those directors re-
port what they expect to do to get better, or submit what we call
wellness programs.

Four of our regional directors in the last couple of months have
gotten all-expense-paid trips to Washington, DC to meet specifi-
cally with me and my Deputy to discuss what they are doing and
how they are going to improve.

We have established four Area Directors that we will help us re-
solve span of control problem that the Task Force identified. We
have changed our resource allocation process to allocate resources
to regional offices by their productivity and by their quality. If we
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have to take work from other regional offices to get it done better
and faster, we have done that. We are trying to expedite some of
the long-pending.

We have also used overtime specifically for the appeal problem,
and this weekend we will again use overtime specifically for that
reason.

VHA and VBA are working closely to look at exams. We have a
special office in Nashville that looked at the major exam problems.
They have started a re-training of some of the people doing phys-
ical exams.

There will be a memo that Dr. Roswell and I will sign, discussing
some of the things that we are going to do. Ms. Laura Miller is
here from VHA, if there are any questions for her.

And finally, the Benefits Delivery Network (BDN) has been up-
graded. One of the main concerns we had in our Task Force was
it was decreasing in viability. As a result, we have put in re-
sources, both material and human. We have increased the number
of people and we have a new person in charge at the Hines BDC.
So we feel we have made real progress in ensuring the BDN will
be around properly for whatever time is necessary until we get into
VETSNET.

VETSNET is the program of the future as far as the paying and
the awards—we feel that we’re doing the right thing in getting it
on track. And you may remember from my report, we had some
concern about that.

Now, I want to talk for a few minutes about the other subject
in which you are very interested. One important area addressed in
the Task Force Report is the partnership with VSOs. There are
some things that, since 1998, have been done. The primary one
being ‘‘Training, Responsibility, Involvement and Preparation of
Claims,’’ commonly called TRIP. This is the program in which we
work with the VSOs.

We have training programs for TRIP I and II. We have adminis-
tered TRIP I to 1,400 VSO representatives and 700 have done
TRIP II. The program allows the VSOs to develop, to a great ex-
tent, the claims and bring them to us in such a state that we
should be able to process them fairly rapidly.

Now, I can’t define for you what fairly rapidly means, but it
seems to me that we can work together using TRIP, and make
great progress.

All the regional offices have provided the level I and level II
training. We’re now looking at providing remote access to VBA ap-
plications for VSOs who have completed that TRIP training. That
capability is being tested right now.

Looking to the future, we see a couple of problems. One of them
is getting electronic access to older medical records. We do not have
that capability right now but we are working with the medical peo-
ple on that. We are looking to make sure that the VSOs, and our-
selves, are developing claims better. It’s an integrative process that
we need to look at together.

Finally, Mr. Chairman, I say to you this is not a success story
yet. We will always experience setbacks, and maybe an occasional
misstep. But my honest feeling is that we have made strides that
no critic or proponent envisioned 12 months ago. I hope that an oc-
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casional error or mistake will not cause exaggerated statements
and accusations to detract from our common goal of doing every-
thing possible for the veterans.

Thank you, and we will be glad to answer any questions you may
have.

[The prepared statement of Admiral Cooper, with attachment,
appears on p. 63.]

Mr. SIMPSON. Thank you, Admiral Cooper. I appreciate your
being here today. Let me offer just a few brief summary comments
about the subcommittee’s April 26 field hearing held in El Paso on
claims adjudication, as they are germane to today’s topic.

I certainly expected that when Mr. Reyes suggested a field hear-
ing in his district, we would experience fine hospitality and fine
cuisine, and nice people, and indeed, that came to be the case. It
was the first trip I have ever made to El Paso, and I enjoyed it very
much.

The trip also met several of my expectations regarding the pend-
ing workload Congress largely created by enacting the new duty to
assist legislation. The subcommittee learned a good deal from the
VA, the labor union, and the GAO witnesses regarding very ear-
nest concerns which the veterans testifying also brought to our
attention.

For example, timeliness is part of quality, in my opinion. I
strongly support the Secretary’s leadership in setting performance
goals. Setting goals without a deadline, in my opinion, isn’t a goal,
it’s just a wish.

In this regard, the GAO witness, Ms. Bascetta, testified that—
and I quote—‘‘I think the compelling concerns about timeliness are
valid and important, and cannot be overlooked, and that holding
people accountable for processing these claims much faster are very
important.’’

Further, Ms. Bascetta testified—and I quote—‘‘I am not con-
vinced that the VBA is continuing to place a high priority of pro-
duction and timeliness over quality.’’

Mr. Epley, on behalf of the VA, testified that—and I quote
again—‘‘We are increasing the number of people dedicated to qual-
ity insurance, we are increasing our case sampling on the quality
assurance processing around the country, and refining our meth-
odology to clearly delineate benefits entitlement errors.’’

With respect to the Secretary asking rating specialists to adju-
dicate 3.6 claims per day, we learned from Ms. Cook testifying for
the labor union that—and I quote—‘‘3.6 is only for rating special-
ists who have more than 2 years of experience.’’ The 3.6 claims per
day does not apply to rating specialists in training status. The
Under Secretary has given regional offices the authority to set
their own productivity standards for such employees.

Further, let me offer a brief comment with respect to the per-
formance standards for claims processing, in general, at regional
offices. Mr. Walcoff, of the VA, testified that—and I quote again—
‘‘Twenty-three stations,’’ meaning regional offices, ‘‘had absolutely
no floors for the rating specialists,’’ which I am told means mini-
mum performance standards. ‘‘The Secretary felt that was unac-
ceptable, and I happen to agree.’’
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Further, the subcommittee heard a complaint from one of the
witnesses about rating specialists being asked to work overtime
with overtime pay. The VA witness testified that regional offices do
not ask employees to work overtime on consecutive weeks, and that
sometimes it’s only once a month so as to keep employees fresh.
Temporary overtime is not new to reduce pending workloads. In
1994, Secretary Brown prudently used $16 million in overtime for
this purpose.

Lastly, Admiral Cooper, you may know that I was a practicing
dentist. With respect to the VA claims workload, my personal opin-
ion is that the Congress often addresses the symptoms of the issue,
rather than the root cause of the problem, so to speak.

I refer to the root cause, though I suspect our veterans at times
feel like it is a root canal, which is always a pleasant procedure.
That’s a joke.

I asked Ms. Bascetta of the GAO for her insight regarding root
causes. I asked whether the GAO’s most recent report on the Sec-
retary’s initiative to reduce the claims backlog addressed the oper-
ational aspect of the VA’s benefit system or congressional policies
that drive the system. Ms. Bascetta testified that it was the former.

Noted Ms. Bascetta, and I quote, ‘‘Because of the way the system
is designed,’’ meaning by Congress, ‘‘there are going to be some in-
herent limitations on how quickly claims can be processed, particu-
larly with the potential for increases in receipts, meaning addi-
tional claims.’’

The 1956 Omar Bradley Commission, and more recently, the
GAO, the VA Inspector General, the Claims Adjudication Commis-
sion, the National Academy of Public Administration, and the bi-
partisan Transition Commission, all recommended Congress exam-
ine the system it has put VA in charge of, and I think we need to
do that, as I said in my opening statement.

Lastly, let me ask you a question. There has been express con-
cern that the administration is placing quantity over quality. Is
that your opinion?

Mr. COOPER. No, sir.
Mr. SIMPSON. Do you think that we are still maintaining the

quality that we expect from the VA, and that our veterans expect?
Mr. COOPER. I would say to you that we are watching quality

very carefully. I have not seen records of quality being measured
until about 4 years ago, and I think Mr. Thompson set up quite a
good system of how to measure quality.

The quality indicators that I have seen in the last month have
indicated that every year we have improved. This year we saw, as
I mentioned earlier, a degradation in the quality, primarily because
of actions taken due to duty to assist, and we immediately took ac-
tion to bring that to everybody’s attention. We had the stations do
re-training and tell us when they had it completed. And having
done that, quality is slowly coming up.

And so I would say to you we certainly do not intend to place
quantity over quality. Quality is a part of the rating factors for di-
rectors. We are watching it very carefully, and although none of us
can control exactly what will happen, I can guarantee you that we
are as focused on quality as we are on production.
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Mr. SIMPSON. I appreciate that. And as I mentioned in my open-
ing statement, we will have written questions—we will keep the
record open, and we will have written questions that we would like
you to answer.

Ms. Brown?
Ms. BROWN. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. First of all, I would like

to submit a letter to the Secretary from Congressman Evans per-
taining to the remand, and I think this letter was sent May 24,
pertaining to almost 14,000 remands.

Mr. SIMPSON. Without objection, it will be in the record.
(The provided material follows:)

U.S. HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES,
COMMITTEE ON VETERANS’ AFFAIRS,

May 24, 2002
Hon. ANTHONY J. PRINCIPI,
Secretary, Department of Veterans Affairs,
Washington, DC

DEAR MR. SECRETARY: Thank you for providing me the information I requested
concerning the 13,805 claims for benefits which had been remanded by the Board
of Veterans’ Appeals (BVA) prior to October 1, 2000, and were still pending a deci-
sion as of February 27, 2002. As you know, Public Law 103–446 requires that re-
manded claims be given expedited consideration. Based on the information you’ve
provided, I am forced to conclude the Department is willfully ignoring the law re-
quiring expedited treatment for remanded claims or is incapable of complying with
the law. Neither explanation is satisfactory.

I know that I need not remind you Mr. Secretary that your Department is not
dealing with claims, but with veterans. Our Nation’s veterans who have filed claims
for benefits resulting from service-connected disabilities deserve better. All 13,805
claims remanded prior to October 1, 2000, have been in remand status for at least
17 months. One remand is dated November 3, 1993, fast approaching nine years
ago. As of February 27, 2002, more than 1,500 remands had been pending for more
than four years. Mr. Secretary, the failure of the Department to provide expedited
treatment for remanded claims is not acceptable to our veterans, the Congress, or
to you, I’m certain.

I recognize and appreciate your desire and efforts to improve the timeliness of
original claims adjudication. Nonetheless, administrative efforts to obtain productiv-
ity on original claims must not be accomplished by ignoring VA’s obligation to com-
ply with the expedited consideration for remanded claims mandated by law. Mr.
Secretary, as you know, many veterans are critical about the lack of timeliness in
claims adjudication by the Department. While some of these veterans have had an
original claim pending for several months, undoubtedly many more are veterans
whose claims have been pending in the system for year after year. The length of
time these 13,805 remanded claims have been in pending status is unacceptable.

As our government remembers its fallen heroes this Memorial Day, we must not
only tell our Nation’s veterans that we honor their service and sacrifice, we must
show them that we do so by our deeds. In that light, I am asking you to provide
me with information regarding VA’s monitoring of ‘‘expedited’’ consideration. Specifi-
cally, I request that you provide me the following information:

1. all, currently in effect, timetables which have been established for monitor-
ing compliance with the expedited consideration mandate;

2. all manual instructions, directives or other guidance which have been pro-
vided to the regional offices regarding the requirement for providing expe-
dited consideration;

3. information concerning the person or persons responsible at each regional
office for assuring compliance with the expedited consideration require-
ment;

4. any special procedures instituted to implement the legal requirement; and,
5. information concerning the methods used by the Veterans Benefits Admin-

istration to assure compliance with the expedited consideration require-
ment and the effectiveness of such methods.

I am concerned that as a result of their efforts to meet production quotas for new
claims, regional offices may be ignoring their responsibility to provide expedited con-
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sideration of these pending remanded claims. Veterans should not be asked to wait
years for compliance with remands from the U.S. Court of Appeals for Veterans
Claims or for expedited treatment of remands from the Board of Veterans’ Appeals.

I would appreciate you providing me a response to this letter no later than June
20, 2002. If you have any questions about this request, please contact Mary Ellen
McCarthy, Democratic Staff Director, Subcommittee on Benefits at 202–225–9756.

Sincerely,
LANE EVANS,

Ranking Democratic Member

(Subsequently the Department of Veterans Affairs provided the
following response letter:)

DEPARTMENT OF VETERANS AFFAIRS
THE SECRETARY OF VETERANS AFFAIRS,

Washington, DC, June 26, 2002
Hon. LANE EVANS,
Ranking Democratic Member, Committee on Veterans’ Affairs,
House of Representatives, Washington, DC.

DEAR CONGRESSMAN EVANS: I am writing in response to your letter expressing
concern about the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) handling of appeals re-
manded by the Board of Veterans’ Appeals (BVA). Appeals are a component of VA’s
core responsibility, and I share your concern over this issue. The enclosed fact sheet
responds directly to your request for information and provides detailed information
about VA’s efforts to comply with the provisions of Public Law 103–446, which man-
dates the expeditious handling of remands.

In recent months, VA has successfully reduced the number of pending appeals re-
manded by BVA. From February 27, 2002, to June 18, 2002, the number of pending
appeals that had been remanded by BVA prior to October 1, 2000, dropped from
13,805 to 10,997, a decrease of 20 percent. I recognize that it is official for VA to
reduce the number of remanded appeals. Additional directives were recently issued
to regional offices to support this effort. Additionally, initiatives recommended by
the Claims Processing Task Force are being implemented that will further improve
our efforts.

The Department is committed to addressing the claims backlog. I look forward to
working with you to provide the best service possible to veterans and their
dependents.

Sincerely yours,
ANTHONY J. PRINCIPI

Enclosures.
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Ms. BROWN. Thank you. I have——
Mr. COOPER. Excuse me, I believe we have that letter for answer,

and I think the answer is due 20 June. Is that not correct?
Ms. BROWN. I’m sorry, you——
Mr. COOPER. I say we have that letter, and I believe the answer

is due back to you on 20 June.
Ms. BROWN. Yes. We want to put the letter in the record, and

we also would like to put the response in the record.
Mr. COOPER. Yes, ma’am. We are working on that now.
(See p. 13.)
Ms. BROWN. Thank you. I have—the American Legion did a re-

port, and would you pass copies—there is one particular area that
I am concerned with. Would you pass this to them, and would you
please give the chairman one?

As they pass this out, let me just give you a little brief history
of who I am. I am Corrine Brown, from Florida. I have been on this
committee for 10 years. You know, Florida has one of the oldest
and largest veterans populations.

Mr. COOPER. Yes, ma’am.
Ms. BROWN. And of course, it makes up the bulk of my workload,

coming from the central Florida area, Jacksonville, Orlando, where
we have military bases, and we have a lot of retirees. But I know
that this is not just a Florida issue, this is a problem all over the
country.

If you would look at the—do you have the sheet that I passed
out?

Mr. COOPER. Yes, I do. Yes, ma’am.
Ms. BROWN. It starts with that third paragraph. Would you look

at that third paragraph? Did you give that to everyone over there?
Because I want a response to this. Mr. Chairman, you have it?

I am very concerned about the visit that the American Legion
made to the St. Pete office, and their findings. And I can tell you—
and working with the veterans in Florida—one of the major re-
sponses that we get was that it was a fire, and they lost their
paperwork.

That is unacceptable, particularly in cases that the fire took
place after that event. Quantity in processing is one thing. The
delay is another. But to get a negative response when you are enti-
tled to a positive one.

As we all grapple with September 11, and we are asking our
young men to go out and defend this country like we have done
over a long period of time, one of the things that is most important
is when they need us, that we are there. And it cannot be just a
talk. And it has to be the walk. And the Congress has a respon-
sibility, and of course the veterans feel that this administration
will do more. I want to see the proof is in the pudding.

So, would you explain this to me, and maybe some response to
this, Mr. Cooper and anyone else?

Mr. COOPER. I certainly agree that what is said here is very bad,
and I certainly can’t respond, not having seen it before, so I would
like to take that for the record.

The types of thing that you describe here are not good, I agree
100 percent. I do feel very strongly, however, that in order to do
the jobs properly we do have to have required quotas for people to
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work. However, the one part of accountability that is very impor-
tant is the accountability of the regional office director. Therefore,
I obviously will have to find out what happened, and I will get back
to you.

I was not aware of this. No one has been kind enough to let me
see this before, so I would be more than happy to take that for the
record.

Ms. BROWN. So you have not received a copy of this?
Mr. COOPER. I am not aware of a copy. I certainly have not seen

this.
Ms. BROWN. Mr. Chairman, I guess there is a vote. And I am not

yielding back my time, but I will go to your report, and ask some
questions from your report.

Mr. SIMPSON. We have 15 minutes.
Ms. BROWN. Okay. GAO recently reported that some of the vet-

eran service organizations testified today indicated that some offi-
cers have resorted to cherry-picking easy cases in order to meet
quotas, leaving more time-consuming cases aside.

Have you identified any regional office where this is occurring?
How are you monitoring the regional office to assure the difficult
claims are not being neglected?

Mr. COOPER. Yes, look at the numbers, we look at the quality,
and we are having survey teams go out and look at the offices.

I have heard that statement, that there is occasionally cherry-
picking—and have talked to regional directors to tell them that
that is not something that we condone. However, I have not been
made aware of specific cases of it. We are watching the numbers
very carefully, we are looking to see that they are doing all of the
claims, not just what would appear to be the easier ones.

Obviously, I can’t sit here and tell you that that’s happening ev-
erywhere. We are trying to have the oversight necessary to pre-
clude that type of thing happening. In the long run, I think we will
be successful. Right now, my guess is probably that is happening
at a few places. But I am not aware of specific cases, and if I were,
I would have taken action.

Ms. BROWN. Mm-hmm. I thought in your testimony—and maybe
you can correct me—you indicated that you are processing the
claims, but in certain instances you take certain claims to someone
else to process, I guess maybe the more difficult one. Can you ex-
plain that process?

Mr. COOPER. No, I would say to you not the more difficult ones.
But you are correct, we have taken claims from specific offices who
are slow, have had poor productivity and poor quality, and we have
sent them to offices that have been extremely successful.

A classic example is sending claims to Salt Lake City, which has
a superb record in the way they process records. The important
thing is to try to get the claims done as fast as we can.

Our time element has been very poor, and it has been very poor
for several years. We are trying to overcome that. We are trying
to expedite the claims so at least the individual veteran gets serv-
ice as fast as we can.

Ms. BROWN. I guess I yield back my time at this——
Mr. COOPER. Let me just mention, if any of the service organiza-

tions have facts on some of these things, or can point me in the
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right direction—I think I have talked to most of them at one time
or another—I would be more than happy to receive whatever re-
ports they have.

Ms. BROWN. Okay. So you are not getting the reports?
Mr. COOPER. I have not seen anything that would indicate that.

I have heard, occasionally, rumors, and have made phone calls to
make sure that people understand how we feel about it. But I have
not received anything concrete, anything very specific upon which
to take action.

Ms. BROWN. My understanding, there is a long period of time be-
tween when the filing of an appeal and the claim being forwarded
to the Board, especially in certain regional offices. Can you——

Mr. COOPER. You are absolutely correct. And those times have
been terrible. And we admit that. The fact is, we have worked very
closely with the Board, and have had supreme cooperation in trying
go through the various steps necessary so that we can get the ap-
peals to the Board.

But we are going to have the burden of long processing times for
a while, until we finally solve this problem. We are trying to solve
it across the board. We can’t concentrate on a single facet, we have
to do it across the board, and we are trying to do it in about as
even-handed a way as I can determine.

Ms. BROWN. But I guess I am a little confused. When the board
processes it and sends it back to you, why does it take so long? I
mean, 14,000?

Mr. COOPER. And the answer is——
Ms. BROWN. And some of it is over a 5-year period.
Mr. COOPER. You are absolutely correct, and that is exactly what

my Task Force found. And that is the reason we are trying to do
the things that we are, such as working very carefully with the
Board. One of the things we said in the Task Force was instead of
remanding appeals for additional development, that we set up a
special group to work with the Board to obtain the various pieces
of information necessary to make the decision.

We feel just the time going back and forth is long. Once it gets
back there, we feel that they were concentrating so on doing
claims, they just put it in the line. That’s wrong.

Ms. BROWN. That’s correct. And just reading the information,
they don’t get credit for that. So maybe you do need a separate sys-
tem to deal with it. Do you need any assistance from us, or those
in your purview to address it?

Mr. COOPER. I think right now I would not want any assistance.
We are attacking this problem. And you are right, there is a prob-
lem with how we evaluate for end product credit. We are looking
at that.

But as I mentioned before, there are many, many numbers
involved, and you have to be very careful when you implement a
new scoring, because it will have impacts that you really didn’t
anticipate.

We are aware of the problem. And I guarantee you that the re-
mand and appeal problem is a very real one, and we pointed it out
very carefully in our report. That is what we are trying to attack.

Ms. BROWN. All right, Mr. Chairman. I yield back my time.
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[The prepared statement of Hon. Corrine Brown appears on p.
61.]

Mr. SIMPSON. Thank you, Ms. Brown. I appreciate your com-
ments here today.

As I said, we will have some written questions for you that we
would appreciate your answers to. I believe in your opening state-
ment you said that you had been on the job now 67 days. And look-
ing at your background, I expected you to have all of this solved
in 67 days, this 50 years of problems that have built up. But I
know that you are working on it, and I do appreciate your testi-
mony, and I appreciate all that you are doing.

Mr. COOPER. Thank you.
Mr. SIMPSON. I can tell by your comments that all of you must

have had a root canal that you didn’t think was very funny.
(Laughter.)

Mr. SIMPSON. I appreciate it, thank you.
Mr. COOPER. Thank you, Mr. Chairman.
Mr. SIMPSON. The next panel that we will call, as soon as this

vote is over, will be Mr. George Hunt, Mr. Michael Murphy, Mr.
Ronald Melendez, and Mr. Raymond Boland.

So, if you will get ready, we will be back as soon as the floor lets
us come back. In about 10 minutes, thank you.

[Recess.]
Mr. SIMPSON. We will call this hearing back to order for the third

time, and we apologize for the interruptions caused by the floor,
but sometimes that happens. Unfortunately, they send us here to
vote, also, and constituents kind of want you to do that type of
thing, too.

Today, on our second panel, we have Mr. George Hunt, president
of the National Association of County Veterans Service Officers, ac-
companied by Mr. Michael Murphy, the First Vice President of the
National Association of County Veterans Service Officers, Mr. Ron-
ald Melendez, the Treasurer and Chief Financial Officer of the Na-
tional Association of County Veterans Service Officers, and Mr.
Raymond Boland, President of the National Association of State Di-
rectors of Veterans Affairs. Gentlemen.

STATEMENTS OF GEORGE HUNT, PRESIDENT, NATIONAL AS-
SOCIATION OF COUNTY VETERANS SERVICE OFFICERS; AC-
COMPANIED BY MICHAEL MURPHY, FIRST VICE PRESIDENT,
NATIONAL ASSOCIATION OF COUNTY VETERANS SERVICE
OFFICERS; RONALD MELENDEZ, TREASURER/CHIEF FINAN-
CIAL OFFICER, NATIONAL ASSOCIATION OF COUNTY VETER-
ANS SERVICE OFFICERS; AND RAYMOND G. BOLAND, PRESI-
DENT, NATIONAL ASSOCIATION OF STATE DIRECTORS OF
VETERANS AFFAIRS

STATEMENT OF GEORGE HUNT

Mr. HUNT. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. And I would like to say
good morning to you, members of the committee. It is truly my
honor to be here before your committee today.

As president of the National Association of County Veterans
Service Officers, I am here today to comment on the October 2001
special task force report on VA claims processing, the VA backlog
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of pending claims, and recommendations for the creation of a new
federal, state, and local government partnership.

Veterans are dying before they have the opportunity to receive
benefits they earned through service and sacrifice. Sadly, they are
dying while waiting. I hold in my hand the names of four veterans
from the State of New Jersey that died while waiting for their
claims to be processed.

Dying while waiting is not acceptable for any veteran. Dying
while waiting is a travesty that must be reconciled. And dying
while waiting is a sad epitaph for a veteran to have on his head-
stone. Our Nation’s veterans are dying at the rate of 1,000 a day,
while the backlog is over 500,000 claims.

As you know, the veteran’s claim for benefit dies when the vet-
eran dies.

Together, we must develop a mechanism for solution so that no
more veterans die while waiting.

The National Association of County Veterans Service Officers is
an organization made up of local government employees, local gov-
ernment employees that believe we can help the Department of
Veterans Affairs reduce the backlog, and better serve our veterans.
We work for the local government, and are tasked with assisting
veterans in developing and processing their claims.

Since 1945, county veterans service offices have existed to serve
veterans, and to partner with the national service organizations
and the Department of Veterans Affairs to serve veterans. Our
members of County Veterans Services Officers are present in 37 of
our 50 States, and located in approximately 700 local communities.

This readily available workforce represents approximately 2,400
full-time employees that are available to partner with the Depart-
ment of Veterans Affairs to speed the process of claims develop-
ment.

The National Association of County Veterans Service Officers has
been in existence since 1990, primarily as a vehicle to provide con-
tinuing education and accreditation training in Department of Vet-
erans Affairs procedures and regulations governing veterans
benefits.

Members of the National Association of County Veterans Service
Officers stand ready to partner with the Department of Veterans
Affairs in order to eliminate the backlog of claims that are hurting
our veterans.

First, we propose partnering to significantly reduce the current
backlog of veterans’ claims. We suggest that the Department of
Veterans Affairs segregate backlogged claims that require develop-
ment and refer them to the nearest county office for further
development.

The claims should be accompanied with a list identifying the in-
formation that is lacking, and what is needed to make the claim
ready to rate. We suggest a check-off list and a color coding by the
type of claim for ease in identification when referred back to the
VA for decision and rating.

When the county veterans service officer receives a referred
claim, they will make a personal contact with the veteran or de-
pendents, explain the situation, and develop the claim. Once the
claim has been fully developed, the claims would be submitted to
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the Department of Veterans Affairs with the check-off list com-
pleted, indicating the claim is ready to rate. This will dramatically
increase the speed at which a claim could be developed and re-
turned to VA for rating and decision.

Second, we propose a partnership in a new way that claims are
developed. As local advocates, county veterans service officers are
required to protect the rights and the benefits of veterans, depend-
ents, and survivors. The VA policies and procedures were changed
to allow the county veterans service officer, a branch of local gov-
ernment, the authority to date-stamp, thereby protecting the veter-
an’s right to benefits, and then fully develop the claim.

A duplication of effort would disappear. This change will dra-
matically streamline the claims process, and allow the veteran, de-
pendent, or survivor’s claim to be decided in a more efficient man-
ner, and ultimately, reduce the backlog.

Third, we propose a partnership that allows access to veterans
information contained in the benefits delivery network system.
This would allow county veterans service officers to gain online ac-
cess to clients’ information contained in the VA database and use
this information in developing claims to assist in backlog reduction.

With 2,400 potential full-time employees located throughout this
country ready, willing, and able to assist the Department of Veter-
ans Affairs, I believe that the National Association of County Vet-
erans Service Officers stands the best real chance for the Depart-
ment of Veterans Affairs to substantially reduce the backlog with-
out committing to a lengthy process of hiring and training new
employees.

No solution to the backlog of the Department of Veterans Affairs
is without cost. The use of existing highly-trained government em-
ployees greatly reduces the cost of the Department of Veterans Af-
fairs. The National Association of County Veterans Service Officers
suggests a 3-year pilot program, and local government funding for
the counties to augment, but not supplant their existing budget.

We are grateful for the opportunity to appear here today before
your subcommittee, and we believe that our proposal would develop
an unprecedented partnership between the county and Federal
Government that could lead to other information sharing and bet-
ter service to veterans, dependents, or survivors.

If we work together, I believe that veterans and their dependents
will not be left dying while waiting. Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

[The prepared statement of Mr. Hunt appears on p. 81.]
Mr. SIMPSON. Thank you, Mr. Murphy.
I understand, Mr. Boland, you are going to testify also. Is that

correct?
Mr. BOLAND. Yes, sir.
Mr. SIMPSON. Go ahead.

STATEMENT OF RAYMOND G. BOLAND

Mr. BOLAND. Mr. Chairman, I am joined today by two of my col-
leagues that I would like to take a moment to introduce. To my left
is Mr. John King, the state veterans director for the State of Wash-
ington. And next to him, George Basher, the state veterans director
for the State of New York. I am the State Secretary of Veterans’
Affairs in Wisconsin.



39

We appreciate this opportunity to present the voice of state gov-
ernment in this whole question of claims processing, and we would
like to point out that we do represent the voice of state govern-
ment, which is the only full service partner the VA has in serving
the Nation’s veterans.

As you know, we deal with the whole range of issues that the VA
deals with. We help provide veterans nursing homes, cemeteries,
education benefits, employment and training assistance, and a
range of other benefits, and we also share the cost of all of these
things, as does county government with their service officers.

Last year, Chairman Smith asked us if we could come up with
a ballpark number of what kinds of outlays are being made by
State and county government. We did a survey across the Nation
that totaled up to about $3.2 billion per year that is being spent
by State and local government in direct services to veterans.

We have focused our attention in the last couple of years, really,
more on the question of the partnership issue, and the networks of
partners that exist outside the VA system. So we have comments
about the current status of claims processing in our written testi-
mony. I would prefer to use my time to highlight this partnership
issue and our views on it.

We believe strongly that—and this is consistent with what Mr.
Hunt just said—that there is major impact on this whole picture,
completely outside the purview of the VA. And we think that
more—it’s time to place more attention on what is happening out-
side the VA while we attend to the very important question of
claims processing.

We have met with Secretary Principi and his staff, Admiral Coo-
per, and others. We have begun a dialogue with the county organi-
zation, we’re meeting with the national service organizations. We
are trying to take the lead to get a full collaboration of these net-
works of players to look at this together.

The facts we’re looking at suggest that in some places of the
country, these partnership networks are working quite well. In
some places in the country, they are not working very well at all.
There is a large lack of standardization that exists. There is major
differences in infrastructure from State to State and from county
to county. And we believe that those differences need to be
addressed.

I agree with everything Mr. Hunt said. My current tally of States
with CVSOs is 27, not 37, which—I wish we had CVSOs in every
State, but unfortunately, there is a significant number of States
that do not have county service officers, and have completely dif-
ferent structures.

I included a chart in our testimony that shows a State-by-State
portrayal of how many veterans and what percentage of veterans
have service-connected disability ratings now. When you look at
that chart, you see why differences—and while there are some im-
portant demographic differences and economic differences, we think
there is also some major differences that are simply a result of
where the veteran lives, and what kind of service officers are avail-
able to him.

And sir, I would cite the State of Idaho as a case in point, where
for a comparatively small veterans population, there is a rather ro-
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bust network of service officers above county service organizations
and States. So you have a very favorable service delivery arrange-
ment, and the outcomes are above the national average. If you look
at other States and you look at those numbers, you see the
opposite.

So, we think that what really needs to be done is to join together
in a fully collaborative effort, and focus on our best understanding
of what works. And what seems to work is, first of all, minimum
numbers or ratios of qualified service officers to veterans popu-
lation; a vigorous outreach among their capabilities; and then high
quality, through training and accrediting, and accountability.
Standards differ considerably; we think we need a more uniform
set of standards.

So, specifically, we think the following steps need to be taken.
First of all, we think that all of us in this network collaboration
need to work together to develop a model for what kind of service
officer team is needed to assist veterans, and then properly train
that team to reach the levels of performance that we need.

Secondly, we think, in coordination with VBA, that we need a
pilot project to measure the effectiveness of the model we would
propose. This would require a significant amount of partnership
from the VA in granting us access to information and records and
other things that are needed as part of this process.

And then, in conjunction with the VA, we should determine the
resources necessary to implement a standardized national VA/VSO
partnership claims system. The implementation of this plan would
require a management system that is able to adapt to the dif-
ferences across the Nation that must be kept in account as we do
this.

It has to remain flexible, so that we can tailor the network struc-
ture in each area, according to the local circumstances. We need
common standards, but we need to be able to mix the players in
the structure, depending upon what local capabilities are. And
again, the best example of that is just over half the States have
CVSOs; we have to look to other players in other States.

And we think that the VA can look to its state government part-
ner to coordinate this effort and this network structure in each
State, and also to address the question of accountability for per-
formance. This role would be very similar to the role we have with
other partnership programs, where we have to meet standards and
accountability with the VA now.

In closing, we are ready to move forward with state government,
in partnership with the other players as part of the solution to the
veterans claims processing problem.

[The prepared statement of Mr. Boland appears on p. 88.]
Mr. SIMPSON. Thank you for your testimony. Is it just Mr. Hunt

and Mr. Boland who are going to be testifying?
Let me say I agree with you, Mr. Hunt, that reducing the backlog

by having veterans die is unacceptable, and I think that’s unaccept-
able both to the Secretary and to Mr. Cooper, and we’re going to
do everything we can to make sure that isn’t the perception.

Mr. HUNT. I did not mean to imply that they——
Mr. SIMPSON. And I know you didn’t imply that. But the fact that

it happens is a travesty, and something that must be corrected.
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This committee is going to work very hard on it, along with the
Department, and all those interested parties and stakeholders, to
make sure that we address this backlog, and the veterans get those
claims adjudicated in a rapid and appropriate manner, and that
they get what is due them. That’s the least we can do for the serv-
ice they have given this country, and the promises that we have
made to them.

I gather from your testimony, Mr. Boland, that one of the things
that you would like to see is increased information sharing between
the various organizations that work with veterans. You know, this
kind of reminds me of what we learned after 9/11, between all the
different intelligence agencies—that there is a lot of intelligence
out there, but there wasn’t a lot of sharing going on of that infor-
mation. Do you feel that that’s kind of what is going on with the
VA? That we need a better information sharing system?

Mr. BOLAND. Absolutely. And there is information access issues
related to this that affect the ability of the non-VA players to do
their part.

Mr. SIMPSON. I appreciate that. $3.2 billion spent by the States
in helping the veterans with their claims and so forth, is a very
great deal of money that we probably don’t account for when we
talk about how much we’re spending trying to reduce that, and I
appreciate what the States are doing.

And I will tell you that I will, as chairman of this subcommittee,
and I am sure that the other members—the ranking member and
the members of the full committee—will probably share in this, be
writing to the other 23 States and territories of the need to create
county veterans’ service organizations within those States, because
I think they could be helpful also, if there are things that we need
to do to help that happen, and those States were certainly more
than willing to use whatever powers we might have to be able to
address that.

But I appreciate your testimony. Yes, Mr. Boland?
Mr. BOLAND. One final comment, sir. We have to be careful when

we look at these models to understand the relationship between
service officers and population.

For example, we have looked at this at county level in every
State in the country. The general trend is the smaller the county,
the better the process, and the more access to help that the veteran
has.

When you get into counties that have large urban areas—Chi-
cago being the lowest in the Nation—you have very few numbers
of service officers available to large populations. And so just, you
know, a county model, per se, is not the entire answer.

Mr. SIMPSON. Yes.
Mr. BOLAND. It’s a matter of the size of the county. And the

added difficulty is that large numbers of minority veterans residing
in large metropolitan areas, where we have the least amount of
customer service available, are the most underserved by system, in
total.

And so, some of the—many of the people who need this help the
very most do not have access to the service and assistance they
need to get it.
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Mr. SIMPSON. Well, I appreciate your insight into this. It is cer-
tainly testimony that we will take into consideration as we are
working on this, and I am—as I have talked with Admiral Cooper
and Secretary Principi, I know that they are most interested in
using every resource available to try to address this, and I believe
you will have a good relationship with the administration in trying
to address this problem.

So, I appreciate all that you do, and thank you for being here to
testify. Ms. Brown?

Ms. BROWN. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. Let me just say that in
veterans’ meetings, coming from Florida, it’s a lot of discussion that
we are slow because we want many of them to pass on, and we
don’t have to pay for those services. And this is something that we
have got to make sure that they understand that we are working
together, and we are not going to let this happen.

My question, could you provide me with—the committee—with a
list of States which you have identified that have the county veter-
ans service officers? Now, in Florida, I don’t think we have this,
but there are——

Mr. HUNT. You do.
Ms. BROWN. We do? But——
Mr. HUNT. Yes, ma’am, you do.
Mr. BOLAND. Sixty-seven, by my count, county service officers in

Florida.
Ms. BROWN. Okay. But who pays for this? The state?
Mr. BOLAND. Counties, typically.
Mr. HUNT. Counties.
Ms. BROWN. Oh, and they work for——
Mr. BOLAND. They are mostly county employees paid for by the

county. In many cases, state government subsidizes the counties
with grants. We do that in Wisconsin, for example.

Ms. BROWN. I guess the reason why I’m confused is because in
my area, we are not a county, we are a city that is the city in the
county, which is kind of confusing.

But you are saying when you have these organizations, they
process the claims for the veterans?

Mr. BOLAND. I think we are talking more about the process of
the development of the claim, and the application before it ever
gets to the regional office.

You see, a big part of the workload problem at the regional office
is actually starting before it gets there if the right things don’t hap-
pen in developing the claim. I know Mr. Hunt can comment on——

Mr. HUNT. May I address that? Every day I sit across the desk
from veterans. They come to me with their problems, but also with
claims requests, whether it’s a reopen or a new claim. And they say
to me—and they expect me to answer them, what they need to
fully develop this claim.

And my job is to assist them in filling out the paperwork, and
fully developing that claim. If we need doctor’s statements, if we
need to hear—if we need a discharge, a DD214, it’s my job to go
get those things for them.

The one thing that I do not do is go get VA medical records, or
the national personnel record center records, because the VA has
a mechanism for doing that much quicker than I can do it.
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But to the average veteran in my small North Carolina county—
I work in a two-person office—I am the VA. They look at me not
as a county—I am paid by my county, but they look upon me as
the VA. And so I say to my regional officer director, ‘‘You need to
work with me, because I can make you look good. But if you don’t
work with me, then we are both going to look bad.’’

And so I hope that explains how we work.
Ms. BROWN. It does, but I am not sure that it works just this

way in the larger urban cities, as you were saying, because I am
almost certain that my county person that works for the city in—
and in some of the other areas—don’t actually assist the veterans
in getting their paperwork.

I think it happens with the various organizations—you want to
respond to that?

Mr. BOLAND. I would like to comment on that, because it’s a very
important point. The veterans’ service organizations contribute a
very large part of this assistance, as well. But I should point out
there are not nearly enough of them, as there are not nearly
enough of our county reps and others.

Furthermore, both the service organizations and state govern-
ment are in severe budget crunches now. So, the service organiza-
tions are actually in the position in many States of having to re-
duce the number of service officers they have, because of their
budgets.

So we’re at a point where, you know, the spotlight has come on
to this issue and all of this workload, but we don’t have enough in-
frastructure to do it right in the front-end, as George is talking
about, to help reduce this problem at the regional office. We would
like to see the regional offices concentrating just on rating the
claims, instead of having to back and develop the claim because the
package is incomplete when it gets there.

Mr. HUNT. If you don’t mind, Mr. Ron Melendez is from Orange
County, California. That has a very large veterans population. And
he might address the idea of how he services the veterans in his
area—over 200,000, I believe.

Ms. BROWN. Yes, sir?
Mr. MELENDEZ. Well, not to prolong the testimony, but the proc-

ess is primarily the same. In Orange County, I do have a fairly
large staff, I have about 18 employees, sports staff and claims rep-
resentatives, and we have a veterans population of just over
200,000, which is about the same population or greater than about
16 or 17 States, just in our county. And the same thing would be
in Florida.

If you are not familiar with the County Veterans Service Officers
program in Florida, it would probably be in our best interest to
make sure that the county veterans service officer that handles
your area contacts you to give you a detailed analysis of how that
program works in your district, or the county veterans service offi-
cers, if there is more than one.

Ms. BROWN. Thank you.
Mr. SIMPSON. Well, again, thank you for your testimony. I do ap-

preciate all that you do, and I know that, as I said earlier, the ad-
ministration really is trying to work to solve this problem, and they
are willing to work with anybody that is willing to work with them
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to solve it, as evidenced by the fact that we still have Admiral Coo-
per here, and Mr. Clark, from the Board of Veterans’ Appeals here,
listening to your testimony. This indicates to me that they are in-
terested in what you have to say.

You don’t often find that. Usually when someone—over my past
experience, over the last 4 years here—when someone testifies from
the administration, they usually leave when they are done testify-
ing, so I appreciate your staying and listening to these individuals,
and we appreciate all you do. Thank you.

We have with us on the third panel, Mr. Carl Blake, who is the
Associate Legislative Director of the Paralyzed Veterans of Amer-
ica; Mr. John McNeill, Deputy Director of the National Veterans
Service, Veterans of Foreign Wars of the United States; Mr. Brian
E. Lawrence, Associate National Legislative Director of the Dis-
abled American Veterans; and Mr. James Fischl, Director of the
National Veterans’ Affairs and Rehabilitation Commission of the
American Legion. Mr. Blake.

STATEMENTS OF CARL BLAKE, ASSOCIATE LEGISLATIVE DI-
RECTOR, PARALYZED VETERANS OF AMERICA; BRIAN E.
LAWRENCE, ASSOCIATE NATIONAL LEGISLATIVE DIRECTOR,
DISABLED AMERICAN VETERANS; JAMES R. FISCHL, DIREC-
TOR, NATIONAL VETERANS’ AFFAIRS AND REHABILITATION
COMMISSION, THE AMERICAN LEGION; AND JOHN McNEILL,
DEPUTY DIRECTOR, NATIONAL VETERANS SERVICE, VETER-
ANS OF FOREIGN WARS OF THE UNITED STATES

STATEMENT OF CARL BLAKE

Mr. BLAKE. Before I present my testimony today, Mr. Chairman,
I would like to take this chance to welcome Mr. Bo Rolands, who
is seated in the audience. He is a PVA national field director who
has traveled here from San Diego to see what we are doing here.
He is one of our front-line managers in the claims development
process.

Chairman Simpson, Ms. Brown, members of the subcommittee,
PVA would like to thank you for the opportunity to testify today
concerning the claims processing by the Department of Veterans
Affairs.

PVA would like to applaud the efforts of the under secretary of
benefits, Admiral Cooper, and his task force, in developing solu-
tions to the claims processing backlog. The Cooper report high-
lights many of the recurring and systematic problems faced by the
VA, problems that we have been highlighting for years.

PVA has always maintained that a benefit delayed is a benefit
denied. We have been frustrated by the lack of concrete steps taken
and real results realized. We have pointed out, as the Cooper re-
port stated, the apparent lack of uniformity in interpreting direc-
tives, compliance, and ultimate accountability at the vast majority
of regional offices.

And like the Cooper report, we have expressed amazement over
the apparently inflexibility of VBA to quickly and thoroughly ad-
dress and incorporate changes brought about by congressional and
judicial actions.
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These deficiencies raise serious due process concerns. We are
concerned about the brain drain facing the VBA, and the Federal
Government as a whole, and we are pleased that the Cooper report
stressed the importance of training and resource allocation.

We are also pleased that the Cooper report delved into the prob-
lem of remands. We believe that there must be real accountability
and real incentives for timely and accurate actions. We have been
encouraged by Secretary Principi’s desire to solve the claims back-
log problem once and for all, but we fervently hope that rec-
ommendations contained within the Cooper report are aggressively
implemented.

PVA has not exhaustively surveyed our national service officers
out in the field, and therefore is not in the position to substantively
discuss the status of the VA’s implementation of the recommenda-
tions found in the Cooper report. We will leave that for the VA’s
representatives here today.

We have heard anecdotally, from our field offices, that positive
steps are being made. Our NSOs in the Cleveland area have noth-
ing but good things to say about the efficient, effective, and expedi-
tious work that the Tiger team has done in overcoming the claims
backlog there. Other NSOs at the regional office level have touted
the effectiveness of triage to expedite claims that can be quickly
adjudicated.

PVA has long-assisted veterans in submitting claims and fighting
for their rightful benefits. Our veterans benefits department pro-
vides assistance and representation without charge to veterans.
Our field services program oversees an outstanding NSO program.
We maintain 55 national service offices in VA facilities across the
Nation, and we have 72 NSOs who serve in both VA medical cen-
ters and in regional offices.

In addition to assisting veterans through every stage of the VA
claims process up to the Board of Veterans’ Appeals, they addition-
ally play an important role in monitoring the quality of medical
care at their local VA medical facilities. Although PVA is willing
to step forward and do what we can to improve the claims process-
ing program, we would be unable to undertake any substantive
burden-shifting from the VA to VSOs. We do believe that our expe-
rience and our program has much to offer.

Our NSOs participate in a rigorous training program. New serv-
ice officers are designated as NSO candidates, and undergo a 16-
month on-the-job training program. Each candidate is prepared
with an experienced NSO supervisor at a local VA medical center
or regional office.

Throughout the training program, candidates take courses to im-
prove medical knowledge, learn relevant federal regulations and
codes, and learn how to prepare a claim. The candidate must pass
a series of quizzes and exams during the program. In order to be
certified as a PVA NSO II, the candidate must pass a comprehen-
sive final exam.

We believe that our rigorous and standardized training is a vital
component to the success of our NSO program. It is divided among
four primary regions. Our first priority for assignment of NSOs is
VA medical centers that have spinal cord injury centers. Our serv-
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ice officers are then placed in areas with a high population of our
members and other veterans.

It is important to understand that this system is most effective
because it is maintained and supervised at the national level. This
provides for important uniformity and speedy dissemination of vital
information.

PVA has made every effort to place our service officers where
they can most effectively serve our members and all veterans. PVA
supports the idea that there must be a greater partnership between
the VA and the VSOs in the claims processing arena.

We have been actively involved in development of the TRIP pro-
gram. The purpose of this program is to enhance service to claim-
ants by combining resources, and focusing on shared concerns.
Many of our NSOs have been trained and certified in the TRIP pro-
gram, and all of our service officers will soon be expected to be
TRIP-trained and certified.

An important part of the partnership between the VA and VSOs
is access to training and information. VSOs can benefit a great deal
from limited access to the VBA’s Intranet. Access to such programs
as the training and performance support system would allow PVA
and the other VSOs to educate our NSOs to more effectively sup-
port the efforts of VBA.

Access to information would also allow NSOs to be more success-
ful in developing a well-documented and complete claim. The serv-
ice officers could access the compensation and pension records
interchange, they could secure medical records that are a necessary
part of the claim.

PVA believes that the VBA and VSOs need to build a relation-
ship of trust. A fundamental change in the claims process required
the VBA to involve the VSOs and the veteran. If there is not a mu-
tual trust between these three, an effective partnership cannot be
possible. Likewise, the VA service representatives who make rat-
ings decisions and have been in the system a long time, must be
more responsive to the veterans’ needs.

PVA believes that the role that the VSOs play must be specific
to preparing the claim, not the actual decision-making process. The
service officers are not claims adjudicators. PVA is concerned about
service officers becoming de facto gatekeepers. We will advise the
veteran if his or her claim as without merit, and suggest possible
remedies, but we will not fail to submit a claim, or file an appeal.

I would like to thank this subcommittee for its efforts to try to
overcome the incredible backlog of claims that the VA has faced for
many years. We look forward to working with the subcommittee,
as well as the VA, to continue to fight this problem. I will be happy
to answer any questions that you might have.

[The prepared statement of Mr. Blake appears on p. 93.]
Mr. SIMPSON. Thank you, Mr. Blake. Mr. Lawrence.

STATEMENT OF BRIAN E. LAWRENCE

Mr. LAWRENCE. Mr. Chairman, and members of the subcommit-
tee, on behalf of the Disabled American Veterans, thank you for the
opportunity to testify on the task force recommendations and the
potential for an increased partnership between the VA and VSOs.
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The DAV was founded on the principle that our Nation’s first
duty to veterans is rehabilitation of its wartime disabled. The DAV
devotes nearly all of its resources to maintaining a highly-trained
corps of national service officers who provide services to veterans
and their dependents.

NSOs assist veterans throughout every step of the claims proc-
ess. Our focus on assisting service-connected disabled veterans
helps both clientele and the VA. NSOs accomplish many tasks that
would otherwise draw from VA resources.

My written testimony lists several such tasks, but I would like
to point out that through counseling and advising, we are able to
eliminate a lot of issues from claims that have no merit, by helping
to ensure that only quality claims are submitted, and a measurable
amount of unnecessary work is deterred.

The DAV accomplishes this by virtue of the high level of trust
we have earned with veterans throughout decades of service. Our
unique position as a veterans’ advocate also provides objective in-
sight regarding VA strengths and weaknesses. The VA’s greatest
strength is that the majority of its workforce is comprised of dedi-
cated employees.

The weaknesses stem largely from past instances of poor plan-
ning and uneven execution of initiatives to improve the claims
process. The task force has done an excellent job of identifying the
flaws, and we are pleased with the proposals that they have rec-
ommended to correct them.

One of the problems they did not list, however, is the tendency
within the VA to focus on numbers and statistical areas that are
likely to be noticed. Every DAV office I spoke with in preparation
for this testimony reported that VA regional offices are still doing
very little to resolve cases that were remanded to them by the
Board of Veterans’ Appeals for further development.

They only do enough remands to complete the—or to meet the
established quota. And once that quota is met, all work to resolve
backlog remands is discontinued. I could go further, and say that
in meeting that quota, they pull out the easiest-to-rate claims, and
leave the harder-to-rate ones in the pile.

The backlog of unresolved cases will continue to grow unless a
concerted effort is made to eliminate it. VA needs to eliminate the
practice of only looking at numbers, and remember that each claim
represents a disabled veteran. And they need to concentrate more
on providing assistance, as their mission entails.

It is also vital that the VA be provided substantial resources, and
a workforce adequate to offset past mistakes and clear the backlog
of cases.

Regarding an increased partnership role between VA and DAV,
our DAV national service officers already participate in nearly
every aspect of the adjudication process, besides writing rating de-
cisions. Few tasks could be added to our agenda without overbur-
dening our limited workforce. However, if DAV had greater access
to information technology, it would help us, it would help the VA,
and most importantly, it would help the people that we serve.

For example, shared-information technology such as access to
CAPPS, CAPRI, and the soon-to-be-released virtual VA, are essen-
tial for us to do our jobs efficiently. CAPS was only recently ac-
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quired in the St. Petersburg regional office. CAPS information al-
lows DAV to provide most recent claims status to veterans.

Since the majority of telephone calls to the VA’s toll-free line are
claims status inquiries, the DAV’s access to such information great-
ly enhances efficiency. Without access, the additional step of con-
tacting the VA for required information is necessary. VA employees
are able to accomplish a higher volume of work when they are not
busy answering telephone calls.

Mr. Chairman, for the sake of brevity, I would like to just em-
phasize the point that, for a greater partnership, we need greater
or better access to information technology. This was a recommenda-
tion of the task force, it’s being implemented, but at a slow rate.
I think that would streamline efforts on our behalf, as well as the
VA’s.

Thank you for the opportunity to testify this morning.
[The prepared statement of Mr. Lawrence appears on p. 99.]
Mr. SIMPSON. Thank you, Mr. Lawrence. Mr. Fischl.

STATEMENT OF JAMES R. FISCHL

Mr. FISCHL. Mr. Chairman, Ms. Brown, the American Legion ap-
preciates the scheduling of this timely hearing to examine VA’s im-
plementation of the recommendations made by the veterans claims
processing task force.

Today I will highlight some of the concerns expressed in our
written testimony. First, the American Legion would like to com-
mend Secretary Principi for commissioning the task force, and Ad-
miral Cooper for his untiring efforts to search for ways to reduce
the incredible backlog of pending claims.

Our major concern with the status of the VA claims task force
is relating to workload reporting. VA regional offices are under tre-
mendous pressure to produce results. I would not want to be the
director that had to say this month, ‘‘I couldn’t do my quota, I was
doing training, and next month things will be a lot better because
of the type of training I’m doing. And if you look at the long term,
things will be okay.’’

I wouldn’t want to be that director, I don’t think they could han-
dle that at this point. The directors know what their marching or-
ders are. We have got to produce results, we have got to eliminate
the backlog. That message comes out loud and clear.

Now, in talking with the office of field operations—and I did this
perhaps about four or 5 months ago—they are concerned about the
seeming inattention to the appeals cases, and they said not to
worry, that this is in the director’s performance standards, ‘‘The
Secretary is very big on this, you’re going to see results, these
claims will be taken care of.’’ We haven’t seen that yet.

And I guess I would think that, although it is in their perform-
ance standards, only people that have jobs have performance stand-
ards. And therefore, if I want to keep my job, I am going to do my
quota of cases, and hope for the best.

And Ms. Brown, we very much appreciate your interest and your
concern with our report. Without the interest of Congress, this
wouldn’t really mean anything. And we hope to achieve some suc-
cess with our report.
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As an add-on to that, we, this week, sent another person down
to St. Pete to look at additional cases. We wanted to make sure
that our findings were accurate. We sent another person down to
review 23 cases. In talking with him this morning—and I don’t
have a whole lot of information—but he did tell me that 11 out of
the 23 cases—these are remands that he was looking at—were over
4 years old, and little or no attention paid to them.

So, that is something that concerns us greatly, but we hope to
have a report out to everyone within—I hope—within the next 2
weeks.

We found in our review of cases at VA regional offices that end
products are often taken at the first opportunity. One case we no-
ticed where a veteran called the hospital and told them that he
couldn’t make his appointment, could they reschedule, they did re-
schedule. The regional office immediately disallowed the claim.

And of course they will reopen it, but the veteran got a letter
that his claim was disallowed. And what happened to one VA? But
he will have his claim rescheduled and reopened. But our question
would be this is kind of doubling the number of end products they
take, and I would suggest that that isn’t happening. On paper it’s
happening, that you have had, you know, two end products instead
of one, but it seems like the case that this is the tail wagging the
dog.

There are many other examples of that. Admiral Cooper spoke of
the work measurement system and the need to review that, and we
feel that that is very, very important. We are not going to make
any recommendations about how they should do that, but one thing
that comes to mind is since you get a work credit for a reopened
claim, perhaps considering something like maybe not granting any
type of credit for—or very little credit for—a case that is reopened
within a year, because that might indicate that maybe you didn’t
do it right the first time.

And should we reward people for not doing it right the first time?
Just a suggestion, something that they might want to think about,
but what you measure—and Admiral Cooper was quoted many
times by saying—you get what you inspect, not what you expect.
And that is a very wise saying, and I think that maybe we should
consider that when we are looking at end products.

A little bit about partnership—my time is running low—Amer-
ican Legion believes in doing everything that we can to support the
partnership with VA. We would suggest that partnership is a two-
way street, and we would like some additional cooperation on re-
leasing information, we would like access to hospital records.

We find that oftentimes VA uses the Privacy Act in release of in-
formation statutes as a shield. We can’t do that, because of Privacy
Act when, in reality, the Privacy Act was intended to help. And any
veteran it has hurt, as a result of invoking the Privacy Act, there
is probably something wrong with that picture. The main premise
of the Privacy Act is to do no harm, and I find that we harm veter-
ans because we say we can’t do this on account of the Privacy Act.

We have a lot of ideas, we will appreciate working with the VA,
we look forward to meeting with Admiral Cooper and discussing
our findings of not only the survey in St. Pete, but the many other
surveys we have done. I thank you, Mr. Chairman, for your time.
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[The prepared statement of Mr. Fischl appears on p. 103.]
Mr. SIMPSON. Thank you, Mr. Fischl. Mr. McNeill.

STATEMENT OF JOHN McNEILL
Mr. MCNEILL. Mr. Chairman, Congresswoman Brown, and mem-

bers of your excellent staff, we have also written testimony, where
we expound details and many of our beliefs. If it is all right, I will
just go ahead and talk from the top of my head. I’m going to put
my notes aside and just highlight a couple of important things I
think that are dear to the VFW’s heart.

First of all, I want to thank you very much for this hearing. We
believe the implementation of the task force recommendations is
one of the two most critical missions or challenges faced in Sec-
retary Principi’s time. We believe, therefore, that oversight—we ap-
preciate your oversight in this matter, and it is imperative.

We all kind of share in the VBA claims processing problems. The
VSOs, everyone else in the past, and this subcommittee have rec-
ommended solutions for a long time and we obviously need to share
in the implementation of actions that have to be accomplished to
try to get this solved. We have a lot of confidence that this is going
to happen.

And if you want one reason, I think it is really going to be based
upon what we feel is the very confident leadership of Secretary
Principi and Admiral Cooper. We can endlessly ask the question
why has this happened in the past, and everything else, there has
been a lot of initiatives conducted, there has been a lot of brain-
power behind those in the last 4 or 5 years—and this goes, actu-
ally, back to 1993, when you consider the Blue Ribbon Panel on
Claims Processing.

I think the one difference is that there is now—they are commit-
ted to doing this, and they are committed to making it consistent
across the board. And you need not look any further than what
they have established in performance standards for regional office
directors and veterans service center managers.

Every trip I take out there, every regional office director and
every—literally, every regional office director, every service center
manager is whining and crying about the performance standards.
The leadership has got to be doing something right.

And we in the VFW have all been in the military. Everyone of
your staff have performance standards. I had to certify in the mili-
tary within one month when I went to rifle range. So, for the long-
est time now, the idea that they should not have to operate on per-
formance standards is just ludicrous.

And so, based upon that, I think the VA leadership that is com-
ing forward—I think we are extremely confident that the problem
is going to be solved.

I won’t comment on the request you made for recommendations
by the VSOs; it’s written in our testimony on that, the three re-
quests you have on that. I will say that I think, though, certifi-
cation is working for the VSOs. It is also interesting to note that
we have talked today about access to health records.

The VHA next month is going to pilot test at five medical cen-
ters—and we’re asking for three more sites—access to medical
records. So things are happening here. The certification program is
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viable, alive, working well, probably beyond even my expectation 3
years ago, when we had it.

I will say, though, that I think there is a professionalism respon-
sibility here in the VSOs, and especially in the VFW as to how we
take a look at this, that the one real method that we can help sup-
port such things as development claims is the implementation of
the recommendation in enhancing the professionalism of our own
service officers.

We are committed in the VFW to do that, we established an in-
depth strategic plan last year and we intend to do such things as
testing our service officers to make sure they are certified. And if
they fail tests, they will get a remedial training program, and if
they fail the remedial program, we’re going to pull accreditation. So
accreditation is going to be tied to certification and professionalism
in the future.

I will say there is one—I do want to get two quick points in. One
is that I think there is a very viable program in the VA right now
that really gives us fully-developed claims and ready-to-rate claims,
and that is the Benefits Delivery and Discharge program that is
going on at the military installations.

Whoever thought of that idea should be awarded tremendously,
because that is one program that really will help there, and it will
pay dividends probably not right now, but in 3 years, 4 years from
now, it is going to pay tremendous dividends.

There is no other place that you can capture a fresh record and
establish a baseline for all future claims than you can when you
have active duty military coming out and receiving a compensation
rating right there on the spot.

There are great programs going on in San Diego, Camp Lejeune
in North Carolina, Fort Bragg, Fort Hood, Texas, all across the
country. If anything, we would implore Admiral Cooper—because
I’m not quite sure what their recommendation was; I felt the rec-
ommendation to enhance the BDD program was kind of waffley in
its language—but we implore Admiral Cooper and Secretary
Principi—to really put resources towards that program.

The second thing is that we made a point of saying that by now
it’s time to really take a look at our expectations on what we be-
lieve should be the proper timeliness of a compensation claim. And
we stress, and we wrote in our testimony that we now believe—and
we studied very hard at this—but we now believe that the expecta-
tion for veterans and for veteran service organizations should be
150 days for an original disability compensation claim.

Now, if asked, I will be glad to break down that, but that was
what should be, really, the expectations right now. I think we have
an obligation here to explain to veterans that because of the sophis-
tication of the program right now, and the sophistication of our vet-
erans coming out and making requests for disability compensations
through really great outreach programs—it’s going to take a little
bit of time to handle your claim and get it done. But if the VA can
guarantee us a 97 percent accuracy rate on claims, I think almost
every individual would be saying, ‘‘I’ll be happy with five months.’’

This basically concludes my testimony, and we appreciate, again,
very much your oversight in this matter, sir.

[The prepared statement of Mr. McNeill appears on p. 110.]
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Mr. SIMPSON. I appreciate all of your testimony, and to you and
the panel that is going to follow you, there is no one that cares
about veterans more than other veterans. So I appreciate all that
you do, and I appreciate several of you raising the issue of access
to VA’s computer systems and—so that the VA can better position
your organizations in bringing forward fully-developed claims.

I will be sending both the VA and each of you a number of post-
hearing questions in this regard. After that, at some point in time,
I would like to have a follow-up session with you to ensure that we
have what you need in the way of access to those records. Thank
you bringing that up.

I agree with you, Mr. McNeill, that we not only have a problem
now, but we have got to try to address the future problem. That
means that if we can get good discharge records and so forth, and
start preparing some of those discharged, it’s going to, I think,
solve a lot of the problems in the long run, as well as, hopefully,
address some of the problem that we have now.

I hear people talk about the quotas and performance standards
and so forth that the Secretary has put out there. I will give you
my take on that a little bit, from my own personal experience.

As I mentioned earlier, I was a dentist in the real world, and we
surveyed our patients one time, asked them a variety of questions
about the dental office and so forth, and what they liked and what
they didn’t like. And of course, everybody likes to go to the dentist,
so there were a lot of likes, a couple of dislikes.

The number one thing was they hated waiting in a doctor’s office.
You can find that wherever you go. I mean, everybody here has ex-
periences where they go to a dentist, they go to a physician, they
check in for their 10 o’clock appointment, and they sit for an hour
in the waiting room. It drives people nuts. Sometimes they think
that the dentist or the doctor doesn’t think that their time is as im-
portant as the doctor’s time.

So, we addressed it by saying, okay, when a patient comes in, the
receptionist takes their chart, they write the time on a sticky note,
and put it on the chart and put it on the shelf where the girls in
the back know that the next patient is there. And we want every
one of those patients seated in the dental chair within 10 minutes
after that chart is put up there, maximum 10-minute waiting time.

Now, that didn’t always happen, because sometimes you have
emergencies, and sometimes you have rooms filled and you don’t
have an open chair because you have procedures that took longer
than you anticipated.

But I will tell you what it did. It made every employee in that
office, including the dentists, say, ‘‘Man, we’ve got somebody out
there waiting, and they have been waiting out there a long time.
We need to make sure we get them back into a chair,’’ which
means why isn’t that room cleaned? Somebody needs to be cleaning
that room.

It just made us aware of the fact that someone was out there,
and that they—and how long they had been waiting. And that
awareness really made it so that we were a much more efficient of-
fice. That’s what I think this type of quota system they put into
place will do, in that it will make the people aware that they have
a certain level of expectation.
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They might not always achieve it, and there might be good rea-
sons—and if there are good reasons, we will find out what are
those good reasons—but if they are not reaching their quota be-
cause they are training that day, or something like that, it seems
to me that the administration would look at that and say, ‘‘Well
yes, obviously you didn’t reach a quota here because you’re doing
another function which we expect you to do, also.’’

I don’t think it’s a hard, fast number. If I was the employee out
there, I wouldn’t be fearful of that. What I would be saying is, ‘‘Lis-
ten, set a goal here for us, and let’s see how we can work to achieve
that goal,’’ and that’s how I look at the whole quota system that
they put into place, and I think it’s a good standard and a good
measure that we can start with, and see how it works.

I will be sending you the written questions and I do very much
appreciate your testimony here today.

Ms. Brown?
Ms. BROWN. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. And I also want to thank

each and every one of you for what you do for our veterans. You
truly are an example that the government can’t do it all, we have
to have the partnerships that we have.

Let me say I was very disturbed in reading the reports from the
American Legion about St. Pete, because they process—and I have
always thought that that office is just not capable of processing the
volume of work that we have in Florida. I would recommend that
we have a field hearing down in St. Pete to take a look at that situ-
ation down there.

And would you like to make any additional comments about the
awful record that the St. Pete office has, as far as handling these
cases, and in addition, did you forward this report—or, if you
haven’t, would you please forward it to the Secretary and the—per-
taining to the report, because he has not seen it——

Mr. FISCHL. We will do that. We have not even completed the re-
port, because we just had a person come back from there yesterday.
But as I indicated, I would estimate the final report would be done
in approximately 2 weeks, and everyone will have a copy of it at
that point.

Ms. BROWN. Would you like to make some additional responses
to the report?

Mr. FISCHL. I would probably need about 20 minutes for that,
and I wouldn’t burden everybody with that now, except to say that
we were very concerned by what we found.

Ms. BROWN. Did you make some recommendations, then? I mean,
we know the problem is bad. How can we fix it?

Mr. FISCHL. We will have recommendations in there, but I think
the first, you know, important thing is to come to grips with what
really is down there, and deal with the attitudes.

In polling the different service organizations—this was part of
what we did, we talked to the other service organizations—
their——

Ms. BROWN. Just one second. Okay. I don’t hear well, so—thank
you, go on.

Mr. FISCHL. Their collective opinion was for training, for exam-
ple, the training of new employees was good. And of course, prob-
ably a lot of that goes back to that is centrally done. But they said
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training for new employees was good, but they said once they got
into place, training was virtually non-existent, it didn’t happen.

This was the observation of all of the service organizations. It
didn’t happen. And not only did it not happen, but they were cor-
rupted by what they found in the rating boards, that they were
told, ‘‘Don’t pay any attention to what they taught you, here is the
way we do it.’’ And there is much of that.

It was serious. I mean, we were shocked at what—we don’t nor-
mally send people right back down for follow-up action, but this
time we did. We were very shocked at what we found down there.
Not that we didn’t expect it, because St. Pete does not have the
best reputation, but we were even shocked by what we found. But
it would take me forever to go through it all.

Ms. BROWN. Well, you know, for a long time we have discussed
that we need an additional office in Florida, because of the sheer
numbers and the volume. And, you know, it’s a backlog all the
time. And I experienced it, because there are so many of my con-
stituents, and you know, we have this long list of denials or how
long it takes to process the claims. It is a problem.

Thank you very much for this report.
Mr. FISCHL. Thank you.
Ms. BROWN. Mr. Lawrence, I am concerned about your testimony

that VBA may be focusing more on cosmetic effects as opposed to
dealing with the problem and how to improve it. Have you noticed
a difference in performance by various regional offices?

Mr. LAWRENCE. That seemed to be nationwide. In preparing this
testimony, we had a conference call with area supervisors and a
handful of office supervisors. And almost unanimously, with regard
to BVA [sic] remands, they said that they would only do—process
enough remands to fill the quota, and then no more attention was
given to the remands.

In the St. Petersburg regional office, decision review officers
there reportedly are not allowed to work cases that have had hear-
ing held in them, because it didn’t count toward credit.

And you know, I understand that there has to be some sort of
measure, there has to be some sort of an accounting system, but
it seems like with the VA, if you say, ‘‘We need you to concentrate
on X,’’ Y is ignored. And that seems to be the case here. It seems
to be a lack of concern for the people that have had cases pending
for years and years and years, and they are worried about the
numbers being right in statistical categories that are noticed.

Ms. BROWN. You know, I have a concern. Performance standards,
I think, are very good, and it is based on training and the experi-
ence of the worker, you know, to say that you can—you need to
complete a certain number of cases. But it just depends on the
employees.

I mean, one person may be able to complete—it just depends on
whether the cases are difficult or—the system doesn’t seem to be—
we’re doing away with some of the backlog, but it’s not just doing
away with the numbers, it’s the quality of the work and making
sure that the veterans are treated fairly, and this does not seem
to be happening, particularly in light of your report.

Mr. FISCHL. May I add one thing?
Ms. BROWN. Sure.
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Mr. FISCHL. I think you hit the nail on the head. And what it
is, it’s a management issue. And having been there before in my
former life—I was a manager of a claims processing unit—and I
knew from experience that you had to know your people, what they
could do and what they couldn’t do. You worried about what your
team could accomplish, not what one person in a group could ac-
complish. You made sure everybody was working to the best of
their ability. You had to review their work. Every Friday you need-
ed to go around and look what people had on their desk.

People tend to let sit what they don’t know how to do, and so you
had to deal with that. You either had to teach them how to do it,
or give it to somebody else that could do it. But you couldn’t just
hope for the best, and hope it all worked out.

The same way with congressional inquiries. They came in, and
you had to make sure your people responded to them. Now, when
you get an inquiry from a Congressperson, you need to answer it.
That’s common sense. People didn’t do it because they didn’t have
the answer, but a good answer is, ‘‘I’m sorry, I can’t tell you that
right now, I will get back to you in a specified amount of time.’’ But
there were people who would just say, ‘‘I don’t know,’’ and do noth-
ing. You can’t allow that.

So, what we’re looking at is a management issue. And if you
have managers that understand their people, understand what
needs to be done—now there are VA regional offices that I have
seen where they have an outstanding training coordinator, some-
body that understands the role of mentoring, that knows how to de-
velop people, because people don’t just fall into your lap and they
know what to do, you develop their skills. What do I have here?
You develop that. That’s like a lost art.

Now, if I could mention a regional office, I had experience to hear
a presentation by the training coordinator in the Milwaukee re-
gional office. I was electrified by what I heard. This lady really un-
derstood how to train, how to work with what you have. If they
could clone her, I think they could solve the VA’s problem. But that
is part of it. It is management, it is training.

And training is more than presenting information and facts.
Training is helping people use what they have. Can you apply what
you have learned? And if they could get training coordinators—not
just, ‘‘I will tell you the answer, you take the test, and if you know
the answer, you win,’’ that’s not the way to do it.

Mr. SIMPSON. I appreciate that, and I appreciate your testimony.
We are going to try to get in the last panel. I do appreciate all your
testimony, and thank you for being here today.

We are going to try to get in the last panel of Mr. Lopez, Mr.
Selfon, and Mr. DeWolf before this vote, because we have three
votes coming up, and we will probably be gone for a half-hour, 45
minutes, on these votes. So we have about—we probably have
about 10 minutes, so I would ask you to keep your testimony as
brief as possible.

We do have your full written testimony, which will be in the
record, and I appreciate all of you being here today. First we will
hear from Mr. Lopez, the chairman of the Association for Service-
Disabled Veterans.
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STATEMENTS OF JOHN K. LOPEZ, CHAIRMAN, ASSOCIATION
FOR SERVICE-DISABLED VETERANS; LEONARD J. SELFON,
DIRECTOR, VETERANS BENEFITS PROGRAM, VIETNAM VET-
ERANS OF AMERICA; AND HOWARD G. DEWOLF, NATIONAL
SERVICE DIRECTOR, AMVETS

STATEMENT OF JOHN K. LOPEZ

Mr. LOPEZ. Good afternoon, Chairman Simpson, and Member
Brown. Thank you for this opportunity to address the committee.

I would ask that, without objection, I may summarize my testi-
mony and submit full written testimony.

Mr. SIMPSON. Yes.
Mr. LOPEZ. The Association for Service-Disabled Veterans is a

veterans organization that is focused on empowerment of the dis-
abled-in-service and prisoner of war military veteran. Our pro-
grams are application of managed employment and self-employ-
ment initiatives, wherein the service-disabled veteran is an active
participant and cooperative beneficiary, as compared to being pas-
sive recipient of governmental programs.

ASDV believes that the dignity and self-esteem of the service-dis-
abled veteran is maintained and enhanced when the service-dis-
abled veteran is active in the delivery of veterans services; because
the service-disabled veteran is a critical stakeholder.

As a partner in the delivery of services, the service-disabled vet-
eran is in a unique position to provide insight and flexibility to all
service-disabled veterans services, especially when those services
are based on rigidly regulated processes, and delivered in a bureau-
cratic environment.

As an example, we have attached in our full testimony descrip-
tions of initiatives we have sponsored. These programs are public
law 106–50, The Veterans Entrepreneurial Development Act, and
sections of the public law 107–135 The Department of Veterans Af-
fairs Health Care Programs Enhancement Act.

Both of these acts of the United States Congress are proposals
to have service-disabled veterans initiate programs implemented
through cooperative actions of veterans’ service organizations, indi-
vidual service-disabled veterans, and federal agencies. These acts
attest to this committee’s perception of the need for more legisla-
tive benefits that are based on partnerships, joint efforts, and
interactive resources of both the stakeholders and the federal
agency.

However, it is critical and imperative that the committee exercise
stringent oversight and review of these legislative activities. Early
experience has indicated that the federal agencies have little incli-
nation to support initiatives directed by the U.S. Congress and op-
erated by beneficiaries, especially when the agency has not dictated
these activities.

Although federal agencies are quick to criticize the U.S. Congress
as being prone to micromanagement of legislative programs, it is
apparent to veteran beneficiaries that without the oversight of Con-
gress, many programs and benefits will never reach their intended
purposes.

Not only must the Congress increase the emphasis on veteran
and federal agency partnerships, but it must also increase its over-
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sight of virtually all veterans programs and at the least the author-
ization and appropriations process. Thank you.

[The prepared statement of Mr. Lopez appears on p. 114.]
Mr. SIMPSON. Thank you, Mr. Lopez. Mr. Selfon.

STATEMENT OF LEONARD J. SELFON

Mr. SELFON. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. In the interest of time,
I will rely on our written statement, and briefly focus the issues
in my oral presentation.

We believe that the Secretary’s task force has done an excellent
job of building a strategy to attack the fundamental problems that
exist within the VA claims adjudication process.

Obviously, any proposals to be considered as potential solutions
to these difficulties with respect to backlogs, timeliness, accuracy,
quality control, and uniformity of decisions from VARO to VARO,
have to have as their ultimate goal a facilitation of the examiners
and the adjudicators getting it right the first time.

With respect to these actions, this translates to ensuring that the
evidence is fully developed prior to the initial adjudication, and in-
cludes more than simply ascertaining what records are out there,
and seeking to go out and retrieve them, but also providing con-
temporaneous physical and psychiatric examinations where war-
ranted, and ensuring that those examinations are adequate for rat-
ing purposes.

And with respect to the latter, we would also like to bring to
your attention as an example, repeated instances where the VA
C&P examiners fail to comply with the pain and range of motion
requirements of the DeLuca case, DeLuca v. Brown, which occurred
about 6 or 7 years ago.

While the passage and implementation of the VCAA, as well as
the task force’s recommendations address these issues, the essen-
tial truth is that unless the VBA correctly adjudicates claims at the
VARO level based on full development of each claim, both adminis-
trative and judicial appeals will not only continue at their current
levels, but most likely will increase.

The key to achieving the task force’s stated goals is flexibility in
the implementation process. Blind adherence to any set of rules or
policies generally results in the same short-sightedness that led to
the evolution of the VBA’s current problems. And therefore, we
must all be mindful that, for whatever reasons, not all of the task
force recommendations may be effective once implemented.

And so, we recommend long-range vision be applied to the imple-
mentation process with current analysis—concurrent analysis, I
should say—as to whether the new programs’ processes and poli-
cies are working and will continue to work.

We agree with the task force’s analytical approach of focusing on
personnel training, workforce performance, quality assurance, and
information technology. And obviously, improvement in each of
these areas will assuredly lead to timelier claims and more accu-
rate decision. It’s clearly a case of working smarter and not nec-
essarily harder.

Another important task force recommendation is to establish and
enforce accountability protocols, and we’re in complete accord with
recommendation S–16 in this regard, and would mention that the
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only way to ensure significant and meaningful accountability is to
accurately assess the quality of the work product, and take appro-
priate action vis-á-vis not just the adjudicator, but direct, and even
ultimate, supervisors. And the VA must provide significant con-
sequences for inadequate performance beyond lower performance
evaluations and loss of performance bonuses or salary increases.

Finally, we would like to address the task force’s recommenda-
tion concerning full partnership and cooperation with the VA and
the VSOs. Recommendation M–1 urges the effective utilization of
VSO services, and there is no more enthusiastic supporter of this
concept than VVA. VSOs also serve a vital function as gatekeeper
by ensuring that claims without legal merit do not clog the system.

But nevertheless, mandating certain requirements of VSOs in
the submission of claims comes with a risk of history repeating
itself. The VCAA effectively erased a decade of VA regulations,
policies, and jurisprudence concerning the threshold requirement of
submitting well-grounded claims.

The VCAA essentially abolished the need for the submission of
a well-grounded claim in order to trigger the VA’s statutory duty
to assist the claimant with the development of the evidence sur-
rounding his or her claim.

Now, the Task Force Report references VSOs submitting ready-
to-rate claims, and the common understanding of that term is that
all of the available evidence sufficient to warrant an award of bene-
fits on the merits without the need of any development on the part
of the VA be initially submitted.

Obviously, not every claim is going to fall under that posture
without the VA’s assistance. But any statute or VA regulation or
policy that would require the submission of a ready-to-rate claim
prior to adjudication or developmental assistance would run afoul
of the VCAA, and flirts dangerously with institutionalizing a next-
generation well-grounded claim requirement.

To this end, the VSOs should strive to submit ready-to-rate
claims whenever possible. However, any formal or even semi-for-
mal requirement in this respect would be, in VVA’s opinion, ultra
vires, and could result in disparate treatment between veterans
and claimants who represent themselves and veterans who engage
in services of VSOs.

Additionally, we would consider the submission of ready-to-rate
claims as one part of a reciprocal arrangement or obligation. Even
if a claim was filed fully developed and ready-to-rate, it could lan-
guish in a pile of claims for a year or more before the VARO gets
around to rating it, since there is no requirement that the VA
promptly adjudicate claims in this regard.

What good is filing a ready-to-rate claim if the VA does not cap-
italize on the time savings? Therefore, VVA urges that VSO assist-
ance in submitting ready-to-rate claims be the quid to the VA’s pro
quo in expediting the adjudication of such claims. The stated objec-
tive of VA/VSO partnerships is to facilitate the timely processing
of claims, and we believe that to establish that, the partnership
must run in both directions.

We sincerely appreciate the opportunity to present our views on
these important issues. We are particularly impressed with Admi-
ral Cooper’s leadership on the task force, and we wish him contin-
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ued success as the new under secretary for benefits. We believe in
the good work of the task force, the good work of the VA, and the
good work of this committee, and we look forward to working with
all in the future to serve our veterans appropriately.

[The prepared statement of Mr. Selfon appears on p. 118.]
Mr. SIMPSON. Thank you. Mr. DeWolf.

STATEMENT OF HOWARD G. DEWOLF

Mr. DEWOLF. Yes, sir, thank you. Mr. Chairman, members of the
committee, as was the case with my predecessors, I will ask that
my written comments be accepted for the record, and I will attempt
to summarize with the pending vote.

Over the years, AMVETS has maintained a proactive partner-
ship with the Department of Veterans Affairs, especially through
the Veterans Benefits Administration. As veterans’ advocates, we
value both the professional and personal relationship that exists
between us.

The AMVETS organization has enthusiastically joined with the
Department of Veterans Affairs in its attempt to develop a partner-
ship with the veterans’ service organization community. We fully
acknowledge the importance of the issues raised in the report of
the VA claims processing task force.

For a number of years it has been the policy of the AMVETS na-
tional service department to ensure that our national service offi-
cers submit well-grounded claims on behalf of veterans. We have
emphasized the importance of guiding veterans towards gathering
the proper evidence and insuring their claim submission is as com-
plete as possible.;

Rather than contribute to the claims backlog by knowingly sub-
mitting an incomplete or frivolous claim, we would prefer to tell the
veteran the truth, so that we do not build unrealistic expectations.
To the best of our ability, we intend to be a part of the solution
in processing veterans’ claims in a timely manner, not part of the
problem.

We have found that our diligence has paid significant benefits to
the veterans whom we serve. The feedback we have received from
VA regional office directors is consistently positive with respect to
the completeness of our claims work. Veterans are pleased that
once their claims are filed, they have no further action, other than
to wait for the rating results.

Similarly, we have actively participated with the VA in imple-
menting the TRIP program. We have met monthly with our VA
counterparts, and other cooperating VSOs, to develop the program,
monitor training schedules, discuss implementation issues, and en-
sure the partnership is fostered between the VA and VSO commu-
nities.

AMVETS has directed its NSOs to take TRIP training, become
certified, and actively engage with their VA counterparts at their
respective regional offices. Additionally, we have established a pro-
gram where accreditation as a service organization representative
of AMVETS is contingent upon successful completion of TRIP
training.
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Essentially, we have established a 1-year probationary period for
a county or state service officer seeking accreditation with
AMVETS to successfully complete TRIP training.

Unfortunately, although the VA has developed a TRIP training
program, and we have enthusiastically participated, we have yet to
see the benefit. Our NSO submissions are treated no differently
than any other claim received by the VA, whether processed under
TRIP or not. We were told that the claims our TRIP-trained service
officers submitted would be processed more rapidly and, for the
sake of the veterans we are serving, be given a rating more rapidly.
This has not been the case.

On the contrary, our national service officers report that the
claims they submit receive no priority over any others. Without ex-
ception, all claims appear to go into the same queue, without re-
gard to whether they have been processed by a TRIP-trained serv-
ice officer or not.

Our chagrin is that we feel we have held up our side of the part-
nership, but the VA is not delivering on theirs. Our NSOs take the
training and pass the tests, but see no benefit for the veterans they
are trying to serve. If we keep up our end of the partnership, make
sure our NSOs are TRIP-trained, and submit fully developed
claims that are ready for development, then the VA needs to carry
through on its end of the partnership by giving priority consider-
ation to those claims.

AMVETS has fully and enthusiastically committed to a partner-
ship with the VA. We want to work together with the VA to ensure
that we achieve the ultimate goal of better serving America’s
veterans.

AMVETS looks forward to working with you and others in Con-
gress to ensure we help meet the needs of America’s veterans and
their families. Clearly, there is much to do, and we are encouraged
in seeing your personal involvement in the consideration of changes
in policy that will help ease the massive chronic backlog of pending
benefit claims.

Sir, this concludes my remarks. I would be pleased to address
any questions or comments that you or other members may have,
and I thank you, again, for the opportunity to present our
comments.

[The prepared statement of Mr. DeWolf appears on p. 126.]
Mr. SIMPSON. I thank all of you for your testimony. And again,

as I said to the other panel, I thank you for all that you do for the
veterans. It is very important.

As I have mentioned several times today, we will have written
questions that we will be submitting, and we will be submitting
some questions to Admiral Cooper, based on today’s testimony.

Again, we appreciate your testimony and all that you do. If there
are no other questions or business before this subcommittee, the
hearing stands adjourned. Thank you all.

[Whereupon, at 1:10 p.m., the subcommittee was adjourned.]
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A P P E N D I X

PREPARED STATEMENT OF CONGRESSMAN EVANS

Good Morning and welcome to all of our witnesses.
I thank Mike Simpson and Silvestre Reyes for holding this hearing.
Today’s hearing has two initial goals. To help us understand what progress VA

has actually made in claims processing.
Second, what steps need to be taken to further improve the quality and timeliness

of VA’s decisions.
I am concerned about the widespread reports that VA’s backlog has been reduced

by 200,000 claims.
This information is a disservice to our veterans. Particularly, to those veterans

who continue to wait for VA to act on their claims. VA should publicly set the record
straight.

In order to meet quotas, VA is shortening the time to submit evidence. Claims
decisions are made before all needed evidence is obtained and considered.

Veterans deserve a fair decision that is both accurate and timely.
I am especially concerned that remanded claims are being neglected in order to

meet regional office quotas.
I request that my recent letter to Secretary Principi concerning this problem be

made a part of this record.
As VA’s new employees gain experience we can achieve quality in a more timely

fashion.
Veterans do not want production quotas to undermine quality.
We must ask VA employees to give the best they can.
We should not ask them to do more than they can.
Thank you Mr. Chairman.

PREPARED STATEMENT OF CONGRESSWOMAN BROWN

I want to welcome all of our witnesses.
I hope that today’s hearing will address some of the problems identified by the

veterans’ service organizations.
Just as Enron has been discredited by misleading numbers, the Department of

Veterans Affairs is discredited when glowing reports of a 200,000 reduction in VA’s
claims backlog is untrue. Widespread dissemination of incorrect information harms
our Nation’s veterans.

I am especially upset to learn that the American Legion’s Quality Review Team’s
recent visit to the St. Petersburg Regional Office found graphic evidence of ‘‘pre-
mature and erroneous denials of claims, a general lack of compliance with the Vet-
erans’ Claims Assistance Act (VCAA) rules and other types of inappropriate action.’’

I am very upset to learn that the claims which were remanded more than five
years ago are being intentionally neglected. This was attributed to the station re-
ceiving no work credit for resolving them under their mandated monthly production
quotas. Such blatant violation of law must be dealt with by responsible VA officials.

St. Petersburg is the largest VA office in the country. According to data recently
provided to Ranking Member Evans, 1,315 claims which had been remanded to St.
Petersburg prior to October 1 , 2000 were still awaiting action as of February 27,
2002! Some of these claims were more than six years old.

Almost two-thirds of the appeals from St. Petersburg decided by the Board of Vet-
erans’ Appeals during the first half of this year resulted in either a reversal or re-
mand of the St. Petersburg claim. This is unacceptable.

The current backlog in St. Petersburg has been reduced from 33,249 as of the
start of the fiscal year to 27,547 last week. While this would ordinarily be cause
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for acclaim, it appears that this reduction has come at an unacceptable price: pre-
mature and erroneous decisions.

I am a cosponsor of H.R. 1450 which would require the VA to open a second re-
gional office in Florida. Today’s testimony indicates to me that such legislation is
warranted.

I hope that we can work with the VA to obtain real progress which we can justifi-
ably proclaim as improvements in claims processing.

Thank you Mr. Chairman.

The Honorable Michael Bilirakis

Committee on Veterans’ Affairs

June 6, 2002

Subcommittee on Benefits Oversight Hearing on the Status of the Depart-
ment of Veterans Affairs Implementation of the VA Claims Processing
Task Force’s Recommendations, and Exploring the Potential For a Great-
er VA/Veterans Service Organization ‘‘Partnership’’

First, I would like to thank Chairman Simpson and Ranking Member Reyes for
inviting me to participate in today’s hearing even though I am not a member of the
Subcommittee on Benefits. Chairman Simpson is aware of my interest in the VA’s
claims processing system and the role of the veteran service organizations and offi-
cers. Unfortunately, the Energy and Commerce Subcommittee on Health, which I
chair, is conducting a hearing at the same time and I will be unable to participate
in this important hearing. However, I look forward to reviewing the testimony and
comments presented to the Subcommittee today.

I am a member of several veterans organizations, and as I have probably men-
tioned at previous Committee hearings, I even helped establish an American Legion
post in my community. I served as the post commander for several years. As an ac-
tive member in veterans’ posts, I know that the veterans organizations and their
service officers play an important role in helping veterans file claims with the De-
partment of Veterans Affairs.

State and county service officers also play an important role in the claims process-
ing system. I represent three counties in Florida: Pinellas, Pasco and Hillsborough.
Each of these counties has dedicated men and women serving as veterans service
officers to assist local veterans with their VA claims. Often times, these service offi-
cers participate in my veterans town meetings and offer their perspectives on prob-
lems confronting the veterans they deal with on a daily basis. This input is always
an insightful and important resource for my work on the House Committee on Vet-
erans’ Affairs.

For quite some time, I have felt we are not taking full advantage of veterans orga-
nizations and county service officers. As the VA works to reduce its claims backlog,
these men and women are a valuable asset which should not be overlooked. I am
anxious to review any suggestions on how we can encourage and improve the VA
and service officer partnership—at all levels of government.

I look forward to working with my colleagues on the Committee as well as the
VA and veterans organizations on improving the veterans’ claims processing system.
Our nation’s veterans should not have to endure lengthy waits to receive the bene-
fits to which they are entitled.
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