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OVERSIGHT HEARING ON THE ROLE OF 
NATIONAL, STATE, AND COUNTY VETERANS 

SERVICE OFFICERS IN CLAIMS DEVELOPMENT

WEDNESDAY, JULY 19, 2006

(1)

U.S. HoUSe of repreSentativeS,
SUbcommittee on DiSability aSSiStance anD

 memorial affairS,
committee on veteranS’ affairS,

Washington, D.C.

 the subcommittee met, pursuant to call, at 1:33 p.m., in room 
334, Cannon House Office Building, Hon. Jeff Miller [Chairman of 
the subcommittee] presiding.
 present:  representatives miller, Berkley, udall.  majority staff 
Counsel: paige mcmanus, minority staff Counsel: mary ellen mc-
Carthy
 
 mr. miller.  Good afternoon, everybody.  thanks for coming.  this 
hearing will come to order.  i also want to thank the witnesses for 
their flexibility.  I know we have changed the date and time, and let 
the record show the Chairman was late for the very first time.  We 
appreciate you being here with us today and we are going to go ahead 
and start the hearing. ms. Berkley, our ranking member, is on the 
way, and other members as you well might expect will be coming in 
and out as the hearing progresses.
  Under Admiral Cooper’s watch the Veterans Benefits Administra-
tion has attempted to make the claims adjudication process more ef-
ficient by creating specialized teams, improving training, and hiring 
additional personnel to prepare and rate claims.  for a while, we 
had seen some improvements in timeliness and the backlog; however, 
those gains have eroded. the backlog is growing again and it is tak-
ing longer to render a decision.
 we all know that the claims process is complex, and veterans are 
better served when they are working with someone who is trained in 
this area of the law.  over the years, various reports from, among oth-
ers, the Veterans Claims adjudication Commission, the Va inspector 
General, and the Va Claims processing task force have recommend-
ed a greater role for veterans services organization representatives in 
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assisting veterans with submitting fully developed claims.  i am not 
advocating today that VBa staff be supplanted by veterans service 
officers.  There are 6,000 local, county, and State service officers who 
could augment VBa’s workforce, especially since they already have 
the power of attorney for the claimant.
 today, we are going to receive testimony from veterans’ represen-
tatives to get a better understanding of the role they play in assisting 
veterans in submitting fully developed claims so that VBa staff can 
focus on the decision-making process.  we will also hear from VBa on 
their efforts to collaborate with these organizations.  and as i said, 
ms. Berkley will be coming in shortly to participate, and we may give 
her an opportunity if she wishes to make an opening statement at 
that time, with your indulgence.
 at 2:00 o’clock today, as most of you know, there is a ceremony 
in the Capitol to commemorate Va’s 75th anniversary. therefore, 
without objection, any other opening statements that other members 
have will be submitted into the record.  i also ask the witnesses, if 
you would, to keep your remarks to five minutes.  Your full state-
ments have been received by the subcommittee, and will appear in 
the printed record of the hearing.  The first panel is already seated at 
the table.  we appreciate it.  if you give me a moment, i can introduce 
everybody that is at the table now.
 Colonel warren ``rocky’’ mcpherson, is the executive director of 
the florida department of Veterans affairs and mr. tim tetz is the 
Executive Director of the Nevada office of Veterans Services.  We 
certainly appreciate your coming to washington to share your views 
with us.  we also have ms. ann knowles, president of national as-
sociation of County Veterans Service Officers.  Joe Violante is here, 
national legislative director for daV.  and mr. Blake ortner is as-
sociate legislative director for paralyzed Veterans of america.
 so my script says “Colonel mcpherson,” but rocky, it is good to 
have you here, and you may proceed.

STATEMENT OF COLONEL WARREN R. MCPHERSON, USMC 
(RET.), EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR, FLORIDA DEPARTMENT 
OF VETERANS’ AFFAIRS; TIMOTHY M. TETZ, EXECUTIVE 
DIRECTOR, NEVADA OFFICE OF VETERANS SERVICES; 
ANN G. KNOWLES, PRESIDENT, NATIONAL ASSOCIATION 
OF COUNTY VETERANS SERVICE OFFICERS; JOSEPH 
A. VIOLANTE, NATIONAL LEGISLATIVE DIRECTOR, 
DISABLED AMERICAN VETERANS; AND BLAKE C. 
ORTNER, ASSOCIATE LEGISLATIVE DIRECTOR, 
PARALYZED VETERANS OF AMERICA 

STATEMENT OF COLONEL MCPHERSON

 colonel mcpHerSon.  mr. Chairman and members of the subcom-
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mittee, thank you for your opportunity to provide comments concern-
ing the role of national, State, and county veterans service officers 
in claims development.  as Governor Bush’s executive director for 
florida department of Veterans affairs, we meet regularly with the 
leaders of all of the state veterans service organizations, including 
the County Veterans services association.  in fact, i meet with their 
leadership monthly.  also, i am served by an advisory commission of 
Governor’s appointees from all regions of our state, and we meet with 
them quarterly.
  florida has almost 1.8 million veterans, as you know.  the florida 
department of Veterans affairs is a state veterans’ service agency 
created by the florida legislature, following a successful citizens’ 
constitutional initiative to authorize our department in state gov-
ernment.  we provide information, advocacy, and quality long-term 
healthcare services to our veterans.  we maintain strong positive re-
lationships with both Vha and VBa leadership in florida.  we cur-
rently employ about 580 folks, and about 70 of those are performing 
service officer duties on a daily basis.   Florida continues to expand 
our facilities and our services, primarily through the growth of the 
state homes program, but also through new outreach programs to 
contact more of the veterans’ population in florida.       as a result 
of strong advocacy on behalf of veterans and their dependents, their 
economic well-being and health status is improved through the acqui-
sition of all of the benefits earned through their service.  We are an 
arm of state government, which has statutory responsibilities con-
cerning State benefits and citizens services, as well as providing ser-
vice delivery responsibilities representing veterans in their dealings 
with the claims process in VBa.
 our statement for the record includes a more expansive elabora-
tion of our department structure and capabilities.  i won’t dwell on 
that.  But it also includes the issues that i would like to mention in 
this brief summary.  the major issues confronting our department, 
and other state veterans department as well when dealing with VBa 
processes, include the following four items.
 first, is timely access to Va information on returning severely in-
jured veterans, and also dealing with families of the fallen.  and i 
would note for the record that yesterday we were able to meet with 
VA Central office senior staff on this issue to work on moving forward.  
We also have a concern about timely access to case files of veterans 
when they seek state assistance on federal issues.  there are issues 
in the privacy world that need to be resolved so that if a constituent 
calls your office or mine, I need to be able to get to the data to help 
solve that problem.
 we are working on a program designed by Governor Bush to look 
at long-term follow-up on State veterans’ benefits, and also benefits 
for the families of those lost in battle.  florida has a substantive set 
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of State benefits that augment the Federal benefits system, and in 
order to implement that kind of a program for the long term, we need 
good data on who these folks are, and we are working with the Va 
on those privacy issues. we also note that there has been a national 
issue regarding training and standardization of veterans’ service of-
ficers at the State and county level, and I would note that is a key 
issue, that if efforts are put forth to standardize the training, it can 
help with the types of claims that you are looking for; fully-developed, 
ready-to-rate claims.
 we note that house resolution 4264 regarding proposed federal 
funding of State and county service officers in the VA budget is an 
initiative that is under consideration, and the state of florida would 
certainly support that.  we think it would provide valuable additional 
resources for us, and that of course is a part of outreach enhancement 
opportunities, and we would focus especially on returning veterans 
with serious injuries.
 each of these topics contain policy issues that must be developed 
and improved in order to allow state and local government service 
as an extension of Va programs that already provide more extensive 
and higher quality services to our nation’s veterans than any other 
country in the world.
 The VA is a terrific organization, but as we all know, primarily be-
cause of the huge numbers of veterans who have served, their work-
load, the Va’s, in many areas is constantly challenged by resource 
availability, and many of the policies which have evolved over 75 
years of growth in service.
 as i mentioned, our primary challenge is timely access to Va infor-
mation concerning veterans.  as described in our written statement, 
improved flow of information to State government is needed, and is 
vital to improving the timely delivery of State benefits to these war-
riors and families.  a method must be developed to allow increased 
and more timely access to this critical data, and we are working on 
that with the Va and dod.
  The final challenge I would like to address just for a moment is 
the enhanced outreach to veterans, particularly in the large states, 
where the largest population is.  i mentioned florida has almost 1.8 
million veterans, and it deserves focused attention, additional out-
reach efforts, and additional national resources, to meet the continu-
ing demands of our older world war ii and korean veterans, but also 
our newest generation from the Global war on terror.  the federal 
efforts to coordinate seamless transition of injured servicemembers 
from dod to Va is improving, and it is actually quite good. But the 
state and local government role in providing and administering state 
veterans benefits must be understood, and policy adjustments must 
be made to enhance a cooperative effort to deliver the best support 
our nation can, for all levels of government.
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 Governor Bush’s letter to secretary nicholson on this topic is in our 
written remarks.  i would like to thank you for the opportunity to be 
here today representing Governor Bush and our 1.8 million veterans, 
and we appreciate your Committee’s continuing efforts to improve 
benefits and services to our veterans, and certainly would be avail-
able to take any questions, sir.
 [The statement of Colonel McPherson appears on p. 22] 

 mr. miller.  thank you very much, Colonel.  mr. tetz?

STATEMENT OF TIMOTHY M. TETZ

 mr. tetz.  Chairman miller and members of the subcommittee, 
thank you for this opportunity to present the role of the nevada of-
fice of Veterans’ Services in veteran claim development.
 Veterans’ advocacy in its most simple form doesn’t vary between 
florida, north Carolina, or nevada.  at the end of the day, every 
advocate in a veterans service organization, county service office, or 
state agency such as noVs, desires to help every veteran receive all 
individual benefits and opportunities earned by their honorable mili-
tary service to this country.
 in its most basic form, a veterans advocate is someone who cares 
about veterans and supports their causes.  this broad representation 
of a veterans advocate could include everyone from the world war ii 
veteran’s grandchild, to a radio talk show host, to a member of Con-
gress.  with respect to the claims process, through the department 
of Veterans affairs, the veterans advocate takes a greater role and 
responsibility; it’s advocate’s obligation to present the veteran and 
his or her claim in the most succinct, accurate, and complete manner, 
so the VA ratings officer has a complete package on which to base a 
decision.
 Veterans advocacy through the claims process has five distinct 
steps.  First, the service officer must work directly with the veteran 
or family to identify all the possible benefits the claimant may be 
entitled.  this often involves hours of interviewing and analysis of 
medical and military records to ascertain the status of the veteran’s 
health or financial situation.  Next, the service officer must determine 
if additional records, tests, or materials are necessary to establish the 
facts or conditions presented by the veteran.
 Then, the service officer must take great care to present the vet-
eran in a concise but complete package that identifies all the benefits 
for which the veteran is entitled.  This package must be sufficient to 
persuade the rating specialist to grant the claim.  once the decision 
has been rendered it is incumbent upon the advocate to explain the 
results to the veteran and determine if additional actions are neces-
sary.
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 it is only once the veteran and advocate have exhausted all ave-
nues of review that the case can be set aside for this final step.  Often 
overlooked, the final step is a periodic evaluation with the veteran to 
determine if medical or financial conditions warrant the claim to be 
reopened.
 however the role of noVs doesn’t start with the veteran walking 
through our door.  it begins long before, in our attempts to educate 
the public and veterans on services we offer and the benefits they 
have earned.  although the veteran may not realize how military ser-
vice ultimately affected their health, talking about wounds or injuries 
has never been something people hide.  for example, when one vet-
eran receives compensation for agent orange exposure and resulting 
conditions caused by it, every other veteran he runs across is quickly 
informed of conditions that may be caused by exposure or service, and 
urged to follow the appropriate claim.
 In contrast, financial status or well-being is not often discussed 
outside of family.  this coupled with an overwhelming pride not to 
take advantage of programs such as welfare brings about the rela-
tive obscurity of the VA pension benefits.  In 2005 Knight Ridder 
published an article based on the sanford Center for aging study of 
low income veterans in reno, nevada. in short, an estimated 2 mil-
lion veterans or widows are missing out on as much as $22 billion 
a year in Va pensions.  the primary reason is lack of public aware-
ness of the program. while the estimated population of veterans and 
widows eligible for the benefit has remained the same, benefits have 
decreased at a dramatic rate.
 Once a veteran enters, or the veteran’s family enters our office, it 
is our responsibility to determine eligibility for compensation, pen-
sion, and other benefits through the VA.  Like all our counterparts 
throughout the nation, we must develop the case, review the pertinent 
information, and prepare a claim for the veteran to submit.  however, 
at this juncture we differ from our counterparts at the county level in 
that we are located in a regional office and approve and submit all the 
veterans advocates for benefits.  Located within the same building, 
we are often able to facilitate the compilation of additional informa-
tion when it is necessary, thereby limiting the longer waiting times 
than would be associated if we needed to send it to a local office.  In 
addition, we receive our complimentary copy of the notice of decision 
for our records, so that we can be proactive in reviewing the decision 
and determining a course of action before the veteran has received 
the same letter.  unfortunately, with these spoils comes some added 
burden.  if a veterans submits a claim for composition and lists one of 
our 14 service organizations as a limited power of attorney, we are ob-
ligated to serve that veteran once a notice of decision has been issued.  
through this, we inherit many claims we did not initially develop, 
and did not submit to our standards, but must somehow maintain the 
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necessary information and data to reverse the original decision.  this 
is often more time-consuming than the establishment and develop-
ment of the case from the beginning.  i estimate i lose one of my six 
service officers entirely to the appeal process.
 our biggest challenge in nevada is to serve the approximate 300,000 
veterans in Nevada with only six service officers.  Even if you look at 
the veterans’ service organizations and their accredited service of-
ficers, there are still more than 10,000 veterans in Nevada for each 
qualified service officer.  It is not uncommon for a veteran to have to 
wait four to six weeks to meet with a service officer.  If you couple this 
with a six-month wait for a decision at the regional office, the veteran 
lucky enough to walk into our office today may not receive a decision 
on the claim for a year.  this may not seem like a long time to the 21 
year-old returning from afghanistan, but it is an eternity to a korean 
war veteran dying of a service-connected medical condition.
 and in conclusion, if i were to clear the room and ask if anyone 
knew Jack prelutsky, i am almost certain no one would recognize the 
name.  however, asked the same question about dr. seuss, most of us 
could list our favorite book and tell you why they don’t like green eggs 
and ham.  But Jack prelutsky was responsible for taking the notes, 
sketches, and thoughts of theodore “dr. seuss” Geisel, and compiling 
them into a highly acclaimed book that few knew was not written by 
dr. seuss.  if Jack prelutsky had written “hooray for diffendoofer 
day’’  and put his name on the cover, he would have been ridiculed as 
a fraud and sold very few books.  But the same compilation of words 
and thoughts became a best seller when associated with dr. seuss, 
even though he passed away seven years prior.
 The service officer is a ghost writer of the veteran’s claim before the 
VA.  It is the service officer’s job to take a veteran’s service record, 
medical history, personal recollections, and current medical condi-
tions, and weave a story that characterizes the veteran for the Va rat-
ing specialist.  The veterans service officer must take all the resources 
and develop a package that will become a best seller. although in this 
case, the satisfaction will not come from critical acclaim in the new 
york times, but rather the compensation and pension for the veteran 
or family by the Va. in most cases, the rating specialist may never 
even talk to or meet the veteran.  But if the service officer is success-
ful, the veteran is as well known to the rating officer as the “Grinch 
who stole Christmas.’’
 Again, thank you, Mr. Chairman, for giving Nevada Office of Veter-
an services an opportunity to present our perspective on such an im-
portant issue.  this hearing is very timely and addresses an ongoing 
need to service the veterans throughout america.  we look forward to 
working with the subcommittee to see that no veteran goes without 
qualified representation.
 [The statement of Timothy M. Tetz appears on p. 34] 
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 mr. miller.  thank you very much.  mS. KnowleS.

STATEMENT OF ANNE G. KNOWLES

 mS. KnowleS.  mr. Chairman and members of the Committee, it is 
truly my honor to be able to present this testimony before your com-
mittee.  as president of the national association of County Veterans 
Service Officers, I am commenting on the relationship between the 
department of Veterans affairs and the county veterans service of-
ficer, recommendation of the creation of a new Federal, State, and 
local government partnership to provide outreach to veterans and 
their dependents to assist in filing their claims for disability and pen-
sion benefits.
 The National Association of County Veterans Service Officers is an 
organization made up of local government employees.  our members 
are tasked with assisting veterans in developing and processing their 
claims.  we exist to serve veterans and partner with the national ser-
vice organizations, and the department of Veterans affairs to serve 
veterans.
 our association focuses on outreach, standardized quality training, 
claims processing.  we are an extension, an arm of government, not 
unlike the Va itself, in service to the nation’s veterans and their de-
pendents.  the relationship between the department of Veterans af-
fairs and the county service officers throughout our great nation has 
traditionally been professional, mutually advantageous.  the dVa 
has assisted the CVsos in providing limited training and providing 
limited access to information to daV the dVa holds on the CVso’s 
clients.
 By a large majority of disability of pension claims, the county ser-
vice officer serves as the primary entry point nationwide for local vet-
erans to access the services offered by the Va.  most veterans view 
the local county service officer as the VA, and they do not realize that 
the Va and the CVso are not one in the same.  and in many ways, we 
are the Va to our communities.  we see the role of the county veter-
ans service office as one of advocacy.  We sit across the table daily and 
prepare these claims.  we are the ones that cry with the widows, and 
pat the veterans on the backs.  Because of this direct access to the 
veterans, we believe that we are in a position to assist the Va in the 
claims development, developing and completing ready-to-rate claims.  
it eases the burden of the Va, the backlog of inventory, whatever we 
call it.
 the process begins with that face-to-face, and it builds the trust 
between the veterans and the Va because as i said, they view us as 
the Va, and we can tell them ten dozen times a day we are not the 
Va, but we are to them, because we are the one they are helping.
 the initial interview accomplishes many things.  the CVso hon-
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estly explains the process with the veteran while building realistic 
expectations for the veteran.  this results in lessening the impact 
of previous claims or unrealistic appeals that the Va is mandated to 
process and develop.  once complete, the application package is then 
passed on to the state or the national service organization for their 
review and presentation to the Va, and then they in return send it 
back to us if they have more questions.  it is truly a partnership.
 the CVso then interprets the decision for the veteran and explains 
what the decision means when the veteran gets his rating decision 
back.  many of them go home and they read those eight or ten pages, 
and they come back and say, “tell me what it means,’’  and that is 
what we are there for, is to tell them what it means, and where we 
can go further; if they have had a negative decision, if we truly have 
an appeal, and how to truly help them get this appeal established.
 we believe the division of responsibility between the two arms of 
government benefits the veteran, the CVSO, and the DVA, as poten-
tial to provide a clear understanding for the veteran, of the process of 
claims development, and how the Va system works.  i will not go into 
a lot of detail on our outreach.  it is published for you.  the Va does 
have limited outreach.  they do go to the hospitals, they advertise in 
the organizations, but the county service officer or the State service 
officer are on the front line.  We are looking for those veterans that 
don’t know that they have benefits.  They don’t go to the hospitals.  
they don’t belong to the service organization.
 that is where your outreach is needed, to those veterans that don’t 
know, those veterans coming back that don’t want any part of any-
thing.
 i thank you for your opportunity to provide this testimony.  i invite 
any questions.  i know we are very limited, so i will hold it down.  and 
thank you so much.
 [The statement of Ann G. Knowles appears on p. 41] 

 mr. miller.  thank you very much, ms. knowles. i would like to 
recognize the ranking member ms. Berkley.  ms. Berkley?
 mS. berKley.  thank you very much, mr. Chairman, and please 
accept my apologies for being detained in my transportation Com-
mittee hearing.  we had a markup on an important issue regarding 
pipeline safety in this country, and i thought it was important that i 
share my thoughts with my fellow committee members.
 i want to welcome all of you.  your testimony is very important to 
this subcommittee, and our understanding of exactly what you do 
and how it affects and benefits our veterans.  A particular welcome 
to mr. tetz, from my home state of nevada.  we work very closely 
together.  he does an extraordinary job.  i invited him, and i hope this 
has been a positive experience for you.
 i am going to submit my comments for the record.  i would like to 
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commend mr. tetz’ testimony, and i am sure all of you that heard 
him know that in the state of nevada, which is a very large state 
with a lot of area, we not only have hundreds of thousands of veter-
ans in the las Vegas metropolitan area, but we have veterans across 
the state of nevada in small towns and hamlets, sometimes very far 
away from any Va service, and it is very important for them to be 
able to access our Va services.  there is, for every 10,000 veterans, 
we have one service officer in Nevada, and many veterans are simply 
unable to access a veterans service officer.
 We know that if a veteran is able to access the help of a service offi-
cer, it could often make the difference between having a claim denied 
and having a claim approved, or the amount of the claim.  and we 
also know statistically, that it is a little more than $6,000 difference 
between a veteran who has had the help of a service officer and one 
that has not.  so what you do is extraordinarily important.
 and i think it is important for the subcommittee, and ultimately 
the entire Va committee, to learn about what you do. so thank you 
very much, and i thank you for your efforts in helping our veterans 
access the Va system.
 [The statement of Ms. Berkley appears on p. 20]

 mr. miller.  thank you, ms. Berkley.  your statement will be in-
cluded in the record in its entirely.
 mr. Violante?

STATEMENT OF JOSEPH A. VIOLANTE

 mr. violante.  thank you, mr. Chairman, and members of the sub-
committee.  on behalf of the more than 1.3 million members of the 
disabled american Veterans, i am honored to appear before you to-
day to discuss the role of DAV’s national service officers in our effort 
to assist veterans and their families an filing claims for benefit from 
the Department of Veterans Affairs.  DAV has several classifications 
of our accredited representatives: department service officers, transi-
tion service officers, national service officers, national appeals offi-
cers, and appellate counsel.
 daV hires only wartime service-connected disabled veterans for 
positions of daV nso trainees.  these men and women have had per-
sonal experience with the Va claims process, and the vocational reha-
bilitation program.  the initial training program generally does not 
exceed 25 months, of which 16 months is on-the-job training.  each 
individual also receives academic instruction through an accredited 
college or university in anatomy and physiology, medical terminol-
ogy, composition or legal writing, and public speaking.
 successful completion of a compensation and pension service trip 
certification training is mandatory for all NSOs. The DAV structured 
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and continuing training program is designed for use by all nsos.  
recognized by the highly regarded american Council on education, 
the daV’s course of study uses the latest technology to provide al-
most 1200 hours of updates and refresher training to enhance the 
nso’s base knowledge.  i have provided two copies of our Cd-rom 
library to the subcommittee staff.
 mr. Chairman, for 86 years the daV has been dedicated to one 
single purpose: Building better lives for disabled veterans and their 
families.  the daV employs 260 nsos, located throughout the coun-
try.  last year alone, these highly trained men and women represent-
ed, free of charge, over a quarter million veterans and their families 
in claims for VA benefits, obtaining for them more than $2.7 billion 
in benefits.
 of the 34,000 appeals decisions decided by BVa during 2005, 
11,000 appeals were represented by daV nsos.  during the period, 
the average BVa allowance rate among veterans service organiza-
tions was 21.7 percent.  the allowance rate for attorneys was 21.1 
percent.  during 2005, daV represented about 2500 appeals that 
were allowed by VBa, or 22 percent of our represented appeals. in 
another 4400 appeals, or 39.2 percent, the appeal was remanded to 
the agency of original jurisdiction. daV-represented appeals were 
higher than the overall averages for allowances: 20.8 percent, and 
remands, 38.6 percent.
 average allowance rates among veterans service organizations are 
again higher than allowance rates for attorneys thus far in 2006.  
with a 21.3 percent allowance rate, as of the end of april 2006, at-
torneys are below the overall average BVa allowance rate for all ap-
peals, including those with no representation, of 21.6 percent.
 DAV’s appellate counsels filed 374 notice of appeals with the Court 
of Veterans appeals between may 2005 and april 2006. during this 
period, the court disposed of 433 appeals filed by DAV.  Of these, 
291 appeals were reversed, vacated, or favorably settled.  there were 
joint motions for remands in 126 appeals, and only 16 appeals were 
affirmed by the court.
 several years ago, daV undertook two additional initiatives to 
enhance and expand benefits counseling and claims representation 
services to the veterans community.  The first of the two programs 
involve outreach to members of the armed services at locations and 
times of their separation from active-duty.  the second involves ser-
vices to veterans in the communities where they live.  i am very 
proud of what daV stands for and what we have accomplished in our 
86-year history.
 i thank you for this opportunity to submit our views on this impor-
tant issue, and i would be happy to answer questions. thank you.
 [The statement of Joseph A. Violante appears on p. 47] 
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 mr. miller.  thank you very much.  mr. ortner?

STATEMENT OF BLAKE C. ORTNER

 mr. ortner.  Chairman miller, ranking member Berkley, and 
members of the subcommittee, on behalf of the paralyzed Veterans of 
america, i would like to thank you for the opportunity to testify today 
on the role of national, State, and county veterans service officers in 
claims development.
 through 60 years of service, pVa has developed a unique exper-
tise on a wide variety of issues involving the special needs of our 
members, veterans with spinal cord injury and dysfunction.  one of 
the services pVa provides is assistance to veterans as they navigate 
the maze of rules and regulations associated with submitting claims 
for veterans benefits and compensation.  This is done through PVA’s 
veterans benefits department, which provides assistance and repre-
sentation, at no cost, to veterans seeking healthcare and benefits.
 This assistance is offered through a network of 58 service offices 
located at VA medical centers and regional offices, and 76 PVA-em-
ployed national service officers, or NSOs, many of whom are spinal 
cord-injured.
 in 2005 our nsos conducted more than 23,000 counseling sessions, 
serving more than 20,000 paralyzed veterans and their families, pro-
vided assistance to over 12,000 more severely disabled veterans, and 
their families and survivors, and conducted more than 15,000 visits 
to paralyzed veterans in hospitals and nursing homes, logging more 
than 206,000 road miles.
 there are many veterans service programs across the nation.  Va 
sets requirements for organizations to be approved to provide assis-
tance to veterans, and these regulations contain sufficient require-
ments for organizations to meet, but only if they actually comply with 
the regulations.  if Va does not ensure requirements are met, then 
veterans may receive inadequate assistance.  while pVa exceeds all 
the requirements, variances in levels of training and competence of 
other veterans representatives, including state and county veterans 
service officers, can be extreme.
 training is the other key.  pVa is concerned about accuracy in 
claims, and emphasizes extensive training of our service officers 
while taking great pride in our rigorous training program.  new ser-
vice officers undergo a 16-month on- the-job training program.  Each 
candidate is paired with an experienced nso supervisor at a Va 
medical center or regional office.  Throughout the training program 
candidates take courses to improve medical knowledge, as well as 
gain ever greater exposure to actual casework, learning relevant fed-
eral relations, codes, and how to prepare a claim.
 the candidate must pass a series of quizzes and exams during the 
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program, and to be certified as an NSO II,  must pass a comprehensive 
final exam.  The NSO takes a more extensive exam after 18 months, 
to be promoted to nso iii, and after a second 18 months, takes an 
exam to be promoted to senior nso.  we believe that our standard-
ized training is a vital component to the success of this program.
 But nso training does not end there.  pVa conducts ongoing re-
gional training, as well as participation in Va training at the local 
level, permitting valuable interaction with Va claims processors.  
nsos also complete the Va training, responsibility, involvement, and 
preparation program, annual cyber security training, and 28 hours of 
annual national service officers’ continuing education program train-
ing.
 pVa’s nso program assigns nsos to Va medical centers with spi-
nal cord injury centers, then to areas with a high population of our 
members or other veterans.  this system is most effective because it 
is maintained and supervised at the national level, which provides 
important uniformity and speedy dissemination of vital information.
 pVa does not limit our training.  if requested, we will provide train-
ing to other local, State, and county veterans service officers in any 
field that the office believes they may need.  This provides informa-
tion and ensures a level of consistency with claims preparation.  even 
with training, other challenges face veterans as they weave their way 
through the maze of claims preparation.
 One challenge is that many county service officers are political ap-
pointees, often required to justify their existence, and their budgets, 
by the number of claims filed. PVA believes that many of these claims 
are submitted without regard to merit.  this clogs the Va system 
and may discredit claims coming from those offices.  This is such a 
concern that in may 2006, the commitment was made by pVa, the 
american legion, disabled american Veterans, and amVets, to 
support training for state and county Vsos.  this would go a long 
way to increase professionalism and consistency of claims prepara-
tion, and would be a tremendous service to those veterans who have 
served the nation so well.
 another challenge is a lack of appeals representation at the na-
tional level for county and state Vsos, which hinders a claimant’s 
opportunity to succeed at the appellate level. Because of the signifi-
cant number of errors in Va claims, this can create an almost insur-
mountable roadblock to a veteran’s claim being granted.
 Thousands of American veterans benefit every day from the pro-
grams provided by veterans service organizations.  the critical re-
quirement is training.  without an adequate level of initial training, 
follow-up training, and appropriate oversight and accreditation of 
Vsos by Va, a valuable service for veterans can potentially cause 
more delay, rather than shorten the time needed for claims process-
ing.
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 pVa would like to thank you again for the opportunity to testi-
fy, and we would be happy to answer any questions that you might 
have.
 [The statement of Blake C. Ortner appears on p. 57] 

 mr. miller.  i thank you all very much for your testimony.  i have 
some questions, but i will submit them for the record in view of the 
time that we have, and i will yield to our ranking member, ms. Berk-
ley.
 mS. berKley.  thank you, mr. Chairman, for your courtesy.  i know 
that many people are going to the ceremony commemorating the 75th 
anniversary of the Veterans administration, which starts in a few 
minutes, so i will try to be very brief.  But i do have three questions.
 the Committee has received a report of at least one county veterans 
service officer who refers claims to attorneys and agents, who agree 
to represent the veteran without charge, obviously, but who then so-
licits gifts from the veterans who are rewarded benefits.  And I would 
like to submit for the record, mr. Chairman, a memo of gift that i 
have in my possession, that a veteran has signed, giving $16,000 to 
an attorney for having handled his case, although it is not called a 
fee; it is a “gift.”
 Can you comment on this practice?  i don’t know if this is an iso-
lated incident, whether it is one person in nebraska or whether this 
is widespread, whether you have heard rumors of it.  But can you tell 
me if this is something that you have heard of before?  and what ethi-
cal rules govern county service officers? And anybody and everyone 
can answer this.
 mr. miller.  prior to the witnesses answering, are you asking this 
be entered in the record?
 mS. berKley.  yes.  yes, sir.
 mr. miller.  any objection?
 (no response.)
 mr. miller.  without objection, so ordered.
 [The memorandum appears on p. 80]

 mr. miller.  the witnesses may answer the question.
 mS. KnowleS.  I would like to first take a stab at this as I represent 
the county veterans service officers.  This just came to our attention 
last month in reno, and we do not support this.  we think that veter-
ans deserve free representation from the county service officers and 
the service organizations in their counties, and in their states.  i un-
derstand there is a big push to get this through, to get it where they 
can.  and we are very opposed to that.
 we do not think veterans should have to pay.  they have already 
paid their dues.  now we need to represent them with nothing, with 
no charge.  And for county veterans service officers, we are opposed 
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to this.  and in my own state, we had people that have started this, 
and we were able to squash them.
 mS. berKley.  okay.  do you think that this is something that Vet-
erans Service Officers Association can handle on their own without 
congressional intervention?  this really is horrible.
 mS. KnowleS.   absolutely not.  we cannot handle this on our own, 
because this group in nebraska is going forward with it.  it is going to 
have to be looked at on a national level. lawyers should not come into 
the play with handling claims for veterans until we hit the appeals.  
the veterans should have the opportunity to handle their claim on a 
local level.  and when it goes to the appeals, absolutely, but up until 
then i think the veteran can receive and should be able to receive the 
claims without cost.
 mS. berKley.  i couldn’t agree with you more.  this was breathtak-
ing when i read it, and shameful, quite frankly.
 second question: according to mr. tetz, nevada, as i mentioned in 
my statement as well, has only one service officer for every 10,000 
veterans.  Is access to veterans service officers a problem in other 
areas of the country?  what is your personal experience in your own 
states?
 mS. KnowleS.  in north Carolina it is not.  in dealing with our 
service officers across the State, we knew that Nevada had a large 
veteran population and very few, and i am sure that is something 
that you are looking at, to help put more money there for them to hire 
more service officers.  But I don’t think it is—I am not sure how many 
states are like yours. tim, do you know?
 mr. tetz.  well, i am sure none are.  But with the population ex-
plosion, in nevada particularly, in my part of the state, it is almost 
unhandleable.  and i was wondering how, what it is like in your par-
ticular states?
 colonel mcpHerSon.  madam, Chairman, rocky mcpherson from 
florida.  in our department, i have approximately almost 600 em-
ployees.  about one sixth, about 100 of those are in the state veter-
ans service officer business.  I would note, though, for the record, I 
think it is import that even though there are 10,000 veterans per 
service officer, not every veteran had a service-connected injury, and 
requires work on submitting a claim.  matter of fact, the percentage 
is probably—I would ask the VA for a number, but I would say it 
is 20 percent or less. and so, that particular statistic needs to bear 
in mind the number of veterans in need of preparing claims, rather 
than the total number.
 mS. berKley.  mr. tetz, would you like to comment?  how are 
things in nevada?
 mr. tetz.  Madam, Chair, Tim Tetz from Nevada Office of Veter-
ans Services.  It is tough in Nevada, with the six service officers that 
we pay.  i would agree, certainly, with my director from florida that 
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not every one of those 10,000 need it.  But i would also argue that if 
we don’t have adequate representation of service officers out there, 
and you can’t get the word out and service as many of those 10,000, 
then you miss out on claims and the ability to get them the right 
care they need.
 mS. berKley.  How many service officers would it take in the State 
of nevada to handle the load you have, since you have six?
 mr. tetz.  ma’am, the next legislative session i am going to be 
asking for an additional six, to spread throughout the rural areas 
mostly.  we have an unfortunate scenario, where they had to travel 
400 miles to see the nearest service officer; unheard of in other 
states, and yet for nevadans, they don’t think anything of it.
 mS. berKley.  and one last question if i may, knowing the short-
ness of time.
 mr. ortner, i reviewed your testimony, and it seemed in your tes-
timony you said problems can arise when a veteran is represented 
by county or State veterans service officer that does not handle ap-
peals to the board.  how common is this problem, and what proce-
dures exist, to your knowledge, to assure veterans with meritorious 
appeals that they will be represented on appeal to the board, and 
the court?
 mr. ortner.  i think the main issue is just the problem with the 
way the system is set up for their inability to actually just do the ap-
pellate process.  i would ask to have the question submitted for the 
record, so that I could take it to our veterans benefits department 
that deals specifically with that sort of issue, to make sure that we 
can give you the most detail on exactly what would be the best pro-
cess to remedy that.
 mS. berKley.  mr. Chairman, may i submit that question?
  mr. miller.  it will be submitted.
  mS. berKley.  all right, thank you very much, mr. Chairman.  
thank you, witnesses.
 mr. miller.  mr. udall?
 mr. UDall.   thank you, mr. Chairman. i would just submit my 
statement for the record, and not have any questions, and submit 
any for the record from the witnesses.  thank you very much.
 [No statement was submitted.] 
 mr. miller.  thank you very much to everybody here for their 
testimony today, and this panel is excused.
 and we have a second panel to come forward.  as he comes for-
ward, i will introduce him.  mr. Jack mcCoy is associate deputy 
under secretary for policy and program management at the Vet-
erans Benefits Administration.  He is accompanied by Mr. Steve 
simmons, deputy director of the Compensation and pension ser-
vice.  we appreciate you being here today, and mr. mcCoy, if you are 
ready, you may begin.
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STATEMENT OF JACK MCCOY, ASSOCIATE DEPUTY 

UNDER SECRETARY FOR BENEFITS FOR POLICY 
AND PROGRAM MANAGEMENT, VETERANS BENEFITS 
ADMINISTRATION, U.S. DEPARTMENT OF VETERANS 
AFFAIRS; ACCOMPANIED BY STEVE SIMMONS, DEPUTY 
DIRECTOR, COMPENSATION AND PENSION SERVICE 

 mr. mccoy.  Chairman miller, ranking member Berkely, and 
members of the subcommittee, thank you for the opportunity to tes-
tify today on the role of national, state, and county veterans service 
officers in the disability claims process.  I am accompanied today by 
mr. steve simmons, deputy director of the Compensation and pen-
sion service.
 Veterans Service Officers work in partnership with VA to assist 
veterans, their dependents, and their survivors in obtaining Va 
benefits to which they are entitled.  Congress traditionally char-
tered Veterans service organizations but today that authority has 
been delegated to the secretary of Veterans affairs.  Va currently 
recognizes 87 veterans service organizations, including 26 national 
organizations, 45 State organizations, and five territorial agencies, 
as well as 11 regional or local organizations.
 In order to be recognized by VA as a Veterans Service Officer, an 
organization must have as its primary purpose a substantial service 
commitment to veterans.  it must also be able to demonstrate this 
either by either having a sizable organizational membership, or by 
performing services for a sizable number of veterans.
 recognizing Veterans service organizations allows representa-
tives of the organization to apply for accreditation to represent 
the interest of claimants in the processing their benefits claims.  A 
Veterans Service Organization must file an application for accredi-
tation with the Office of General Counsel for each person it desires 
to have accredited. the organization must certify that the applicant 
is of good character and reputation, and has demonstrated an ability 
to represent claimants before Va; has completed a course of train-
ing and an examination which has been approved by Va’s regional 
counsel with jurisdiction for the state; understands and will respect 
the confidentiality of veterans’ information; and will receive either 
regular supervision and monitoring or annual training to ensure 
continued qualification as a representative in the VA claims process.
  Veterans service officers and State accredited representatives 
help claimants prepare claim forms and assemble relevant informa-
tion and evidence for presentation to Va to substantiate claims.  
they personally contact veterans to expedite the gathering of neces-
sary evidence, such as private medical records or employment back-
ground.  Because of their knowledge of Va requirements and pro-
cesses, they can ensure that their clients have the documentation 
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needed before a claim is filed, which saves a great deal of time and 
effort in Va’s processing of the claim.  their knowledge of the law 
helps ensure that claims submitted to Va meet the requirements for 
service connection, or for the grant of the particular benefits sought, 
and all that relevant evidence is submitted for consideration.
 as part of their responsibilities as representatives for veterans 
and dependence, Veterans service organizations and state and 
local government veterans agencies participate in outreach and 
other activities that support the claims process by making veterans 
and dependents aware of changes in the law, and other significant 
events that may impact their eligibility for benefits.  These efforts 
complement those of the department and ensure that, to the maxi-
mum extent possible, the veteran community is aware of changes in 
Va entitlement.
 they assist Va with claims development through their active role 
in the Benefits Delivery at Discharge Program. The Benefits De-
livery at discharge program is a cooperative effort of both Va and 
dod, wherein Va personnel assist servicemembers leaving military 
service to obtain the VA benefits they earned.  A number of our 
Bdd operations are supported by the efforts of national, state, and 
county Veterans Service Officers.  The role of the Veterans Service 
Officer and State and local government veteran agencies and the 
BDD—complementary to that of veterans service center personnel.  
they support Va efforts by sponsoring classes on how to complete 
Va claims forms, interviewing and assisting individual servicemem-
bers with filing claims for VA benefits, including reviewing their 
service medical records and obtaining proper documents needed for 
Va claims adjudication.
 in 1998, VBa began the training responsibility involvement 
and preparation of Claims program, known as trip.  today, all 
57 regional offices have successfully provided TRIP instruction to 
Veterans service organizations’ representatives.  trip includes ex-
tensive training in claims development that helps veterans service 
officers submit their fully developed claims, so that VA can decide 
claims in a more timely manner.
 when a Veterans service organization representative completes 
trip training and passes a VBa-administered examination, he or 
she is qualified to access VBA’s electronic records of veterans for 
whom he or she has power of attorney.  to date, 1661 Veterans ser-
vice organization representatives have completed and passed the 
trip training.
 and i would summarize, mr. Chairman, by saying that i hope this 
testimony has demonstrated the important collaborative relation-
ship between VBa and the national, state, and county service of-
ficers in VA’s claims adjudication process.
 mr. Chairman, this completes my statement.  i will be happy to 
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answer any questions.
 [The statement of Jack McCoy appears on p. 60] 

 mr. miller.  thank you very much, mr. mccoy.  i will submit my 
questions for the record.
 ms. Berkley?
 mS. berKley.  in light of the ceremony awaiting us, i will also sub-
mit two questions for review and answer.  thank you very much.
 mr. miller.  mr. udall?
 mr. UDall.   i would do the same.  thank you, mr. Chairman.
 mr. miller.  thank you very much.  and thank you for wait-
ing, mr. mccoy.  obviously, you know, we are trying to make the 
ceremony in the rotunda, but i think it is safe to say that in the end 
we all want the same thing - we want the system to work for those 
who were injured in service to our country.  the experience and 
dedication exhibited by State, county and national service officers 
needs to be harnessed, thus bringing true meaning to the Va service 
officer partnership.
 without objection, statements from mr. James doran of am-
Vets, mr. dennis Cullinan of the Veterans of foreign wars, and 
mr. George Basher of the new york department of Veterans affairs 
will be entered into the record.
 [The statements for the record appear beginning on p. 73]

 mr. miller.  Members will have five legislative days to submit 
material for the record as well as post-hearing questions to the wit-
nesses.  with nothing further, this hearing is adjourned.
  [Whereupon, at 1:54 p.m. the Subcommittee was adjourned.]
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