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Subject:  C&P Workload 





1.  We have experienced a significant reduction in the output of all claims over the past several months. While our pending claims inventory had been trending downward throughout much of FY 2000, we are now completing on average only 29,000 rating claims a month – less than 60% of our previous production level.  At the same time, we are dealing with major increases in our workloads as a result of the duty-to-assist legislation.  Our inventory has been climbing between 6,000 and 9,000 claims each week and is now close to 500,000 claims.  Over 300,000 of these claims will require a rating decision.





2.  While we recognize the complexity of the factors that are currently affecting our workloads, we cannot allow this situation to continue.  We must immediately increase our output levels and reduce our inventory – and we must do both of these things while maintaining the accuracy improvements we have worked so hard to achieve and without sacrificing data integrity.  


 


3.  Last week we asked you in a survey to identify the factors that had caused our rating output to decline so significantly.  You responded that implementation of RBA 2000 and the duty-to-assist legislation were the primary factors.  You also indicated that the combination of a number of national initiatives such as DRO, Case Management, Quality Improvement, TPSS and RFW had contributed significantly to bringing us to our current situation.  Loss of experienced staff, the challenges of training large numbers of new employees, and workload brokering were other factors you highlighted as reducing your rating decision output.





4.  To assist you in bringing the workload back down to manageable levels, I am giving you maximum flexibility to manage the variables that you locally determine to have an effect on your workload and outputs.  Wherever I can, I will remove obstacles that impede your productivity.  In return, you must increase your output, maintain quality levels and data integrity, and reduce your inventory.  In stating that you must maintain quality, I mean that you must meet or exceed the accuracy levels achieved over recent months. 
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5.  The following paragraphs outline strategies that give you specific latitudes to manage your workloads until the inventory returns to more acceptable levels.  Later in this letter I will provide specific expectations for each regional office that must be achieved if we are to reverse these trends.  The latitudes you are being given will delay some of the core initiatives that are fundamental to our ultimate goals for claims processing improvements.  We are not backing away from these initiatives.  However, the adjustments are necessary to reduce the backlogs so that the long-term fixes can be implemented in a stable environment.  


  


RBA 2000 – You have latitude to revert to use of RBA for all types of ratings where the new application is significantly impeding productivity.  However, you should continue use of RBA 2000 wherever you determine it provides the most effective option.  If new employees are comfortable using RBA 2000 and are making progress in their development, you may continue to train using the new application.  We have found that RBA 2000 is an effective job aid for new RVSRs, as it gives structure to the analytical processes required to make a sound and well-documented rating decision.  RVSRs who successfully made the transition to RBA 2000 and are able to produce at their previous levels may also continue to use the new application.  Whichever application is used, RVSRs must maintain the tenets of Rating Redesign.   The previously established timeframe of July 1, 2001 for full implementation of RBA 2000 is suspended until the additional planned enhancements are fully developed and tested.  





Decision Review Officer Program – We have demonstrated the effectiveness of the DRO Program at offices throughout the country, both in terms of improved veterans’ satisfaction and reduced appellate workloads.  However, to increase rating decision output while we continue to train our newly hired RVSRs, DROs will be assigned to rating claims for 50% of their available hours.





Case Management – The roll out of case management training for the remaining stations will be completed.  You have latitude to vary from case management principles and align your staff to “specialize” processing of specific types of claims if you determine that will increase your output.  You also have latitude to temporarily dedicate staff to “telephone units” to handle general benefits inquiries if that facilitates increased claims output.  No funds may be expended to create an infrastructure for a telephone unit.  You may temporarily streamline the case management procedures for updating claimants on the status of their claims (e.g., reduce the frequency of status updates, suspend status updates for certain types of claims, etc.).  Current procedures for establishing and updating CAPS records should continue to
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be followed, including keeping the CAPS record current for phone contacts.  All Category 3 claims must continue to be case managed.   There is no change to my mandate to make telephone contacts whenever possible to request evidence and make follow-up requests.  This is a critical part of case management that must be followed.





Local Accuracy Reviews – You must remain committed to the delivery of accurate decisions and notifications.  The Compensation and Pension Service will increase the number of cases reviewed for each regional office to the level required for a statistically valid sample (at a 90% confidence level).  This will reduce the number of local reviews required and allow you to redirect of some of the resources now devoted to quality assurance to production.  We will also make system improvements through expedited release of an enhanced letter-writing package.  The package significantly simplifies the notification process, reducing the resources required as well as the potential for notification errors.


 


Duty to Assist – The duty-to-assist legislation codified our long-standing policy of assisting veterans in developing their claims.  The legislation also increased the notification requirements, which has added extra steps and time to the processing of veterans’ claims.  We must assure compliance with the law, but also find ways to ease the administrative process.  You must increase use of telephone contacts, both in conjunction with release of written requests for evidence as well as in lieu of written notifications for the second 60-day follow-up and the “ready-to-rate” letter.  Specific interim guidance on telephone development procedures will be released shortly by the C&P Service pending finalization of the regulatory changes associated with our phone development procedures.  The date for completion of the required review of claims previously denied under Morton is extended from the end of FY 2001 to the end of calendar year 2001 (December 31, 2001).





6.  VBA’s leadership team has demonstrated that we can unite our talents and direct our energy and initiative to successfully meet our challenges.  The SDN Workload Reduction Plan reduced the rating inventory down to 221,000 claims during FY 2000 – the lowest level we had seen in many years.  We are realizing improvements in quality as a result of your extra efforts over the past year.  We mobilized on a massive scale to develop and execute a national recruitment and training campaign.  These are examples of what we can accomplish when we are committed and we focus our efforts.
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7.  The current workload situation requires that we again respond with creativity and bold action.  I am establishing specific rating output expectations for each SDN and am asking that you accept the challenge to work together to meet or exceed the target output levels.  The enclosed spreadsheet provides average monthly rating output targets for each SDN and each RO within the SDN.  The targets were developed using average monthly receipts of rating-related claims and adjusted based on each RO’s pending inventory.  If all SDNs increase their production to their average monthly target, our output will be approximately 52,000 ratings per month.  This level will allow us to keep up with the current rate of incoming claims and begin decreasing our inventory about one percent per month.  





8.  In establishing outcome targets, it is essential that we clearly and effectively communicate our inventory reduction goals to our employees.  Our employees are hardworking and dedicated.  They understand the complexities of our current situation and are often frustrated that their best efforts are not achieving the results they strive to deliver.  Each individual’s contribution will be important in achieving our outcome targets.  We must make the very best use of every person’s talents and abilities and call on the vast experience and creativity of our employees to help us find solutions.





9.  Suggestions from you and your staff on additional measures that may help improve our workload situation or the quality of our decisions are being solicited.  A web-site has been established for this purpose at claims@mail.va.gov.  Suggestions may be e-mailed directly to the Secretary at that address.  





10.  Each SDN will develop a plan that outlines your strategy for achieving the targeted level of rating output.  SDN member stations must work together on the plan to assure the SDN as a whole is effectively using its resources.  There is flexibility in adjusting RO targets as long as the SDN target remains unchanged.  Your plan should outline the immediate steps you are taking, including a timeline and projected levels of monthly output by station.  Please submit your plan to the Office of Field Operations by Friday, April 13.











                                                                               /s/			


                                                                      Joseph Thompson





Enclosure


