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All VA Regional Offices and Centers



SUBJ:  Operation Enduring Freedom & Operation Iraqi Freedom





Purpose



This letter provides information and instructions for outreach and claims processing procedures for casualties resulting from Operations Enduring Freedom and Iraqi Freedom (OEF/OIF).  VBA Letter 20-03-11 dated March 26, 2003, provided initial information on processing claims from OEF/OIF service members and veterans.  Since the letter was issued, the need to manage the cases of seriously disabled service members and veterans has become more apparent.  VBA and VHA have developed case management procedures to provide seriously disabled (wounded, injured or ill) service members with a seamless transition to veteran status.  VBA Letter 20-03-11 is rescinded and replaced by this letter.



Definitions



For purposes of this letter, an OEF/OIF casualty is a disability or death that resulted from participation in those theaters and military activities supporting those operations.



“Service member,” as used in this letter, means an OEF/OIF participant either on active military duty or already discharged from the military (veteran).



“Serious disability” means injury to or illness of a service member that definitely or possibly will result in discharge from military service.  The Department of Defense (DoD) currently classifies injuries and illnesses as “VSI” for very serious, “SI” for serious,  “SPC”  for special category person where there has been a loss of a body part and “NSI” for not serious.  At a minimum, all service members in VSI,  SI and SPC status should be considered seriously disabled for VA purposes.  Service members identified as NSI should be contacted and assisted but will not require case management unless their condition warrants.
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Priorities



It is vital that we ensure that all returning disabled service members receive every possible assistance from the entire Department.  Organize and prepare personnel and operations to handle any claims, including those that may occur as a result of mass casualties.  All personnel must cooperate and coordinate with those from other divisions 

or offices who are directly involved in providing benefits and services, including medical care, for these service members.



Each regional office has designated an OEF/OIF Coordinator and alternate to act as liaison with VA medical facilities, military facilities, and other RO divisions.  VA medical centers have also provided their contacts serving in this capacity.  Both VBA and VHA coordinators are listed on the Compensation and Pension Service Outreach intranet site at http://vbaw.vba.va.gov/b1/21/outreach/index.htm.



Meetings should be scheduled among VBA, VHA, and DoD officials to share information in order to facilitate outreach, coordination and expeditious claims processing for all OEF/OIF veterans.



Military activities in Southwest Asia have resulted in some “stop loss” orders by the military.  These orders limit the number of service members who may be separated or retired from active duty.  Such stop loss orders could enable personnel assigned to Benefits Delivery at Discharge (BDD) sites to support the outreach and claims process responsibilities outlined in this letter.



Procedures



This letter contains the following enclosures, similar to those in rescinded VBA Letter 20-03-11.  Included are notations if an enclosure is new or revised. 



Enclosure A	Outreach, Coordination and Case Management for Seriously Disabled Service Members/Veterans (renamed and revised)

Enclosure B	Compensation Claims Processing Procedures (revised)

Enclosure C	Education Procedures (revised)

Enclosure D	Loan Guaranty Procedures (revised)

Enclosure E	Vocational Rehabilitation & Employment Procedures

Enclosure F	Insurance Procedures (revised)

Enclosure G	Debt Collection Procedures
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Enclosure H	Instructions for Completing VA Form 21-0773, Operation Iraqi Freedom/Operation Enduring Freedom Seriously Injured/Ill Service Members/Veterans Worksheet (new)



To ensure effective coordination of services and procedures, Regional Office Directors, Veterans Service Center Managers, OEF/OIF Coordinators and OEF/OIF Case Managers must thoroughly read and understand the information in the enclosures. 



Liaison with Military Medical Facilities and Reserve/Guard Units



It is critically important that regional offices establish and maintain liaison with local military medical facilities to ensure timely notification of casualty arrivals and to develop procedures for scheduling ward visits.  It is also important that regional offices work closely with Reserve/Guard Units to schedule benefits briefings for units being activated and/or demobilized as part of OEF/OIF, and to coordinate outreach efforts with VA medical staff and for expeditious case management of claims for seriously disabled service members.



Interviews

 

All interviews with disabled OEF/OIF service members, including their families, must be recorded on VA Form 21-7288a, Record of Veterans Assistance Interviews, or an equivalent electronic form, exclusively for OEF/OIF.  For workload purposes, most if not all of these interviews should be reported as away-from-office interviews.  These forms (logs) must be available for immediate submission to Central Office, if requested.  VBA will provide reports on the support provided to OEF/OIF service members to the Secretary, Congress, and other interested parties, as requested.  The requirement to log all OEF/OIF interviews for workload purposes is in addition to other OEF/OIF worksheets and reports required by this letter.



Death Cases



The special outreach and claims processing procedures outlined in VBA Letter 20-02-28 dated July 17, 2002, Casualty Assistance Program Procedures, will be followed for all in-service deaths.  This letter outlines procedures for live casualties only.  
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Questions



Please direct questions concerning this letter to James Wear, VBAWAS, by e-mail or by  telephone at (202) 273-9947.





							

							/s/

						Daniel L. Cooper

						Under Secretary for Benefits



Enclosures
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OUTREACH, COORDINATION AND CASE MANAGEMENT

FOR SERIOUSLY DISABLED SERVICE MEMBERS

AND VETERANS





General



This enclosure contains information and instructions on essential services we must provide to seriously disabled service members as a result of service in or support of the OEF/OIF theaters.



The designated Veterans Service Center Coordinator for all OEF/OIF outreach activities should also be the primary VBA point of contact for seriously disabled service members who arrive in the RO’s area of jurisdiction as patients. 



For each compensation claim received for a seriously disabled OEF/OIF service member, a VSC Case Manager must be assigned.  The Case Manager should then be the primary VBA point of contact; however, the Coordinator may continue to be involved if the service member is still a patient.  In those cases, coordination between the Coordinator and Case Manager is essential. 



Directors and VSC Managers must be significantly engaged in outreach and the management of these claims.  Their basic responsibilities and those of Coordinators and Case Managers are listed below.



Service Member Status



Central Office is currently working with DoD to develop a flow of data on disabled service members returning from OEF/OIF theaters.  As soon as the process is finalized, Compensation and Pension Service will begin to disseminate that information to ROs.  In the meantime, RO staff must rely on information derived from their outreach, liaison and coordination with military and VA medical staffs in their area. 



Directors

  

Each director must ensure that: 

 

An OEF/OIF coordinator is designated, and that Central Office is immediately notified of any change (email to VAVBAWAS/CO/OUTREACH).

An OEF/OIF case manager is assigned for each compensation claim received for a seriously disabled OEF/OIF service member.
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Points of contact are established with military and VA medical facilities, and other military installations in the RO’s jurisdiction for outreach and coordination for seriously disabled OEF/OIF service members. 

Benefit education and delivery are coordinated and case managed for those service members.  

Outreach efforts are coordinated with the local region’s Public Affairs Office (OPA) and OPA’s expertise is used when interacting with the news media. 

The Director or Assistant Director calls returning seriously disabled service members when they first arrive in the RO’s jurisdiction to welcome them home and advise them that they will be contacted by the OEF/OIF Coordinator or a Case Manager.  



Veterans Service Center Managers



Each VSC Manager must ensure that:  

 

An outreach letter is sent to each seriously disabled service member arriving in the RO’s jurisdiction that provides an overview of VA benefits and services and offer of assistance.  The letter must include all appropriate benefit application forms for which a claim has not been received.  Also include a VA Pamphlet 21-01-1, A Summary of VA Benefits. 

All compensation claims received for seriously disabled service members are entered on an OEF/OIF log for control, case management and reporting purposes.  Information for the OEF/OIF log will be updated routinely. 

Each claim is placed under control immediately upon receipt and in no case more than two workdays after receipt.

The status of all pending claims is reviewed on a weekly basis, and appropriate action taken when necessary in order to expedite processing. 

All VSC staff members who conduct personal and telephone interviews receive training on interacting with seriously disabled service members.  (Central Office is preparing sensitivity training to be offered by VA broadcast for the benefit of Coordinators, Case Managers, and others who interact with seriously disabled individuals.)  

All staff members who counsel these service members and their families are fully knowledgeable and conversant on VA benefits and services as well as those administered by other Federal agencies such as the Soldiers’ and Sailors’ Civil Relief Act of 1940, as amended, Combat Related Special Compensation, etc. 

Claims development, including any exam request, is initiated immediately and in no case more than two workdays after receipt of the claims folder. 
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Coordinators



Although each RO is required to have an OEF/OIF Coordinator and alternate, it is recognized that more than one employee may be providing services to seriously disabled OEF/OIF patients.  Each OEF/OIF Coordinator and other employees providing such services will ensure that:

 

Liaison is established with military and VA medical facility staff, in particular the discharge planners, in order for our outreach efforts and coordination to be effective.  Develop rapport with them so that VA has access to admission and discharge information as seriously disabled service members are admitted, transferred to another medical facility, and finally released.

Service members in military or VA medical facilities are visited when medically feasible.  They are made aware of all potential VA benefits and services as well as other benefits and services available through other sources.  They are assisted in completing their claims and gathering supporting evidence.

While service members are hospitalized, they are routinely informed about the status of all of their pending claims.

Patient status is routinely confirmed for each of those service members (i.e., medical condition, treatment phase, anticipated date of hospital discharge, duty status, etc.). 

Service members are given a business card that contains the Coordinator’s name and contact information such as a telephone number.

As necessary, service members’ family are informed about benefits and services, and their assistance is solicited when necessary. 

Service members are given VA contact information for the new VA regional office’s Coordinator or Case Manager when they are being transferred to another medical facility, released to return home, or awaiting discharge/retirement orders.  The reverse of the Coordinator’s business card may be used for that purpose. 

Weekly status reports are submitted to the RO with case information on service provided to seriously disabled service members.

A VA Form 21-0773, Operation Iraqi Freedom/Operation Enduring Freedom Seriously Injured/Ill Service Members/Veterans Worksheet (Enclosure H), is generated and updated for each seriously disabled patient.  Each case is diaried for necessary follow up interview or other action, and the VAF 21-0773 is updated accordingly.   �

Compensation claims taken for the seriously disabled are expedited to the appropriate RO with the VA Form 21-0773, and contain all the required supporting documents that are available.
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The appropriate RO Coordinator is alerted about actual or imminent transfer of seriously disabled patients to another military or VA medical facility outside the RO’s jurisdiction.  The VA Form 21-0773 is expedited to the receiving Coordinator by the releasing Coordinator.

The VHA Point of Contact (POC) for those patients’ new area is alerted about the transfer whether or not the receiving facility is military or VA.

If a compensation claim is being processed locally or compensation has been awarded, the releasing RO is alerted about the patient transfer in order to effect transfer of the claims file and VA Form 21-0773.



Case Manager

 

Each Case Manager must assure that: 

 

He or she communicates directly with claimants, as necessary, regarding the development and status of their compensation claim.  (For claimants who are still inpatients, communications are coordinated with the Coordinator or other employee servicing the medical facility.)

All assigned compensation claims are tightly controlled and expeditiously processed.

Service members are assisted with claims for other VA and non-VA benefits and services. 

Claimants are routinely informed about the status of all of their pending claims.

VA Form 21-0773, Operation Iraqi Freedom/Operation Enduring Freedom Seriously Injured/Ill Service Members/Veterans Worksheet(Enclosure H), is maintained with the claims file and updated through final case disposition. 

For claimants who move to another jurisdiction, the receiving RO is alerted and the claims file and VA Form 21-0773 are expedited to the receiving RO with a clear indication that they are for an OEF/OIF seriously disabled claimant. 

The VHA Point of Contact (POC) for the claimant’s new area is alerted about the transfer whether or not that the claimant is an inpatient at that VHA facility.
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Disposition of VA Form 21-0773



After outreach and case management actions have been finalized on each case, the VA Form 21-0773 will be retained in a temporary file in the VSC.  The form should not be permanently filed in the claims folder.  For clarification:  once the form is generated for a seriously disabled individual, it will be retained by either the Coordinator (up to receipt of a compensation claim) or the Case Manager (upon receipt of a compensation claim), then it will be filed in the VSC.  At a later date, Central Office will provide instructions on ultimate disposition of completed forms.   



Questions



Please direct questions concerning this letter by e-mail to VAVBAWAS/CO/OUTREACH. 
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COMPENSATION CLAIMS PROCESSING PROCEDURES





Death Cases



VBA Letter 20-02-28, Casualty Assistance Program Procedures, will be followed. The Philadelphia Regional Office and Insurance Center will perform centralized processing for Dependency and Indemnity Compensation (DIC) claims and local regional offices will provide the required outreach services for surviving spouses and dependents.  If necessary, staff from the Philadelphia Resource Center will be diverted to assist in processing these claims.  



Priority Procedures



Our goal is to award benefits within 30 days from the date of receipt of the claim for compensation (if the service member has been discharged from the military), and within 48 hours of receipt of claims for Dependency and Indemnity Compensation (DIC).



Each regional office shall establish local procedures for handling these claims on a priority basis.  Routine mail routing should not be used.  Applications and claims folders should be carried by hand from one element to another within the Veterans Service Center (VSC) as well as between the other divisions within the regional office.



Be sure the claimant is discharged from military service prior to awarding benefits.  Service members may receive medical treatment at a VA or Department of Defense medical center for several months before actual separation from military service.



Triage Team



Establish appropriate end product control for all claims within two working days of receipt.  These cases should be tightly controlled until final action is taken.  



Attach a brightly colored tag along the long side of the claims file’s left flap.  The tag will be annotated “Operation Enduring Freedom” or “Operation Iraqi Freedom” and should be easily visible as the file is stored.  Keep this flash affixed until adjudication action is completed.  In cases where benefits are awarded based on a prestabilization rating, leave the tag on the folder until the award of the schedular rating is completed.
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A log of these cases should be maintained until automated identification procedures are developed by VA Central Office.  This log should be immediately available for submission to VACO upon request.



The Triage Team’s Rating Veterans Service Representative (RVSR) may decide the claim if it is accompanied by sufficient evidence, and pulling the claims file is not required.  See the topics “Rating Team” and “Claims for Vocational Rehabilitation and Employment (VR&E)” below for further instructions.  



Transfer of Claims Folders and Evidence



The RO receiving the VA Form 21-526, Veteran’s Application for Compensation or Pension, and/or VA Form 28-1900, Disabled Veteran’s Application for Vocational Rehabilitation, determines jurisdiction based on the home address of record.  If a claims folder already exists, but is located at another station, expedited transfer must be requested.  Request transfer of the folder by telephone or electronic mail (e-mail).  Identify the case as an Operation Enduring Freedom or Operation Iraqi Freedom claim and request immediate transfer by overnight express mail.  If the application is the proper jurisdiction of another RO, it should be promptly forwarded.  If the service member is hospitalized in the jurisdiction of the receiving RO, that office should process the claim and not transfer the claims file to the RO based on the veteran’s home of record.



If the claims folder is located at the Records Management Center (RMC) in St. Louis, use e-mail to request the file.  The RMC has established a new mailbox to expedite the shipment of claims folders pertaining to Operation Enduring Freedom/Operation Iraqi Freedom.  The name of this mailbox is VAVBASTL/RMC/OEF.  Send a separate e-mail request for each claims file needed.  RMC will ship folders the same day the request is received if the request is received before 10:00 a.m. Central Standard Time.  Indicate on the e-mail request that it is an Operation Enduring Freedom/Operation Iraqi Freedom  claim.  Be sure the request includes the VA claim number, name of veteran, veteran’s social security number, and the RO name and number.  Update BIRLS/SHARE/COVERS when you receive the folder.



Pre-Determination - Diaries and Follow-Up



If a disability claim is received before a service member is discharged, notify the individual that his/her claim has been received but that a decision cannot be processed until discharge.  Advise him/her of any dependency documentation or other information that will be required.  If there is no military liaison to promptly furnish evidence of 

�Page 3.



VBA Letter 20-03-36						September 23, 2003

Enclosure B





discharge to VA, establish a future diary for no more than 30 days.  When the local diary matures, check BIRLS/SHARE for the individual’s status.  If BIRLS/SHARE does not show a discharge date, and the service member was receiving medical treatment, the Military Records Specialist (MRS) should contact the medical center where the service member was receiving care to confirm his/her status.  



If the claimant has not been discharged from the military after the 30-day time period, establish another diary for 30 days.   Repeat this process until the individual is discharged and the claim can be processed.  After discharge, establish a pending issue using the date of discharge as the date of claim.



Service Department and Retired Pay Center Liaison  



The designated MRS and the Military Retired Pay Coordinator (MRPC) at each RO should utilize his/her expertise and contacts to obtain any service department record or retired pay information that is needed to expedite a claim.



Service Medical Records (SMRs)



DoD will likely send the SMRs of Operation Enduring Freedom/Operation Iraqi Freedom  casualties directly to the RO rather than the RMC.  Upon receipt of the SMRs, the RO will update BIRLS/SHARE according to the instructions contained in M21-1, Part III, chapter 4, paragraph 4.06.



Rating Team



General.  Claims containing evidence sufficient for rating purposes and pulling of the claims file will immediately be delivered to the Rating Team. The VSCM will develop procedures for the special handling of Operation Enduring Freedom/Operation Iraqi Freedom claims to ensure that rating decisions are completed and returned to the Post-Determination Team within 14 calendar days of receipt in the Rating Team.  These standards also apply if ratings are prepared at Benefits Delivery at Discharge (BDD) sites.  The Rating Team is also responsible for expeditious consideration of claims for VR&E benefits (see topic below).  All ratings must be prepared in RBA 2000.

 

Paragraph 29 or 30.   If the veteran is hospitalized when discharged from the service, consider awarding benefits under Paragraph 29.  Also, consider assigning a convalescent rating under Paragraph 30 when the veteran is discharged or released from the hospital.
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Paragraph 28.  Prestabilization ratings ensure that those veterans most likely to be in need and least likely to be self-sufficient receive the maximum amount of benefits as quickly as possible.  See M21-1, part VI, chapter 10, paragraph 10.01 for preparation of these ratings.  Do not defer these decisions for exhaustive development, VA examination, or additional service records.



When a claim is received from a veteran wounded or otherwise injured in Operation Enduring Freedom/Operation Iraqi Freedom, take immediate action to establish service connection.  Prepare a prestabilization rating if a chronic level of disability cannot be determined, but involves unhealed or incompletely healed wounds (or injuries) and likely material impairment of employability.  Do not deny an expedited disability rating under these provisions to veterans discharged while hospitalized at a military or VA medical facility.



Rate claims solely on VA medical records if a veteran is discharged while a patient in a VA medical center.  There is no need to wait for service medical records in these cases.  To help achieve the 30-day goal for processing claims, obtain a prestabilization medical report if a veteran is hospitalized at a VA medical center for more than 30 days, if otherwise needed.  If the veteran is discharged from the medical center before 30 days of hospitalization, obtain the final hospital summary.



Claims for Vocational Rehabilitation and Employment (VR&E)



The guiding factor in the jurisdiction of vocational rehabilitation claims is to provide the claimant the fastest possible service.  VSC is responsible for determining basic eligibility and forwarding that eligibility determination to VR&E, which is responsible for the initial evaluation and counseling.



NOTE:  VR&E can initiate evaluation and counseling and, in some cases, authorize training before the claimant is discharged from service.



Claims Taken by VSC Personnel.   If a VA Form 28-1900, Disabled Veteran’s Application for Vocational Rehabilitation, is filed by a patient in a military hospital or VA medical center, the application should accompany the compensation claim package to the RO.
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This package will consist of VA Form 21-526, Veteran’s Application for Compensation or Pension, available service medical records, and, if available, a current hospital report.  If additional medical records are needed, request them from the hospital.  Establish necessary controls to ensure these claims are given the highest priority.  



If a VA Form 21-526 has already been filed, the VA Form 28-1900 will be forwarded to the RO. 



Once all needed evidence is of record, the rating team will take immediate action to prepare a memorandum rating in accordance with M21-1, Part VI, chapter 4, paragraph  4.02.  The Post-Determination Team will take priority action to prepare an eligibility determination.  Immediately forward the memorandum rating and VA Form 28-1900 to the VR&E Officer.



Post-Determination Team



As noted above, the Post-Determination Team takes priority action to process all Operation Enduring Freedom/Operation Iraqi Freedom ratings, including eligibility determinations for VR&E.  If the latter are not the purview of the Post-Determination Team, the VR&E memorandum rating and VA Form 28-1900 are immediately forwarded to the VR&E Officer.



After adjudication action is completed, remove the brightly colored tag on the long edge of the claims file’s left flap.  Where benefits are awarded based on a prestabilization rating, leave the tag on the folder until the award of the schedular rating is completed.



Authorizers are reminded to mark the necessary indicator on the 501 screen when authorizing initial Dependency and Indemnity Compensation and permanent and total disability compensation claims.  See M21-1, part V, paragraph 4.11e(11).



Questions



Please direct questions concerning this enclosure by e-mail to Cedric Austin, Compensation and Pension Service, Procedures Staff, or by telephone at (202) 273-7264.
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EDUCATION PROCEDURES





Priority



All personnel must be alerted to promptly identify education claims from individuals involved in Operation Enduring Freedom/Operation Iraqi Freedom as well as original claims from dependents of individuals Seriously disabled, killed, or detained as a result of hostile actions.



Background



This guidance applies to individuals on active duty and members of the Selected Reserve serving in the theaters of operation such as the Gulf War, Bosnia, Operation Enduring Freedom, and Operation Iraqi Freedom. These provisions include entitlement restoration, revised mitigating circumstances, extension of period of eligibility, and suspension of collection of accounts receivable owed by individuals serving in the affected areas (see Enclosure G).



Chapter 35



Death and Permanent and Total Disability Claims. Chapter 35 benefits are potentially payable to surviving spouses and children of veterans and service members whose deaths were service connected, or who are permanently and totally disabled due to service-connected disabilities. Chapter 35 claimants called to active duty can receive benefits in certain situations.



Dependents of Prisoners of War and Military Personnel Missing in Action. Dependents of prisoners of war and military personnel missing in action for more than 90 days may be entitled to chapter 35 benefits.



Chapter 30 Death Benefit



Death in Service. VA will refund to the designated SGLI (Servicemembers' Group Life Insurance) beneficiary(ies) any Chapter 30 pay reductions, less benefits previously paid to the deceased service member. The St. Louis RPO administers the benefit and will notify beneficiaries if the benefit is payable following review of Chapter 30 DoD Data Record (30D Screen). See M22-4, part V, paragraph 29. 
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Death Within One Year of Separation/Release. VA will refund to the next of kin any Chapter 30 pay reductions, less benefits previously paid to the veteran. The St. Louis RPO also processes these claims.



Chapter 32 Death Refund



If individuals initially entered active duty between January 1, 1977, and June 30, 1985,

review the M26 screen, Chapter 32/Section 903 Participant Account Summary. If the 

screen shows unused contributions, the survivors may be entitled to the death refund. VA will refund any unused contribution.



Claims



Dependents may claim the chapter 30 or chapter 32 death benefit. No particular form is required. The following written, signed statement will suffice: "I wish to claim the Chapter 30 (or Chapter 32) death benefit." The statement must contain the name and SSN of the deceased service member and should be accompanied by a copy of the DD Form 1300, Report of Casualty, or other death certificate. 

Claims can be faxed to the St. Louis RPO at 314-552-9707.



Antiterrorism Act Benefit



Education benefits may be payable to dependents of certain civilians under the Omnibus Diplomatic Security and Antiterrorism Act of 1986.



Gulf War and Other Provisions



Entitlement Restoration (All Chapters). VA will restore entitlement to individuals who discontinued training as a result of being ordered to active duty during the Gulf War, Bosnian Peacekeeping Operation, Operation Enduring Freedom, and Operation Iraqi Freedom. VA will restore entitlement to individuals on active duty if they were ordered to new duty locations or assignments, or to perform additional work during these Operations, and had to discontinue training as a result. 
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Revised Mitigating Circumstances (All Chapters). Individuals ordered to active duty do not have to submit mitigating circumstances if they withdraw from or receive nonpunitive grades for courses being pursued. Individuals on active duty do not have to submit mitigating circumstances if they were ordered to new duty locations or assignments, or to perform additional work, and withdrew from or received nonpunitive grades for courses being pursued. If they have not previously used the 6-credit hour exclusion, they retain it for later use.

 

Extension of Period of Eligibility (Chapters 30, 32, 35, and 1606). Individuals ordered to active duty under title 10 may have their ending dates extended. Call-up rules are complex and are summarized in RPO letter 22-03-17.



Questions



Please direct questions concerning this enclosure via e-mail to John Pearson, Education Service, or via telephone at (202) 273-7187.
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LOAN GUARANTY PROCEDURES





Requests for Certificate of Eligibility 



Many veterans may be able to obtain their Certificate of Eligibility (COE) from a lender who has access to the Automated Certificate of Eligibility (ACE) system. 



The case manager may also request the veteran’s COE by having the veteran complete form 26-1880 and providing the necessary Statement of Service for that veteran and faxing it to one of the Eligibility Centers listed below.



The VA funding fee is payable by all veterans not entitled to disability compensation at the time of the loan.  So if a veteran intends to purchase a home before they are entitled to receive disability compensation, the funding fee is payable on the loan and cannot be refunded once the award is received.  For further clarification please contact a Regional Loan Center.



Requests for a Certificate of Eligibility for Surviving Spouse



Surviving spouses of veterans who die on active duty or later from service-connected causes may also be entitled to loan guaranty benefits.  Additionally, spouses of veterans who are listed as POW or MIA for more 90 days may also be entitled to loan guaranty benefits.



The surviving spouse should complete Part I of VA Form 26-1817 (Request For Determination of Loan Guaranty Eligibility - Unmarried Surviving Spouses).



The RO Casualty Assistance Officer (CAO) (see VBA Letter 20-02-28) should then complete Section B of Part II of the form verifying the surviving spouse's basic eligibility, and fax the completed form to the Eligibility Center of jurisdiction.  The Eligibility Center will make a formal determination of loan guaranty eligibility within one workday of receipt. The surviving spouse will be contacted by telephone once the decision is made and advised that written notification will follow.  The Eligibility Centers and their jurisdictions are as follows:



Eligibility Center�Jurisdiction�Fax Number��Winston-Salem, NC�Areas East of the Mississippi�336-631-5498��Los Angeles, CA�Areas West of the Mississippi�310-235-6345��
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Use of the Home Loan Guaranty Program 



Veterans or Unmarried surviving spouses interested in using the VA home loan guaranty program should contact a lender.  A lender is the best reference point to lead veterans through the loan pre-qualification process. They can, with the veteran’s permission, pull a credit report and walk the veteran borrower through the report line by line.  The CAO or Case Manager (CM) might also suggest that the veteran or surviving spouse use the VA Home Loan website (http://homeloans.va.gov/veteran.htm) as a reference point for use of the program, finding a lender, or more specific information about the home loan guaranty program. 



Financial Hardship



It has been the longstanding policy of VA to encourage loan holders to extend all reasonable forbearance in the event a borrower becomes unable to meet the terms of a VA loan.  This policy is especially appropriate when delinquencies may be the direct result of disruptions due to special military actions, such as unexpected deployments causing family separations and financial burdens for active duty military members.  Financial difficulties may be even more severe in such situations for members of the Reserves or National Guard who may be unexpectedly called to active duty for extended periods of time.  If it appears that more than simple forbearance is warranted, VA regulations allow holders considerable latitude in modifying the terms of a loan to prevent foreclosure and to help the borrower retain and pay for his or her home.  Such modifications may include loan extension, reamortization and interest rate reduction refinancing to prevent and/or cure a default



If the veteran or surviving spouse with a VA loan needs assistance due to financial hardship, the CAO or CM should suggest that the lender be contacted immediately.  Once the lender knows the situation, the lender may be able to suggest a satisfactory plan to make up the missed payment(s).  The CAO or CM should also refer the veteran or surviving spouse to the Regional Loan Center.  Although VA does not make mortgage payments for borrowers, a loan service representative may be able to suggest other remedies.



Soldiers and Sailors Civil Relief Act (SSCRA) of 1940  



SSCRA was originally enacted prior to World War II when there was an ongoing draft into active military service.  The purpose of the Act is to promote and strengthen the national defense by suspending enforcement of certain civil liabilities of certain persons 
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serving in the armed forces.  Therefore, when a borrower's ability to meet his or her obligations has been impaired due to military service, certain relief is afforded against the

penalties that would otherwise be imposed for nonpayment of such obligations.  In addition, the relief provisions include the right, in some cases, to make reduced payments on obligations, and also protections through the courts against foreclosure. 



VA's advice to veterans and their families should encourage them to seek cooperation from their loan holders and to discuss other possibilities with private counsel and military attorneys, as necessary.  VA is not in a position to offer legal advice to veterans or loan holders concerning requirements of the Act or possible interpretations by local courts.  One source of such advice for veterans (which may also be of benefit to servicers) is publication JA 260, Soldiers’ and Sailors’ Civil Relief Act Guide, prepared by The Judge Advocate General’s School, U.S. Army.  The information provided is not a substitute for informed advice from loan holders, or private or military attorneys.



Members of the Reserves or National Guard who have home loans, and are called to active military service, may also be entitled to protection under the Act.  In order for a veteran to qualify for certain protections available under the Act, his or her obligation must have originated prior to the current period of active military service.  As an example, a loan originated during a period of break in service between active duty tours would appear to meet this requirement.  Also meeting the requirement would be a loan originated during a period of active military service that was followed by a break in service.  A VA-guaranteed loan that used entitlement obtained through Reserve or National Guard service prior to a call to active duty would also appear to meet the requirement.  In the case of a secured loan obligation, certain protections apply only if the property is still owned by the veteran during the current period of active service.  Benefits under the Act may also extend to co-obligors on a loan.



VA is not charged with enforcement of the Act, as that is delegated to any court of competent jurisdiction of the United States or of any State.  However, VA will perform its mission of serving veterans by making every effort to ensure that they receive the protections to which they are entitled. 



For more information on this issue, please review Circular 26-01-10, Soldiers and Sailors Civil Relief Act of 1940.  It can be accessed via the following link: http://www.homeloans.va.gov/docs/26_01_10.doc
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To Reach a Regional Loan Center:



Regional Loan Center�Jurisdiction�Phone number��Atlanta�GA, NC, SC, TN�888-768-2132��Cleveland �DE, IN, MI, NJ, OH, PA,�800-729-5772��Denver�AK, CO, ID, MT,NM, OR, UT, WA, WY�888-349-7541��Honolulu�HI�808-433-0480��Houston�AR, LA, OK, TX�888-232-2571��Manchester�NY, NH, VT, ME, MA, CT�800-827-6311��Phoenix�AZ, CA, NV�888-869-0194��Roanoke�DC, VA, MD, KY, WV�800-933-5499��St. Paul�IA, IL, KS, MO, MN, NE, ND, SD, WI �800-827-0611��St. Petersburg�FL, AL, MS�888-611-5916��San Juan�PR�787-772-7318��

Specially Adapted Housing (SAH) Cases



SAH cases involving veterans injured as a result of Operation Enduring Freedom/Operation Iraqi Freedom will be processed expeditiously.  



An eligible veteran may receive a VA grant of not more than 50 percent of the cost of a specially adapted housing unit up to a maximum of  $48,000.  Eligible veterans are veterans who have a service-connected disability due to military service, entitling them to compensation for permanent and total disability due to: 

The loss or loss of use of both lower extremities, such as to preclude locomotion without the aid of braces, crutches, canes, or a wheelchair, or

 Disability which includes blindness in both eyes, having only light perception, plus loss or loss of use of one lower extremity, or 

The loss or loss of use of one lower extremity together with (1) residuals of organic disease or injury, or (2) the loss or loss of use of one upper extremity, which so affects the functions of balance or propulsion as to preclude locomotion without the aid of braces, crutches, canes, or a wheelchair.
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The veteran may also qualify for other grants such as the Home Improvement and Structural Alterations (HISA) benefit which has a maximum limitation of  $4,100 for a service-connected disability and $1,200 for a nonservice-connected disability. To find out if the veteran qualifies for a HISA grant, contact Prosthetics and Sensory Aids Service at the nearest VA health care facility.  



Questions



Please direct questions concerning this enclosure via e-mail to William W. White, Loan Policy and Valuation Staff (262), or via telephone at (202) 273-7372.
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VOCATIONAL REHABILITATION AND EMPLOYMENT  PROCEDURES





Priority Processing of Claims



Upon receipt of a veteran’s claim for vocational rehabilitation based on a disability incurred in or aggravated as a result of service in Operation Enduring Freedom/Operation Iraqi Freedom, the regional office will process the claim on a priority basis.  



Outreach to Hospitalized Service Members



Some disabled service members may be in a hospital or a medical holding unit pending discharge for disability that arose as a result of service in Operation Enduring Freedom or Operation Iraqi Freedom.



Initial Contact by Veterans Service Center.  A staff member of a VSC will usually be the first VA representative to contact hospitalized service members awaiting discharge for disability.  The VSC representative will explain VA benefits and application procedures and assist the individual to apply (or re-apply) for benefits.  



Chapter 31 Application From Hospitalized Service Member.  Once the VSC establishes an entitling disability through expedited memorandum rating, a CP (counseling psychologist) or VRC (vocational rehabilitation counselor) from the VR&E Division with jurisdiction over the individual’s hospital or holding company will visit the service member in the hospital to begin counseling and evaluation.  As part of the evaluation, the CP/VRC must establish that the military service department is considering the individual for disability discharge.  



If the service member was previously found eligible for chapter 31 benefits and had to interrupt a program of rehabilitation services due to recall to active duty, the veteran’s chapter 31 period of eligibility will be extended equal to the length of the recall period plus four months (Public Law 107-103).  This extension allows for individual veteran assessment and the development of an appropriate plan for rehabilitative services.  This plan may include pre-separation program induction.  Early intervention is particularly important with severely disabled persons who may need independent living services singularly, or as part of a plan for vocational rehabilitation services.  
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Reporting



A log of these cases should be maintained.  This log should be immediately available for submission to VACO upon request.



Questions



Please direct questions concerning this enclosure via e-mail to Frank Donlan, Vocational Rehabilitation and Employment Service, or via telephone at (202) 273-7436.
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INSURANCE PROCEDURES 





Service Members



For service members that sustain injuries, different Insurance benefits are available.  Such benefits and eligibility requirements should be conveyed to the service members  and/or their families.  The Operation Iraqi/Enduring Freedom Coordinator/Case Manager should provide the Insurance pamphlet “PLAN TODAY. PROTECT TOMORROW”.  Within the pamphlet, the available benefits are explained.  These include: a) Servicemembers’ Group Life Insurance Disability Extension; b) Veterans’ Group Life Insurance; c) Family Coverage under the SGLI program; d) Service-Disabled Veterans’ Insurance; and e) Veterans’ Mortgage Life Insurance.  The service members or their families can additionally be directed to the Insurance website at www.insurance.va.gov.   Case Managers can obtain the pamphlet “PLAN TODAY. PROTECT TOMORROW” from Ruth Berkheimer (issrberk@vba.va.gov), Kristan Hoffman (isskhoff@vba.va.gov), or from Paul Kranick (isspkran@vba.va.gov).  Additionally, the pamphlet is also available on the Insurance website (www.insurance.va.gov/buyingNew/insuranceBrochure).    



Other Servicemember Claims



A limited number of casualties may involve service members with National Service Life Insurance, Veterans Special Life Insurance, or Service Disabled Veterans Insurance (RH). Claims should be forwarded by the VA representative via FAX or mail to the VA Insurance Center.  The VA Insurance Center’s toll-free FAX number is 1-888-748-5822.  The mail address for these insurance claims is Department of Veterans Affairs, Regional Office and Insurance Center, P.O. Box 7208, Philadelphia, PA  19101.



Surviving Spouse and other claimants



Claims for Servicemembers’ Group Life Insurance (SGLI) or Veterans’ Group Life Insurance (VGLI), if carried in lieu of SGLI, will be filed by the Casualty Assistance Officer (CAO) as part of  Department of Defense services.  In some cases the VA representative may be asked to assist the CAO or family members in preparation of the SGLI claim, or may be responsible for obtaining the SGLI claim without the involvement of military authorities.  In all cases, extreme caution should be exercised in counseling regarding SGLI claims.  The actual identification of SGLI beneficiary(ies) is contained only in military personnel records.
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SGLI Claims



Military personnel activities, generally through the CAO, will supply the required information on the amount of SGLI in force and the name(s) of the beneficiary(ies) through the DD Form 1300.  Copies of the DD Form 1300 which contain this information are considered "certified" copies.  Unless otherwise instructed by the CAO, the VA representative will then assist the beneficiary in completing the SGLI claims application and forward it with the certified DD Form 1300 via FAX to the Office of Servicemembers' Group Life Insurance (OSGLI) in Livingston, New Jersey.  OSGLI’s toll-free FAX number is 1-877-832-4943.



On some occasions, survivors may ask to file a SGLI claim.  However, without the “certified” DD Form 1300, the VA representative will not know whether SGLI is in force or the designated beneficiary(ies).  The VA representative will complete the claim form as requested, forwarding it to OSGLI in the same manner as described above.



Questions



Questions on all insurance matters  should be directed to Daryl Mecklem, Insurance Service, Program Administration and Oversight Staff, on (215) 842-2000, extension 4282. 
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DEBT COLLECTION PROCEDURES





Suspension of Collection Action



VA will suspend collection action against any debtor reported called to active duty during the duration of  Operation Enduring Freedom or Operation Iraqi Freedom.  Notification for Insurance debts will be forwarded to the Philadelphia Regional Office and Insurance Center.  REPS, Coast Guard Reserve and Chapter 32 debts will be forwarded to the St. Louis Regional Office.  Notification for all other debts will be forwarded to the Debt Management Center (DMC) in St. Paul, MN.



Regional office personnel should contact:



Insurance Debts			Tony Kwasniewski 	215-842-2000 ext, 4524



REPS, Coast Guard Reserve,		Tom Beaty		314-552-9236

Chapter 32 Debts	



All Other Debts			Chuck Moon		612-970-5730



C&P Overpayments



If a compensation and pension overpayment is created because of a claimant's call to active duty in connection with Operation Enduring Freedom or Operation Iraqi Freedom, or a prior overpayment exists and there is an indication that the person is still on active duty, the VSC should notify the local Finance activity to suspend collection action.  Finance will suspend its efforts, notify the claimant, and contact the Debt Management Center for appropriate action. 



Notification to the DMC that an individual has been called to active duty for the current emergency can only come from the regional office or the debtor him/herself.  When conducting initial intake of an Operation Enduring Freedom or Operation Iraqi Freedom related claim, the VSR should ensure that he/she checks the Benefits Delivery Network (BDN) for debts.  If the casualty does have debts, the DMC should be notified immediately so they can prevent the routine dunning letter from reaching the grieving family or the family of a recently wounded service member. 
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Education - Suspension of Collection of Accounts Receivable (All Chapters)



VA will suspend collection of accounts receivable owed by individuals on active duty and members of the Selected Reserve supporting Operation Enduring Freedom/Operation Iraqi Freedom.  Finance will suspend its efforts, notify the claimant, and contact the Debt Management Center for appropriate action. 



Reestablishment of Collection Actions



Collection actions will be resumed when VA is notified by the veteran that he/she has returned from Operation Enduring Freedom/Operation Iraqi Freedom or has been inactivated from Reserve/National Guard assignment.  ROs and RPOs will notify the Debt Management Center accordingly.  Veterans should be encouraged to contact the DMC to discuss repayment options (1-800-827-0648).
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INSTRUCTIONS FOR COMPLETING VA FORM 21-0773,

Operation Iraqi Freedom/Operation Enduring Freedom

Seriously Injured/Ill Service Members/Veterans Checklist





VA form 21-0773 (a part of this enclosure) is prepared to ensure that Seriously disabled service members who are eventually separated from active duty due to disabilities are provided complete and timely information and service on VA benefits to which there is potential entitlement.  The information needed for block 1 through block 10C will be available from DoD records.   The usefulness of this record depends on the proper completion and documentation of the information requested.  It is mandatory that the record be completed and updated with each action or visit as follows:



Block 1	Self explanatory.



Block 2	Self explanatory.



Block 3	Self explanatory.



Block 4	Show the address where the service member or veteran will eventually live.  If possible, show anticipated date of arrival.  This address will be used for all future correspondence resulting from claims processing actions.



Block 5A	If same as block 4, enter “Same.”



Block 5B	Self explanatory.



Block 6	Self explanatory.



Block 7	If veteran was in more than one operation, show the most recent one.



Block 8	Leave blank if still on active duty.



Block 9A	Self explanatory.



Block 9B	Self explanatory.



Block 9C	Self explanatory.
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Block 10A	Identify the person to contact for additional information needed to develop the service member’s or veteran’s claim.



Block 10B	Self explanatory.



Block 10C 	Self explanatory.



Block 11	Self explanatory.



Block 12A	Self explanatory.



Block 12B	Self explanatory.



Block 13	Generally self explanatory.  List all disabilities for compensation claims. 



Block 14	Self explanatory.



Block 15	Self explanatory.



Block 16	Provide comments on interviews, assistance offered, accomplishments, difficulties, diary dates for future interview or other action, anticipated transfers and other future events, and any other relevant information.  The information in this area may be important to the succeeding Coordinator(s) or Case Manager(s), and others with interest.  If the service member or veteran declines to apply for a benefit to which he or she has probable entitlement, the reason must be shown. 

�

��OPERATION IRAQI FREEDOM/OPERATION ENDURING FREEDOM SERIOUSLY INJURED/ILL SERVICEMEMBER/VETERAN WORKSHEET��1.  LAST NAME-FIRST NAME-MIDDLE NAME

� FORMTEXT ��     ��2.  DATE OF BIRTH

     � FORMTEXT ��     ��3.  SOCIAL SECURITY NUMBER

                � FORMTEXT ��   � - � FORMTEXT ��  � - � FORMTEXT ��    ���4.  PERMANENT MAILING ADDRESS (Street, city, State and ZIP Code)

� FORMTEXT ��     �

� FORMTEXT ��     �

� FORMTEXT ��     ��5A.  PRESENT HOME ADDRESS (Street, city, State and ZIP Code) 

� FORMTEXT ��     �

� FORMTEXT ��     �

� FORMTEXT ��     ����5B.  TELEPHONE NUMBER (Include Area Code)

� FORMTEXT ��     ���6.  BRANCH OF SERVICE

� FORMTEXT ��     ��7.  THEATRE/OPERATION

� FORMCHECKBOX �� OEF � FORMCHECKBOX �� OIF � FORMCHECKBOX ��OTHER�8. DATE RELEASED FROM ACTIVE DUTY

� FORMTEXT ��     ���9A.  NAME AND ADDRESS OF MILITARY/VA HOSPITAL (Street, city, State and ZIP Code)

� FORMTEXT ��     �

� FORMTEXT ��     �

� FORMTEXT ��     ��9B.  ADMISSION DATE

� FORMTEXT ��     �

�9C.  WARD ROOM NUMBER

� FORMTEXT ��     �

��10A.  NAME OF NEXT OF KIN AND RELATIONSHIP

� FORMTEXT ��     �

�10B.  ADDRESS OF NEXT OF KIN (Street, city, State and ZIP Code)

� FORMTEXT ��     �

� FORMTEXT ��     �

� FORMTEXT ��     ���10C. TELEPHONE NUMBER OF NEXT OF KIN (Include Area Code)

� FORMTEXT ��     ����11.  DATE OF INITIAL VA CONTACT

� FORMTEXT ��     ��12A.  NAME OF VA CONTACT PERSON

� FORMTEXT ��     ��12B.  TELEPHONE NO. OF VA CONTACT PERSON (Include Area Code)

� FORMTEXT ��     ���13.  CLAIMS�14.  SUPPORTING DOCUMENTS��CHECK�TYPE�DATE FILED�CHECK�TYPE�DATE RECEIVED��� FORMCHECKBOX ���VA FORM 21-526 (List Disabilities)�� FORMTEXT ��     ��� FORMCHECKBOX ���DD 214 SEPARATION DOCUMENT�� FORMTEXT ��     ����� FORMTEXT ��     ��� FORMTEXT ��     ��� FORMCHECKBOX ���BIRTH CERTIFICATE(S)�� FORMTEXT ��     ����� FORMTEXT ��     ��� FORMTEXT ��     ��� FORMCHECKBOX ���MARRIAGE CERTIFICATE�� FORMTEXT ��     ����� FORMTEXT ��     ��� FORMTEXT ��     ��� FORMCHECKBOX ���DIVORCE DECREE(S)�� FORMTEXT ��     ����� FORMTEXT ��     ��� FORMTEXT ��     �� �OTHER (Specify)� ���� FORMTEXT ��     ��� FORMTEXT ��     ��� FORMCHECKBOX ���� FORMTEXT ��     ��� FORMTEXT ��     ���� FORMCHECKBOX ���VA FORM 28-1900 VOCATIONAL REHABILITATION�� FORMTEXT ��     ��� FORMCHECKBOX ���� FORMTEXT ��     ��� FORMTEXT ��     ���� FORMCHECKBOX ���VA FORM 26-1880 LOAN GUARANTY ELIGIBILITY�� FORMTEXT ��     ��� FORMCHECKBOX ���� FORMTEXT ��     ��� FORMTEXT ��     ���� FORMCHECKBOX ���VA FORM 29-4364 RH INSURANCE�� FORMTEXT ��     ��� FORMCHECKBOX ���� FORMTEXT ��     ��� FORMTEXT ��     ���� FORMCHECKBOX ���VA FORM 22-1990 EDUCATION�� FORMTEXT ��     ��15.  REFERRALS��� FORMCHECKBOX ���VA FORM 21-4502 AUTOMOBILE GRANT�� FORMTEXT ��     ��CHECK�TYPE�DATE REFERRED��� FORMCHECKBOX ���VA FORM 21-8678 CLOTHING ALLOWANCE�� FORMTEXT ��     ��� FORMCHECKBOX ���SERVICE ORGANIZATIONS�� FORMTEXT ��     ���� FORMCHECKBOX ���VA FORM 26-4555 ADAPTIVE HOUSING�� FORMTEXT ��     ��� FORMCHECKBOX ���STATE VETERANS AFFAIRS�� FORMTEXT ��     ���� FORMCHECKBOX ���SGLV 8714 VGLI INSURANCE�� FORMTEXT ��     ��� FORMCHECKBOX ���SSA�� FORMTEXT ��     ���� FORMCHECKBOX ���VA FORM 21-686 STATUS OF DEPENDENTS�� FORMTEXT ��     �� �OTHER (Specify)� ��� FORMCHECKBOX ���VA FORM 21-674C  DEP. CHILD 18 OR OVER�� FORMTEXT ��     ��� FORMCHECKBOX ���� FORMTEXT ��     ��� FORMTEXT ��     ���� FORMCHECKBOX ���VA FORM 21-509 DEPENDENT PARENT�� FORMTEXT ��     ��� FORMCHECKBOX ���� FORMTEXT ��     ��� FORMTEXT ��     ���� FORMCHECKBOX ���DD 1172 APPLICATION FOR ID CARD�� FORMTEXT ��     ��� FORMCHECKBOX ���� FORMTEXT ��     ��� FORMTEXT ��     ��� �STATE OR LOCAL BENEFITS (Specify)� �� FORMCHECKBOX ���� FORMTEXT ��     ��� FORMTEXT ��     ���� FORMCHECKBOX ���� FORMTEXT ��     ��� FORMTEXT ��     ��� FORMCHECKBOX ���� FORMTEXT ��     ��� FORMTEXT ��     ���VA FORM  21-0773										Continued on Reverse

SEP 2003

�
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