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CHAPTER 7. VETERANS APPEALS CONTROL AND LOCATOR SYSTEM (VACOLS)





SUBCHAPTER I.  OVERVIEW





7.01  GENERAL





	a.  Veterans Benefits Administration (VBA) regional offices (ROs) and centers are required to maintain records and prepare reports on claimants' appeals.  Procedures outlined in this chapter govern the control and processing of appeals through the Veterans Appeals Control and Locator System (VACOLS) from receipt of the notice of disagreement through final disposition by the regional office or the Board of Veterans’ Appeals (BVA).  Conceptual and procedural guidelines for the appeal workflow are found in M21-1, Part IV, chapter 8.





	b.  Guidelines for appeals of BVA decisions to the Court of Appeals for Veterans Claims (the Court) are found in M21-1, Part II, chapter 3, and Part IV, chapter 38.  Court cases are also controlled in VACOLS.





	c.  VACOLS is accessed through the Regional Office Access program which is found on VBA workstations.  A copy of the VACOLS Regional Office User Guide has been furnished to each regional office.  VACOLS allows on-line tracking of appeals. Effective tracking of appeals requires accurate updating of VACOLS each time action is taken on pending appeal cases.





	d.  The VACOLS menu contains “Queries” and “Suspense Reports” which list pending appeal cases according to their status (NOD, SOC, SSOC, REMAND, etc.). 





	(1) Essentially, appeals cases in status NOD, Form 9, SSOC after Form 9, REMAND and COVA REMAND will require further action at the regional office level.  Cases in SOC status will require further action only if the form 9 or additional evidence is timely received.  





	(2) Completed appeal cases in status ACT (active at BVA) or HIS (granted/denied/withdrawal/death) are those cases for which the regional office has completed all its actions.  





	e.  The VACOLS screen for appeals pending or temporarily transferred to BVA can be reviewed using the appropriate “Query” or “Suspense Report” from the menu, or by entering the specific claim number in the “Appellant ID” field.





	f.  Accurate and timely updating of VACOLS is required at every step of appeal processing so that proper controls are maintained.  The “Queries” menu can be sorted by terminal digit/claim number/last name/ docket number/form 9 date.  The “Suspense Reports” menu can be sorted by terminal digit/status date/last name.  To ensure that the appeal is moved through the appellate process expeditiously, the data on the VACOLS screen must be accurate.  “Diary/Suspense” entries can also be created for VACOLS records to facilitate the review process.





7.02  THE VACOLS COORDINATOR





	a.  Each field station will designate in writing a VACOLS coordinator.  The VACOLS coordinator will be responsible for ensuring that VACOLS data are current, for obtaining and distributing the “Queries” and “Suspense Reports” lists, and for maintaining the diary lists and diary reports.





	b.  VACOLS screen monthly listings will be maintained by Veterans Service Center management. Reviews must ensure accuracy, timeliness, and overall appeal responsiveness.  Annotate VACOLS listings to confirm monthly review was done.  The coordinator must ensure that appeal cases are being controlled and reviewed as necessary.  Responsibilities for reviewing the listings and identifying problem cases should be specified in the division WIPP User Plan.  (See M21-4, chapter 6.)
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7.03  REPORTS





	a.  The COIN DOOR reports 1001, 1002, and 1003 show the number of completed appeals under EPs 070 and 172.  VACOLS Reports show the pending appeal workload, and the age of the pending appeal workload.  The Appeal Resolution Time Report shows average time to resolve an appeal (failure to respond, grant, withdrawal, death, or BVA final decision).





	b.  VACOLS reports show pending and disposed workload counts as well as processing days for pending and disposed appeals.  Statistical information is available for multiple review levels (i.e., regional offices, SDNs, and  national).  





	c.  The regional offices must assess their appeals workload and appeals processing timeliness using the “Query” and “Suspense Reports” lists as well as the COIN DOOR and VACOLS reports.  C&P Service will monitor appeals workload and timeliness of the various appeal stages using the monthly COIN DOOR and VACOLS reports.  





7.04  DEFINITIONS





	a.  Notice of Disagreement (NOD).  A notice of disagreement is any written communication from a claimant or representative, timely filed, which expresses disagreement with a decision subject to appeal.  An NOD may also be conveyed orally at the time of a personal hearing.  When this occurs, the receipt of the NOD is dated from the date of the transcript containing the statement.





	b.  Statement of the Case (SOC).  An SOC is a concise summary of all pertinent evidence used by VA in arriving at a decision.  It details the issues involved and the reason for the decision, citing the laws and regulations which support it.  The purpose is to provide the claimant with sufficient information to understand the basis for the determination.





	c.  Supplemental Statement of the Case (SSOC).  If, after release of the SOC, additional evidence is received prior to forwarding the records to the BVA, the claim will be reconsidered.  If this new evidence does not result in grant of all benefits sought, an SSOC must be  prepared and mailed to the claimant.  An SSOC may also be mailed after evidence is reviewed pursuant to a BVA remand.





	d.  Substantive Appeal.  A substantive appeal is the claimant's reply to the SOC.  It reflects continued disagreement with the decision and a desire for review by BVA.  It may be submitted by either the claimant or his/her representative.  It may also be conveyed orally at a personal hearing.  When this occurs, the date of the transcript containing the statement is the date of receipt (M21-1, Part IV, chapter 8, subchapter VI).





	e.  Statement of Accredited Representative (VA Form 646).  The representative of the service organization must have an opportunity to complete VAF 646 prior to certification and transfer of the claims folder to BVA.


	


	f.  Certification of Appeal.  The regional office will review the appeal to ensure that all actions are complete (if in order, VA Form 646 will be sent to the designated service organization) and complete VA Form 8.  When the appeal is ready for appellate review, update VACOLS to status “Certified to BVA” and temporarily transfer the claims folder to BVA.





	g.  BVA Remand.  A remand is an appeal case returned from BVA to the regional office for further action (development, clarification, or correction) of the issues.  Remanded appeals must be closely controlled by the Adjudication Division to ensure completion as quickly as possible.  Public Law 103-446 emphasizes the requirements for priority processing of BVA remanded appeals.  
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SUBCHAPTER II.  ESTABLISHMENT AND UPDATE OF VACOLS





7.05  INITIAL PROCESSING OF THE NOTICE OF DISAGREEMENT





	a.  The correspondence accepted as the notice of disagreement will be stamped in the lower right corner on the top page as follows:





		NOTICE OF DISAGREEMENT





		RECORDED 		


					[Date]





The person recording the NOD should initial next to the date.





	b.  The NOD will be associated with the claimant's claims folder prior to the Appeals Team establishing the record in VACOLS.   





	(1)  The Veterans Service Center, the Education Division, the Philadelphia Insurance Center and the Vocational Rehabilitation and Employment (VR&E) Division will establish the appeal record for their respective NODs.  





	(2)  Operating elements other than the Veterans Service Center, Education Division, Insurance Center, or VR&E Division will refer the NOD to the Veterans Service Center to establish the appeal record in VACOLS and maintain the appeal record.





	(3)  The Veterans Service Center is entitled to the end product credits for those appeals tracked for other operating elements.  





	(4)  The Veterans Service Center Manager should coordinate with officials of each medical facility the procedures for referral of medical NODs.  Some medical appellants may not have a VA claim number.  For those appeals, a claim number will be assigned (use the Social Security number if the appellant has one) and a claims (red rope) folder created (M21-1, Part II, chapter 2)  The Veterans Service Center will establish and update VACOLS.  Enter the Program Area as “Medical”.  Refer the document with a copy of the VACOLS screen to the medical facility.  Copies of the medical appeal documents will be placed in the center section of the folder.





NOTE:  Medical facilities are responsible for proper and timely referral of appeals to the VSC.  The VSC is responsible for establishing the VACOLS appeal record and updating VACOLS.





7.06  END PRODUCTS AND APPEALS ESTABLISHMENT





	a.  Use of CEST, CADJ, CDEV, or CDAT commands to establish EP 170, 270 (education issues), or 768 (VR&C issues) is optional.  





	b.  The system allows for the following incremented end products to be used:  171, 175, 271 and 275.  


Do not use EPs 070, 172  173, 174, 272, 273, 274 as appeal controls.





	(1)  EPs 070, 172 and 272 will be PCLR’d (see paragraphs 7.08g(1)(b), 7.08g(2)(b), 7.08g(3)(a), (b), (c)).   Annotate in the claims folder that the end product was cleared.  (A future enhancement to VACOLS will provide for automatic EP credit when appropriate data is entered in VACOLS, and PCLR’ing will no longer be necessary.)





	(2)  The use of EP 070 as a one-time credit includes SSOCs released for BVA remands.  Annotation in the claims folder that EP 070 was PCLR’d is required in such a situation. 
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	c.  A 1-day control-and-processing time will be assigned for all PCLR’d EPs 070 and 172.  Timeliness of appeals processing will be tracked and reported via VACOLS.  





	d.  The appropriate education EPs will be PCLR’d based on the Program Area entered if the appeal record has been established under Education.





				Program 	


				Area		PCLR’d EP





				Ch. 34			210


				Ch. 35			250


				Ch. 32			230 


				901/903			230		 


				Ch. 30			210


				1606			280


				Ch. 36 (L&C)	850





EP 272 will be PCLR’d upon entry of SOC date if the appeal record has been established under the Education Program area. 





	e.  EP 172 will be used for award actions resulting from an RO's total grant of benefits sought on appeal.  Do not use appeal control 170 (or incremented controls) OR EP 070 for award actions.  (See subparagraph 7.08g(3)(f).)





	f.  If a VACOLS record was incorrectly established, delete it by using the “Delete Appeal” option under the “Utilities” menu.  This option may be used to delete appeals that are in the NOD stage of processing.  For appeals beyond the NOD stage, contact your BVA Administrative Team to request deletion of the erroneous appeal.  Annotate a permanent document in the claims folder to show that the NOD was canceled.





	g.  Appeal control EP 170 is not to be PCLR'd under any circumstance.  This end product has no work credit assigned to it.





7.07  UPDATING VACOLS





	Once a VACOLS record has been established, it must be updated to reflect the changing status of the appeal.  Use the “Update Appeal” selection from the “Processes” menu on the VACOLS Appeal record.
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SUBCHAPTER III.  VACOLS PROCESSING





7.08  VACOLS APPEAL RECORD ENTRIES





	The file number is carried over from the “Add New Appeal” screen.  The required VACOLS screen entries are:  Name, Address, Notification date, NOD date, and, if applicable, a loan number or medical facility code.  The “Add Issues” screen must be completed for Program Area and at least one “Issue.”  





	a.  INSURANCE NUMBER.  This field is not for use.





	b.  LOAN NUMBER.  Enter the loan file number if a Loan Guaranty decision is appealed.  Do not use prefixes but if the number is less than 12 digits, precede with zeroes.  Entry is required if Program Area “Insurance” is entered.





	c.  Program Area.  From the list below, enter the appropriate Program Area:





		Program Area	Description





		01			Burial Benefits


		02			Compensation 


		03			Education


		04			Insurance


		05			Loan Guaranty


		06			Medical


		07			Pension


		08			VR&C


		09			Other Programs


		10			BVA Original Jurisdiction


		





	d.  REESTABLISHMENT





	If an appeal record is erroneously closed out prematurely, contact by e-mail or telephone the BVA Administrative Team which has jurisdiction for your regional office.  BVA can reactivate an appeal erroneously closed and converted to a HIS (history) record.  Do not create a new appeal record.





	e.  ISSUES.  At least one issue must be entered to create an appeal record.  Issues may be added or deleted as the appeal progresses.  All valid issues should be entered prior to certification of appeal and transfer to BVA.





	f.  MEDICAL FACILITY.  Enter the proper 3-digit medical facility station number on all medical appeals.  Entry is required if “Medical” Program Area is entered.





	g.  DATES TO BE ENTERED. 





	(1) Notification.  Enter the date of written notification to the claimant regarding the issue(s)being appealed. 





	(2)  Notice of Disagreement (NOD).  Enter the date of receipt of the NOD.  


�
	(3) Statement of Case Mailed.  Enter the date when the SOC was mailed to the claimant. This date cannot be recorded unless the NOD date has already been entered.





	(4) Substantive Appeal Received (Form 9).  Enter this status code when the substantive appeal (VA Form 9 or its equivalent in writing) is received.  In the DATE field enter the date of receipt of the substantive appeal.  Do not use current date in the "DATE " field.





	(5)  Supplemental Statement of Case Mailed.  Enter this date if an SSOC is sent; in the DATE field, enter the date the SSOC was sent if prior to the current date.  There are five fields for SSOC dates.  If a sixth or subsequent SSOC is issued, replace the fifth SSOC date with the current SSOC date. 





	(6)  Remand by BVA.  BVA will place the VACOLS appeal record in Remand status prior to returning the claims folder to the regional office.  If a remand is received which has not been updated to remand status in VACOLS by BVA, contact your BVA Administrative Team. 





	(a)  Remanded appeals remain in that status until they are re-certified and transferred back to BVA.  Do not change this status unless the appeal is granted at the regional office level, withdrawn by the claimant, the appellant dies, or the claims folder is permanently transferred to another station.





	(b)  EP 070 will be PCLRd 1-time for the release of SSOCs while the appeal is in a remanded status.  The claims folder must be so annotated.


	


	(7)  Hearing request.  If a request for a BVA Board hearing at the regional office, a video conference hearing, or at BVA in Washington, D.C. is of record at the time the appeal record is being created, the appropriate button can be clicked on the Appeal record screen.  If a BVA Board hearing at the regional office or in Washington, DC is requested on an existing active appeal record, the record can be “Updated” to reflect the request.





	(8)  Disposition Actions.  The “Dispatch Appeal” button disposes of an appeal in its entirety regardless of the number of issues.  Individual issues can be disposed of by use of the “Clear Disp” button on the Issues screen.





Appeals in SOC status for over 60 days without receipt of a Form 9 (substantive appeal) and BVA Board hearing requests which have been marked as “ready for BVA” will not be counted as part of pending workload.





NOTE:  All appeals in SOC status for which a Form 9 (substantive appeal) has not been received will remain on the Query and Suspense Report lists until the end of the month in which 365 days have expired since receipt of the NOD, or 60 days since the last SOC or SSOC (whichever is later).  At the end of each month VACOLS will update those cases for which the appeal period has expired without receipt of a substantive appeal.  If a valid, timely substantive appeal is later associated with the claims folder, contact your BVA Administrative Team to reactivate the appeal record.  Do not create a new appeal record.





	(a) Certified for BVA (BVA Cert).  This date field is to be completed when the appeal is certified as ready for BVA review, opportunity has been given for completion of form 646, and the claims folder is ready for transfer to BVA.  This field should not be completed until immediately prior to the physical transfer of the claims folder.  If it is discovered that additional action is necessary at the regional office, this date may be deleted and then re-entered when the claims folder is finally ready for transfer.





	(b) Remands Transferred to BVA.  When a remand is ready for return to BVA use the dispatch button to indicate the appeal was returned to BVA. In the DATE field, enter the date the records were transferred to the BVA.  





�



	(c) Withdrawal of Appeal.  Use the Dispatch button to show that the appeal was withdrawn.  In the DATE field, enter the date the appeal was withdrawn. 





	(d) Certified for BVA Hearing. Use the “Update Appeal” button to indicate when an appeal is ready for a hearing before the BVA (or a video-conference BVA hearing). The case will remain in this status until the hearing is held, after which VACOLS is to be updated to show hearing held,  unless the hearing request is withdrawn, the appeal is withdrawn, or the appeal is satisfied by regional office action.





	(e) Transfer.  Use the “Processes” menu selection “Transfer Appeal” to electronically transfer an appeal record from one regional office to another (the custodial station must be recognized in VACOLS as the agency of jurisdiction before electronic transfer can be made).  Physical transfer of the claims folder must be initiated immediately.  Print the “Issues” screen and reverse file it on the left flap of the claims folder.





	(f)  Death.  Use the “Processes” menu selection  “Dispatch Appeal” to dispose of an appeal where the appellant has died.  Enter the date of death.





If the VACOLS record was disposed of in error and must later be reactivated, e-mail or call your BVA Administrative Team and request reactivation of the history (HIS) record.  Do not create a new appeal record.





	(g)  Failure to Respond.  Field stations do not have to review or manually update cases in SOC status.  The appeal record will be converted to history (HIS) one year after the end of the month in which the NOD was received, or 60 days after the SOC/SSOC was issued, whichever is later.


	


	(h)  Appeal Granted by Regional Office. Use the “Processes” menu selection  “Dispatch Appeal”/ “Advance Allowed in Field” to dispose of an appeal where there has been full allowance of benefits.  Enter the date benefits were granted in full. 





 If an appeal is granted by BVA and rating/award action is necessary, establish an EP 120 (pension) or EP 020 (compensation), using the date of the BVA decision or the date it is received in the RO, whichever is later, as the date of claim.  
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SUBCHAPTER IV.  MISCELLANEOUS





7.09  SUSPENSE DATES





	Diaries can be established for any pending appeal.  Automatic suspense dates are generated, but may be over ridden by typing in a selected suspense date.


	


7.10  ACTION ON PERMANENTLY TRANSFERRED APPEAL RECORDS





	a.  Annotate "Appeal Pending" in the remarks section of VA Form 70-7216a, “Request for and/or Notice of Transfer of Veterans Records.” Update VACOLS to reflect transfer of claims folder to the receiving station.





	b.  When the folder arrives at the receiving station, the receiving station must check VACOLS to ensure that the appeal record has been transferred to them.  If it has not, the receiving station must contact the VACOLS Coordinator at the transferring station and request that VACOLS be updated to reflect the correct location of the appeal record.
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