This chapter was previously M27-1, Part I, Chapter 3.  It was redesignated as M21-1, Part VII, Chapter 5 in April 2000 due to a reorganization.  The content of this chapter was not changed.





M21-1, Part VII	November 4, 1994





CONTENTS





CHAPTER 5.  OFFICE ADMINISTRATION





PARAGRAPH	PAGE





5.01  Space, Office Hours and Office Attire	5-1





5.02  Office Procedures	5-1





	a.  Reference Library	5-1





	b.  Procurement of Vital Statistics Documents	5-1





	c.  Requests to National Personnel Records Center/Reserve Components


	Personnel and Administration Center (NPRC/RCPAC)	5-2





	d.  Identification and Authority	5-2





	e.  Verification of Disability Rating Information for Civil Service Retention


	Preference	5.2





	f.  Use of [Business Reply Mail]	5-2a





5.03  Security of Information	5-2a





5.04  Files	5-4





5.05  Report of Contact	5-4





5.06  [Processing and Disposing of Applications and Related Material]	5-5





5.07  Correspondence Procedures	5-6





5.08  Letters		5-7





	a.  [Veteran's Letter] (VLET)	5-7





	b.  Commissary and Exchange Privileges Letters	5-7





	c.  Civil Service Preference Certificates	5-9





5.09  Certificates of Eligibility for Loan Guaranty Benefits	5-11





			5-i























�
M21-1, Part VII	November 4, 1994





CHAPTER 5.  OFFICE ADMINISTRATION





5.01  SPACE, OFFICE HOURS, AND OFFICE ATTIRE





	a.  Space.  Allot adequate space for the conduct of Veterans Services Division (VSD) activities to insure reasonable privacy.  Keep the space which is accessible to the public in an attractive and orderly manner.  Place only printed matter which pertains to activities of VA on walls in public access areas occupied by VSD activities.  Assure that such materials are properly framed or displayed on a neatly maintained bulletin board.  Do not display non-VA advertisements in or distribute them from VSD activities.





	b.  Office Hours





	(1)  Telephone and personal interview assistance will be available to the public a minimum of 7 hours each workday.  The hours will be determined by local management consistent with customer demands and should be consistent in both activities.  Hours of operation will be posted on lobby signs or entrance doors to the Personal Interview Activity and, if possible, will be included in the taped message provided on the automated call handling equipment in the Telephone Interview Activity.  





	(2)  Before any decision is made locally to change public contact hours, it is suggested that a study of customer demands be conducted either through review of Automatic Call Distributor Management Information Systems data or other available sources.  Managers should be cognizant of the possible impact a change in public contact hours may have on workload and resource allocations.  





	c.  Office Attire.  Employees who frequently meet the public should dress in a manner appropriate to the local business community.  Within the limit of good taste, employees should feel free to wear neat comfortable clothing. 





5.02  OFFICE PROCEDURES





	a.  Reference Library.  Maintain a library of reference and regulatory material pertaining to veterans benefits at VSD locations where, in the judgment of the Veterans Services Officer (VSO), a reference library is needed for employees' use.  The library will contain only current issues considered essential in daily operations.  The library will be easily accessible to all employees.
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	b.  Procurement of Vital Statistics Documents.  Technical personnel may request copies of vital statistics documents required for determination of entitlement to VA benefits.  Use FL 21-107, Request for Certified Copy of Public Record of Birth, Death or Marriage, when a written request is required.  Attach copies of such requests to the application for benefits and submit them together to Adjudication.  If the related application has previously been forwarded to VA, submit a copy of the request for vital statistics by Optional Form 41, Routing and Transmittal Slip, for filing with the veteran's records.  Addresses for public records depositories can be found in Department of Health and Human Services Publication No. (PHS) 87-1142, "Where to Write for Vital Records."





	c.  Requests for Information from National Personnel Records Center/Reserve Components Personnel and Administration Center (NPRC/RCPAC).  Requests for information will be made through the designated station Military Records Specialist.





	d.  Identification and Authority.  Issue and control VA Form 4505, Identification Card--Delegation of Authority, in accordance with VBA Supplement MP-I, part I, chapter 2, to employees who may take affidavits, administer oaths and affirmations, certify the correctness of papers and documents, aid in the preparation and presentation of claims, make investigations, and examine witnesses upon any matter within the jurisdiction of the VA.  Supplies of VA Form 4505 must be ordered in writing through Central Office, Office of Administration (036A).  Requests may be telefaxed to 202-233-6789.  The request should contain the following information:  number of forms requested, station name, name, address and correspondence symbol of point of contact.  The forms will be issued in packets of 25 and will include a folder (VA Form 4505F) for each card.  





	e.  Verification of Disability Rating Information for Civil Service Retention Preference





	(1)  Title 5, USC, chapter 35, subchapter I, section 1502, provides for job retention preference rights for certain disabled veterans who have a service-connected disability rating of 10 percent or more.  Military retirees may or may not be entitled to this specific preference.  An agency facing an impending reduction in force will submit a listing by name and VA file number of veteran-employees with service-connected disabilities to the VA regional office activity within its jurisdiction.  VSD personnel will give prompt attention to such listings.  Upon receipt, verify rating information from the claims folder or other reliable source.  If a claims folder is under the jurisdiction of another office, obtain necessary information by telephone, facsimile equipment, or electronic mail.
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	(2)  Indicate the combined degree of service-connected disability "30 percent or more" or "less than 10 percent" on the listing for each veteran.  Do not show temporary evaluation under paragraphs 28, 29, and 30 of the Schedule for Rating Disabilities.





	(3)  File a disclosure notice, VA Form 70-5572, Accounting of Records/Information Disclosure Under Privacy Act, in each claims folder as required by the Privacy Act and return the annotated listing to the requesting agency.  The disclosure notice will show that the information was released under the provisions of Routine Use Number 2 or 3 under VA system of records 58 VA 21/22, Compensation, Pension, Education and Rehabilitation Records.





	f.  Use of Business Reply Mail.  The provisions of M23-1, part I, chapter 1, apply with respect to the use of business reply mail.  Furnish business reply envelopes to persons outside VA only in connection with the mailing of official information requested to substantiate another person's claim or with FL 27-30, Request Contact Information.





5.03  SECURITY OF INFORMATION





	a.  Files, records, and statistics pertaining to veterans, their dependents and associated other third parties filed with VA and data obtained from the Benefits Delivery Network (BDN) are confidential.  Do not allow the claimant or a third party access to this information except under the conditions set forth in 38 CFR 1.500 series regulations and 38 CFR 21.227.





	b.  All VSD employees are responsible for maintaining the confidentiality of beneficiary data and should be familiar with the following references which deal with release of information:
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	(1)  Title 38, CFR, sections 1.500 through 1.584;





	(2)  Title 38, USC, sections [5701, 5702 and 7332];





	(3)  Title 5, USC, sections 552 and 552a;





	(4)  MP-1, part II, chapter 21, and appendices A, B and C;





	(5)  [VBA] Training Guide TG 23-83-1, [VBA] Guide for Processing Release or Information Matters; [and]





	(6)  [VBA] Circular 20-75-92 and changes [], Regional Office Guidelines for Processing Requests for Release of Information Under the Privacy Act of 1974.





Employees must consult [] supervisors or [designated] senior VBCs before sensitive information such as medical records or legal reports is released [].





	c.  Requests for release of information must be developed sufficiently to determine the positive identity of the inquirer before release of information from [BDN] or other files.  This may include a request for [] identification (preferably with photographs) during personal interviews.  During telephone interviews or when [positive visual] identification is not shown, sufficient identifying information may include the following:





	(1) Full name;





	(2) VA file number;





	(3) Social security [] number [(SSN)];





	(4) Date of birth;





	(5) Dates of service (at least month and year);





	(6) Address of record; [and]





	(7) Type of benefit being received, if any.





	While reviewing [BDN] or other information, the VA employee may ask the inquirer for other personal information such as date of marriage, and number of dependent children.  If doubt still exists [], ask the claimant to request the information in writing.  Do not release any information to a third party without [] written [authorization from] the claimant or fiduciary except those requests by third parties authorized under the issues cited in subparagraph b above.














												5-3
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	d.  [Summarize the Privacy Act statement for anyone filing a new claim for benefits.  It need not be summarized when the caller or visitor is inquiring about a specific claim previously filed.]





	e.  Place [BDN] equipment in areas where the screen cannot be seen by the [] public, yet is easily available to VSD personnel.





	f.  In the Fiduciary and Field Examination activity, locate principal guardianship folders[, other records, and ADP or other electronic equipment away from the normal public traffic areas] so as to minimize the risk of unauthorized release of information.  Secure these [records and equipment] during nonworking hours.  [Locking office doors during nonworking hours is sufficient.]





5.04  FILES





	Maintain the following files in VSD [] as [] specified in other parts of this manual:





	a.  Administrative files depending upon the needs of each location.  Dispose of obsolete material promptly under authority of Records Control Schedule VB-1, part 1, [sections 6 and 13].





	[b].  A delegation of authority file containing current delegations and statements signed by the employee concerned showing that the responsibility is understood and accepted.  [Delegations should be prepared and controlled in accordance with instructions contained in MP-l, part I, chapter 6.]  Review the file annually to assure that all appropriate delegations are filed and current.  Maintain this file in accordance with RCS VB-1, part I, item No. 13-063.000.





	[c.  Systematic Analysis of Operations - See M27-1, part I, chapter 5, paragraph 5.06b.





	d.  Trend Analysis File - See M27-1, part I, chapter 6, paragraph 6A.09b(1).





	e.  DOOR files - See M27-1, part I, chapter 7, paragraph 7.06d.





	f.  Work Study - See M27-1, part I, chapter 9, paragraph 9.11c.





	g.  Disability Insurance Control File - See M27-1, Part I, chapter 11, paragraph 11.08b.





	h.  Outreach activities - See M27-1, part I, chapter 12]
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5.05  REPORT OF CONTACT





	a.  The purpose of VA Form 119, Report of Contact, is to record discussions involving potentially controversial matters between VA employees and claimants, their representatives, or other persons.  It is also used to record information or facts received by a VA employee which may supplement the record []or which may have future use to [justify or] disprove allegations that information given by the VA employee was incorrect, incomplete, or otherwise not in accordance with law, regulations, or procedures.





	b.  Each report of contact submitted by VSD personnel will clearly set forth the conditions or situation brought out during the interview.  In addition, it will show action taken by the employee as a result of the interview.  Use of the form includes, but is not limited to, the following:





	(1) Controversial matters when additional evidence is required;





	(2) Complaints regarding an action taken or lack of service;





	(3) Explanations of awards, disallowances, or related circumstances in cases where the claimant does not appear to be satisfied;





	(4) First notices of death of a beneficiary when there is reason to believe the VA has not been notified otherwise;  []





	(5) Explanations of facts or information which might influence a claimant's entitlement, either adversely or favorably, to certain VA benefits;





	(6) Special situations for the purpose of effecting an immediate check issuance;





	(7) Interviews with patients at medical center locations concerning entitlement to RH, Servicemen's Group Life Insurance (SGLI), or Veterans Group Life Insurance (VGLI) insurance when the patient indicates he or she does not wish to apply (see also M27-1, pt. I, ch. 11);





	(8)  Changes of beneficiary by patients in VA medical centers (see [] M27-I, pt. III, ch. 11); [and]





	(9)  Information which should be included in [the BDN], such as SSN or birthdate.





	c.  VA Form 119 will not be used in lieu of a letter to request information.  
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5.06  [PROCESSING AND DISPOSING OF APPLICATIONS AND RELATED MATERIAL





	a.]  All benefit applications prepared with the assistance of VSD personnel will be properly and completely executed on the proper form.  Do not retain completed forms, benefit applications, correspondence, or any evidence in support of claims in VSD locations.  Upon receipt, date stamp the material, if required, and forward promptly to the office of jurisdiction for processing.  Personnel performing away-from-office service will use a date stamp or indicate date received in pen and ink.





	[b.]  Do not date stamp original documents, such as discharge certificates, marriage, birth and death certificates, divorce decrees and similar records.  [Copy such documents, certify as true copies, date stamp, and return the originals to the claimant.]  Annotate the applicant's intention to supplement incomplete forms or provide supporting evidence in the related question space or the remarks section.[]





	[c.]  Complementary forms executed simultaneously will be clipped together and marginal notations made on each to indicate the other forms completed.





	[d.]  When the seal impression of the custodian of the record or the recordation is not brought out by the reproduction process on photostatic copies or original documents submitted as evidence, [qualified] employees with [a] valid Form 4505, Identification Card--Delegation of Authority, after viewing an original document which is free from alterations, will place the following certification on the copy:





	"I certify the original document to be evidence acceptable under 38 CFR 3.200 series.  The document was recorded in Volume                           Book                      ,


Page                        .





								SIGNATURE





								Title





								4505 AUTHORITY."





That part of the certification pertaining to recording by volume, book, and page will be completed only when required.





[]





5.07  CORRESPONDENCE PROCEDURES





	a.  MP-1, part II, chapter 10, contains guidelines for replying to VA correspondence.  Send original correspondence of 
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record value with a copy of the acknowledgment or reply to the Claims File activity.  A reading file consisting of copies of outgoing correspondence may be maintained and will be disposed of in accordance with Records Control Schedule VB-I, part I, item No. 13.029.100.





	b.  VSD correspondence will be prepared for release over the VSO's signature unless authority is delegated to sign the VSO's name.  Under no circumstances will delegations be given to clerical personnel, nor will employees sign their own names "for the VSO" unless serving as acting division chief.  In cases where a specific point of contact is necessary, show that information and/or a telephone number in the body of the letter.





	c.  [The VSO may delegate authority to Women Veterans Coordinators and Work-study Coordinators to sign their own names to correspondence associated with those activities.  The authorization may also be extended to persons assigned as the sole point of contact on special projects, such as one time conferences.]





	d.  A request for a pamphlet, form or similar material will be handled by returning the incoming letter with the requested document (although use of self-mailing pamphlets may require local adjustment of this procedure).  Do not use a letter of transmittal unless it is clear that additional information is needed.





	e.  The use of form letters in replying to individual inquiries received in VSD activities is generally discouraged except for those approved by Central Office for use at all stations.  Central Office approval of locally devised VSD form letters is given only when definite savings will result and use of the form letter will not detract from personalized assistance to claimants.  Use of FL 27-441,  Response to Veterans Assistance Inquiry, is an exception to this rule and may be used as long as it is responsive to the claimant's inquiry.





	f.  The use of pattern letters and pattern paragraphs is encouraged as long as they are responsive to the claimant.  Locally developed pattern letters and paragraphs must be approved by the station Publications Control Officer (PCO) in accordance with DVB Supplement to MP-1, part II, chapter 4.





5.08  LETTERS





	a.  Veteran's Letter VLET.  The BDN system is able to produce frequently used form letters that are batched and mailed each night from the data processing centers.  Use this system to the fullest extent.  The letters are produced from the following seven different categories that are displayed on the VO1 (Letters Selection) screen:
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	(1)  Commissary and Exchange Privileges (veteran);





	(2)  Civil Service Preference;





	(3)  Education Entitlement;





	(4)  Education Award Data;





	(5)  Compensation and Pension Award (veteran);





	(6)  DIC/Pension (widow/er-child-parent); [and]





	(7)  Service.





	b.  Commissary and Exchange Privileges Letters





	(1) Requests for Commissary and Exchange Privileges letters will receive prompt attention.  Upon receipt of the request, verify eligibility information from the BDN or the claims file.  If indicated, issue the appropriate letter.  All VSDs and appropriate subordinate locations will stock DD Form 1172, Application for Uniformed Services Identification and Privilege Card, a copy of which will be provided with each commissary privilege letter issued.





	(2) Issue a Commissary and Exchange Privileges letter for the eligible veteran, his or her spouse, or dependent child.  To be eligible for this certification, a veteran must have been honorably discharged from the Armed Forces and have a service-connected disability (or disabilities) rated at 100 percent disabling including individual unemployability.  Temporary 100 percent evaluations under paragraph 28, 29 or 30 of the Schedule for Rating Disabilities or ratings of 100 percent based on the following diagnostic codes do not qualify a veteran for this certification:





	5001	6300	6724	7110	7619	8008


	5012	6301	6731	7331	7627	8009


	5051	6302	6732	7343	7709	8012


	5052	6306	6814	7505	7710	8021


	5053	6311	6819	7514	7711


	5054	6317	7000	7525	7712


	5055	6515	7005	7528	7811


	5056	6721	7015	7531	7914


	5327	6722	7016	7617	8002


	6010	6723	7017	7618	8007





However, there may be exceptions.
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	(3) VLET will not issue a commissary privileges letter when the above diagnostic codes with a 100 percent evaluation are encountered.  The possibility exists, in certain situations, that entitlement does exist even though the codes are present.





	(4) These codes are used when the rating board wishes to assign a 100 percent evaluation for a limited time, usually for 1 year or less.  Based on an examination at the end of the period, the rating board may decide to assign a 100 percent rating but not for the limited period of 1 year or less.  In some cases, the rating board may continue to use one or more of 
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the above diagnostic codes and add another code or codes to show the basis for the current evaluation.  Because the diagnostic codes in the above list are an absolute bar, VLET would not issue the commissary privileges letter.  When these situations occur, VSD personnel must check the claims folder to determine the eligibility before issuing the letter locally.  Resolve questions of doubt with the rating board.





	(a)  Issue FL 27-656 to honorably discharged veterans who are 100 percent disabled and for whom future examinations are scheduled (per VA Form 21-6796, Rating Decision, and/or VA Form 21-6789, Deferred or Confirmed Rating Decision).





	(b) Issue FL 27-656a to honorably discharged veterans who are rated 100 percent disabled and for whom no future examinations are scheduled (per VA Form 21-6796 and/or VA Form 21-6789).





	(c) Issue FL 27-656b to the unremarried surviving spouse of a veteran who had a service-connected disability rated at 100 percent disabling (not including temporary ratings under paragraph 28, 29 or 30).  The effect of the letter is to transfer the veteran's eligibility to his or her surviving spouse (i.e., if the veteran were eligible prior to his or her death, the surviving spouse would be subsequently eligible).





	(d) Issue FL 27-656c if the surviving spouse applying for the benefit had previously been entitled, had lost the privileges due to marriage, and had the subsequent remarriage end in divorce or death of the spouse.





	(5) Congressional Medal of Honor recipients, military retirees and their dependents, surviving spouses of persons who died on active duty and their dependents (regardless of their relationship to the deceased member), and other dependents of persons killed on active duty are also entitled to commissary and exchange privileges.  In order to be issued identification cards, Congressional Medal of Honor recipients must identify themselves and present proof of the award to the local card-issuing official.  Military retirees must present their retirement orders.  Dependents must show proof of relationship in addition to the member's retirement orders or report of casualty.  []





	c.  Civil Service Preference Certificates





	(1) The VSO will issue civil service preference certificates at the request of the person seeking preference or that person's representative, unless adjudicative action is required.  (See M21-1, par. 13.01a(3))  Provide an SF 15, Application Claim for 10-point Veterans Preference, with each certificate issued.  When issued at the request of a representative, forward the certificate to the person seeking preference.
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	(2)  If the requester is a veteran, issue the appropriate form letters (FL 27-801 through FL 27-804).  In general, no disability will be named; however, if the veteran's disability is inactive tuberculosis, [] furnish the date of inactivity of the disease.  [ ] To be eligible for civil service preference, the veteran must have been discharged under honorable conditions from a period of active service in the Armed Forces.  Active duty for training and duty to determine physical fitness are not considered active duty for this purpose even though the veteran suffered a disability for which service connection has been granted.  In all cases in which the veteran's disability is rated at 0 percent, a special civil service preference rating is required.  If this is not of record, forward the case to the Adjudication Division for action.  Civil service preference certificates will not be issued unless the veteran has filed a claim with [] VA.  If the veteran is considered eligible, one of the following will be issued:





	(a)  [Issue] FL 27-801 when the veteran is currently receiving payments of nonservice-connected disability pension.  Under the preference laws for civil service employment, a person who served on active duty in the armed forces, was separated under honorable conditions, and is receiving a VA pension, meets the definition of disabled veteran, and has 10 points added to his/her examination rating (5 U.S.C. 2108(2) and 3309).





	(b)  [Issue] FL 27-802 when the veteran is currently receiving payment of disability compensation for a service-connected disability or for a statutory award for a disability evaluated as 0 percent disabling.  Indicate the combined degree of service-connected disability "30 percent or more" or "less than 30 percent" on the letter.  A veteran with a compensable service-connected disability of 10 percent or more receives 10 points and is placed at the top of the list for most positions (5 U.S.C. 3313).





	(c)  [Issue] FL 27-803 when the veteran is not currently receiving any payments but is entitled to disability compensation; i.e., payments are being withheld pending correct address, appointment of fiduciary, recoupment of disability severance pay, waiver of compensation to receive inactive or active duty pay, etc.  Indicate the combined degree of service-connected disability "30 percent or more" or "less than 30 percent" on the letter.





	(d) [Issue] FL 27-804 when the veteran's service-connected disability is less than 10 percent disabling.  A specific civil service preference rating must be of record.  For this purpose, an evaluation of less than 10 percent may be made.  Except for disabilities incurred in combat, some extent of service-connected disability is required.  (See 38 CFR 3.357(b))
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	(3)  When basic entitlement to monetary benefits has been established but there is a statutory or regulatory bar to payment, incorporate this information into a letter which will be issued instead of the appropriate certificate.  When there is a rating of record which proposes or accomplishes severance of service connection or reduction to 0 percent within 6 months, do not issue the certificate.





	(4)  When the applicant for preference is the spouse of a veteran, phrase the certificate as follows:





	"The following certificate is furnished for use in determining entitlement to civil service preference for the spouse of a service-connected disabled veteran.





	This is to certify that the records of the Department of Veterans Affairs disclose that (name of veteran) enlisted (date), was separated (date) from the Armed Forces of the United States and (has) (does not have) an existing service-connected disability.  The percentage(s) and nature of the service-connected disability are as follows:





			Percentage							Disability


								                Combined Percentage





	The veteran (is) (is not) currently rated as unemployable due to the service-connected disability or disabilities.  The veteran (is) (is not) permanently and totally disabled."





	Because the release of this information is covered by provisions of the Privacy Act, the veteran must provide a written consent before the letter may be sent to a third person.  However, the letter may be released directly to the veteran.





	(5) When the applicant is the surviving spouse of a veteran, use the following format:





	"This is to certify that the records of the Department of Veterans Affairs disclose that (name of veteran) served on duty in the Armed Forces of the United States and was separated under honorable conditions from an enlistment entered into (date) and terminated (date)."





	When appropriate, add: "The records further disclose that he (or she) died of a service-connected disability on (date)."  If the veteran died on active duty, include that fact in the letter.  Furthermore, when appropriate, add that no determination has been made as to whether the applicant is the legal surviving spouse of the veteran.
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	(6) When the applicant for preference is the mother of a living veteran, phrase the certificate as provided for in subparagraph (4) above, substituting the word "mother" for the word "spouse".  When the veteran is deceased, phrase the certificate as follows:





	"This is to certify that the records of the Department of Veterans Affairs disclose that (name of veteran) enlisted (date) and died (date) while on active duty with the Armed Forces of the United States.





	(7)  Use VLET letters for civil service preference requests whenever possible (veteran, spouse, widow/er).  For spouse preference requests, use VLET when the veteran is rated 100 percent disabled and/or unemployable.  In all other spouse preference cases, review the claims file and prepare a letter  listing disabilities and percentages.





5.09 CERTIFICATES OF ELIGIBILITY FOR LOAN GUARANTY BENEFITS





	a.  All VSD operating locations [are authorized] to determine eligibility for loan guaranty benefits and [to] issue VA Form 26-8320, Certificate of Eligibility for Loan Guaranty Benefits.  []Loan Guaranty Divisions may use VBCs, workloads of both divisions permitting, to process eligibility requests received by the Loan Guaranty Division.  The Loan Guaranty Division is responsible for providing local VBCs with information necessary to accurately determine eligibility for Loan Guaranty benefits.  []Complicated eligibility requests or requests which indicate that the veteran has previously used Loan Guaranty entitlement may be referred to [VSD], provided that VSD personnel have been furnished the information, training, and resources necessary to process such requests.





	b.  [VSD personnel will follow instructions for issuance of VA Form 26-8320, training requirements, and SQC prescribed in M26-1, Chapter 2.]
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