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VA Claims Processing

Question and Answer

What issues have contributed to the backlog?

One major challenge in the delivery of compensation and pension benefits is the steady and sizeable increase in workload.  During FY08, VBA received 888,000 disability claims requiring a rating decision and 755,000 other non-rating claims, for a total of more than 1.6 million (or 4,501 per day).  

The primary factors leading to the sustained high level of claims activity are: Operation Iraqi Freedom and Operation Enduring Freedom; the addition of type II diabetes as an Agent Orange presumptive disability; more beneficiaries on the rolls with resulting additional claims for increased benefits; improved and expanded outreach to active-duty servicemembers, guard, and reserve personnel, survivors, and veterans of earlier conflicts; and implementation of Combat Related Special Compensation and Concurrent Disability and Retire Pay programs by the Department of Defense.

Explain how many claims VA is getting each month?

The number of veterans filing initial disability compensation claims and claims for increased benefits has increased every year since 2000 (up 50% since 2000). 

VA’s aggressive outreach program for active duty and National Guard/Reserve members ensures servicemembers are aware of benefits available to them.  Over the past four years, VA has provided thousands of benefits briefings attended by over one million active duty and reserve personnel.

As a result of our expanded outreach efforts, VA expects to receive over 980,000 claims for disability benefits this year, and we expect this level of claims activity to continue in the upcoming years.

The significant growth in the number of veterans filing disability claims, combined with the increasing complexity of the claims workload, has increased the pending claims inventory. 

 

Other reasons for the increase include OIF/OEF, aging of the veteran population, presumptives for Vietnam veterans (e.g., diabetes), new DoD benefits (i.e., CRSC, CRDP), and recent court decisions.

What is being done to address the problem?

VBA has aggressively hired across the nation, adding nearly 4,200 new employees since January 2007.  Because it takes at least two years for a new employee to become fully trained in all aspects of claims processing, we’re only now beginning to see the full impact of those employees hired at the outset of this initiative in terms of increased decision output.  This fiscal year through May 2009, VBA has completed 9.3% more than the same period during FY08 and 19.8% more than the same period in FY07.  Our newly hired workforce will continue to make progress in delivering more decisions to Veterans.

We are also leveraging the knowledge and experience of recently retired claims processors.  VBA has hired back more than 90 recent retirees as rehired annuitants.  These rehired annuitants assist in completing rating decisions and training and mentoring new employees.

In addition to improvements in the business processing and pilot programs, we are working on other changes as well.  We are working to modernize our information technology and migrate to a paperless processing environment.  We have successfully used imaging technology and computable data to support claims processing in our Insurance, Education, and Loan Guaranty programs for many years.  Initial pilot efforts in our Compensation and Pension business line demonstrated the feasibility of using this type of technology for these benefit programs as well.

Is there any immediate financial remedy for Veterans who have come off active duty who are waiting for a claim to be processed?

A pre-discharge claim for disability compensation can be accepted from active duty servicemembers prior to discharge.  Most commonly, servicemembers 60-180 days from separation can participate in VA’s Benefits Delivery at Discharge (BDD) program.  During FY08, BDD claims were completed in an average of 72.5 days.

Explain the “backlog”?

VBA’s inventory of pending claims is bundled into two categories:  rating workload and non-rating workload.  

The rating workload is composed of original and reopened claims for disability compensation and/or pension.  These claims are considered to be the core of our claims processing activity because they represent Veterans awaiting an entitlement decision for service-connected disability compensation or non-service connected pension benefits.  

Non-rating workload includes dependency adjustments on active compensation awards, income adjustments on pension awards, and eligibility determinations for ancillary benefits like automobile and clothing allowances.  This portion of VBA’s workload varies during the year due to the cyclical nature of the income and eligibility verification processes associated with pension workload in the second and third quarters of the fiscal year.  During this period, it is not unusual to see significant fluctuations in the non-rating inventory.
VBA’s entire inventory of pending disability claims is frequently – and incorrectly – referred to as the “claims backlog.”  While we currently have approximately 400,000 claims in our inventory, the majority of these claims are not “backlogged.”    The inventory is dynamic rather than static.  It includes all pending claims, even those pending for just a few hours.  Completed claims are continuously removed from the inventory while new claims are added.  In 2009 we averaged over 80,000 new claims added to the inventory each month.  

VBA’s strategic goal for completing disability claims is 125 days.  We believe the “claims backlog” includes claims that have been pending longer than the 125-day goal.  At the end of FY08, there were 139,333 rating claims pending more than 125 days, or 36.7% of the pending inventory.  During FY09, VBA has made progress in reducing the number and percent of inventory pending greater than 125 days.  

Is VA’s rating system is outdated?
No doubt - VA’s Schedule for Rating Disabilities (VASRD) does need to be updated. The rating schedule was originally created in the 1940’s and even though we have made revisions over the years, we need a complete and thorough review of all our 15 body systems.

NOTE: If further clarification is needed – Our 15 body systems are broken into categories such as cardiovascular, oral/dental, and musculoskeletal.  

One of our top priorities is implementing a plan of action that will allow us to update our 15 body systems on a regular basis.  We want to work towards updating three body systems per year, so that we are utilizing the most recent medical terminology, treatments and advancements.  
The sole purpose of the rating schedule is to create a benefit for Veterans, which is based on a percentage that varies according to the severity of disability. The schedule assigns percentages for varying levels of severity associated with a medical diagnosis.  Ratings for individual diagnoses range from 0% to 100% in gradations of 10 percent.  

Several outside entities have been charged with evaluating the effectiveness of the rating schedule, most recently the Veterans Disability Benefits Commission (2004) and the President’s Commission on Care for America’s Returning Wounded Warriors, or the Dole-Shalala Commission (2007).  Both entities made recommendations that reflected VA’s need to continue updating the rating schedule on a regular basis to ensure it is consistent with the current medical field and that is exactly what we are working towards.
