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The Office of Disability and Medical Assessment (DMA) Fact Sheet provides direction for VHA Compensation and Pension (C&P) and Department of Defense Pre-Discharge Program clinicians supporting VBA ROs to assist VBA in its efforts to reduce the disability benefits claims backlog.

In April 2013, the specific assistance requested was to have on-site, registered, and certified clinicians in each VBA RO.  As a result, the Under Secretary for Health, through DMA, established the use of C&P clinicians at local VBA ROs to educate and advise RO staff when requesting disability examinations, respond to requested medical opinions, answer RO staff questions, provide clarifications, and enhance effective communication between administrations.

The Medical Officer of the Day (MOD) should be certified, credentialed, and privileged to complete disability examinations.  Clinicians with a variety of disciplines should be rotated to the RO to maximize the use of their skills.  To ensure the effective utilization of clinical resources and to avoid clinical practice concerns, each clinician assisting the RO will provide a profile of their clinical scope and specialty or discipline to RO leadership to properly utilize their time spent at the RO.  The ROs should ensure the MODs have what is needed.

The RO staff will discuss the relevant medical condition(s) in the claim with the MOD who will then review the record to determine if the medical evidence is adequate for completing the necessary DBQ, medical opinion, or clarification.
If utilizing the Acceptable Clinical Evidence (ACE) process and if the available medical evidence appears to be adequate for preparing a Disability Benefits Questionnaire (DBQ) using the ACE process, VBA staff will submit a VA Form 21-2507, Request for Physical Examination, for the claimed condition with the annotation “DBQ may be completed by the MOD using ACE.”  The MOD will complete the DBQ using the ACE process and close out the VA Form 21-2507 in CAPRI.

If the request is for a medical opinion, and if the available medical evidence appears to be adequate for preparing a medical opinion, it would be helpful if VBA staff will submit a 2507 for the claimed conditions with the annotation “Medical Opinion may be completed by the MOD.”  The MOD will complete the opinion and close out the VA Form 21-2507 in CAPRI.
If the request is for a clarification, and if the available medical evidence is adequate for clarifying a prior examination report, it would be helpful if VBA staff submits a 2507 with the annotation “Clarification may be completed by the MOD” and the request will be completed at the RO and not at the clinic.  The MOD will complete the clarification and close out the VA Form 21-2507 in CAPRI.  If the MOD is unable to provide the clarification, the examination request will be completed at the medical center.

Considering the increasing number of employees working at home, feedback from VHA, and the continual effort to utilize resources most efficiently, the practice of having an examiner on-site at ROs will no longer be mandated.  Do not consider this a discontinuance, but rather a maturation of the established relationship between VHA and VBA in the current environment that allows for more flexibility.  Collaboration with local VHA counterparts should remain a priority and should be adjusted to suit needs appropriately.  This is an example of how VBA’s transformation efforts continue to evolve as we are continually revisiting the transformation initiatives and adapting them as needed.
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Foundation Blocks of Adjudication and Promulgation
Topic:  800 Series Work Items & Eligibility Determinations
Presented by Aaron Cantrell, Consultant, Instruction Staff, Training
Target Audience:  All VSC employees and mgmt.
Beginning in February 2008, Veterans Service Network (VETSNET) 800 Series Work Items have been generating in-lieu of paper write outs for running awards.  Just like the write outs, 800 Series Work Items are generated to assist the RO in identifying those cases for which follow-up action is necessary.  An 800 Series Work Item is how VETSNET records requiring follow-up action are identified.  It is easiest to think of an 800 Series Work Item as a combination of a write out and a control end product (EP).  Instead of a paper write out being generated, an 800 Series Work Item is established.  Unlike EPs though, Work Items appear in the VETSNET Corporate Database only.  This means that it is not available via a pending issue (PIF) Inquiry.
Some of the most common 800 Series Work Items affecting payment include:

· Audit Error Worksheets (AEWs):  840 Series (A-F)
· Incarceration Matches
· 840L SBOP Wrksht Incarcerated Vets Colctg Bnfts
· 840M SBOP – State Prisoner Match
· Dependency Questionnaire: 810 631L Return of Dependency Verification Form
· Fugitive Felon:  840O Fugitive Felon
· School Child Verification:  810 631I Verify School Attendance
· VA Form 4140s:  810 631Q Rev for Return of VAF 21-4140
· Drill Pay:  820 Drill Pay Waiver
This is not a complete list of all 800 Series Work Items.  For example, there is an 810 631Q Rev for Return of VAF 21-4140 work item that is generated if no VA Form 21-4140, Employment Questionnaire, has been received from the Veteran.  If you see a Work Item pending, this usually means that no action has been taken; since the work item should have been cleared at the time processing of the claim began.
Not all issues affecting payment are controlled by 800 Series Work Items.  When evidence is received—whether from a Veteran or a third party—the appropriate EP is established and development or action is taken (e.g., send due process).  For example, an EP 290 Return to Active Duty (EP 290RTNADY) would be established if information is received indicating that the Veteran has returned to active duty.  Keep in mind that once due process is sent, the issue is controlled with an EP 600 and 690 or 693.
It is extremely important to begin the review of a claim once a pending 800 Series Work Item or eligibility determination is identified.  By processing these in a timely manner, the chance of processing an award with multiple legal transactions is reduced along with a reduction in the number of errors made.  In addition, by processing the work item or eligibility determination timely, the Veteran receives a faster decision and we provide the best customer service possible.
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Please keep the following in mind when reviewing cases:

· Always review the file to determine if action has already been taken on the claim.  Occasionally, an employee will forget to clear a pending Work Item or EP once all actions have been completed.  Keep in mind that a pending EP does not indicate that no development or other work has been done on the claim.

· Never work a claim under the 800 Series Work Item.  You should always clear the Work Item and create the appropriate EP.  All work should be accomplished under that EP.
· If first party information was not received, due process must be sent to the Veteran.  First party information is anything that we’ve received from the Veteran; his/her appointed fiduciary, or POA on behalf of the Veteran.  Third party information is anything that we have received from any other source.
· Do not forget to establish EP 690 or 693 when the actions may affect payment.  EP 690 is used when we receive non-computer generated information (e.g., a statement from the Veteran that he divorced his spouse).  EP 693 is used when a work item is generated (e.g., a prison match from the Bureau of Prisons.)
Below is a list of training that can be found in the VBA Learning Catalog that covers the 800 Series Work Items and eligibility determinations.  Compensation Service (CS) Training Staff is in the process of reviewing and updating all courses in the VBA Learning Catalog.  Some of the names and TMS numbers may change.  You can determine which courses we have already completed and which courses are newly completed by reviewing the Calendar.
· TMS 3872199:  800 Series Work Items and EP 690/693
· TMS XXXXXX:  Audit Error Worksheets (AEWs) “new course in development”
· TMS 1197939:  Apportionments
· TMS 4175737:  Dependency Award
· TMS 4175689:  Dependency Development for Compensation
· TMS 3903058:  Drill Pay Waivers
· TMS 4175786:  Due Process
· TMS 1197926:  Entitlement to Individual Unemployability
· TMS 1197941:  Fugitive Felon Program
· TMS 1197943:  Incarceration Adjustments
· TMS 1197927:  Matching Programs
· TMS 1197934:  School Child Dependency
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Poll Question – Claim for Increase in Service-Connected Eczema
Presented by Bonnie Kirby, Rating Consultant, Program Review, Quality Assurance

Target Audience:  VSRs, SVSRs, RVSRs, DROs, QRSs, and mgmt.
Scenario
Joe Veteran filed a VA Form 21-526EZ that was received on December 7, 2015.  He claimed an increase in his service connected eczema, currently evaluated as 10% disabling under diagnostic code (DC) 7806 since 2004.
Skin Diseases DBQ was completed on January 11, 2016.  A diagnosis of eczema was confirmed, and the examiner reported that the Veteran took constant high dose Cetirizine (Zyrtec, an oral antihistamine) for this condition.  No visible skin condition was noted, but the condition was shown to be active.
VA medical center treatment records dated November 10, 2014, show that steroid suppressive therapy had been ineffective in the past, and treatment with high dose Cetirizine was prescribed.
Question:  What is the proper rating action to take?

· Propose to reduce to a non-compensable evaluation
· Confirm and continue a 10% evaluation
· Grant an increased evaluation of 60% effective November 10, 2014
· Grant an increased evaluation of 60% effective December 7, 2015
Answer:  Grant an increased evaluation of 60% effective November 10, 2014.
References:
M21-1 Part III.iv.4.J.3.f  (published October 5, 2015)



38 CFR 4.118, DC 7806


38 CFR 3.157(b)(1)
This scenario illustrates two reminders.  First, effective October 5, 2015, the manual was updated to reflect that “systemic therapy such as corticosteroids or other immunosuppressive drugs, contained in certain DCs under 38 CFR 4.118, refers to any oral or parenteral medication(s) prescribed by a medical professional to treat the underlying skin disorder.”
The keys here are that the medication must be taken by mouth or injection, and it must be prescribed by a doctor.  However, it is not restricted to only corticosteroids and immunosuppressive based on this updated reference.
Second, do not forget that 38 CFR 3.157(b)(1) can still be applied prior to March 24, 2015, the date it was rescinded and formal claims became required.  Prior to this date, VAMC and/or federal records still serve as a claim for increase if increased disability is shown.
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Recent Live Manual Updates
Presented by Cindy Windham, Senior Authorization Quality Review Specialist, QRT,

Program Review
Target Audience:  All VSC employees and mgmt.
Incompetency and the Brady Act
The affected beneficiary must be notified of the effects of the Brady Act in both the due process letter and the final/contemporaneous decision notice.
The manual provides a list of letters that contain the required language regarding the Brady Bill.

However, if a letter is generated using some alternate correspondence template, the following language must be added to the letter:

‘The Brady Handgun Violence Prevention Act prohibits you from purchasing, possessing, receiving or transporting a firearm or ammunition based upon our determination that you are incompetent to handle your VA funds.  You may be fined and/or imprisoned if you knowingly violate this law.
You may apply to VA for relief of firearms prohibitions imposed by the law by submitting your request to the address at the top of this letter on the enclosed VA Form 21-4138, Statement in Support of Claim.  VA will determine whether such relief is warranted.”
Reference:   M21-1, III.v.9.B.4.b – Change Date:  April 7, 2016

Changes in Drill Pay Processing
The manual was updated to include the following changes:
· Use a companion EP to track pending issues that might result in the creation of an overpayment.  (M21-1, III.v.4.C.3.d)
· Withhold drill pay retroactively rather than prospectively (more details in the next section of these call notes)  (M21-1, III.v.4.C.4.a)
· Updated instructions for Veterans who are both incarcerated and have received drill pay during a fiscal year (FY) (M21-1, III.v.4.C.4.j)
· Examples have been added regarding 

· Processing multiple FY drill pay adjustments (M21-1, III.v.4.C.7.h)
· Incarceration and drill pay adjustments in the same FY (M21-1, III.v.4.C.7.k)
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Reinstatement of Compensation After a Period of Active Duty
This update consolidated two steps into one for cases involving static and non-static disabilities when a Veteran requests reinstatement of compensation benefits after a period of active duty.

There was also a clarification that VA does not require a Veteran to use a prescribed form to claim reinstatement of benefits, unless the Veteran is concurrently claiming entitlement to:
· an increased disability rating, or
· SC for a new disability.
Reference:   M21-1, III.v.4.C.6.f – Change Date:  April 6, 2016

Social Security Administration (SSA) Prison Match

Updates to this section include:

· References added from M21-1, Part III, Subpart v, 8.A.3.d to ensure that it is clear these apply to SSA Prison Match cases.
· A notice of proposed adverse action applies not only to incarcerated beneficiaries entitled to disability compensation and/or pension, but also to:
· beneficiaries entitled to DIC, and
· dependents who are incarcerated.
Reference:   M21-1, X.15.2.e/g & X.15.3.a&b – Change Date:  April 4, 2016

Reductions Requiring Consideration of Individual Unemployability (IU) Under 38 CFR 4.16

The manual was updated regarding the steps to take when a reduction is warranted and also removed the outdated information regarding referring cases to CS for consideration under 38 CFR 3.321(b)(1).
Reference:   M21-1, III.iv.8.D.4.a/b – Change Date:  March 22, 2016

Updated Drill Pay Procedures
Presented by Andrew Bodyk, External Liaison, Interagency Data Sharing Staff, Procedures
Target Audience:  All VSC employees and mgmt.
On February 10, 2016, ROs were directed to stop all processing of drill pay adjustments.  Instructions were provided on February 24, 2016, that all drill pay adjustments are to be processed retroactively rather than prospectively.  The new procedure was provided to the ROs on February 25, 2016, during the Deputy Under Secretary for Benefits (DUSB) – Office of Field Operations conference call.
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When processing drill adjustments prospectively, Veterans had only two options; reduction of future benefit payments or requesting a waiver.  By processing the drill adjustments retroactively and having the Debt Management Center (DMC) process a debt, Veterans will now have five options:

· Request a hardship waiver of the debt

· Request a repayment plan

· Offer a compromise that is accepted by DMC, allowing for repayment of a lesser amount
· Pay the debt in a single payment from their checking or savings account

· Repay the debt with future benefit payments
Updates to M21-1, III.v.4.C.4.b include adding the following new information to due process letters:

· Adjustments will be effective the 1st day of the current FY
· Overpayment paragraph

· VA Form 21-0789, Your Rights to Representation and a Hearing
The notification letter must also include the “What Are Your Options” paragraph regarding the debt being created.
In addition to making adjustments for the procedures for processing drill pay, VBMS was also in the process of some user-assessment testing of drill pay adjustments being processed in VBMS-A.  During the requirement testing, the testing was validated (even though it was for prospective payments), and it could be adjusted for the new procedures regarding retroactive adjustment procedures.  VBMS was able to release that functionality in March 2016 for processing drill pay.
The other issue that arose was that the Automated Decision Letter (ADL) only supports a single FY adjustment and therefore, PCGL will have to be used for multiple year adjustments.  This is outlined in the VBMS major release 10.1 notes.

How Do These Changes Affect Processing?

ROs were not asked to go back and rework cases that had already been completed for drill pay adjustments.  When reviewing claims, February 24, 2016, is the important date to remember as drill pay adjustments that were completed before that date should have been processed according to procedures for a prospective adjustment.

If due process has been sent to the Veteran regarding the drill pay adjustment, but no final action has been taken by February 24, 2016, process the drill pay as outlined in the due process letter, which will most likely be a prospective adjustment.  When notifying the Veteran of the final action, be sure to include the “What Are Your Options” Appendix A paragraph.  This allows the Veteran to ask for a change from a prospective adjustment to a retroactive adjustment.

If the drill pay adjustment due process has not been initiated by February 12, 2016, please send the Veteran the due process and notification letter based on the new procedures regarding retroactive adjustments.

For more information about these timelines, please refer to M21-1, III.v.4.C.4.b.
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What’s Ahead for Drill Pay Adjustments?

Drill pay adjustments currently being processed by ROs are for FY14 and earlier.  The drill pay adjustments for FY15 have not been released.  CS is working with the Office of Business Process Integration (OBPI) to do a form of auto-adjust for most of the FY15 drill pay cases.

Phase 1 is tentatively set for June 1, 2016.  This first phase will be providing due process letters to Veterans who received drill pay during FY15, to include VA Form 21-8951, Notice of Waiver of VA Compensation or Pension to Receive Military Pay and Allowances.  An EP will be automatically established in the system.
Phase 2 will involve auto-adjusting drill pay cases retroactively when the Veteran agrees with the drill days or does not respond to the due process letter AND there are no additional adjustments (i.e.., apportionments, incarceration, etc.).  We anticipate 60% of drill pay adjustments being completed by this process.  ROs will only have to complete drill pay adjustments and provide notification to Veterans for cases that cannot be auto-processed.

CS is working with the Department of Defense (DoD) for determining requirements to process monthly drill pay adjustments.  This is very much in the infancy stage and will require coordination with DoD and system changes—both VA and DoD systems.
Quality Review & Consistency
Presented by George Boyd, Consultant, Quality Review & Consistency Staff, Quality Assurance
Target Audience:  All VSC employees and mgmt.
VSR/AQRS Consistency Study

The February and March results were forwarded to all RO Director, VSCM, and QRT mailboxes.  The April study results are pending.  The next study is scheduled for May 10th and is related to post-determination claims process.
To complete the consistency study, a score of 100% must be achieved on the post test.  Based on data from prior consistency study results, some participants are requiring several “post-test” attempts in order to complete the consistency study.  Each station has been asked to provide an explanation of these multiple post-test attempts, along with a training plan for actions being taken to improve the employee’s quality on the study topic.
Assisting Training Managers

The Quality Review and Consistency Staff will be attending the Training Manager’s conference to provide assistance with navigating documents on the QRT SharePoint site and also identifying specific training needs, in an effort to improve station quality.
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FY15 Error Corrections
Presented by Tina Thompson, Consultant, Quality Review & Consistency Staff, Quality Assurance
Target Audience:  QRSs and mgmt.
The Office of Management and Budget (OMB) conducted an independent review of four ROs regarding local Quality Review Team (QRT) timeliness in processing correction of errors identified during In-Process Reviews (IPRs) and Individual Quality Reviews (IQRs).  The findings revealed areas of concern with implementation of corrective actions, timely peer reviews, and documentation of errors.
Per M21, Part 4, Chapter 6, a RO is allowed five business days for implementation of corrective actions identified during an IQR.  The OMB review revealed that the four offices were taking an average of 80 days to complete the corrective actions.
During quality visits, it was discovered that some IQRs requiring corrective action were being given to a Coach, who was holding the case rather than giving it directly to the employee for review and correction.  While it is acceptable that each RO has a local policy for the distribution of error corrections, there should be a plan in place that will maintain the five business day requirement for making corrections, as mandated by the manual.

In regards to timely peer reviews, the offices were taking an average of seven days to complete peer reviews.  The manual states that peer reviews should be conducted within three business days of the original review so that timely feedback is provided to the decision makers.
The OMB review also identified numerous cases lacking documentation of error action.  All IPRs should be documented in ASPEN as well as being entered, captured, and recorded into the SharePoint site provided by CS.  Both systems provide a section to identify the status of the error, whether it is still pending review and what corrective actions have been completed.
In summary, it is very important for ROs to adhere to the guidance outlined in M21-4, Part 4, Chapter 6 to ensure the QRT is operating effectively and timely.

Closing Remarks
Presented by John Capozzi, Assistant Director, Quality Assurance

Target Audience:  All VSC employees and mgmt.
Thank you to everyone for joining today’s call and for being committed to the quality improvement process.  I want to reiterate what Diana said at the beginning of today’s call that “We are all here to help.”  Please remember that the Quality Assurance Staff puts together many reports that I hope you find useful.  These are located in the STAR Reports tab on the STAR Home Page, which is on the Compensation Service Intranet.  Not only is there QRT information about the IPRs, but also STAR data; everything from monthly breakdowns of BE errors to how quality charts are showing some of the trends.  My hope is that all of you are using these and looking at them in your training plans with your teams on how to improve local quality.  So just as a reminder, please use these reports.  If you have any recommendations, thoughts, or concerns about them, please send us an email and let us know.  In addition, if you have any recommendations of information that you would like to see that we aren’t providing or suggestions on how we can help, please let us know.
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We will post the audio-video recording of the Call, the Call Notes, the Agenda, and the PowerPoint into TMS and the VBA Learning Catalog.

The TMS number for the March 2016 Quality Call is 4178801.  If you participated during the live Call, you do not need to view the audio-video recording of the Call to receive training credit.  Simply click the video link and then close the video box.  Immediately return to Content Structure to complete the evaluation and receive TMS training credit for the Call.  Your evaluation responses in TMS will be used to improve each subsequent Call.

The TMS number for this April 2016 Quality Call is 4181191.  An automated Calendar Blast email will be released showing when the TMS number has been activated.
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Next Quality Call
· The next Quality Call will be held on Wednesday, May 11th at 1:30 PM Eastern.

· Please feel free to forward suggested Quality Call topics to VAVBAWAS/CO/214B.

· Quality Call Notes can be found on the CS Intranet site here:  http://vbaw.vba.va.gov/bl/21/star/star_call.htm
· Please ensure questions are being sent to the correct mailbox.  Questions regarding the National call-up list and National quality reviews should be sent to the 214B mailbox – VAVBAWAS/CO/214B.  Questions regarding local quality review and In-Process Reviews (IPRs) should be sent to the 214C mailbox – VAVBAWAS/CO/QRT.
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Questions & Answers
Questions asked during the Call and written in the Chat Box during the April 2016 Quality Call will be posted separately once all guidance and answers are assembled.  A separate Calendar Blast will be released once they are posted.
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Current National Accuracy Measures


Presented by Diana Williard, Quality Assurance Officer, Program Review





Target Audience:  All Veterans Service Center (VSC) employees and management (mgmt.)





The national 12-month claim-based authorization benefit entitlement (BE) accuracy is �HYPERLINK "http://vbaw.vba.va.gov/bl/21/star/reports/star_rpts16.htm"��90.58 percent (%)�.  The national 12-month claim-based rating BE accuracy is �HYPERLINK "http://vbaw.vba.va.gov/bl/21/star/reports/star_rpts16.htm"��90.03%�, and the issue-based rating BE accuracy is �HYPERLINK "http://vbaw.vba.va.gov/bl/21/star/reports/star_rpts16.htm"��96.09%�.





There continues to be a decline in all categories of accuracy.  Our Veterans are counting on us to provide them a quality product.  Please provide any ideas or suggestions for improving quality directly to �HYPERLINK "mailto:Diana.williard@va.gov"��Diana.Williard@va.gov�.





Thank you for your dedication and all that you do each day to serve our Veterans.  The hallmark of our success is embedded in � HYPERLINK "http://www.va.gov/icare/" ��VA’s I CARE Core Values�:  Integrity, Commitment, Advocacy, Respect, and Excellence.








Collaboration with Examiners at the Regional Office (RO)


Presented by Maruta Grean, Performance Specialist, DEMO





Target Audience:  All VSC employees and mgmt.





The collaboration between Veterans Health Administration (VHA) and Veterans Benefits Administration (VBA) to have an examiner on-site at ROs has been hugely successful and has helped enhance the collective understanding of the entire claims process.  However, the practice of having an examiner on-site will no longer be mandated.





VBA has received requests from several ROs to allow flexibility for the VHA clinicians to work remotely from the Veterans Affairs medical center (VAMC) rather than always spending 40 hours at the RO.  Recently, five District Directors and others met with Acting USB Danny Pummill on a number of field issues.  The status of the examiners in the ROs was one of the topics for discussion.  It was recommended to Mr. Pummill that the ROs be allowed to work locally with their VBA counterparts to provide the full time VHA support in a way that made most sense for the RO.  It was pointed out that with the increase in the number of claims processors teleworking, it was becoming more reasonable for the VHA clinicians to offer assistance remotely.  There were situations where the clinicians were coming to the RO 40 hours per week and interacting with VBA claims processors remotely at their homes.  Since having an examiner on-site has been working well, collaboration with local VHA counterparts should remain a priority and should be adjusted to suit needs appropriately.
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