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Effective Date of Service Connection for Arteriosclerotic Manifestations
Target Audience: Rating Veterans Service Representatives (RVSRs)
M21-1 Manual Rewrite (MR) Part III, Subpart iv, Chapter 4, Section E, Topic 20, Block g (M21-1-MR, III.iv.4.E.20.g). directs RVSRs to grant service connection for certain arteriosclerotic manifestations in a Veteran with service-connected hypertension on the basis of an etiological association with hypertension.  The arteriosclerotic manifestations include: cerebral arteriosclerosis or thrombosis with hemiplegia, nephrosclerosis of the kidneys with impairment of renal function, or myocardial damage or coronary occlusion of the heart through the relationship to hypertension. 
These manifestations are not a worsening of hypertension; therefore, the submission of medical evidence containing a diagnosis of any of the manifestations would not trigger the application of 38 C.F.R. 3.157 or 38 C.F.R 3.400 in determining the effective date of any grant of service-connected benefits for any of the disabilities identified in M21-1-MR, III.iv.4.E.20.g. 

Although the guidance (MR provision may direct to grant service connection for the manifestations, a claim, which is in writing and otherwise in accordance with 38 C.F.R. 3.155(a), is still required to adjudicate a secondary service connection claim for any of the arteriosclerotic manifestations.  The effective date of any grant of benefits would be the date of claim or date entitlement arose, whichever is later.  

Equitable Relief Based on Automobile Allowance
Target Audience: Veterans Service Representatives (VSRs)
Equitable relief, under, 38 U.S.C. 503 allows the Secretary of Veterans Affairs (VA) to remedy an injustice done to a person as the result of being denied benefits due to administrative error on the part of a VA employee (38 U.S.C. § 503(a)), or suffering loss due to an erroneous VA decision (38 U.S.C. § 503(b)).  Under the equitable relief law, the Secretary is authorized to pay moneys to a person unto whom the injustice was rendered if the Secretary determines that a person is equitably entitled to such monies.
Compensation Service has recently received several requests from regional offices (ROs) for equitable relief based on erroneous information provided to Veterans that he/ she is entitled to more than one automobile.  
A Veteran is issued a certificate of eligibility for financial assistance in the purchase of a new or used automobile or other conveyance once in his or her lifetime. 38 C.F.R. 3.808(a). ROs must conduct a thorough review of the Veteran’s claims file and/or consulting with their finance department to ensure that he/she has not previously received an automobile allowance.
Revised Interim Procedures for Psychiatric Examinations

Target Audience: VSRs and RVSRs
We previously announced in Fast Letter (FL) 13-15 , Interim Procedures for Psychiatric Examinations Following the May 18, 2013, Release of the 5th Edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of the American Psychiatric Association (DSM-V),  that Veterans Benefits Administration (VBA) planned to transition to utilization of the new (fifth) version of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual for Mental Disorders (DSM-5) on October 1, 2013.  Pending further guidance, claims processors were instructed to ensure that all examination requests and reports reflected diagnoses obtained utilizing DSM-IV. 
VBA’s plan to transition to DSM-5 on October 1, 2013 was consistent with the Veterans Health Administration’s (VHA’s) plan to transition its clinicians to utilizing DSM-5 in evaluating and treating mental disabilities.  Unfortunately, necessary regulatory revisions were not published by October 1, 2013 and VHA has announced that it will continue with its plan to transition to utilizing DSM-5 in both clinical and examination settings effective December 1, 2013.  
Thus, it is necessary to update guidance to the field to ensure that claims processors are aware of those circumstances in which DSM-5-based evidence may be used and how to evaluate mental disability claims when there is both DSM-IV and DSM-5 evidence of record. We will be revising FL 13-15 to provide this updated interim guidance.  
In sum, effective December 1, 2013, claims processors will accept mental disability Disability Benefits Questionnaires (DBQs) describing mental disability findings (diagnoses and symptoms) relatable to either historic DSM-IV or current DSM-5 criteria.  VHA has instructed examiners that they may perform the original examination using DSM-5 criteria, but that if no diagnosis is applicable under DSM-5, the examiner should provide a diagnosis and opinion, if applicable, under DSM-IV.  If an examination report contains information utilizing both the DSM-IV and DSM-5, a claims processor must use whichever evidence is more favorable to the Veteran.  

Revised Procedures Related to Requesting Pre-Discharge Examinations

Target Audience:  VSRs and RVSRs

Beginning October 1, 2013, all VA Pre-Discharge claim general medical examination requests must include a comment requesting the Separation Health Assessment (SHA) DBQ.  General medical examination requests made after the Service member has separated active service must also include a request for the SHA DBQ.  

Affected Pre-Discharge programs include:

· Benefits Delivery at Discharge (BDD), and
· Quick Start

Revised Procedures  
Effective October 1, 2013, all VBA personnel requesting a BDD or Quick Start general medical examination in Compensation and Pension Records Interchange (CAPRI) will select the required general medical examination DBQ and add the following statement to the comments:  “BDD” (or “Quick Start”) claim:  SHA DBQ is requested.”

Offices utilizing contract medical examination providers are required to request the SHA DBQ by adding the following information in the Veterans Examination Request Information System (VERIS)/ Exam Track systems, as shown below:

· GEN MED should be listed in the Body System section

· SHA DBQ should be entered in the Worksheet section

· “BDD” or “Quick Start” should be entered in the “Notes” section

Cost of Living Adjustment (COLA) Rates

Target Audience:  VSRs
In the past, rates were rounded down to the lowest whole number, under the round down authority provided in 38 U.S.C. 1104.  Congress has not extended this authority.  Therefore,  effective this year, affected rates will now include payment of cents.

Referencing Opinions from VHA Employees Embedded in the RO
Target Audience:  RVSRs
When referencing opinions provided by VHA doctors who happen to support the VBA from within the RO, keep language general.  All medical opinions are provided by VHA doctors and the location that the opinion was generated at should not be mentioned in the rating language.  Currently, all glossary texts are generic and do not require a change to support this instruction.  If you are manually entering the opinion into your evidence list, do not specify the location in the field shown in the screen shot below.  This field can and should be left blank.
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Manual Rewrite (MR) Changes

Target Audience:  VSRs and RVSRs

In the past month, we have published   changes to: 

· M21-1MR, Part IX, Subpart i, Chapter 5 (M21-1MR IX.i.5) which is an extensive reorganization and update to information about loan guarantee benefits.

Please see the Web Automated Reference Material System (WARMS) for the most recent MR content.

E-mail questions to the VAVBAWAS/CO/M21MR mailbox.

Voluntary Retirement Incentive (VRI)
Target Audience:  VSRs

Section 504 of the National Defense Authorization Act (NDAA) of 2012 (Public Law 112-81, §504), codified at 10 U.S.C. §638b, authorizes the military branches to provide a VRI for certain officers with 20 to 29 years of active duty service.
The law does not provide for recoupment of the one-time VRI payment from VA disability compensation.  Therefore, do not recoup the one-time VRI payment from VA disability compensation.  

E-mail questions to the VAVBAWAS/CO/MILPAY mailbox.

Reminder Guidance on Discovered Unadjudicated Claims

Target Audience: Claims Assistants (CAs), VSRs, RVSRs, and management

A reminder to ROs that you must continue to follow the procedures outlined in Fast Letter (FL) 13-10, Guidance on Date of Claim Issues, which states when an unadjudicated claim (i.e. a claim never before identified nor established in VA systems) is discovered, after proper authorization from RO leadership no lower than the Assistant Director level, to use the date RO personnel discovered the claim as the date of claim for system control purposes.  This guidance applies to any claim not identified and established in the normal control process.  Continue to adhere to other guidance relating to this issue, including end product (EP) control as described in FL 13-10.  If an EP is already pending, do not change the date of claim if the date of claim is incorrect.  The guidance in the FL only applies to claims not already under control and any claim not identified and established in the normal control process.

Email questions to the VAVBAWAS/CO/212A mailbox.

Challenge Training

Target Audience: VSRs, RVSRs, and management

On Monday, October 28, 2013, the VSR and RVSR students traveled to Baltimore to attend the four-week resident portion of Challenge training.

RVSR students graduate on Thursday, November 21.  Both VSR and RVSR students and instructors will travel home on Friday, November 22.

VSRs will return to Baltimore on Monday, December 2, 2013, to complete the resident portion of Post-D Challenge training.  They will travel back to their home stations on Friday, December 13, 2013.
Challenge Session 2014-2 began on Monday, November 18, 2013.  Station Training Managers will be contacted regarding the IWT schedule and systems check.  We want to remind all stations to ensure that students are provided with appropriate access and equipment, which includes dual monitors and headsets, prior to the start of IWT. 

Military Sexual Trauma (MST) Training Requirement

Target Audience: VSRs, RVSRs, and management

We want to remind stations that all VSRs, RVSRs, and Decision Review Officers (DROs) are required to complete Military Sexual Trauma (TMS #1371104) and Military Sexual Trauma VHA Sensitivity Training (TMS #1688383). This is a one-time mandated training item.  All current and future VSRs, RVSRs and DROs are required to complete these courses if they were not previously completed.

All personnel dedicated to processing Military Sexual Trauma claims must also complete MST Live Meeting: Markers and Claim Development (TMS #2162964).

Compensation Service will run National compliance reports for these courses during the first week in December.

Skills Certification Updates

Target Audience: VSRs, RVSRs, DROs, and management
· The Coach Skills Certification test is scheduled for Tuesday, December 3, 2013.  The Skills Certification Readiness Guide, an online preparatory (practice) test, and additional information are available from the Coach Skills Certification website at: 

http://cptraining.vba.va.gov/C&P_Training/Skills_Cert/Coach_SVSR.htm
· The next administration of the Journey Rating Veterans Service Representative (JRVSR) Skills Certification test is scheduled for Tuesday, December 17, 2013.  The Skills Certification Readiness Guide, an online preparatory (practice) test, and additional information are available from the JRVSR Skills Certification website at: http://cptraining.vba.va.gov/C&P_Training/Skills_Cert/JRVSR.htm
· The following upcoming Skills Certification events will require field support:
· The next DRO Item Writing Workshop (IWW) is taking place November 19-21, 2013, in Orlando.

· A Coach Cut Score Workshop (CSW) is taking place November 19-21, 2013, in Orlando.

· VSR CSW is scheduled to take place December 3-5, 2013 in Orlando.

· DRO Item Review Questionnaire (IRQ) is scheduled to be held online December 5, 2013.

· Senior Veterans Service Representative (SVSR), Item Review Questionnaire (IRQ) is scheduled to be held online December 17, 2013.

Expanded Admission, Discharge, and Transfer (ADT) Button in CAPRI

Target Audience:  VSRs, Senior VSRs SVSRs, RVSRs, DROs, Authorization Quality Review Specialists (AQRSs), Rating Quality Review Specialists (RQRSs), and management

We want to remind ROs to review the information found when clicking the ADT button under the Department of Defense (DoD) Records tab in CAPRI prior to completing decisions in which the member separated from military service and an event, injury, or disease is not shown in the available service treatment records (STRs).  The other buttons found under the DoD Records tab,  including the Radiology Report, can also reveal pertinent records.  The DoD records found by clicking the Expanded ADT and other buttons could change the outcome of an unfavorable decision when the available STRs are otherwise negative.  Therefore, it is important for ROs to review this information.
Cancelled Exam Reports

Target Audience:  Claims processing personnel involved with disposition of requested VA exams

The Disability Examination Management Office (DEMO) staff previously introduced open examination request reports on its secure SharePoint site.  We’re pleased to announce that cancelled examination reports are also now available on our secure SharePoint site!  These Microsoft Excel reports are broken out by requesting office.  Each individual report contains all examination requests from the requesting office that have been cancelled within the preceding 60 days, regardless of the medical center to which the requests were sent.  The 60 day window is counting back from the date of the data, so each refresh will replace the previous report with a new group in the new 60 day window.  DEMO will update the reports as the VHA corporate data is updated, which is currently twice per week. 
If you receive an "access denied" message 

from our secure SharePoint site, click the link in that message to request access or contact the webmaster.  
We have also added links on the DEMO Intranet Home Page.  If you have any questions, comments, or suggestions, please e-mail VAVBAWAS/CO/CAPRI or contact one of our DEMO staff members directly.
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