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Policy (211)


Claims Based on Herbicide Exposure Aboard Naval Ships During the Vietnam Era





Compensation and Pension (C&P) Service recently met with the Army and Joint Services Records Research Center (JSRRC) to discuss the issue of disability claims based on herbicide exposure from veterans who served aboard Navy and Coast Guard ships during the Vietnam era.  Some claims from these veterans have identified the source of exposure as herbicide storage for use aboard their ships.  However, C&P Service and JSRRC are in agreement that there is no Department of Defense or other evidence available to support claims based on this method of exposure.  The current development and due process requirements for these claims include sending a request for research to the � HYPERLINK "VAVBAWAS/CO/211/AGENTORANGE" ��C&P Service Agent Orange Mailbox� and then sending a similar request to JSRRC for any verification of such exposure.  This is a time consuming process that delays resolution of the claim and has never produced evidence to substantiate this means of exposure. 





In order to expedite processing of these claims, JSRRC has provided C&P Service with a document for inclusion in the veteran’s claims folder.  This document will substitute for a response from the C&P Service Agent Orange Mailbox as well as a response from JSRRC.  It explains that there is no evidence available to support a claim of herbicide exposure aboard a Navy or Coast Guard ship during the Vietnam era.  This document will serve as a final JSRRC response in claims where the veteran alleges exposure based on: (1) loading herbicide agents aboard a naval ship for transportation to Vietnam, (2) serving aboard a ship that transported, stored, used, or tested herbicide agents, and (3) working on shipboard aircraft that flew over Vietnam or equipment that was used in Vietnam. 





The JSRRC document is attached to this C&P Service Bulletin.  VA Regional Offices should begin using it immediately in appropriate cases as a substitute for herbicide exposure inquiries sent to both the C&P Service Agent Orange Mailbox and JSRRC.  This document will be added to M21-1MR in the near future.





Procedures (212)


Fast Letter 09-19, Printing Compensation and Pension (C&P) Examinations  





On May 4, 2009, the Compensation and Pension Service released �HYPERLINK "http://vbaw.vba.va.gov/bl/21/publicat/Letters/FL09/FL09-019.doc"��Fast Letter (FL) 09-19, Printing Compensation and Pension (C&P) Examinations�.  Effective May 1, 2009, print all C&P examinations on yellow paper prior to inclusion in claims folders.  In the case of examinations with handwritten edits, photocopy the examination onto yellow paper prior to placement in the claims folder.  It is not necessary to re-print those examinations received prior to the effective date of this FL.





Hines End-of-Day Letters





�HYPERLINK "http://vbaw.vba.va.gov/bl/21/publicat/Letters/FL08/FL08-028.doc"��Fast Letter 08-28, Destruction of Hines End-of-Day Letters�, September 19, 2008, authorized field personnel to dispose of hard copy letters electronically generated by Hines during its end-of-day (EoD) processing.  Virtual VA is automatically capturing these documents.  





However, this authorization does not apply to the EoD letters generated for Veterans Service Officers (VSOs).  VSOs have indicated that they are not receiving their copies of correspondence.  Please be sure to forward all VSO copies to the VSO noted at the top of each EoD letter.  Also, each Home Regional Office must distribute all correspondence sent from the Pension Management Centers for the local VSOs. 





Tracking Disability Evaluation System (DES) Claims





Many stakeholders, including the Secretary, closely follow the results of the Disability Evaluation System (DES) Pilot program.  Therefore, effective immediately, in order to accurately track performance, and to ensure proper functioning of the RBA2000 DES options, please ensure that all DES claims have:





an EP 689 with the newly developed Disability Evaluation System claim label, and 


a Disability Evaluation System corporate flash (found in Share).





Cease using other claim labels for DES claims, such as PMC-Reviews-Ratings Involved, Reviews-Ratings Involved, etc.  Please PCHG all current EP 689s with such claim labels to Disability Evaluation System.  Do not PCLR EP 689 unless it has the proper DES claim label.  





Applications for Headstone Reimbursement





The National Cemetery Administration (NCA) is receiving directly from VA Regional Offices (VAROs) applications for reimbursement of the cost for the purchase of private headstones or markers.  However, jurisdiction for processing these applications falls upon the VAROs, and not NCA.





Generally, the RO receiving � HYPERLINK "http://www.vba.va.gov/pubs/forms/VBA-21-8834-ARE.pdf" ��VA Form 21-8834, Application for Reimbursement of Headstone or Marker Expense�, should process the application.  





If the claims folder is needed to make a determination and another RO holds jurisdiction of the claims folder, forward the application to that office.  Again, do not forward the application to NCA.





Eligibility for headstone reimbursement is discussed in �HYPERLINK "http://vbaw.vba.va.gov/bl/21/M21-1MR/index.asp?id=pt07_ch05_secC.xml"��M21-1MR, Part VII, Chapter 5, Section C�, “Headstones and Markers.”  Please note that reimbursement for the cost of purchase of a private headstone is not payable for a veteran whose death was on or after November 1, 1990.  Until burial processing is available in VETSNET Awards, process these applications according to � HYPERLINK "http://www.warms.vba.va.gov/admin21/m21_1/part5/ch07.doc" ��M21-1, Part V, Chapter 7�, “Burial Award/Disallowance Processing.”





Documenting Delegations of Authority


 


Veterans Service Center Managers (VSCMs) must ensure they document any delegations of authority.  Each VSCM may designate individuals to authorize actions or review decisions on his/her own behalf.  While at the Veterans Service Center, site survey or audit teams may request documentation of these delegations of authority.  We recommend VSCMs issue official memoranda of these delegations.  However, VSCMs may also authorize these delegations in minutes from staff meetings, e-mails, or other written documents.  The documentation must be available for site survey or audit teams when requested.  Annual Systematic Analysis of Operations (SAOs) must include documenting these delegations of authority (see �HYPERLINK "http://www.warms.vba.va.gov/admin21/m21_4/Ch05.doc"��M21-4, Division Management (paragraph 5.06(9)(e)).� 


SSA Fax Requests for Medical Records





The Social Security Administration (SSA) has notified us that the fax machines for the National Records Center (NRC) in Kansas City were down from May 14 to May 15, 2009.  Therefore, you will need to resubmit any faxed request for medical records sent to the SSA NRC VA Project team on those days.  For any additional questions or concerns, please e-mail the SSA Liaison at VAVBAWAS/CO/SSA.  





Training & Contract Exams  (213)





Centralized Challenge Training, Session 2009-5





The upcoming Centralized Challenge Training Session 5 will be held June 4, 2009, to June 18, 2009, with students traveling on June 3, 2009. Stations that are sending students to Challenge should ensure those students complete their prerequisite requirements prior to arriving at centralized training.  Prerequisite requirements are posted to the � HYPERLINK "http://cptraining.vba.va.gov/C&P_Training/" ��C&P Training Website Home Page�.  





Basic RVSR Skill Certification Test





The next Basic Rating Veteran Service Representative (RVSR) Certification test is scheduled for June 24, 2009.  RVSRs who have completed RVSR training curriculum, are meeting the local trainee performance standard, and have been in the position for a minimum of six months and a maximum of 24 months are eligible to take this test.


 


Quality Assurance (214)





Rating Quality Call





The monthly Rating Quality call for May is scheduled for May 21, 2009, at 2:00 PM EST.  The call information is posted on the calendar page for May 2009 and can be accessed through C&P’s Home Page � HYPERLINK "http://10.220.1.4/bl/21/calendar/cal_month.asp?myMonth=0" ��Calendar Monthly�.  Questions may be directed to the 214B mailbox at � HYPERLINK "VAVBAWAS/CO/214B" ��VAVBAWAS/CO/214B�.








Inter-Rater Reliability Study





The fifth Inter-Rater Reliability (IRR) study was completed on May 7, 2009, and involved a rating for coronary artery disease.  The correct answer for this review was to establish service-connection for coronary artery disease, under diagnostic code 7005 at 30% from 12/01/2008, the day after discharge.  


Of the 247 RVSRS and DROs who participated in the study, 102 or 41% of the total participants consistently decided the claim in all four elements.  Of the 247 participants, 145 (59%) missed one or more of the above elements.  There were a total of 153 errors.  The error breakdown is as follows:


4 incorrect diagnostic codes 


142 incorrect evaluations 


7 incorrect effective dates 


The fact pattern will be discussed on the Rating Quality call, which will be conducted on May 21, 2009, at 2:00 PM EST. 





The next IRR study will be conducted on June 9, 2009.





Thank you once again to the participants and to the test administrators for their assistance in conducting the study.  Questions may be directed to the IRR mailbox at � HYPERLINK "VAVBAWAS/CO/IRRS" ��VAVBAWAS/CO/IRRS�. 





Correspondence and Drop-Mail Associated with STAR Review Files


In the �HYPERLINK "http://vbaw.vba.va.gov/bl/21/calendar/agenda/agenda.htm" \l "Sep08"��September 2008 Compensation and Pension Service Bulletin�, Quality Assurance (214) provided guidance pertaining to drop mail and correspondence per �HYPERLINK "http://vbaw.vba.va.gov/bl/21/M21-1MR/m21-1mr_main.htm" \l "pt3_spii_ch5"��M21-1MR, III.ii.5.F.26.b�.  The Quality Assurance Systematic Technical Accuracy Review (STAR) staff continues to receive mail for association with a file sent for STAR review.  Since September, the STAR staff has received approximately 300 pieces of mail. This mail includes service and medical treatment records, as well as other evidence for pending claims.  As a reminder, any incoming mail should be held at the VA Regional Office in a temporary folder until the file is returned from STAR review.  If there is a need for expedition of a STAR review due to extenuating circumstances (i.e. hardship, terminal illness, etc.), send a request though the mailbox � HYPERLINK "VAVBAWAS/CO/214B" ��VAVBAWAS/CO/214B�. 





Veterans Services (216)


Homeless Veterans 


According to recent studies, the number of our veterans who sleep on the streets on any given night has increased to nearly 175,000 (an approximate 70,000 of whom are Vietnam Era Veterans). 


On the heels of President Obama's recent press conference in which he called for an "[immediate] shift in the national perception of homeless veterans," all VAROs must give high priority to these claims.  


Be advised that new reporting criteria is being devised by C&P Service to ensure that homeless veterans nationwide are being given the priority they require.  





Updated VA TAP Benefits Slides 


The VA Transition Assistance Program (TAP) benefits briefing slides have been updated.  The slides are located in the “Military Services” section of the � HYPERLINK "http://vbaw.vba.va.gov/bl/21/outreach/out_home.htm" ��Outreach website page� on the Compensation and Pension Service Intranet.  The updates reflect recent changes to the following business lines: 


Education (Post 9/11 GI Bill / Chapter 33) 


Vocational Rehabilitation & Employment 


Home Loan Guaranty 


These changes increase the number of benefits briefing slides from 228 to 245. Professional judgment by the presenters should be exercised in order to provide a comprehensive, four hour VA TAP briefing.  Thorough discussion of the Military Sexual Trauma and Social Security Disability Insurance topics remains mandatory.   


Effective immediately, please ensure that all presenters use only the TAP slides dated April 2009. � �Questions regarding this update, should be submitted to the Outreach mailbox at � HYPERLINK "VAVBAWAS/CO/OUTREACH" ��VAVBAWAS/CO/OUTREACH�. 


Timely Submission of Casualty Case Reports


Oversight of the Casualty Assistance Program is the responsibility of the Veterans Services Division of the Compensation and Pension Service (C&P Service). 


C&P Service maintains a database of all reports of casualty (DD Form 1300) received and of the VA Regional Office (VARO) actions taken.   


VARO reporting requirements are outlined in Enclosure G of VBA Letter 20-07.  Timely submission of accurate reports as mandated in VBA Letter 20-07 is imperative.   


C&P Service will monitor timely submission of casualty reports and furnish results to Office of Field Operations for follow-up.   









































True heroism is remarkably sober, very undramatic. It is not the urge to surpass all others at whatever cost, but the urge to serve others at whatever cost.�Arthur Ashe 
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