12/1/2003
Veterans Benefits Administration

Advisory Committee on Minority Veterans

2002 Annual Report

Recommendations and Responses

Recommendation 5: 

(a) Recommend Small Business Administration (SBA) Loan Coordinators be staffed at VA offices making it more accessible to the minority veteran.  (b) The VA must give us data on policies pertaining to the qualifying factors for vocational rehabilitation and evaluate the process to help standardize this procedure.  

Response:

(a) VA is committed to fully examining the issue of improving minority veterans’ access to SBA services.  The placement of SBA loan personnel in VA regional offices may be an option, but our examination of the access issue should not be limited to that.  The Committee will be briefed at one of its Washington meetings in 2003 on the results of our examination.                                                     

(b) The qualifying factors for vocational rehabilitation are described in the Code of Federal Regulations, Title 38 CFR Part 21-1 through 21-59, M 28 - 1 Part II, and DVB Circular 28-97-1.  To insure that the requirements for determining entitlement to vocational rehabilitation are administered in a standardized manner, we have instituted a system of quality review to evaluate the accuracy of entitlement determinations.  VA Central Office (VACO) staff conducts reviews of each regional office.  Additionally, regional offices are required to review entitlement decisions to insure compliance with regulations and policies.  The reviews feed performance indicators that are tied to the evaluation of local stations and the national program in terms of performance goals.  Our current goal for entitlement accuracy is 92% and the actual performance year to date (FY 2002) is 91%.   In addition to the review process, we have initiated a station survey process to insure standardization.  

Recommendation 22:

Hire more minorities as ratings/claims officers.  This would be a step towards raising VA sensitivities to the needs of minority veterans pursuing disability claims.

Response:

The Veterans Benefits Administration (VBA) routinely reviews manpower demographics to track the hiring and placement of qualified minority applicants.  On an annual basis, each VBA regional office completes an Affirmative Employment Program (AEP) Report which contains an analysis of workforce data and an action plan to increase representation in specific target areas.  In FY02, there were 1,142 new hires, 120 conversions, and 21 other gains for a total of 1,283 gains.  Of these gains, 42.87% were from underrepresented groups (including women).  

VBA uses the Outstanding Scholar Program, the Federal Career Intern Program and Merit Promotion Announcements to recruit and promote minorities to critical technical positions within VBA.  Many of these positions are within the Veterans Service Center, one of the largest divisions within many of our regional offices.  

In addition to completing the AEP report, regional offices complete an annual report on Disabled Veterans Affirmative Action Programs (DVAAP) certifying that they have developed a plan for recruiting and hiring veterans and increasing the representation of veterans within specific positions.  

Recommendation 26:

Recommend continued emphasis on a “customer-centric” approach by VBA.

Response:

As mentioned above, VBA uses the Outstanding Scholar Program, the Federal Career Intern Program, and Merit Promotion Announcements to recruit and promote highly qualified candidates to critical technical positions.  Many of these positions are within the Veterans Service Center, the largest division at most of our regional offices.  The hiring of minorities and veterans will help to ensure a culture sensitive to the needs of our veteran population.

Minority Veterans Program Coordinators at the regional offices contribute to a customer-centric approach through outreach efforts such as the Honolulu Regional Office with monthly visits to Maui, Kauai, Hilo and Kona and Nashville Regional Office’s arrangement of a Hispanic Benefit Fair and attendance at Native American events.  Anchorage Regional Office has appointed four minority coordinators who are Hispanic, Asian-Pacific Islander, Filipino and African-American.  
Recommendation 28:

Recommend the Secretary increase outreach to minority veterans concerning available education benefits.  Continue to raise payment levels for education, ensure transitioning veterans are aware of the benefit levels and extend the time available for the veteran to utilize education benefits.

Response:

The Education Service within the Veterans Benefits Administration is taking action to increase outreach efforts to veterans including minority veterans.  We currently mail education benefit information to potentially eligible active duty personnel upon completion of their first 12 months of active duty and after the required $1200 pay reduction.  In September 2002, a separate mailing to potentially eligible active duty personnel will be made upon completion of 24 months of active duty, the point in time they first become eligible to utilize the benefit while on active duty.  

Another outreach effort is made through our web site, www.gibill.va.gov.  User friendly frequently asked questions software, Right Now Web, was installed on our web site in September 2002.  This software enables veterans to quickly find answers to their questions regarding eligibility, benefits, approved programs and other information.   

Public Law 107-103, The Veterans Education and Benefits Expansion Act of 2001, increased the rates for full-time Montgomery GI Bill (Chapter 30) benefits from $672 to $800 effective January 1, 2002; $900 effective October 1, 2002; and $985 effective October 1, 2003.   

Recommendation 31:

Recommend VA continue the extension of the Native American Direct Home Loan Program, but make it easier for Indian veterans to access.

Response:

VBA is currently exploring avenues to expand outreach to Native Americans, including an analysis of whether to increase loan amounts.  Additionally, VBA is completing the annual Report to Congress on the Native American Veteran Direct Loan Pilot Program for FY 2002 that will be briefed to the Committee once it has been finalized.  

PAGE  
2

