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Introduction

VA’s Worker’s Compensation (WC) Strategic Plan highlights the importance of the men and women that comprise VA’s workforce in carrying out the Department’s mission “to care for him who has borne the battle and for his widow and his orphan.”  VA’s Strategic Plan Objective E.1 states that the Department will recruit, develop, and retain a competent, committed, and diverse workforce that provides high quality service to veterans and their families.  As part of that effort, VA, by caring for our injured and ill employees in the same manner as we care for the veterans we serve, seeks to demonstrate that we are an employer of choice.  

VA recognizes the exclusive authority of the Department of Labor (DOL) to administer, adjudicate, and enforce provisions of the Federal Employees’ Compensation Act (FECA) and will continue to work within that framework to improve overall internal program management.
VA’s Workers’ Compensation Program (WCP), which is intended to complement DOL’s program, is designed, first and foremost, to ensure that employees injured on the job receive the care, compensation, and employment opportunities to which they are entitled.
The program is also designed to reduce the negative impact of occupational injuries and illnesses on VA’s ability to carry out its mission.  When implemented properly, the outcome of VA’s WCP is a productive and healthy workforce that is better prepared to serve our veterans.
Far too often, injuries in the workplace lead to disability and premature retirement of valuable employees.  When the causes of injuries and illnesses are not identified and resolved, they may result in additional injuries and/or illnesses to others.  To enhance operations, information regarding work-related injuries must be used to develop safety programs and guide quality improvement in clinical care, benefit delivery, cemetery operations and all other veteran services.  To be effective, the WCP must be a collaborative effort involving multiple disciplines within VA and DOL.  
Currently, over 6,000 VA employees are receiving WC benefits for injuries or illness suffered while performing their assignments.  VA’s Charge Back Year (CBY) payments were $166 million for 2007 and long-term obligations are estimated to be over $2 billion.
At the same time, VA is experiencing shortages in occupations such as nursing and veterans claims processing positions.  If we are successful in rehabilitating injured employees, we can reduce the costs and inefficiencies associated with overtime for existing staff and employment of part-time staff to fill in the gaps left by disabled employees.  Further, we can maximize the availability and utilization of highly skilled, 
mission critical employees.  Elements of the President’s Safety, Health and Return to Employment (SHARE) initiative, calling for a reduction in the number of injuries and illnesses, improved timeliness of filing claims, and reduction in lost production days, among other things, will be used as measurement tools by VA to help evaluate the success of the WC Strategic Plan.

History and Current Status 
of VA’s Workers’ Compensation Steering Committee
In 2004, VA brought together a group of experts from the Offices of Human Resources and Administration (HR&A), Veterans Health Administration (VHA), Veterans Benefits Administration (VBA), National Cemetery Administration (NCA), Office of the Inspector General (OIG), and the Office of Policy, Planning, and Preparedness (OPP&P).  This group developed VA’s first WC Strategic Plan, published in final form on January 24, 2006.
The initial group of experts has evolved over time to what is now a permanent VA Workers’ Compensation Steering Committee (WCSC), headed by the Assistant Secretary for HR&A with members from each VA Administration along with the Director and staff from VA’s Office of Occupational Safety and Health (OSH).  

Using the initial plan as a foundation, this second edition of VA’s WC Strategic Plan was developed collaboratively by a cross section of WCSC members, with input from and concurrence of the full committee.  We believe this updated version builds on our accomplishments thus far and keeps VA moving forward.  The focus is on assisting employees with timely and accurate injury and illness reporting, the receipt of timely and appropriate medical care, and identification of limited duty opportunities to return them to productive employment.  The goals, objectives and strategies laid out here also emphasize a reduction in unnecessary costs, VA employee and WC professional education, and the identification and elimination of fraud, waste, and abuse within the WC program.
Governance Process for Workers’ Compensation
VA Office of HR&A is responsible for “corporate” policy development and oversight of the VA WCP.  This office will provide status reports at the Monthly Performance Review (MPR), and to the VA Strategic Management Council (SMC) and VA Executive Board (VAEB).  HR&A also chairs the WCSC, which meets monthly to review policies, procedures, implementation measures, and to discuss a variety of issues.
HR&A will work with the Administrations and VA Central Office (VACO) staff offices to ensure consistent implementation of the Strategic Plan and associated WC policies and procedures. 

The three Administrations and VACO staff offices are responsible for implementing VA’s WC Strategic Plan and associated WC policies and procedures.  
The WCSC will monitor implementation of the WC Strategic Plan, including progress in meeting performance goals, share best practices and lessons learned, and collaborate to address new requirements for WC programs.  
Membership in the WCSC includes senior managers and management officials from:
· VA Office of Human Resources and Administration (HR&A)
· VA Office of Occupational Safety and Health (OSH)
· Veterans Health Administration (VHA)
· National Cemetery Administration (NCA)
· Veterans Benefits Administration (VBA)
Vision and Mission Statement
Vision Statement:  “To be recognized as the employer of choice who provides timely highest quality care for employees who suffer job-related injuries or illnesses, to appropriately support and compensate them while unable to work, and return them to work at a time and in a capacity consistent with their medical conditions.”

Mission Statement:  “To care and advocate for employees in treatment, claims adjudication, rehabilitation, and return to work after work related injuries and illness.”
Strategic Goals and Objectives
The following section of the WC Strategic Plan presents the combined Administrations’ strategic goals, objectives, strategies, and measures.  Each goal has associated objectives that define more detailed outcomes and results.  

Each objective presents the intended result of the Office of Workers’ Compensation Programs (OWCP) activities.  Additionally, the strategies section describes specific issues that must be addressed, and highlights key initiatives and activities that are planned to achieve results and enhance service delivery.

Key performance measures have been identified to focus on the achievement of the stated purpose and/or legislative intent of the program.  For example, VA strives to reduce unnecessary WC costs, while ensuring that employees receive appropriate access to benefit entitlements.  In addition, VA strives to help employees return to work as expeditiously as possible.  Service delivery measures focus on successful implementation of strategies and processes to improve service.  These measures reflect the level of accuracy, timeliness, and customer service.  The achievement of specific performance targets may also reflect the results of major management improvement initiatives. 

Goal 1.  Ensure Injured Employees Receive Timely and Appropriate Medical Care and Compensation.
VA will implement a case management process that ensures controls are in place that accurately record relevant case data to effectively manage and facilitate the adjudication of claims for WC benefits.  VA will monitor the status/progress of program participants and intervene when appropriate to bring the case to resolution or return the injured employee to suitable employment.  

VA recognizes that administrative and clinical case management are essential functions to return injured employees to work; is cognizant of DOL’s exclusive authority under FECA; is aware of DOL’s OWCP Nurse Case Manager Program and rehabilitation responsibilities; and will ensure that VA case managers effectively share case issues with OWCP.
Objective 1.1:  Facilitate timely payment of medical expenses and compensation for wage loss.  

Strategies:
a.  Claims Processing:
· Provide employees with proper injury, illness and compensation claim forms (OWCP Forms CA-1, CA-2, CA-17, and CA-7).
· Issue OWCP Form CA-16, Authorization for Payment, when appropriate.
· Ensure that immediate notification and documentation is provided to the OWCP Claims Examiner where third-party involvement is connected to a FECA claim.
· Utilize OWCP Publication CA-810, “Injury Compensation for Federal Employees” for administrative guidelines, and VA’s WC Guidebook as the basic guide for case management.
· Establish a claim suspense file for follow-up with OWCP in 60 days concerning adjudication of the claim.
b.  Program Management:
· Establish a uniform policy for WC for VA employees and volunteers.
· Develop a case file for each claim, eventually using fully electronic filing and a standard form that meets Privacy Act requirements.
· Develop an auditing and quality improvement process.
· Establish a process for early identification of complex and controvertible cases.
· Establish auditing process for claims data to verify accuracy (Automated Safety Incident Surveillance Tracking Systems (ASISTS), Workers’ Compensation Occupational Safety and Health/Management Information System (WC-OSH/MIS), Agency Query System).
· Establish a formal means of reviewing VA data systems for user needs and effectiveness through Advisory Committees for data systems with input from national policy and field staff.
· Review and implement a Department-wide policy to notify both VBA Compensation and Pension (C&P) Service and OWCP when a veteran-employee is injured on the job (to avoid inappropriate receipt of dual benefits for the same injury).

Objective 1.2:  Review and manage active cases and intervene at the appropriate time to assist injured employees to return to suitable employment.

Strategies:

a.  Establish a subcommittee to investigate and establish a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU), among VA Administrations, that VA will provide Occupational Health Services (OHS).
b.  Make VA OHS available to VA employees at the time of injury diagnosis, and throughout the rehabilitation process.

c.  Ensure that clinical input is provided for VA employees that sustain work-related injuries in situations that do not interfere with veteran care.
d.  Ensure the Occupational Health Physician is the designated Attending Physician for employees that elect VA as the physician of choice for work-related injury claims.
e.  Ensure that the completed Form CA-17 or other similar medical documentation of work capacity is returned to VA within 2 weeks, or at 2 week increments.
f.  Review and rely on clinical practice guidelines, which are systematically developed statements, defining a process for management of patient care, and ultimately develop an electronic version.
g.  Conduct a one-time review of legacy cases.
h.  Ensure that the quarterly OWCP Chargeback Report is utilized, with WC-OSH/MIS, to establish case review priorities for effective case management.  
Objective 1.3:  Support and respect injured VA employees in recognition of their service to our Nation and our veterans.

Strategies:

a.  Ensure that the supervisor contacts the injured employee as soon as possible, but no later than five days after the injury or report of illness;
b.  Ensure that WC staff, properly advise injured employees of their rights and benefits under FECA;
c.  Through written communication with the attending physician, work with medical professionals to obtain appropriate medical data for DOL’s review; 
d.  Ensure that Case Managers maintain regular contact with injured employee.
e.  Ensure WC Specialists in all Administrations refer employees to a disability retirement expert when it is appropriate to do so, so that the employee may be briefed on how to protect their retirement options;

f.  Ensure that all actions that can be taken are taken to bring a case to resolution.
Goal 2.  Facilitate Employee Recovery and Reduce Compensation Costs by Promoting Return to Suitable Work.
Ensure that job offers are made as soon as possible matching claimant capabilities with job requirements.

Objective 2.1:  Early Return of Injured VA Employees to Suitable Employment. 

Strategies: 

a.  Provide clear instruction to employees at the time of the injury concerning their legal obligation to seek and return to suitable work.
b.  Provide clear instruction to supervisors when they report an injury concerning their duty to make suitable work available to injured employees.
c.  Provide clear instruction to physicians when requesting medical documentation concerning work capacity, advising them of the availability of limited duty transitional work.
d.  Request that DOL assign a Nurse Case Manager, where appropriate.
e.  Work closely with the assigned OWCP claims examiner and assigned OWCP nurse.
f.  Request medical documentation of functional capacity and follow up to ensure it is provided to VA within 2 weeks of request, or at 2-week increments.
g.  Initiate agency directed medical examination, when necessary, to determine work capacity for those that meet criteria set forth in 5CFR 339.
h.  Ensure regular communications between clinicians, WCP specialists/case managers, and supervisors to determine employee functional capacity.
i.  As soon as the medical documentation is received, ensure employee is transitioned into a position based on current functional capacity.  

Objective 2.2 Provide Suitable Employment to Partially Disabled Employees on Long-Term Compensation Rolls.
Strategies:

a.  Develop case summaries that address cases that will likely result in an employee return to work.
b.  Ensure that employee Official Personnel Folder (OPF) or copy of position description is maintained locally to determine skill sets.
c.  Interact with human resources and facility management to discuss and identify jobs that can be offered to long term compensation recipients with some work capacity.
d.  Offer a written suitable job in a timely manner when functional capacity is available.
e.  Maintain contact with employee after return to work to address their concerns and ensure they have what they need to stay on-the-job.
f.  After return-to-work or refusal of suitable job, follow up with OWCP to ensure appropriate actions are taken to terminate or reduce compensation benefits.
Goal 3.  Ensure Efficient and Effective Understanding and Management of the VA WC Program.
a.  Develop and deploy a comprehensive and on-going education program for supervisors, employees and their representatives, WC staff, and all other stakeholders that explain the purpose, procedures and outcomes of the WCP, and how it affects them as beneficiaries and stewards of the program.  

b.  Investigate, document and report incidents, injuries and illnesses in a timely manner thereby ensuring the facts and circumstances will be considered during the OWCP adjudication process; and also ensuring the information is used as part of the VA Safety Program to prevent injuries and illnesses in the future.
Objective 3.1:  Inform all VA employees concerning their legal rights and obligations when injured on the job.

a.  Develop and distribute pocket cards to all VA employees and supervisors.
b.  Maintain VA WC Website with current claim forms and guidance for employees injured on-the-job, and their supervisors.
Objective 3.2:  Fully train WC Professionals to properly manage and administer the VA WC Program.

a.  Develop and deploy position-specific training for WC professionals, supervisors, human resources professionals, safety managers, occupational health clinicians, employee representatives, and senior managers.

b.  Ensure all WC professionals attend Injury Compensation Specialist training provided by DOL's OWCP.

c.  Implement an education module focused on fraud detection and WCP abuse for WC professionals.

d.  Establish performance measures and mechanisms to provide on-going assessment and oversight of training program.

e.  Develop satisfaction surveys to determine adequacy of training.

Objective 3.3 Management Reporting and Accountability.

a.  Within 5 calendar days complete report of incident.
b.  Within 7 calendar days investigate accidents and illnesses thoroughly, and document findings through collaborative teams.
c.  Review the medical evidence submitted by the attending physician in accordance with the criteria listed in 20 CFR 10.330 to determine whether controversion of COP or a dispute of the claim is appropriate.
Goal 4.  Form and Sustain Internal and External Partnerships with Stakeholders to Improve Benefit Delivery and Promote Positive Program Changes

Develop, cultivate and maintain alliances with DOL, Congress, other Federal agencies (Social Security Administration, Department of Justice (DOJ)) labor unions, medical professionals, Inspector General (VA and DOL), and internally across VA administrations and staff offices. 

Objective 4.1:  Open and honest information sharing with key stakeholders for the purpose of efficient and effective management of the VA WC Program.

Strategies:
a.  Collaborate with National representatives from the DOL OWCP, to develop strategies for more effective program administration, and to add VA support for positive legislative proposals.

b.  Partner with DOL OWCP regional and district office managers to identify and jointly address concerns, problems, and obstacles to effective case management.

c.  Encourage and advance WC as a discussion topic with national, Administration-specific and local partnership councils.

d.  Maintain active VA WCSC with participants from across VA to ensure consistency of program management across administrations and staff offices.

Objective 4.2:  Improve and Standardize Management of VA’s WCP.

Strategies:
a.  Conduct internal (VA) management process site visits to identify best practices and monitor management’s performance.

b.  Establish communities of practice within each facility, network, and nationally that includes WC, safety/industrial hygiene, and occupational health among the Department and the administrations.

Goal 5.  Preserve the Integrity of the VA WCP by Identifying and Reducing Fraud, Waste, and Abuse. 

Minimize the incidence and impact of fraud by developing and implementing a comprehensive strategy for identifying, investigating and prosecuting unfounded or fraudulent WC claims.

Objective 5.1:  Facilitate the denial or termination of OWCP benefits when fraudulent claims are identified.

Strategies:
a.  Develop and deploy a communications plan to ensure that all employees understand waste, abuse and fraud, and that program fraud will be prosecuted to the fullest extent allowed by law.

b.  Distribute OIG Criteria for Fraud brochure to all WC staff.

c.  Review all cases against IG criteria for fraud, including cases going on the periodic rolls, and when appropriate refer to IG for investigation.

d.  Complete web-based fraud referral system for early detection.

e.  Review appropriateness for funding of dedicated WC fraud investigations.

f.  Advertise fraud convictions.
For ease of reference, the next several pages contain the above goals and objectives, along with the key performance indicators and measures, laid out in table format.

Workers’ Compensation Key Performance Indicators and Measures

	Goal 1.  Ensure Injured Employees Receive Timely and Appropriate Medical Care and Compensation.

	Baseline
	FY 2007
	FY 2008
	FY 2011

	Objective 1.1:  Facilitate timely payment of medical expenses and compensation for wage loss.  
Submit claims and supporting documentation to DOL in a timely manner. 
Measure 1.1a:  Percent of CA-1 and CA-2 injury/illness claims that are submitted to OWCP within 14 calendar days of receipt of a signed claim form from employee.

Measure 1.1b:  Percent of CA-7 compensation claims that are submitted to OWCP within 7 calendar days.
Objective 1.2:  Review and manage active cases and intervene at the appropriate time to assist injured employees to return to suitable employment.  

Review cases and document status in WC-OSH/MIS.

Measure 1.2a:  Initiation of the case review module at each facility.
Measure 1.2b:  Identification and documentation of work capacity in WC/MIS.

Identify cases early where there is potential for return to work, and take action to obtain medical documentation to establish work capacity.

Measure 1.2c:  Percent of WC staff with access to disability and clinical practice guidelines and ability to obtain clinician input to assess level of disability.  

Measure 1.2d:  Percentage of injured employees on compensation chargeback rolls for greater than 1 year.

Objective 1.3:  Support and respect injured VA employees in recognition of their service to our Nation and our Nation’s veterans.  

Monitor and report levels of satisfaction by surveying injured VA employees for their satisfaction with the claims process for VA claims managers, DOL Claims examiners, and clinical service providers.

Measure 1.3 a:  Percent of employees that rate the quality of support provided by their VA case manager as very good or excellent (timeliness, knowledge, and professional support). 
Communicate with injured employee and supervisor to identify and address obstacles that may hinder successful return to work.  

Measure 1.3b:  Percent of employees still at work 60 days after return to work.
	Obtain

Obtain

4.5%
	80%

70%

85%

50%

Develop and Implement process

4%
	85%

75%

100%

50%

85%

3.5%
	90%

80%

100%

100%

100%

3%


	Goal 2.  Facilitate Employee Recovery and Reduce Compensation Costs by Promoting Return to Suitable Work. 

	Baseline
	FY 2007
	FY 2008
	FY 2011

	Objective 2.1:  Early Return of Injured VA Employees to Suitable Employment.  
Identify positions that can accommodate employees with limited capacity, and make timely, appropriate and legally correct job offers. 
Measure 2.1a:  Average number of COP days per injured employee.

Measure 2.1b:  Percentage of employees with work capacity, who return to work within 45 days of injury.  

Measure 2.1c:  Average number of lost production days due to disability (DOL measure of days lost during first year of disability). 

Objective 2.2:  Provide Suitable Employment to Partially Disabled Employees on Long-term Compensation Rolls.  
Identify and offer suitable jobs to long-term compensation recipients with some work capacity.
Measure 2.2a:  Percentage of job offers made to those claimants on the Periodic Roles (PR) and on the PN rolls (Periodic Rolls - no wage earning capacity) within 6 weeks notification of work capacity.
	TBD

TBD

63.5 

(FY 2006)

Baseline data from case review
	Development of data collection system that will accurately capture COP data

80%

62

50%
	Initiate Data Collection and Establish Baseline

90%

60

50%
	TBD

90%

50

80%


	Goal 3.  Ensure Efficient and Effective Understanding and Management of the VA Workers’ Compensation Program. 

	Baseline
	FY 2007
	FY 2008
	FY 2011

	Objective 3.1:  Inform all VA employees concerning their legal rights and obligations when injured on the job.  
Develop and distribute pocket cards to all VA employees and supervisors.

Measure 3.1a:  Distribution of pocket card.
	
	Develop card
	All new VA employees receive card at orientation
	All VA employees have received card


	Goal 4.  Form and Sustain Internal and External Partnerships with Stakeholders to Improve Benefit Delivery and Promote Positive Program Changes.

	Baseline
	FY 2007
	FY 2008
	FY 2011

	Objective 4.1:  Open and honest information sharing with key stakeholders for the purpose of efficient and effective management of the VA WCP.

Meet with National representatives from the DOL OWCP to develop strategies for more effective program administration.   

Measure 4.1a:  Frequency of face-to-face National Level meetings between VA and DOL program officials.  
Maintain active VA WCSC.

Measure 4.1b:  Frequency of Steering Committee Meetings.
Objective 4.2:  Improve and Standardize Management of VA’s WCP.

Conduct internal (VA) site visits to identify best practices and monitor performance.

Measure 4.2a:  Number of Site Visits.
	2 per year

10 per year
	3 per year

10 per year

2 for use in development of effective assessment tool
	4 per year

10 per year

4 per year
	1 per quarter

10 per year

4 per year


	Goal 5.  Preserve the Integrity of the VA Workers’ Compensation Program by Identifying and Reducing Fraud, Waste, and Abuse.

	Baseline
	FY 2007
	FY 2008
	FY 2011

	Objective 5.1:  Facilitate the denial or termination of OWCP benefits when fraudulent claims are identified.  
Distribute OIG criteria for fraud brochure to all WC staff. 

Measure 5.1a:  Percentage of VA WC staff with copy of OIG criteria for fraud brochure.
Review all cases against IG criteria for fraud, including cases going on the periodic rolls, and when appropriate refer to IG for investigation.

Measure 5.2b:  Percentage of cases reviewed using IG criteria.

Measure 5.2c:  Percentage of cases referred to DOL or VA IG that meet one or more IG criteria for fraud.
	TBD
	85%

All cases in case review cohort

TBD after case review
	100%

80%

TBD
	100%

100%

TBD
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