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House Panel Tackles Growing Backlog of VA Compensation and Pension Exams
By: Brenden McMahon

A March 23 House committee hearing addressed a critical VA exam backlog preventing hundreds of thousands of veterans from receiving earned benefits during the COVID-19 pandemic. Almost 350,000 veterans are awaiting their compensation and pension (C&P) exams, a figure that’s more than tripled since early 2020. These exams are a critical step in the VA disability claims process, determining a veteran’s eligibility for access to VA health care, disability benefits, and other VA services. The exams were paused VA-wide in April 2020 because of the pandemic and restarted late the next month at some locations. VA representatives and advocates from veterans service organizations (VSOs) addressed the backlog during the House Committee on Veterans’ Affairs (HVAC) Subcommittee on Disability Assistance and Memorial Affairs hearing, led by Rep. Elaine Luria (D-Va.), the subcommittee’s chair, and its ranking member, Rep. Troy Nehls (R-Texas).

MOAA was heartened to hear the subcommittee’s bipartisan concerns and calls for action to address the backlog and other issues of oversight. Key areas identified by the Government Accountability Office (GAO) and the VA’s Office of the Inspector General (VA OIG) included:

· The Veterans Benefits Administration (VBA) lacks a long-term strategy to eliminate the C&P exam backlog in a timely fashion.

· GAO recommendations on the oversight of contracted examiners have yet to be fully implemented by VBA. Concerns remain that data from the oversight process still cannot be fully used to analyze the operations of the program.

· OIG and GAO concur that VBA lacks and should develop a detailed, written plan to address the backlog, the quality of contracted examiners, and ensure there is uniform guidance across all levels of VBA and VHA.

The Path Forward
During a March 25 HVAC hearing, VA Secretary Denis McDonough outlined four guiding principles for his vision of the future of the department. You can learn more about his approach and other plans for the VA at this link. McDonough is committed to improving VA’s outreach and engagement with veterans, their caregivers, their families, and survivors. More work is required to address the backlog and the quality of contracted C&P exams, but the secretary has been hard at work, in his first 45 days, to address all areas of veteran health care and benefits.

MOAA will continue to engage with VA, Secretary McDonough, Congress, and our VSO partners to improve the quality of, and timely access to, VA health care and benefits. The growing backlog of C&P exams must be addressed by the VA, the training of VBA-contracted examiners must improve, and GAO and VA OIG recommendations for these areas must be fully implemented.

Check Out Indeed’s Job Search Guide for Former Servicemembers
By: Kevin Lilley
Indeed adds 10 jobs per second to its offerings. MOAA’s Job Board, powered by Indeed listings, had more than 50,000 veteran-hiring positions in the Washington, D.C., area alone in a recent search. But volume isn’t all Indeed offers – transitioning servicemembers and veterans can get advice from Indeed’s experts via their recently published job search guide. Along with advice on preparing applications, interview techniques, and getting started in a new position, the job guide provides links to Indeed-specific resources that can help you succeed in your search. Some examples:
· Finding your prospective employer’s Indeed Company Page.

· Using Indeed’s salary comparison tools.

· Reaching out to Indeed with questions about listings or other concerns.

Beyond the Listings
MOAA can help with all parts of your job search. Whether you’re searching for your first job out of uniform or looking for an upgrade on your post-service career path, visit MOAA.org/Careers to learn what programs are right for you. You can also follow MOAA for the latest in transition and career news, including changes to your education benefits and regular advice from our team of transition experts. Premium and Life members can access additional resources, including archived webinars, résumé critiques, and exclusive publications.

Surviving Spouse Corner: Focusing on Finances After Loss
By: Pat Green
The loss of a spouse has quite an impact. At first, you are busy dealing with grief and helping your family recover from the loss. Eventually, though, you must focus your energy on finances. Your goal should be to live comfortably with as little financial stress as possible. Losing a spouse often means a reduction in family income. This requires some changes and hard decisions as you consider:

· Where should I live? Many factors are involved in this decision. Work, commute time, children, their friends, activities, and school proximity, health, safety, and other family responsibilities are all important.

· What can I afford? This is probably the most important consideration. If you and your spouse were conservative in spending, your living expenses and debt might be manageable. Do a budget analysis based on your current income and spending. Be aware of adjustments. Income might be down, but taxes might be up if your new IRS tax status is “single” (higher rates). Include new insurance costs for yourself to protect any dependents. Don’t forget to add in the expense of services your spouse provided, such as lawn mowing, painting, or handy jobs. Do the calculations. If you can stay put for a while, great!

· How can I make changes to my current home? It’s home, and you love it. You can freshen things up with some inexpensive changes like rearranging furniture, adding some fresh paint, buying a new bed or bedspread, and relocating photos and wall art.

· What if a change of address is necessary? Downsizing or moving might be the best option for your new financial circumstances or emotional state. Make a pro/con list of emotional factors and expenses. Be thoughtful about real estate commissions, state income tax, moving, and redecorating expenses as well as all those emotional pluses and minuses. Investigate whether spousal disability exemptions and entitlements are available at a new home or new location. Changing states can generate issues. Do your homework. Be diligent!

This is a lot to do and a lot to consider, but help and resources are available. There are excellent calculators and programs online to assist with mortgages, investments, budget analysis, and insurance decisions, including on MOAA.org. Find them at MOAA.org/Finance.
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