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I.  Executive Overview

A.  Background

The Expanded Lender Information (ELI) System provides up to date on-line information on lenders, agents, Staff Appraisal Reviewers (SARs) and lender audits.  The ELI project began in 1989.  The Veterans Benefits Administration (VBA) information technology (IT) staff began the development in March 1990 when the Project Initiation Request was signed.  A problem defining system requirements and other program priorities caused many delays.  VBA reevaluated ELI and began work with the Austin Automation Center (AAC) staff on a System Design Document (SDD), but again, other priorities delayed ELI.  The lack of resources and competition with higher priority projects prevented any significant progress on ELI for several years.

In 1997, VBA awarded a new contract to Booz Allen & Hamilton to complete development.  VBA experienced difficulties when the contractor failed to meet the scheduled deliverables.  The difficulties were resolved and the project moved forward in November 1997 when the contractor made changes in personnel.

Extensive testing of ELI was conducted in CO from November 1997 through March 1998 at which time Beta testing was undertaken at the St. Paul Regional Loan Center (RLC).  Full implementation was completed in all 45 Regional Offices (ROs) by June 1998.  After full implementation, ELI provided ROs and VA Central Office (VACO) with a complete record of both supervised and non-supervised lenders, including current information about:

· Areas of operation

· Staff Appraisal Reviewers (SARs)

· Underwriters

· Corporate and managing officers

· Agents and their functions

· Approved states

· Approved affiliates

· Probation data

· Lenders' fiscal year financial data reporting requirements. 

ELI replaces the batch system that was maintained at the Austin AAC.  The new system provides current extracts for use in the VA Assignment System (VA AS) and the distributed Construction and Valuation (C&V) system. The cost to implement the project totaled $1,036,449.

B.  Architecture

ELI is a nationwide system designed to run on the Stage I platform using Stage I development tools.  The VBA Stage I corporate environment includes:

· Windows '95
· Windows NT Server
· ORACLE Database
· UNIX
· NUMA-Q processors
· TCP/IP for communications connectivity services
· Tuxedo for on-line transaction processing
· C programming language
· Visual Basic (5.0)
The server application code resides on a NUMA-Q processor.
Users in the ROs access the system through a Windows '95 workstation connected to their stations' file servers, which are networked to the NUMA-Q in Austin, TX. (See Appendix A)

C. Cost and Future Funding

After several months of planning, ELI development began in Fiscal Year (FY) 1990.  The development was delayed numerous times over the next seven fiscal years.  These delays more than doubled the original costs submitted in VBA’s FY 1989 Project Initiation Request.  The additional cost of these delays, as well as the original obligation requested, is illustrated in the following table:

Original Obligation
$  501,989

Modification One
      75,000

Modification Two
    159,460

Modification Three
    300,000

TOTAL COSTS
$1,036,449

VBA’s latest IRM Support Plan, dated January 1999, shows a budgeted amount of only $74,000 for ELI for FY 2000, and no additional costs to support ELI development are indicated beyond that date. 

D.  Scope and Methodology 

The Clinger-Cohen Act of 1996 and the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) Capital Programming Guide require reviews of VA IT investments to make sure they are functioning effectively and satisfying the needs of veterans.  In response to this legislation, VA published Directive 6000, "VA IRM Framework," requiring the Department’s Chief Information Officer (CIO) to conduct reviews of major IT investments.  In compliance with this policy and in support of the CIO, the Office of Information & Technology (OI&T) conducted a post-implementation review of the ELI System.  In conjunction with VBA's CO staff, the review team planned and coordinated the requirements and tasks associated with this review.  The review concentrated on the following focus areas, as defined in OMB's Capital Programming Guide.  
· Customer/User satisfaction:
· User involvement with enhancing the IT investment

· How well the user's business processes are supported

· How does the user evaluate the IT investment's performance 

· Internal business: 

· Compliance with standards

· Maintenance of the system

· Security issues

· Strategic impact and effectiveness: 

· System impact and effectiveness

· Alignment with the Department's mission goals

· Cost savings

· Innovation:  

· Workforce competency (training)

· Use of advanced technology

· Program quality

The information concerning these focus areas was collected through personal interviews with  VA staff and users at the following sites:  

Regional Loan Center in Phoenix, AZ

Regional Office in San Diego, CA

Regional Loan Center in St. Petersburg, FL

Regional Office in New Orleans, LA

VBA Chief Information Officer (CIO) Office in CO.  

The sites were selected based on their size, the level of involvement with the system, and their proximity to one another.  Before a site visit, a package containing questions specific to each classification of customer was sent to the site point-of-contact (POC).  Each POC was responsible for making sure that the people selected by management to be interviewed received a copy of this package. 

E.  Summary

VBA successfully implemented the ELI application nationwide in June 1998.  ELI provides up to date immediate on-line information on lenders, agents, SARs, underwriters, and lender audits.  ELI also provides an efficient means to complete many of the previously labor intensive functions such as deletions, mergers, ceased operations, lender name changes, and mass Office of Jurisdiction (OJ) changes.  ELI provides lender information needed for the Automated Loan Production System Loan Processing System (ALPS LP).  As revealed in the review, customers in the field use ELI with varying degrees of success.  Many customers are very satisfied with ELI as a data repository; others would like to see added functionality enhancements to facilitate the performance of their duties.  

Some customers have created their own site-specific supplemental systems to provide information not contained in ELI.  At some sites, data is not being entered into ELI on a timely basis.  At the same time, there is no archiving of inactive data.  The reviewers noted a concern over recording certification fees collected from lenders.  

The ROs that were successfully utilizing ELI had proactive management, well-trained staff, and good IRM support.  Most customers felt that the review was a valid and worthwhile exercise, as evidenced by the ratings received on the review evaluations (see Appendix B).  

II.  Findings and Recommendations

Introduction

The information contained in this section is based on ELI documentation and personal interviews the team conducted with the various ELI users and IRM staff.  The twenty-one individuals interviewed represented a range of job functions: computer specialists, staff appraisers, management analysts, Lender Appraiser Processing Program (LAPP) coordinators, coding clerks and Loan Guaranty Officers.  Each review included entrance and exit briefings with site management.

The findings in this report are grouped into the focus areas previously defined in Part I, Paragraph D.  The recommendations were either developed by the team or were suggested by the interviewees.

A.  Customer/User Satisfaction

1.  Finding:  Additional functionality may be required to support all of the ELI business processes.  ELI provides access to a database that feeds information to other Loan Guaranty applications, such as ALPS LP.  Customers reported that ELI does not provide all the functionality necessary to perform their duties.  Some enhancements that customers requested included the ability to generate management reports, a “cut and paste” function to facilitate letter generation, and the ability to generate mailing lists.  As a result of these deficiencies, some ROs have developed local applications in conjunction with, or in place of, ELI.  

Recommendation:  The CO Program Office, in conjunction with RO management, should revisit ELI to determine if improvements or modifications are warranted.

2.  Finding:  Within Loan Guaranty there is no formal process for recommending enhancements or modifications to business programs.  Staff sends any issues or ideas to the Loan Guaranty point of contact in CO via e-mail.  Feedback on customer suggestions has often been inconsistent.

Recommendation:  The CO Program Office should establish a process for customers to make recommendations to program officials.  Customers should be made aware of this process and receive timely feedback on the status of their suggestions. 

3.  Finding:  Utilization of and satisfaction with ELI varied from site to site.  Each facility visited by the review team had a different impression of the value of ELI to the business process.  Several factors contributed to this situation.  RLCs are responsible for a larger volume of work and experience more of a backlog of cases.  Other sites had developed their own applications incorporating some of the ELI functionality.

Recommendation:  Loan Guaranty management should review and replicate the success factors of ROs using ELI efficiently and effectively.

B.  Internal Business

1.  Finding:  The collection of lenders’ fees is not being recorded.  Lenders are required to pay an annual certification or renewal fee to VA, usually $100.  Several interviewees commented that there is no way to track these fees.  This situation has resulted in a lack of accountability.  The review team subsequently discovered that ELI contains a field (screen LDR12), which users should be completing to identify the type and amount of lender fees and the date received.  Users are either unaware of this capability or are not using this field.

Recommendation:  The CO Program Office should make sure that users are better trained in ELI functionality and that they are completing all required fields accurately.  The CO Program Office should evaluate the fee collection process. 

2.  Finding:  Data accuracy and integrity is questionable.  As a result of a backlog of work at some ROs, staff are not entering data into ELI on time.  At one facility, there were 8,500 pending documents for processing as of March 1999, with a monthly average of 3,000.  Processing these documents sometimes requires postponing ELI updates. Only a few individuals had edit capabilities in the system, and not everyone could change information if it is found to be incorrect.  One facility assumed responsibility as an RLC without adding staff to handle the increased volume of work.

Recommendation:  The CO Program Office, in conjunction with RO management, should revisit ELI to determine if process improvements or modifications are warranted and if additional staffing is required.

3.  Finding:  Delete and status functions within ELI are not utilized.  Users at the ROs were not aware of a feature within ELI to remove or delete inactive data.  As a result, unnecessary data on lenders and appraisers are maintained in ELI indefinitely.  The review team discovered that the capability exists within ELI for ROs to delete branch offices from the system.  There is also a field to identify the status of each lender:  active, inactive, ceased operations, or merged.

Recommendation:  The CO Program Office should communicate these capabilities to RO users and provide ongoing training on ELI functionality.

4.  Finding:  Oversight of LAPP needs to be strengthened.  VA approves lenders to work as SARs directly for VA.  In one facility, as many as 80% of the appraisals are performed by VA-approved LAPP Lenders.  As part of this program, VA performs an annual audit of 5% of the LAPP appraisals.  Letters are then mailed, not faxed, to the Lender's SAR.  In many cases, there is no way of knowing whether the letters have been received and little or no follow-up is performed.

Recommendation:  The CO Program Office should consider standardizing the audit letters and using faxes in place of regular mail.  The Program Office, together with RO management, should also make sure that follow-up is performed and that action is taken on those SARs who do not meet VA standards. 

C.  Strategic Impact and Effectiveness

1.  Finding:  The RO IRM staffs have no maintenance or support role with ELI.  The IRM staffs are only involved in installing the application.  They do not possess an in depth technical or functional understanding of ELI.  IRM staff assisted users with PC and local area network  problems, but referred ELI-specific problems to the help desk or the program office.  Users were generally very satisfied with the support they received from the IRM offices.

Recommendation:  The Program Office should continue to promote the Philadelphia Help Desk for support for all loan guaranty applications.

2.  Finding:  RO staffs generally rely on one or two key individuals for resolving business problems with ELI.  Each RO identified only one or two staff members who are sufficiently knowledgeable with ELI to respond to technical or functional questions.  There is usually no backup if this individual is not available.

Recommendation:   ROs should train backup personnel to provide assistance when the key individuals are not available.  The Program Office should actively promote the Philadelphia Help Desk for support of all loan guaranty applications.
D.  Innovation

1.  Finding:  ELI replaced a manual ledger type of record keeping that was cumbersome, labor-intensive, and difficult to work with.  Lender files were maintained manually and were often out of date before ELI was implemented.  Many interviewees reported that ELI has improved productivity, data access, and problem resolution.

Recommendation:  VBA Loan Guaranty should continue to use IT as a tool to reengineer their business processes and improve the delivery of service to the veteran. 

2.  Finding:  User training and documentation are not always available.  Usually no more than one staff person using ELI received formal training.  Other staff members learn from the trained staff person or by referring to the available documentation.  One user copies the information manually from an ELI screen, then opens Microsoft Word to compose a letter because she was not aware of the print screen function.

Recommendation:  The CO Program Office should evaluate and advertise the training opportunities currently available to Loan Guaranty staffs to enhance their productivity.

3.  Finding:  Users asked for enhancements that would improve customer satisfaction.  Interviewees asked for software with the ability to send letters and other documents directly by fax.  Not printing documents for faxing or mailing would save users time and money.  Users also asked that lenders assume the responsibility for updating their system information.  The ability to generate management reports directly from the ELI data would also improve efficiency.  At all sites, interviewees stated that having a standardized letter generation format would greatly simplify the performance of their duties.  Some ROs provided software upgrades and developed local applications that assist in these types of enhancements.  Those ROs are realizing great savings and increased performance by using information technology as a tool. 

Recommendation:  In addition to the items mentioned above, Loan Guaranty management should review the success factors of stations that have implemented performance enhancements, and consider adopting these enhancements nationwide.

III.  Conclusion

VBA's Loan Guaranty Office and Office of Information Management (OIM) worked together to overcome the initial problems that threatened the timely implementation of ELI.  ELI is now fully operational at all 45 ROs.  Customers use ELI to varying degrees of success and satisfaction.  Some customers do not fully utilize the system or understand ELI functionality.  Some sites are more aggressive and have developed local applications for use in conjunction with, or in place of, ELI.  Other customers are very satisfied with the system.

The review team concludes that ELI adequately performs its intended purpose but has potential for improvement.  Several functional enhancements could improve the Loan Guaranty business process, such as FAX capability, report and standardized letter generation, mailing lists, a cut and paste function and data archiving.  VA would save man-hours and budget dollars if lenders were able to update their approved records on-line.  Better training and sharing opportunities for field staff would improve ELI use, customer satisfaction, and the business process.  A review of the fee collection process will make sure that all applicable fees are being collected, credited appropriately, and updated in ELI.  The Loan Guaranty business process should also be reviewed to make sure that VBA is taking full advantage of all the capabilities of IT to accomplish VA's business goals.
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Appendix B - Review Evaluation

The Office of Information and Technology constantly seeks to improve its review process.  All interviewees were asked to assign a rating of 1 (low) to 5 (high) to six questions on an evaluation questionnaire.  The review team solicited comments and informed the respondents that they did not need to identify themselves on the questionnaire.  Fourteen evaluation forms were received.  The results are summarized below.

Questions




 
           
                          AVG.

1.  Were the objectives of the review clearly stated?
4.36

2.  Were the interview questions provided to you in sufficient time to prepare?
4.43

3.  Were the questions that were asked of you in the interview clearly stated?
4.29

4.  Was the interview conducted in a professional manner?
4.64

5.  Do you believe the review will produce some positive results?
4.00

6.  How would you rate the review team?
4.50

Comments:

"ELI took too long to develop.  By taking so long to develop programs like ELI, the business line sometimes changes to make the software obsolete."

"ELI also needs to generate letters and reports."

"It is encouraging to know interest in programs go beyond initial development and installation."

"Very candid and open interview process."


Appendix C - Lessons Learned for Success

· Provide adequate technical training and support at each site to guaranty sufficient knowledge and expertise.

· Make sure that user documentation is readily available and is updated regularly to reflect the latest system changes.

· Provide adequate information to customers for management of their resources.

· Make sure that a variety of users participate in the decision-making process on system enhancements and/or modifications.
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