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I.  Executive Summary

In July 1995, the Veterans Benefits Administration (VBA) awarded a Stage II contract to Oracle Complex Systems for the implementation of imaging technology at two Education Regional Processing Offices (RPOs):  St. Louis and Atlanta.  The first task under this contract was for the replacement of Filenet, an aging off-the shelf imaging product being used by the St. Louis Regional Processing Office since 1985, with The Image Management System (TIMS).  St. Louis was selected as the first RPO to implement this new technology.  Atlanta was scheduled next.  TIMS has been fully operational in Atlanta since July 1997.  Unlike St. Louis, Atlanta had no prior imaging experience and went from a purely manual, paper system to an automated system with TIMS.  While St. Louis was using Filenet to process Chapter 30 Education claims for nearly 10 years, Atlanta was still processing these benefits manually.  Because of this, Atlanta’s transition to TIMS was more difficult and the learning curve has been longer. 

A total of three in-process reviews of TIMS were conducted in St. Louis between April 1997 and August 1998.  The conclusion by the review team was that TIMS was successful despite management and contractor problems that initially threatened the project.  The result was a working system that met users’ needs and was a great improvement over Filenet.  The purpose of the Atlanta review was to determine if our recommendations from the previous reviews were implemented and to evaluate the success of the Atlanta conversion.

The Capture portion of TIMS was installed in Atlanta in April 1997.  After the capture portion was implemented they began the scanning phase.  Shortly thereafter, Atlanta began experiencing problems with the contractor.  Problems arose with the constant changes in the composition of the project team.  The operation staff had to rack the hardware since it was larger than they expected.  Shortly after the equipment arrived, the System Administrator left leaving them without technical support for a timely implementation.  A replacement was hired several months later.

The initial System Administrator training, provided by Oracle in early 1996, was extremely poor.  One of the problems was there was no documentation.  Nothing was done at this point to adjust the schedule and training continued despite the fact that VBA knew there were problems.  By September 1996, VBA was able to get some funds for additional training.  The implementation process, which included end user training, covered a two-week period in July 1997.  This training was also poorly presented. Oracle has agreed to provide a new free System Administrator class for Muskogee and Buffalo.  The contract with Oracle for technical support was cancelled on September 30, 1998.  Without a contract vehicle, internal VBA staff from St. Louis and Atlanta will have to provide all the technical support, installation, and training.  In spite of these problems, VBA management has been working diligently to extend TIMS to the next two sites.

II.  TIMS Architecture

The TIMS application is supported by a 2-tier client server architecture.  The Sector Site tier 2 architecture consists of a Sun Sparc 20 Image Server with a permanent mass storage Pinnacle Optical Jukebox.  In an effort to contain cost in the initial implementation, VBA chose to place an optical jukebox in the sector site rather than the proposed Metrum.  Plans are being considered to replace the Pinnacle Optical Jukebox when VBA expands the use of imaging.  The system is supported by a Sun Solaris operating system and is running an Oracle 7.3 database, transparent gateway, and commit manager.  This system has 18 GB of magnetic storage and is connected to the IDCU by a 100 MB Fast Ethernet Network Connection through a CISCO router.  This configuration provides archive storage for the TIMS application and points to image storage locations for local retrieval at the Education RPOs.

The regional office architecture consists of a Sun E 3000 Image Server supported by a Sun Solaris operation system running on an Oracle 7.3 database, transparent gateway, and commit manager.  The system has a long term work-in-process storage Pinnacle Optical Jukebox and a short term work-in-process magnetic disk.  The system is connected to the local network through a Fast Ethernet Backbone LAN.  The other devices consist of scanning stations, fax, OCR, image processing and forms recognition/removal servers, printers and numerous workstations.  The regional office database contains image storage location and index information for Chapter 30 veterans “folders”.

III.  Cost, Budget and Funding Outlook

VBA has obligated $2.8 Million for TIMS which includes $1.2 Million for TIMS development and image conversion and $1.6 million for platform (Atlanta, St. Louis, and Hines systems).  VBA is holding approximately $1 million until VBA and Oracle can come to an agreement on delay costs.  There is $1.5 million in the FY 99 budget which covers adding one RPO to the network and 1st tier processing enhancements.  A total of $1.9 million is in the FY 00 budget which covers adding a second RPO to the network; 2nd tier processing enhancements; and new VBA pilots.

VBA contracted with Booz, Allen & Hamilton to perform a baseline report, a post-implementation study, and a benefits study.  The Atlanta RPO was selected since it provided a more accurate representation of transitioning from a paper system to an automated system.  The results of the report showed that Atlanta should realize significant benefits from the implementation of TIMS.  One of the key benefits is the ability of the staff to respond to customer inquiries in a timely and accurate manner, thus resulting in improved customer satisfaction and a decrease in the receipt of duplicate applications.

IV.  Findings and Recommendations

1.  Finding:  Performance problems still exist with the current system architecture.  Screens freeze up frequently and for extended periods of time.   Users may have to wait up to 5 minutes before they receive a response from the system.  Users have to exit the claims processing screen to get into the file processing screen.  On-line users have to compete with the batch jobs for system time.  VBA has indicated that they will install the 16 bit application in Muskogee which is the next site scheduled for implementation.

Recommendation:   The VBA CIO Office and Education Service should take the necessary steps to upgrade TIMS from 16 bit to the 32 bit architecture at the first two sites and test the impact before extending the system.  The regional office needs to establish system priorities for TIMS processing.  All performance issues that impact production should be corrected before TIMS is extended to the third site.

2.  Finding:  There is no contract vehicle for technical and maintenance support for TIMS.  The Stage II contract was canceled September 30, 1998.  As a result, this support must now come from in-house resources and staff who may not possess the technical expertise to fully support TIMS requirements.

Recommendation:  A contract vehicle must be put in place before TIMS is expanded to the third site.

3.  Finding:  TIMS funding for FYs 99 and 00 may not be sufficient to cover necessary functional and system enhancements.  Funding for TIMS is $1.4m in FY 99 and $2.6m in FY 00.  There is no money in the FY 01 budget for TIMS.  According to the Project Team, this money has been set aside for expansion to the other two sites and the conversion to the 32 bit architecture.  While the TIMS project team has compiled a list of enhancements, they are doubtful whether these enhancements can be accomplished.

Recommendation:  The VBA CIO Office and Education Service should reexamine the list of enhancements to determine which are critical and redirect the necessary funding in these areas to correct these system and performance issues before expanding TIMS.

4.  Finding:  Atlanta has benefited from improved workload management resulting from TIMS.  Workflow management and the ability of the Adjudicator to know exactly where the work is has greatly improved with TIMS.   Staff are also able to respond quicker and more accurately to veterans’ inquiries.

Recommendation:  The VBA CIO Office and Education Service should use these results in their effort to expand imaging technology to other Programs within VBA.

5.  Finding:  Performance gains expected with TIMS have not been fully realized due to increased workload.  At about the same time that TIMS was being implemented in Atlanta, the Veterans Services Division was eliminated and Atlanta went through a downsizing.  The responsibility for answering and responding to veterans’ calls was reassigned to the Adjudication staff who never before had to deal directly with the veteran.  The results of this action has impacted the percent of gains TIMS was to achieve.

Recommendation:  Local regional office management should open a dialogue and work with the Adjudicators to better integrate the new system and the additional responsibilities to ensure the productive gains from TIMS are achieved.

6.  Finding:  Lessons learned are being incorporated into a formal document and shared with the other Regional Processing Offices (RPOs).  The project team has compiled a list of lessons learned from St. Louis and Atlanta and is planning to share this document with Buffalo and Muskogee. 

Recommendation:  This practice should be encouraged and should be made a regular part of all application development efforts.  The document should be shared and discussed with the other two sites as soon as possible.

7.  Finding:  Training has not received the attention it deserves.  The technical training provided by Oracle lacked the necessary detail and quality to be fully effective.  Because of this, VBA has decided to provide this training with staff from Atlanta and St. Louis.  

Recommendation:  The VBA CIO Office and Education Service should develop a comprehensive/standard training plan to ensure that all end users and technical staff  receive quality and timely training.

V.  Summary and Conclusion

VACO staff, Atlanta management, and the TIMS project team worked together to overcome the initial problems that threatened the successful implementation of TIMS.  However, during our review, staff in Atlanta were still frustrated with the lack of system performance and functional efficiency.  The absence of a contractor for the support and extension of TIMS also poses a major risk to its success.  While this office acknowledges the benefits of TIMS and endorses the expansion of this technology, if the system is not performing or providing the expected functionality, the regional office will never realize the productive gains from this system.  Based on the results of this review, we believe that VBA should reassess its current implementation plan and focus more on correcting the technical, functional, performance, and contractor issues before expanding the system further.
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