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ELIMINATING THE
SOCIAL SECURITY DISABILITY BACKLOG

TUESDAY, MARCH 24, 2009

U.S. HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES,
COMMITTEE ON WAYS AND MEANS,
Washington, DC.

The Subcommittee met, pursuant to call, at 10:37 a.m., in room
1100, Longworth House Office Building, the Honorable John S.
Tanner [Chairman of the Subcommittee on Social Security] pre-
siding.

[The advisory of the hearing follows:]
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Congressmen Tanner and McDermott
Announce a Joint Hearing on Eliminating
the Social Security Disability Backlog

Congressman John S. Tanner (D-TN), Chairman, Subcommittee on Social Secu-
rity, and Congressman Jim McDermott (D-WA), Chairman, Subcommittee on In-
come Security and Family Support, today announced a joint hearing on the Social
Security Administration’s (SSA’s) large backlog in disability claims and other service
delivery declines, including backlogs in program integrity activities. The hearing
will take place on Tuesday, March 24, 2009 in the main Committee hearing
room, 1100 Longworth House Office Building, beginning at 10:30 a.m.

In view of the limited time available to hear witnesses, oral testimony at this
hearing will be from invited witnesses only. However, any individual or organization
not scheduled for an oral appearance may submit a written statement for consider-
ation by the Committee and for inclusion in the printed record of the hearing.

BACKGROUND:

In recent years, SSA’s backlog of claims for Social Security and Supplemental Se-
curity Income (SSI) disability benefits has reached unprecedented levels, with more
than 1.3 million Americans currently awaiting a decision on their case. The problem
is particularly severe at the hearings level, where the backlog has more than dou-
bled since 2000—from about 310,000 to more than 765,000—and the average wait-
ing time is now almost 500 days.

These backlogs have resulted from years of underfunding as SSA’s workload in-
creased due to the aging of the population and additional responsibilities given to
the agency. Resource shortages have also led to service delivery declines in other
areas. SSA has significantly cut back on program integrity activities such as con-
tinuing disability reviews and SSI redeterminations, even though these activities
have been demonstrated to generate considerable savings, as much as $10 in pro-
gram costs for every $1 in administrative expenditures. In addition, service to the
public has declined in SSA’s field offices, as noted in a January 2009 report from
the Government Accountability Office (GAO), and the backlog problem is of such se-
verity that GAO included it in its biennial “high risk” list of federal programs.

In the past two years, Congress has provided additional funding to begin to ad-
dress these problems, and SSA has begun to implement a plan to eliminate the
hearings level backlog by 2013. However, the agency continues to face new chal-
lenges. Disability and retirement claims are increasing due to the economic down-
turn in combination with demographic changes. From FY 2008 to FY 2009, initial
disability claims are projected to increase by more than 12 percent and retirement
claims by more than 8 percent, and both are expected to increase even further in
FY 2010 and FY 2011.
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Finally, two provisions designed to increase access to professional representation
for disability claimants are scheduled to expire during the 111th Congress; and leg-
islative proposals have been offered relating to the disability determination process,
such as changing how claimants give consent to release medical records.

In announcing the hearing, Social Security Subcommittee Chairman Tanner said,
“Today thousands of Americans with severe disabilities must wait
months—and sometimes years—to receive benefits. We are committed to
ensuring that the Social Security Administration is on top of this problem
and receives the resources it needs to eliminate the huge backlog in dis-
ability claims. We must also ensure the agency has the necessary resources
to handle increased workloads associated with the economic recession, per-
form program integrity reviews, and provide the highest-quality service to
the American people.”

Income Security and Family Support Chairman Jim McDermott said, “Far too
many of our most vulnerable elderly and disabled citizens are waiting too
long to get the benefits that they deserve and are entitled to under the law.
Congress has responded to this crisis by providing the Social Security Ad-
ministration with increased funds in order to begin to actively address this
problem, but it is time for the agency to take more action to significantly
reduce the waiting period before an individual gets the benefits and serv-
ices they need, while also ensuring the integrity of the process. I look for-
ward to hearing about the initiatives that the agency is taking to address
this problem and what additional steps Congress can take to help.”

FOCUS OF THE HEARING:

This hearing will focus on SSA’s large backlog in disability claims. The Sub-
committees will examine the impact of the backlog on applicants with severe disabil-
ities and SSA’s plans for eliminating the backlog, including how the agency intends
to use the additional funding that Congress has provided for the current fiscal year.
The hearing will also examine the impact of resource shortages on other agency re-
sponsibilities, including SSA’s substantial backlog in program integrity activities,
and SSA’s plans for addressing these challenges. The hearing also provides an op-
portunity for comment on legislative proposals or expiring provisions relating to dis-
ability determination.

DETAILS FOR SUBMISSION OF WRITTEN COMMENTS:

Please Note: Any person(s) and/or organization(s) wishing to submit for the hear-
ing record must follow the appropriate link on the hearing page of the Committee
website and complete the informational forms. From the Committee homepage,
http://waysandmeans.house.gov, select “Committee Hearings”. Select the hearing for
which you would like to submit, and click on the link entitled, “Click here to provide
a submission for the record.” Once you have followed the online instructions, com-
plete all informational forms and click “submit” on the final page. ATTACH your
submission as a Word or WordPerfect document, in compliance with the formatting
requirements listed below, by close of business Tuesday, April 7, 2009. Finally,
please note that due to the change in House mail policy, the U.S. Capitol Police will
refuse sealed-package deliveries to all House Office Buildings. For questions, or if
you encounter technical problems, please call (202) 225-1721.

FORMATTING REQUIREMENTS:

The Committee relies on electronic submissions for printing the official hearing record. As
always, submissions will be included in the record according to the discretion of the Committee.
The Committee will not alter the content of your submission, but we reserve the right to format
it according to our guidelines. Any submission provided to the Committee by a witness, any sup-
plementary materials submitted for the printed record, and any written comments in response
to a request for written comments must conform to the guidelines listed below. Any submission
or supplementary item not in compliance with these guidelines will not be printed, but will be
maintained in the Committee files for review and use by the Committee.

1. All submissions and supplementary materials must be provided in Word or WordPerfect
format and MUST NOT exceed a total of 10 pages, including attachments. Witnesses and sub-
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mitters are advised that the Committee relies on electronic submissions for printing the official
hearing record.

2. Copies of whole documents submitted as exhibit material will not be accepted for printing.
Instead, exhibit material should be referenced and quoted or paraphrased. All exhibit material
not meeting these specifications will be maintained in the Committee files for review and use
by the Committee.

3. All submissions must include a list of all clients, persons, and/or organizations on whose
behalf the witness appears. A supplemental sheet must accompany each submission listing the
name, company, address, telephone, and fax numbers of each witness.

The Committee seeks to make its facilities accessible to persons with disabilities.
If you are in need of special accommodations, please call 202—-225-1721 or 202—-226-
3411 TTD/TTY in advance of the event (four business days notice is requested).
Questions with regard to special accommodation needs in general (including avail-
ability of Committee materials in alternative formats) may be directed to the Com-
mittee as noted above.

Note: All Committee advisories and news releases are available on the World
Wide Web at http://waysandmeans.house.gov

———

Chairman TANNER. If we could, please, come to order.

This is a joint Subcommittee—the Subcommittee on Social Secu-
rity and the Subcommittee on Income Security and Family Sup-
port—hearing this morning to talk about the backlog that all
Americans know about with regard to Social Security disability
claims, as well as looking at the ability from the resource stand-
point to reevaluate people who have been on disability and who
may have improved to the point where their case needs to be re-
evaluated.

Mr. Johnson, who is the Ranking Member on the Social Security
Committee, is going to be arriving soon. He has been in Texas, I
understand. He is coming back.

So we welcome Mr. Linder.

I will try to keep my opening statement short, and I would hope
that the other Members could see their way clear to do as well.

We will be talking about a lot of numbers today. But, you know,
behind the numbers are real people with real problems out there
across the country who are waiting sometimes over a year.

In my case, in Tennessee, it is an average waiting time—in Mem-
phis, it is 16 months; in Nashville, it is a little more than that, 18
months; and all of us have anecdotal experiences with constituents
who have been waiting to the point that many of them have died
actually while waiting on an evaluation of their claim. So as we go
through these numbers, I think it would be wise for us to keep in
mind that there are real people out there that are in need, and so
we will look at all of those questions that I have outlined.

The prepared statement of Mr. Tanner follows:
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Chairman TANNER. So, at this time, I would ask Mr. Linder if
he has any opening comments.

Mr. LINDER. Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

Today’s hearing is really about two things. The first is the large
backlog in Social Security and SSI disability claims and efforts to
reduce it. That is a big problem, which we should work to fix.

The second and the long-run, more important thing this hearing
is about is the plummeting credibility of our ability to propose solu-
tions for this country. There seems to have been adopted the axiom
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that anything that is wrong can be fixed by a big government pro-
gram. We are here to talk about one that is failing, and we expect
to vote this year on a government-run healthcare system that will
also fail.

I have a suggestion for our guests and viewers. Take the press
release announcing today’s hearing and substitute the words
“healthcare service” for Social Security disability wherever they ap-
pear. The title of the hearing would be Eliminating the Health
Care Service Backlog; the background would discuss how the back-
log of claims for healthcare services has reached unprecedented lev-
els and focus on the hearing would be on the large backlog in
healthcare services.

The reality is that the backlogs and ultimately rationing of serv-
ices plaguing Social Security’s disability claims system will be re-
peated or worse in a government-run healthcare system. To deny
that is to deny the existence of problems that we will hear about
today. Only the backlogs of the future won’t just mean people don’t
get disability checks on time. It will mean people will die waiting
for treatment or after receiving inadequate treatment.

I ask unanimous consent to insert in the record an article pub-
lished last week about one hospital in England where between 400
and 1,200 more people died than would have been expected in a 3-
year period at the National Health Service hospital. This led Prime
Minister Gordon Brown to apologize to all of those who have suf-
fered from the mistakes that have been made.

[The information follows:]

Mr. LINDER. Some mistakes the article notes is how visitors
saw patients drinking out of flower vases. They were thirsty.

I would like to remind you that about 30 years ago, the British
National Health Service approved the use of administrative failure
as an acceptable cause of death for a death certificate.

Today’s hearing is a cautionary tale for those who think a gov-
ernment-run healthcare system will efficiently deliver medical serv-
ices in a timely fashion. It won’t. If the government cannot ade-
quately serve the 2.6 million Americans who annually apply for
disability benefits today, what makes us think it will provide ade-
quate healthcare services to 300 million Americans tomorrow?
Those who trust in this Congress to allocate just the right amount
of social policy medicine to cure what ails us deserve the poor serv-
ice they will surely get.

Last, let me point out that the two largest budget problems that
we face as a Nation are Social Security and Medicare. Need we cre-
ate more? Will the same Congress that has, in the unanimous opin-
ion of today’s testimony, underfunded Social Security’s disability
process be generous with the government healthcare bureaucracy
or its doctors, nurses, and specialist employees? What is the evi-
dence of that? There is none.

Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

Chairman TANNER. Thank you, Mr. Linder.

Mr. Johnson has arrived. So, Mr. Johnson, you are recognized,
sir.

Mr. JOHNSON. Thank you, Mr. Chairman, and congratulations.
I look forward to the good work we can accomplish together.
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I also want to welcome our new Members, our colleagues from
the Income Security and Family Support Subcommittee. We all
share a real concern about the delays our constituents face when
they visit or contact a local Social Security office, call the 800 num-
ber or wait over 16 months for a decision in their disability appeal
before an administrative judge.

Mr. Astrue, I know you have done good work to try to fix that.
At the same time, efforts to address program waste, fraud, and
abuse have been curtailed, costing billions in improper payments,
while reducing taxpayer confidence that their hard-earned tax dol-
lars will provide the services they pay for and deserve.

This Committee has worked on a bipartisan basis to obtain need-
ed funding for the Social Security Administration. In the last 2
years, Congress sent an additional $275 million to the agency,
above the President’s request. In the economic stimulus plan, So-
cial Security received an additional $1 billion for a new computer
center and to help process a growing number of applications for re-
tirement and disability benefits.

Now it is time for you guys to step up and account for how the
money is going to translate into real results. In the short term, So-
cial Security must answer their phones, reduce the wait times for
people in local Social Security offices, and tell people sooner wheth-
er their application for Social Security benefits has been granted or
denied at all levels in the process.

Whether Social Security can get the job done depends in large
part on our having state-of-the-art computers driven by the latest
proven software. Far from state-of-the-art, Social Security’s main
computer systems are stuck in the past. Social Security’s main
database still operates using 1950’s technology, including COBOL
programming language. Social Security is working to replace this
language, but that project is not estimated to be completed until
2014.

Last year, we learned the agency’s 30-year-old computer center
will be unable to carry its load after 2012. We are not so far from
there. In the meantime, a second data center has been built in
Durham, North Carolina, to run some of the agency’s daily work
and temporarily step in to keep basic operations running if needed.
However, Durham is not going to be fully operational until 2012.
They may not be able to cover all the agency’s computing needs,
at the same time now facing the difficult task of purchasing a new
computer center using the $500 million they just received.

Going forward, Social Security cannot get this wrong. So I would
like the Commissioner to tell us his plan for maintaining agency
computer operations while finishing the Durham data center and
building a new computer center.

I hope we can solve this problem, because we are worried to
death about some disaster befalling that building and the only site
that contains information goes defunct.

I thank our witnesses for being here today and look forward to
hearing their testimony.

Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

Chairman TANNER. Thank you, Mr. Johnson.
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I would like to now ask Dr. McDermott, who is the chairman of
the Subcommittee on Income Security and Family Support, for his
statement and then——

Mr. MCDERMOTT. Thank you, Mr. Tanner, for including us in
this hearing.

There are nearly six million disabled individuals who wait for
SSI to provide them with a helping hand. This program really
serves as a safety net to provide very modest cash assistance and
medical coverage through Medicaid programs to those who have lit-
tle or no income or assets.

Disability benefits, either through Supplemental Security Income
or Social Security programs, serve as a lifeline really for a number
of people. The cash assistance and the healthcare coverage pro-
vided to these individuals gives them the help that makes it pos-
sible for them to make ends meet.

Now, many are not in a position to wait months to receive a deci-
sion on their eligibility for assistance, particularly those with very
limited resources who are seeking assistance through the SSI Pro-
gram. You can imagine the clamor we would have if we had this
kind of wait in our unemployment insurance. Yet, today, the aver-
age waiting time to secure a hearing for a disability claim at SSA
is roughly 500 days, 16%2 months. That is simply unacceptable.
There must be a better way to serve the American public.

To be fair, the Social Security Administration has operated in an
insufficient funding level, as you heard, for a number of years. The
agency did not have the resources it needed to keep pace with the
normal volume of applications for assistance in Social Security and
SSI, much less respond to rising claims that are associated with
the aging of the baby boomers.

The agency has received new responsibilities as part of the Medi-
care Modernization Act of 2003 and the Medicare Improvements for
Patients and Providers Act of 2008. As a result, SSA has experi-
enced severe staffing shortages, which led to a decline, actually, in
service delivery.

In response, the Committee has worked with our colleagues on
the Appropriations Committee over the last 2 years to provide SSA
with additional funding to allow them to begin to reduce the dis-
ability backlog; and the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act
provided the agency with additional funds to address the recent in-
crease in workload.

We will continue to work with our colleagues and the Adminis-
tration to assure the agency has the resources it needs to respond
to individuals who need care. But it is now time for the agency to
take bold steps to expeditiously reduce the length of time that a
disability claimant must wait for a hearing, and it is imperative
that this is done in a manner that firmly upholds the program’s in-
tegrity so that benefits are only given to those who are eligible to
receive them.

It is also critically important that, while SSA adheres to all the
necessary program integrity measures, it remains mindful of the
precarious circumstances facing a disabled applicant who is await-
ing a decision on its application. Many go hungry or lose their
homes as they wait for a hearing and subsequent decision. Others
go without desperately needed medical assistance and prescription
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drugs as they wait. And others see their health and medical condi-
tions deteriorate. All of us in our district offices see these cases on
a human basis.

Meanwhile, a significant number of these applicants will eventu-
ally be determined to be rightfully eligible for benefits under the
supplemental security act of Social Security. Most are judged to be
eligible.

Clearly, more need to be done to get these benefits out to the se-
verely disabled Americans in a more efficient manner. The 1.3 mil-
lion people who are waiting for a decision to be made on their ap-
plication deserve better.

I am pleased to see you here, Mr. Astrue; and we are eager to
hear your testimony. Thank you.

Chairman TANNER. Thank you, Dr. McDermott.

[The prepared statement of Mr. McDermott follows:]
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Oponing Statermant
of
Chairman Jim McDermott (WA-DO)

Joint Hearing on Eliminating the Social Security Backiog
March 24, 2009

Mearly 6 milion severely disabled individuals depend on the Supplemental Security
Incoma program, or 551, to provide them with & halping hand. This program senees as
a salaty net by providing very modeat cash assislancs and medical covarags hicugh
the Medicaid program o thoess wha have lillls o no income or assals.

Disahilty banafits, sither through the Supplemental Sacunty Income or Socdal Sacyrity
pragrams, sane &= & Baline for mdlions of peaple, The cash sssstance and healh
care cverage provided o thess individuals gives tham the kelp they nesd 1o maks
ands mest

Many are not in a position ko wail months bo recstve a decisian on Bisi abgibility far
assistance, padicuary those with very mited resourons who are seeking assistance
thraugh the 551 perogram,

Yal, inday the aversge wailing Gme (o secure a hearing for a deabilily claim al the
Saocial Seourity Administration s roeghly 500 days or 16 and 172 monghs. This is simply
unacoeptable. Thar must ba g hattar way to sarve tha American public.

To b fair, the Socal Securily Administralion has sperated al an insulficisnd Tunding
lewed for 8 number of years, Tha Agency did not hase the resowces it needad o keep
pace with the nonmsal velume of applications for assistance in the Soclsl Securnty and
55| programs, much less respand o rising clsims that are assaciated with thea aging of
thi Baby Boom Generation, :

#And tha Agency has feceived new responsbifies as part of the Medacana
Modamization Act of H03 and the Madicars improvements for Patients and Providess:
Actof 2008, As a resull, 554 has exparienced severe stalfing shorlsges, which has
lad o a decine in senice delivery.

In respanss, this Comenittes has warked with awr colleagues on the Appropriafons
Comimdiea owar the kast teo yaars io provide 554 wilh addiional funding to allow tham
o begin 1o reduce 1he disabiity claims backieg. And the Amencan Hacovary and
Rainvestiment Aot provided the SAgency with addilional funds to address the recant
wiciasss in workload and (ks othar needa,

e will conmlinue 1o wark with our congressianal colleagues and the Administration (s
arpEune Tha Fﬂ'ﬂl.‘-'f hias the pecspuncas it neads b respond B indiyiduats who need and
desaree help,
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But it i now Brne Tor the Agency o take bobd alaps o expaditiousty reduce e lengsh of
limee Ehast  disabilty applicant must wail for a hearing. And it is imgeralive thal iLi=
dana in @ mannar that firmly upholds program ntegity so that benefits are only gheen (o
hase who are aligitle 1o recesss ham

It also s oitically impartand thal, while 558 adharss o all ihe necessan program
integrity maasures, i remains mindful of the precanows circumslances facing a disabled
applicant who Is swalting & dectsin on his o her applcation

Many go hungry andior ose thair ames as they wail for 8 hearing and subeaquent
decigion, (thers go without desperately needed medical assistance andior prescriplion
drings 88 theay wait.  And ofhers sea thelr health and medical condiions deferiorate.

Maarmahila, a significant number of thass applicants will evaniually be datarminad io ba
rightfully eligitie for benefits under the Supplemental Secunty Income and Socal
SeaClrify programs.

Clesarky, mare nesds (o be dane fo gal hese Deneils oul 1o sevarsly disablad
Amaricans in & more efficiecnd manner,

The 1.3 millicn people who are waiting for & decision 1o bo made on their applicalion
demarge boeliar,

1 lpak fansmed to haaring from today's withasses and yield back the batanca of our ims

——

Chairman TANNER. The Chair would ask that unanimous con-
sent for anyone, any Member who wishes to submit a statement,
an opening statement to the record, that be allowed without objec-
tion; and also the witnesses’ testimony will be in the record in their
entirety.

We would ask, Commissioner, if you could hold your testimony
to 5 minutes. We would appreciate it, and I will try to ask the
Members to do the same.

You are recognized, sir.

STATEMENT OF MICHAEL J. ASTRUE, COMMISSIONER,
SOCIAL SECURITY ADMINISTRATION

Mr. ASTRUE. Chairman Tanner and Chairman McDermott,
Members of the Subcommittee, thank you for this opportunity to
talk about the Social Security Administration’s most important
mission, service to the American people.

Just over 2 years ago, on my second day as Commissioner, I tes-
tified here before you. Your frustration with mounting backlogs and
service delivery issues was palpable; and, to your credit, you recog-
nized not only that the agency needed to be more efficient, but that
Congress needed to provide more resources. I pledged to work with
you toward that goal; and together we have made progress even in
these difficult economic times, although not as fast or as far as any
of us would like.

Here are some examples of service improvement:

AT the DDS level, we have reduced processing time by about 4
percent in each of the last 2 years. New electronic triaging systems
accelerate payment to those who clearly meet the medical listings.
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This year, for about 4 percent of all claimants, 100,000 to
125,000 Americans, the DDSs will approve their claims in about 10
days.

New support tools for examiners, such as the e-Cat System that
is being tested in Michigan, Virginia, and Connecticut, are improv-
ing consistency and accuracy.

We are expanding a highly successful pilot to access electronic
medical records. An enormous amount of time, cost, error, and
delay comes from chasing down scattered paper medical records. A
new paradigm for receiving medical records will allow us to make
exponential improvements in the speed and quality of our deci-
sions.

We are working hard to update regulations on our medical list-
ings, and we are on schedule to update all of them every 5 years.

We are also expanding the listings to include rare diseases and
conditions that clearly represent permanently disabling conditions.

We hired and trained 190 new ALJs last year, and we expect to
hire 157 more in the coming months. We plan to maintain a na-
tional average ratio of about 4.5 support staff per ALJ.

At the hearing level 2 years ago, we were facing stubborn in-
creases of about 70,000 more cases each year with no relief in
sight. Due to a misguided effort to hold that number down, ODAR
had been giving priority to the newest, easiest cases. So the pre-
dictable happened and the number of what the agency calls “aged”
cases skyrocketed.

At the start of fiscal year 2007, we had about 65,000 “aged” cases
which were then defined as 1,000 days or older, and some were as
old as 1,400 days, which is simply obscene. We cleared out all but
a handful of them that year.

For fiscal year 2008, we redefined the “aged” as 900 days; and
we resolved about 135,000 of those cases. We lowered the “aged”
definition again this year to 850 days, and we are ahead of sched-
ule to process those 165,000 cases. As difficult a challenge as this
is, it is the right thing to do. So next year we will raise the bar
on ourselves again.

This decision is paying off. Two years ago, the Atlanta hearing
office had the worst average processing time in the country of
about 900 days. Today, nobody is waiting that long; and the time
in Atlanta is 550 days. In fact, the worst average processing time
in the country is now 726 days; and we have improvement plans
in place for the 30 most backlogged offices. For example, we are
providing relief to hearing offices with the most pending cases by
transferring cases to the National Hearing Center; and we are ex-
panding the number of National Hearing Centers dramatically in
the next few months.

We are also adding 10 new hearing offices. We are adding addi-
tional satellite offices, and those new hearing offices are already
well into the GSA site selection process.

In some of our field offices, as the GAO reports, service has dete-
riorated because funding has not kept up with workloads. The key
source of relief has been the public’s use of our much-improved
electronic services. We have the three most user-friendly electronic
services in the Federal Government, as measured by objective sur-
veys; and the public has embraced them enthusiastically.
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For instance, so far this year, about 33 percent of our retirement
applications are filed online, up from only 10 percent 2 years ago.
}Vithout this choice, wait times in many offices would have been
onger.

Other efficiencies such as replacement of our antiquated tele-
phones are under way, but the GAO is right that, ultimately, there
is no substitute for adequate staff. Fortunately, passage of the Re-
covery Act and our annual fiscal year 2009 appropriation will allow
us to hire over 5,000 people by the end of the year. Please keep in
mind, though, that productivity suffers while we hire and train this
many new people, and, for the most part, these new employees will
not fully contribute until next year.

Your recent legislative action will make a huge difference going
forward, and timely passage of President Obama’s recommended
appropriation for fiscal year 2010 will make an even bigger dif-
ference.

Lastly, I am pleased to report that we will send more than $13
billion in one-time recovery payments to eligible beneficiaries be-
ginning in early May and continuing throughout the month, 3 to
6 weeks ahead of the statutory deadline.

Again, thank you for your support. It has meant a lot to the
agency. I look forward to continuing to build on our strong and pro-
ductive working relationship.

I would be pleased to answer any questions you may have.

Chairman TANNER. Thank you very much, Commissioner, for
that timely presentation; and your statement will be submitted to
the record.

[The prepared statement of Mr. Astrue follows:]

Statement of The Honorable Michael J. Astrue, Commissioner,
Social Security Administration

Thank you for inviting me to appear before you today to discuss the current state
of the Social Security Administration and our plans for the future. We are grateful
for your long-standing support of our programs and for providing us with additional
funding for fiscal years (FYs) 2008 and 2009. Social Security is indispensable to the
disabled, seniors, and survivors and is one of the most important and most success-
ful Federal programs that our country has ever established.

The programs we administer pay nearly $60 billion in benefits each month—they
are an integral part of the American economy. We have a proud history of excellent
service to the public, and I reiterate my promise to do everything in my power to
continue that tradition.

I would also like to thank you for providing us with additional funding in the
American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) of 2009 so that we can process
our increasing workloads, replace our aging National Computer Center (NCC), and
issue economic recovery payments. We are working with the Department of the
Treasury to enable Treasury to issue the $250 one-time economic recovery payments
as soon as possible. As required by law, a total of about $13.25 billion in economic
recovery payments will be issued to nearly 55 million Social Security and Supple-
mental Security Income (SSI) beneficiaries. Although implementing the legislation
requires extensive coordination with other Federal agencies, we are on track to en-
sure that these payments to our beneficiaries are issued in May—about 3 to 6 weeks
earlier than the statute requires.

Since I last testified, we published the first Agency Strategic Plan during my ten-
ure. It outlines our strategies to meet the challenges we face and to deliver the level
of service the public expects and deserves. Over the past 2 years, we have made
significant progress in implementing initiatives to better serve the public and to re-
duce the hearings backlog. We could not have done so without your help. As a result
of the funding that you provided in FY 2008, we were able to hire and train 190
administrative law judges (ALJs) and staff to support them. We are on track to hire
an additional 157 ALJs and over 700 support staff this year. This additional staff
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will allow us to hear more cases and render more decisions. We have already seen
a slight reduction in the number of cases awaiting hearings, a reduction which
would have been even greater if we had not received more requests for hearing than
we had anticipated.

Unfortunately, but not surprisingly, we are not yet where we need to be. Despite
our progress, we have significant challenges ahead. The economic downturn, com-
bined with the retirement of the baby boomers, and the fraying of our physical and
technological infrastructure have diminished our ability to address our rising work-
loads and backlogs. The uncertainty of our annual appropriations, which often
leaves the agency without full-year funding at the start of the fiscal year, adds fur-
ther complexities. Adequate and sustained funding is essential for providing high
level service to the American public. Nevertheless, with your continued support, we
will eliminate the hearings backlog by 2013.

The Services We Deliver

We administer the Nation’s social insurance programs and one of the Nation’s
largest means-tested income maintenance programs. Each year we send benefits to-
taling about $700 billion to approximately 60 million persons. Social Security and
SSI benefits play a significant role in the Nation’s economic security.

The Old-Age, Survivors, and Disability Insurance beneficiaries programs benefit
workers, their dependents, and survivors at critical junctures in their lives: when
they retire, when they become disabled, and when a family’s wage-earner dies.

Through the SSI program, we assist the most vulnerable persons in our society.
These payments provide a safety net for aged, blind, and disabled adults and chil-
dren who have little or no income or resources.

In addition to administering our own programs, we also assist the public in apply-
ing for food stamps and Medicare, including low-income subsidies under the Medi-
care Prescription Drug Plan. These programs also play a significant role in the eco-
nomic security of the Nation’s elderly and disabled.

How We Serve the American Public

We administer our programs and services through a network of over 1,400 offices
that directly serve the public in communities throughout the country. About two-
thirds of our over 60,000 employees deliver direct service to the public or support
the services provided by these front-line workers. Field offices are our front door and
the primary points for face-to-face contact with the public. Our employees also work
in teleservice centers, card centers, processing centers, hearings offices, the Appeals
Council, regional offices, and our headquarters in Baltimore.

I am particularly proud of our dedicated workforce, and I am pleased that Equal
Opportunity Magazine recently named Social Security the top government employer.
We also received high marks from our employees in the 2008 Federal Human Cap-
ital Survey, with especially high marks for Job Satisfaction and Leadership and
Knowledge Management, ranking among the top 10 Federal agencies in both cat-
egories.

Recently, a leader in the customer service industry contacted one of our field of-
fices for service. He praised the claims representative who helped him as one of the
most personable, customer-oriented employees whom he had ever met, either inside
or outside government. I am never surprised when I hear stories like this one; I
know our employees are dedicated to our mission and to serving the public to the
best of their abilities each and every day.

Field Offices

I would like to take a few minutes to describe the demands our employees face
during a typical day in one of our field offices. Our field offices are extremely busy,
and our employees are pulled in a variety of directions every day.

Employees have only about an hour each day before the office opens to prepare
the daily schedule of appointments, attend training, read policy updates, and proc-
ess pending claims and post-entitlement actions. Once the office opens to the public,
employees have little time to process pending work because much of their day is
spent serving visitors and processing time-sensitive actions, such as issuing imme-
diate payments for lost checks.

The two most common reasons for visiting our field offices are to file a claim for
benefits or to obtain or replace a Social Security card.

¢ About 9 percent of field office visitors file claims for benefits, including retire-
ment, disability, survivors, spouses, and children. Field office employees give
this work their highest priority. Disability claims, much more complex than re-
tirement claims, are particularly time intensive because our employees help
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claimants complete detailed forms about medications, treatment, medical test-
ing, work history, and daily activities.

¢ About 30 percent of field office visitors seek new or replacement Social Security
cards for employment or tax purposes, to replace lost or damaged cards, or to
obtain State and local government benefits. This work is critical to preventing
identity fraud and has become more complex and labor-intensive because of leg-
islative changes and heightened national security.

Once the office closes to the public, employees may have only a few minutes to
take care of all remaining business. For example, employees often must gather addi-
tional data to verify allegations of resources and income, such as child support, un-
employment benefits, or workers’ compensation, in connection with the claims they
had taken during the day.

Our field office employees work extremely hard and handle a wide variety of serv-
ices. To give you a sense of the volume and variety of work the field offices routinely
handle, in FY 2008, we:

processed over 18 million applications for Social Security cards;

verified Social Security numbers (SSN) about 1 billion times;

provided about 19 million benefit verifications;

processed 3.7 million retirement and survivor claims, nearly 500,000 Medicare
applications, over 1 million Medicare subsidy applications, and 62,000 food
stamp applications; and

¢ processed over 22 million status changes for our beneficiaries, such as changes
of address and requests for direct deposit.

Teleservice Centers

Our other major point of contact with the public is through our 35 Teleservice
Centers (TSC). The TSCs provide agent assistance to the public from 7 a.m. to 7
p.m. Eastern Time on normal business days, as well as automated telephone serv-
ices 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. TSC employees handle a variety of inquiries,
such as changes of address and telephone number, and requests for direct deposit
and replacement Medicare cards. They schedule appointments and answer inquiries
about payments and claim status and allow field offices to concentrate on workloads
which require face-to-face interviews, additional development, or resolution of com-
plex issues.

Social Security Card Centers

We currently have seven Social Security Card Centers located throughout the
country. The card centers streamline and improve the integrity and stewardship of
the Social Security number assignment process. Because of their specialized exper-
tise, card center employees process applications for original Social Security numbers
and replacement cards with a high degree of integrity, efficiency, and expertise. Ap-
plicants for a new or replacement card have shorter wait times in the card centers
than in the field offices. Moreover, because the card centers handle much of the
card-issuing workload, nearby field offices can focus on other critical activities,
which results in quicker, more efficient service in field offices located in proximity
to card centers.

Our card centers are located in Brooklyn and Queens, New York; in Las Vegas,
Nevada; in Downtown and North Phoenix, Arizona; in Orlando, Florida; and in Sac-
ramento, California.

DDSs, Hearings Offices, and the Appeals Council

Each month, we pay about $12 billion in disability benefits to more than 13 mil-
lion disabled beneficiaries across the Nation. The State disability determination
services (DDS), our hearings offices, and the Appeals Council are integral to proc-
essing disability claims. These components, like our field offices, struggle with work-
load increases while they try to drive down backlogs created by years of under-
staffing and inadequate resources.

The disability claims process begins when a disability claimant completes an
interview with a field office employee. We then forward the claim to 1 of 54 DDSs.
These State agencies develop the medical evidence and make the initial determina-
tion of whether the claimant is disabled. We could not perform our disability adju-
dication process without the State DDS employees.

A claimant who is not satisfied with the DDS’s initial determination may request
that the DDS reconsider it. If the claimant is dissatisfied with the reconsidered de-
termination, he or she may request a non-adversarial hearing before an ALJ. At the
hearing, the claimant may appoint a representative, testify, and call and question
witnesses. (In the ten States in which the reconsideration stage has been elimi-
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nated, the claimant may request that an ALJ review the initial determination.) A
claimant who is not satisfied with the ALJ’s decision may request review by the Ap-
peals Council. If the Appeals Council agrees to review a case and issues a new deci-
sion, a disabled claimant may appeal that decision to Federal district court. If the
Appeals Council declines to review the decision, the ALJ’s decision becomes the final
administrative action, and it may then be appealed to the Federal district court.

Our Service Delivery Challenges

We are an agency comprised of specialized staffs, but our common goal is to pro-
vide high-quality service. We face many challenges in meeting this goal, and we
plan for those we can anticipate. For example, we knew that the demographics of
the baby boomer generation would affect workload volumes across the agency. We
also knew that our most experienced staff could soon retire because many of them
are baby boomers themselves. In fact, according to our most recent estimate, we
may lose 44 percent of our current employees by 2016.

We also work carefully to forecast, to the best of our ability, the effect of other
workloads on the agency. For example, we could not have predicted the new non-
core workloads required by legislation, such as the Medicare Modernization Act, E-
Verify, or the new Children’s Health Insurance Program (CHIP) verification require-
ments. We use the additional targeted funding provided by Congress or reimburse-
ment from other agencies for these specific workloads. We know from recent experi-
ence that more employers are using E-Verify voluntarily, and we will update
through our established process with DHS reimbursement for these activities. In ad-
dition, we are now working to accommodate States that may choose to follow new
CHIP rules for benefit eligibility determinations.

Certainly, we could not have predicted the current weakened state of the Amer-
ican economy or the high unemployment rate, factors that contribute to an increase
in the number of applications for benefits. These unexpected events hit at the same
time our workloads were significantly increasing due to the baby boomer retirement
wave.

These additional and unexpected workloads are not our only challenges. Although
we fully fund the State DDSs, they operate under a myriad of State personnel and
budget rules. For example, due to budget constraints this fiscal year, some States
have instituted statewide staffing freezes and furloughs. Some States have excluded
DDS staff from these restrictions because they recognized the negative impact such
restrictions would have on their disabled residents. Other States, though, have, over
our vehement objections, chosen to treat DDS employees like other State employees
and subject them to State restrictions, including furloughs.

Our information technology infrastructure is outmoded and inefficient, but im-
proving dramatically. For example, we are converting the agency’s master files from
an in-house developed data base management system, created over 25 years ago, to
a modern industry standard data base management system. We have already mi-
grated our enumeration master file, which is our largest in terms of number of
records. This year we plan to do the same with our next largest file, which houses
earnings information.

During the 2 years I have been Commissioner, we have also started each year
without a full-year appropriation. We spent all of FY 2007, almost one-third of FY
2008, and nearly one-half of FY 2009 operating under a continuing resolution. As
you well know, during continuing resolutions, we must restrict our spending levels
to that of the prior year’s appropriated funding. This year it meant we operated
through the beginning of March with nearly $300 million less than the President’s
budget. Even if our workloads remained level from year to year, the annual inflation
in our fixed costs, such as building maintenance, security, and salary increases,
while necessary to maintain our operations, would reduce the amount we have
available for taking retirement and disability claims and providing the other serv-
ices the American public requires.

Workloads, though, have not remained level. In the past few years we have expe-
rienced a steady increase in the number of visitors to our field offices. Field offices
averaged 800,000 visitors per week in FY 2006; 826,000 in FY 2007; and 854,000
in FY 2008. So far, in FY 2009, we have helped, on average, over 852,000 visitors
each week, but that number appears to be rising. In February 2009 alone, we helped
an average of over 940,000 visitors per week; we expect this upward trend to con-
tinue throughout FY 2009. (See Appendix A for average daily visitors per month.)

Even with all available field office employees and managers devoted to serving
visitors, waits are long—31 percent of visitors without an appointment, about 5.8
million visitors, wait more than 30 minutes to be seen by staff; and 6 percent of
visitors with appointments, about 1.1 million visitors, wait more than 30 minutes.
Not only is this unacceptable to you, to the public, and to us, it is also demoralizing
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to our employees, who have dedicated their careers to providing outstanding service
to the public.

There is also a clear connection between our inability to hire staff and the deterio-
ration in service at our TSCs. Nearly 15 percent of callers who call our 800 number
receive a busy signal. As a result, many of our customers who were unable to con-
duct their business over our 800 number chose to go to their local field office. This
increase in visitors to field offices contributed to the higher field office waiting time
I have described.

Moreover, we now project a dramatic increase in workloads due to the economic
downturn. This increase is a cause for concern. Recent projections indicate that we
will receive over 300,000 more retirement claims in FY 2009 compared to FY 2008,
an increase of nearly 9 percent.

The current recession has also affected our disability workloads. Studies suggest
a correlation between increases in unemployment and increases in disability filings,
and we have seen a sizable increase in filings so far this year. We currently antici-
pate more than 2.9 million disability filings in FY 2009, an increase of over 300,000
cases over FY 2008. This number represents more than a 12 percent increase in new
applications and is 13 percent higher than the amount assumed in the 2009 Presi-
dent’s budget.

In addition, although it is difficult to project with precision, we believe we may
receive approximately 50,000 more hearing requests in FY 2009 than in FY 2008.
We also expect to receive nearly 40,000 additional requests for reconsideration and
more than 20,000 requests for Appeals Council reviews in FY 2009 compared to FY
2008.

We have paid the price for the growth in workloads and tight budgets in recent
years. We have been forced to defer performing full medical continuing disability re-
views (CDR) and other critical stewardship workloads, such as adjusting payments,
correcting earnings, and processing wage reports and overpayments. We do not want
to defer this work; these are critical workloads that ensure we are paying the right
beneficiary the right amount at the right time. In addition, we know that for each
dollar we spend performing CDRs, we recoup over $10 in program funds. However,
we have had to focus our limited resources on processing our initial claims work-
loads and getting eligible claimants paid, at the expense of performing this impor-
tant work.

As a result of this workload deferral, we estimate that we had a backlog of 1.4
million full medical CDRs at the end of FY 2008, and we expect the backlog to grow
by another 100,000 to 150,000 in FY 2009. However, we expect to process signifi-
cantly more CDRs in FY 2009 than in FY 2008 in large part because of the addi-
tional dedicated funding provided by Congress for FY 2009.

In analyzing our challenges, our mission, and the public we serve, we have come
to understand that simply working harder is not enough to overcome the workload
challenges we face. Last fall, I outlined four key goals for the agency in our Stra-
tegic Plan: (1) eliminate our hearings backlog and prevent its recurrence, (2) im-
prove the speed and quality of our disability process, (3) improve our retiree and
other core services, and (4) preserve the public’s trust in our programs. To move for-
ward amidst our rising workloads, we must focus our attention on these key areas
while modernizing the way we deliver service. We realize that achieving these goals
will require sustained commitment and timely resources. If we are required to take
on additional work, we will need sufficient funding to cover our full costs, as well
as adequate time to implement any necessary regulatory, policy, process, training,
or system requirements.

Investing in Our Agency Produces Results

Despite our growing challenges, we have made real progress within the past few
years. We have begun the hiring and work that—if not for the economic downturn—
would have produced more visible results for the American public, not just in terms
of reduced backlogs and processing times, but also in terms of shortened field office
wait times and fewer busy signals. Although it may not be readily apparent in these
challenging times, we have achieved measurable successes.

Service Delivery at the DDS Levels

We are committed to a disability process that is fair, accurate, and as prompt as
possible. Currently, though, our pending levels are too high, and claimants wait too
long for a determination. Every day spent waiting for a determination creates addi-
tional burdens for many claimants who are already among the most vulnerable
members of our society. This is simply unacceptable.

The initiatives outlined below will modernize the disability process and improve
our timeliness, accuracy, and efficiency.
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We must improve the beginning of the administrative process, even before a hear-
ing is requested. Using new rules and technology, we can allow claims earlier in the
process and improve service for disability claimants. I am pleased to report today
that at the DDS level, we have reduced processing times by about 4 percent in 2007
and in 2008.

Policy Initiatives

We are currently using two processes—the Quick Disability Determination (QDD)
process and Compassionate Allowances—to fast-track about 4 percent of all dis-
ability cases, a significant increase from the 2.6 percent of cases fast-tracked last
year. This year we will find 100,000 to 125,000 Americans with the most severe dis-
abilities eligible for benefits in about 10 days, instead of the 3 to 4 months it typi-
cally takes for an initial determination.

Under QDD, a predictive computer model analyzes specific data within the elec-
tronic file. This model identifies cases with a high potential that a claimant is dis-
abled and medical evidence is readily available. Through Compassionate Allow-
ances, the model identifies claims for applicants with medical conditions so severe
that their conditions by definition meet the required standard. These fast-track sys-
tems increase the efficiency of the disability process and free up resources.

We have expanded our efforts to revise and update the medical listings. These
listings allow us to make a favorable determination or decision for certain claimants
without the need to consider that person’s age, education, or work experience. When
I became Commissioner, the medical listings had not been updated for decades.
Some listings had last been updated in the 1970s, others in the 1980s. That is far
too long. So, in the last 2 years, we have published final regulations for 3 of the
14 adult body systems, so they now reflect the updated advancements in medicine
and technology. We are on schedule to update all of our medical listings every 5
years, and, in the future, we plan to update these listings as often as every 3 years.
We are also in the process of expanding the listings to include rare diseases and
conditions that clearly represent permanently disabling conditions.

To improve consistency and accuracy on complex policy issues, we have instituted
a process for resolving disagreements between DDS disability examiners and Fed-
eral quality reviewers. In cases where the two components disagree on substantive
issues, staff experts review the case and reach consensus. We anticipate we will re-
solve our most complex cases through this Request for Program Consultation (RPC)
process. In addition, the RPC enables us to quickly pinpoint training needs and clar-
ify or modify policies where necessary

Systems Initiatives

We are always looking for ways to use technology to improve our disability proc-
ess. For example, we are on the forefront of the move to electronic health records
and are primed to take advantage of the new and exciting possibilities related to
health information technology (HIT).

We began working with Beth Israel Deaconess Medical Center (BIDMC) in Boston
last spring to determine how we could use HIT to make our disability decision-mak-
ing more efficient and timely. Currently, when a claimant treated at BIDMC files
a disability application, the Medical Evidence Gathering and Analysis through
Health Information Technology (MEGAHIT) system automatically sends an elec-
tronic request for his or her patient’s medical records. Almost immediately, the hos-
pital electronically transmits back to us the individual’s medical record through
MEGAHIT. We receive these records in seconds and minutes, rather than the usual
weeks and months.

As part of our HIT initiatives, we are a leader in the development of the Nation-
wide Health Information Network (NHIN), the nation’s electronic network of health
information. On February 28, we took part in the first exchange of data across the
NHIN as the healthcare provider MedVirginia forwarded records to us in connection
with a disability claim. We will be tracking the flow of data from MedVirginia pro-
viders to us by way of the new system. This initiative will revolutionize the way
we process disability claims by allowing us to automatically request and receive the
medical records needed to make disability determinations. Yet we realize that this
is a time of the great change in the HIT area and thus we remain committed to
participation in the standards and certification process, as well as to the protection
of the privacy of these records.

We also continue to develop and improve our Electronic Case Analysis Tool
(eCAT). This tool helps disability adjudicators work through the policy aspects of
claims adjudication to yield consistent, policy-compliant outcomes and better service
to claimants. We expect the use of eCat will produce well-reasoned determinations
with easy-to-understand explanations of how we reached our decision.
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We plan to develop and implement a common case processing system for the
DDSs. Currently, each of the 54 DDSs has its own unique processing system. A com-
mon system will help us take advantage of rapidly changing healthcare industry
technology and provide the foundation for a seamless electronic disability case proc-
essing system. Our DDS partners agree that we need a common system, and we are
working closely with them to develop requirements. This essential improvement will
modernize and streamline our disability process, and we can only make important
improvements on a timely basis, such as eCat, if we have a common system.

Service Delivery at the Hearing Level

As T have said many times, eliminating the hearings backlog is a moral impera-
tive. Despite the additional workloads caused by the economic downturn, we have
adjusted to changed circumstances and are still on track to eliminate the hearings
backlog by 2013. Although it is difficult to project with precision, we believe we may
receive approximately 50,000 more hearing requests in FY 2009 than in FY 2008.
We have already taken preparatory actions in anticipation of this surge in hearing
requests. We have moved to improve our processes, add new staff, and utilize new
technologies.

Through the hard work of our employees and with the support of Congress, we
are making positive strides toward driving down the hearing backlog and providing
Americans with disabilities the prompt service they deserve. In fact, we have al-
ready seen a slight reduction in pending hearing cases. These cases have dropped
in the past two months. Furthermore, in the spirit of the President’s directive for
transparent government, we will post the backlog numbers on the internet quarterly
along with a clear explanation about the hearing backlog.

In May 2007, I announced my plan to eliminate the backlog of hearing requests
and prevent its recurrence. This backlog reduction plan centers on:

¢ fast-tracked initial determinations;

* improving hearing office (HO) procedures;

 increasing adjudicatory capacity; and,

* increasing efficiency with automation and improved business processes.

Earlier, I discussed our initiative to fast-track initial cases. I will now highlight
some of the key components of the plan’s other three elements.

Improving Hearing Office Procedures

We remain committed to improving our hearing office procedures. We have signifi-
cantly reduced the inventory of the most aged cases, those that have been pending
the longest. Clearing these cases normalizes our hearing work flow and more impor-
tantly, claimants who have waited far too long for a hearing decision finally receive
one. We defined aged cases in FY 2008 as those cases that would be at least 900
days old by the end of that fiscal year and cleared all but 281 of the more than
135,000 we identified. For FY 2009, we raised the bar and redefined aged cases as
those cases which will be at least 850 days old by the end of this fiscal year. There
were 166,838 aged cases at the beginning of FY 2009, and we are ahead of our tar-
get and are more than halfway toward clearing all of them. We are looking to con-
tinue to attack the aged cases, and our probable goal for FY 2010 is to work the
825-day-old cases, approximately 179,000 cases.

We are also finding ways to expedite favorable decisions. We reinstituted the At-
torney Adjudicator program to allow our most experienced attorneys in appropriate
cases to make on-the-record, favorable decisions without a hearing. This program
brings eligible applicants onto the disability rolls more quickly than if they had to
wait for a hearing. Through the first five months of FY 2009, Attorney Adjudicators
had issued 13,462 favorable decisions and are on target to meet our year end goal.
We have also instituted a DDS remand process, special Federal Quality Reviewer
screening units, and a Medical Expert Screening process to help identify cases that
may be allowed without the need for a hearing.

Increasing Adjudicatory Capacity

We are working to maximize our ability to issue decisions at any given point in
the disability process. In collaboration with State DDSs, we are using the informal
remand process to send pending cases, which have been profiled as likely to be al-
lowed, back to the DDS for review and possible favorable determination. As a result
of this initiative, we were able to dismiss 16,838 requests for hearing due to favor-
able DDS decisions in FY 2008. We are on target to meet our year-end goal for DDS
remands. All States are now able to process electronic informal remands, which will
enable us to more easily transfer these cases to the DDSs.

Our first National Hearing Center (NHC) is performing well. Located in Falls
Church, Virginia, the NHC plays a crucial role in increasing our adjudicatory capac-
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ity and giving us the flexibility to address the areas of highest pending without
waiting years to build or expand hearing offices. For example, transferring cases to
the NHC from some of the offices with the highest number of pending cases has
contributed to an improved average processing time in the hearing offices in At-
lanta, Georgia; Cleveland, Ohio; and Flint, Michigan. The ALJs in the NHC hold
hearings remotely using video conferencing and provides us the flexibility to better
balance pending workloads across the country. In FY 2008, the NHC issued 2,151
decisions. We will open another NHC site in Albuquerque, New Mexico this month
and plan to open one in Chicago in the upcoming months. We also plan to open a
site in Baltimore early next fiscal year.

We are also working with the General Services Administration (GSA) to expedite
opening 10 new hearing offices. (See Appendix B for a map of the planned hearings
offices.) We are adding centralized centers for case pulling and decision writing in
the regional offices to more quickly accommodate our needs.

We are also hiring new employees. In FY 2008, we hired and trained 190 ALJs
We have received a new certificate of eligible ALJ candidates, and we expect to hire
157 new ALJs this year. We have already hired 140 new support staff in our hear-
ing offices so far this year, and expect to hire over 700 additional support staff. This
hiring will allow us to achieve a national average ratio of about 4.5 support staff
to every ALJ.

We are on target to eliminate the hearings backlog by 2013. We expect to
reduce the number of pending hearings to 466,000 by FY 2013, which is the
number of cases we will have when we reach our goal of an average proc-
essing time of 270 days. We are focused on hiring enough ALJs and support
staff to achieve these goals given our current receipt and productivity pro-
jections. Our current estimate is that we will need 1,400 to 1,450 ALJs to
achieve our goals, and we are expanding our physical infrastructure, to the
extent we can, so that we can reach that level. We expect to hire 208 ALJs
in FY 2010, while maintaining a national average ratio of about 4.5 support staff
per ALJ. We will continue to work with GSA Headquarters and the Regional GSA
offices to ensure we have adequate space to handle this significant increase.

Finally, we are seeking to increase our adjudicatory capacity by ensuring that our
ALJs are providing the service the public deserves. At the beginning of FY 2008,
our Chief ALJ issued a letter asking all ALJs to strive to issue 500 to 700 legally
sufficient decisions a year. About 50 percent of full-time experienced ALJs are meet-
ing this expectation. Productivity in our Office of Disability Adjudication and Review
(ODAR) increased substantially for two consecutive years, in FY 2007 and FY 2008.
In FY 2008, ODAR conducted nearly 15,000 more hearings than in FY 2007; aver-
age dispositions per ALJ also increased. But we were not able to sustain that level
in the first few months of FY 2009 due, in part, to the hiring and training of a large
number of new ALJs late in FY 2008. It takes about 2 years to fully train and men-
tor newly hired ALJs and support staff. Thus, we expect these new judges to become
increasingly productive throughout the year, and we have already seen a significant
improvement in productivity in both January and February.

The increase in adjudicatory capacity at the hearing level will generate increased
workloads at the Appeals Council. To address this rising workload, we will hire ad-
ditional administrative appeals judges and support staff for the Appeals Council,
and make additional overtime available. In FY 2009, we expect to add a total of 135
new staff at the Appeals Council, while replacing losses due to attrition.

Automated [ Improved Business Processes

We have also taken steps to “work smarter.” In FY 2008, we made significant
progress in eliminating the remaining backlog of paper folders and transitioning to
an electronic environment.

We are preparing more cases for hearing (“pulling cases”) this year. This increase
in cases ready for hearing will give the ALJs more cases to hear and decide.

We are expanding the use of video equipment and have initiated the Representa-
tive Video Project. Under this project, representatives of disability claimants may
use their personal equipment to participate in hearings from their own offices. We
are using desktop video units in claimant-only hearing sites in addition to the tradi-
tional video equipment used in hearing offices.

We will be implementing an in-line quality review of the claim file, scheduling
process, and decision writing to ensure timely and legally sufficient hearings and
decisions.

To balance pending workloads nationally, last fiscal year we realigned service
areas and moved workloads from regions with heavy workloads to regions that had
the capacity to process additional work. We continue to monitor our workload num-
bers and make additional adjustments as needed.
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Our plan is working—we have improved our hearing level performance. In FY
2008, we had an impressive 5 percent increase in our hearing dispositions and made
important gains in reducing aged cases and average processing times in the most
backlogged offices. But for the increase in filings due to the economic downturn, the
number of pending cases would have dropped for the first time this decade. How-
ever, because of the increased workloads, we ended up with a 14,000 case increase
in pending cases. Yet, this is well below the annual increase of 70,000 cases we have
seen in the years preceding the hearing backlog reduction plan.

So far in 2009, our pending level rose in first 3 months, but dropped by 1,294
cases in January and by another 1,719 cases in February. Our pending level is cur-
rently up 4,700 cases over the level at the end of FY 2008. If we continue our
present concerted effort, combined with the increased productivity of our recently
hired judges, I am hopeful we can drive the hearings backlog downward this fiscal
year.

We have a unique opportunity to significantly improve our service to our dis-
ability claimants. Taken together, our initiatives address every aspect of the hear-
ings backlog problem. If all of these initiatives are successful, there is light at the
end of the tunnel.

Improving Retirement and Other Core Services

We simplified our policies, improved our technology, and automated business proc-
esses to deal with our other significant workloads. As the Government Account-
ability Office recently indicated in its January 2009 report on service delivery and
the baby boomer retirement wave, our agency’s service delivery has suffered because
funding has not kept up with increasing workloads. The only way we have managed
to hold our own is by offering the public the option of secure, user-friendly, elec-
tronic services.

Perhaps the most dynamic and successful model illustrating how we plan to im-
prove service in the future is our Ready Retirement project. In FY 2008, we began
putting the key features of this transformational initiative into place by simplifying
and further automating the processing of online retirement applications. We will
continue to implement this initiative over the next few years using a multi-faceted
approach: simplified enrollment, streamlined adjudication, and public education.

The first key feature of Ready Retirement focuses on simplified enrollment. In De-
cember 2008, we introduced a new Internet application (iClaim) for retirement, dis-
ability, and aged spouses benefits. The new online claims application asks claimants
questions that are pertinent to their own personal situation, relies on information
already housed within our records, and contains navigational tools that make the
application easy to use. As a result, iClaim not only simplifies the current process,
but also shortens the time it takes to file online and eliminates the need for most
online filers to visit their local field office. We have had incredible success with our
launch of the iClaim media campaign featuring our spokesperson Patty Duke.

The simplified enrollment process also hinges on efforts to update our policy. After
thorough study, analysis, and vetting with agency components, we have simplified
a number of policies that support Ready Retirement and other online initiatives. Fu-
ture releases of iClaim will include authentication protocols to provide two-way on-
line communication with online applicants while safeguarding personally identifi-
able information. We also are exploring new data exchanges and matching agree-
ments to verify claims information online.

Our efforts to streamline policy apply to both online claims and claims filed in
person. For example, we know there have been concerns about our policy on advis-
ing claimants about their options for electing when to start receiving benefits. Our
policy instructs employees to discuss all benefit types for which a claimant may be
eligible, including options for when to start receiving benefits and does not prohibit
employees from advising claimants about their benefit election options. The same
policy holds true for Internet claims: claimants who file online have access to agency
publications that explain all factors that they should consider when deciding when
to retire; these publications also explain what other types of benefits are available
to the claimants. Employees processing these online applications screen for other po-
tential entitlements and contact claimants to discuss these and month of election
options if there are questions.

Our current version of iClaim, which is similar to our prior Internet application,
currently requires manual review and adjudication because it does not take into ac-
count certain factors, such as non-service months, protective filing, and retroactivity
when presenting month of election options to claimants. I am excited to announce
that in May 2009, we are introducing a new version of iClaim that will offer election
options to claimants filing online based on all of these factors. This new version of
iClaim will give online filers additional support and will reduce the need for employ-
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ees to contact them. Our employees will continue to contact claimants as necessary
to e(ainsure that their benefit elections are clear and that accurate determinations are
made.

The second key feature of Ready Retirement is streamlined adjudication. The
claims adjudication process includes many determinations, and the streamlined ad-
judication model is the next step in automating some of these manual decisions. All
retirement applications require some manual processing, but streamlined adjudica-
tion will automate parts of the process. This automation will provide valuable effi-
ciencies and administrative savings, while increasing our ability to provide a fully
electronic claims process to the public. Improvement in adjudication will be imple-
mented only after there are safeguards in place to protect applicants’ rights to all
the benefits to which they may be entitled.

Finally, the last key feature, and really the foundation, of Ready Retirement is
public education. Through our financial literacy campaign, we are educating the
gublitg about making an informed decision as to when to begin receiving retirement

enefits.

In the past year, we implemented several educational tools. We introduced an on-
line Retirement Estimator to enable the public to get immediate and personalized
benefit estimates, and we created a new fact sheet and accompanying podcast titled,
“When to Start Receiving Retirement Benefits.” We also revised the Social Security
Statement to provide more information to younger workers. For every Statement
sent to a worker aged 25-35, we now include an insert called “What young workers
should know about Social Security and saving.” This new supplement provides addi-
tional information about retirement planning and includes a chart showing how
much difference just a little bit of saving can make.

Our Internet services took top honors on the American Customer Satisfaction
Index (ACSI) scorecard for the fourth quarter of FY 2008. The ACSI tracks trends
in customer satisfaction and allows Federal agencies to benchmark their perform-
ance against comparable best-in-class entities. Our Retirement Estimator and
iClaim applications were the highest scoring applications in the ACSI’s “top per-
formers” category.

The public has responded enthusiastically to the new iClaim process. So far this
year about 33 percent of our retirement applications have been filed online, up from
only 10 percent just 2 years ago. Taken at face value, this increase alone is impres-
sive. But to truly understand the importance of Ready Retirement for our field oper-
ations, let me explain to you what just one aspect of service in the field would look
like today if Ready Retirement did not exist.

In the first quarter of FY 2009, 161,000 applicants started their retirement appli-
cations online. Without Ready Retirement, those claimants would have visited their
local field offices or filed by telephone. If all of these claimants had filed in their
local field office, we estimate wait times would have increased by 5 percent and
busy signals by 6 percent.

We will continue to analyze customer satisfaction and the performance and
usability of iClaim. It is more critical now than ever that we are able to continue
to fund this important project. As I mentioned earlier, recent projections show that
we now expect to receive over 300,000 more retirement claims in FY 2009 compared
to FY 2008. We must, to the greatest extent possible, push forward with our efforts
to automate these applications. If our Ready Retirement initiatives are successful,
we will not only be able to more efficiently and effectively handle the increase in
applications from both baby boomers and the economic downturn, but also we will
be able to expand these new processes to automate and streamline other high vol-
ume workloads.

Protecting America’s Investment

We are proud of all of our recent accomplishments, and I expect our momentum
will continue. The additional funding in the ARRA together with our FY 2009 appro-
priation puts us in a much better position to deal with our fraying infrastructure
and the current service challenges created by the economic downturn.

Use of American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009 Funds

Our NCC houses data critical to providing outstanding service and to paying ben-
efits promptly and accurately. Because the NCC is over 30 years old, it will soon
no longer be capable of supporting the growing demands of our computer systems
and computer-based services. Replacing the NCC will allow us to provide service 24/
7 and avoid outages and slowdowns that disrupt service delivery.

Now that we have the ARRA funding, we are continuing to work closely with the
GSA—which manages federal construction projects—on all aspects of the pre-plan-
ning for the new NCC. The formal planning process with GSA will include formu-
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lating criteria for the new data center, selecting a site, and developing a detailed
construction timeline. In consultation with us, GSA will be responsible for com-
pleting most of these steps.

The ARRA also calls for a one-time payment of $250 to certain Federal bene-
ficiaries, including Social Security and SSI beneficiaries and provides the adminis-
trative funding necessary to ensure that these critically needed payments are in-
fused into the economy as quickly as possible. We are on track to make these pay-
ments in May, ahead of the statutory deadline.

The ARRA also provides an additional $500 million to process our rising retire-
ment and disability workloads, as well as the backlogs resulting from the economic
downturn, and to invest in related information technology projects. Unlike annual
appropriations, which must be used within a fiscal year, we will be able to use this
$500 million over the next 18 months.

Use of FY 2009 Appropriation

We are handling workloads far above what we anticipated just 6 months ago. Our
full year appropriation, which supplies $126.5 million more than was included in
President’s FY 2009 budget, as well as the additional funding in the ARRA, will
allow us to invest in information technology, to hire 5,000 to 6,000 new employees
before the end of the year, and to allot additional overtime to process critical work-
loads. In addition to replacing all of our losses in FY 2009, we will assign new em-
ployees to our front-line operations where they will have the greatest impact—ap-
proximately 1,200 employees to our field offices, 900 employees to our hearings of-
fices, and 600 employees to State DDSs.

Hiring new employees is critical to us, but operating under a continuing resolu-
tion, as we have this year, has impeded our ability to bring on new hires and have
them fully productive before the end of the year. (See Appendix C for the effect of
continuing resolutions on staffing trends.)

Unfortunately, our new employees will not have an immediate impact on our cur-
rent or backlogged workloads as hiring and fully training new employees is a
lengthy and resource-intensive process. Hiring requires posting vacancies, reviewing
applications and resumes, conducting interviews, conducting background checks,
and offering positions. Often, new employees must relocate to their duty stations or
give their employers sufficient notice so that they can seek a replacement.

Once they report to work, training lasts from 13 to 17 weeks because of the com-
plexity of our programs. After this initial training, new employees are assigned a
mentor to act as a resource and to assist in learning the intricacies of processing
our work. This “on-the-job” training for new employees typically lasts a full year.
At the end of the year, though not fully proficient in all parts of the job, these em-
ployees would be making a significant contribution to workload processing. The time
spent mentoring, however, reduces the time our more experienced employees have
to process their own work. When we have significant increases in staffing levels, the
tiﬁne put into training and mentoring result in reductions in productivity in the
short run.

Our Commitment for the Upcoming Year

We made a commitment to the American public to work down the hearings back-
log. We continue to improve productivity each year and to process more work. In
FY 2009, we plan to process over 300,000 more retirement claims, 30,000 more ini-
tial disability claims, and approximately 70,000 more hearings than in FY 2008. The
additional funding will also help us handle increasing visits to our field offices and
calls to our 800-number.

The FY 2010 President’s budget proposes an increase of 10 percent above the FY
2009 level. This amount includes resources to increase our staffing levels in FY
2010, which will enable us to further increase our productivity.

Stewardship & Program Integrity Work

Preserving the public’s trust in our programs is one of the key aspects of our
Agency Strategic Plan. We take pride in our ability to protect and carefully manage
the resources, assets, and programs entrusted to us. We must ensure that we pay
beneficiaries the correct amount of benefits and that they continue to be entitled to
those benefits. Due to the budget constraints and increasing workloads, however, we
have been forced in recent years to scale back these program integrity efforts. Our
primary program integrity tools are CDRs and redeterminations of income and re-
sources in the means-tested SSI program. The FY 2010 President’s Budget includes
$759 million for our program integrity efforts, an increase of $255 million from FY
2009. This will allow us to complete a total of 794,000 CDRs, of which 329,000 will
be full medical CDRs, and 2,322,000 SSI redeterminations. This funding will ensure
that taxpayer dollars are being spent properly in the major entitlement programs.
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Continuing Disability Reviews

We conduct work and medical CDRs to determine whether or not beneficiaries
continue to meet the definition of disability. We initiate CDRs based on work activ-
ity when a beneficiary voluntarily reports that he or she is working, when wages
are posted to a beneficiary’s earnings record, or when a beneficiary has completed
a trial work period. In FY 2008, we conducted about 170,000 work CDRs, which re-
sulted in cessation determinations in 850 cases.

Generally, the law requires us to conduct medical CDRs on a periodic basis to en-
sure that only those who continue to be disabled receive benefits. We conduct med-
ical CDRs using one of two methods. We periodically review cases when we expect
that a beneficiary’s condition will improve, and we have a DDS perform a full med-
ical review. We also conduct medical reviews when we receive voluntary or third-
party reports of medical improvement. In some cases, we send questionnaires to
beneficiaries, whom we have identified using a statistical model, and evaluate their
responses to determine if they remain disabled.

In FY 2007, we began using a new statistical model to select cases with a higher
likelihood of medical improvement. That year, we processed 747,170 periodic med-
ical CDRs of which 189,955 required full medical reviews. We spent $281 million
to process these CDRs. Of the CDRs processed, we notified 52,490 beneficiaries that
we would be ceasing their benefits because they no longer met our definition of dis-
ability. We estimate that, after all appeals are exhausted, we will stop paying bene-
fits to about 36,000 beneficiaries, along with their eligible dependents. We estimate
that the present value of future benefits saved from this activity is $3.8 billion. His-
torically, the ratio of program savings to administrative costs for these cases is
about $10 to $1. Fluctuations in the year-to-year savings-to-cost ratio may occur,
however, due to changes in the distribution of CDRs processed under the disability
or SSI programs and the percentage of cases where there is a high likelihood of
medical improvement.

Since FY 2002, however, we have processed fewer CDRs than come due in each
year because of limited funding and the need to balance our service and stewardship
efforts; we continue to face a significant backlog of initial claims and hearing re-
quests. (See Appendix E for CDRs processed over the last several years.)

In FY 2008, we processed 240,000 full medical CDRs, an increase of about 50,000
over FY 2007. The FY 2009 Omnibus Appropriations Act provides an upward ad-
justment to the discretionary caps to fund program integrity activities such as
CDRs. At this level, we will be able to process 329,000 full medical CDRs this year,
an increase of 89,000 compared to FY 2008. Despite these increases, at the end of
FY 2008, we had a backlog of 1.4 million full medical CDRs, and we project the
backlog to grow by another 100,000 to 150,000 in FY 2009.

SSI Redeterminations

We must also ensure that we pay SSI in the correct amounts. Due to the com-
plexity of the SSI program and the large number of factors that can affect a recipi-
ent’s eligibility and payment amount, these redeterminations can be particularly
challenging. One of the ways we ensure accurate payments is by periodically com-
pleting redeterminations to review all the non-medical factors including income, re-
sources, and living arrangements of SSI eligibility, such as resource and income lev-
els and living arrangements. Based on this review, we determine whether a recipi-
ent is still eligible and still receiving the correct payment amount.

There are two types of redeterminations: scheduled and unscheduled. Except for
certain institutionalized recipients, we periodically schedule all recipients for a rede-
termination at least once every 6 years. Moreover, using a statistical model to esti-
mate the likelihood of overpaying SSI recipients, we target the most error-prone
cases each year. We conduct unscheduled redeterminations on an as needed basis
when recipients report, or we discover, certain changes in circumstances that may
affect the SSI payment amount.

In FY 2008, we conducted 1.221 million SSI redeterminations. We estimate that
these redeterminations will produce $2.1 billion in retroactive payment recoveries
and ongoing payment reductions. If we had the resources to conduct SSI redeter-
minations on all SSI recipients, approximately $5.7 billion in recoveries and ongoing
payment reductions would accrue. In FY 2009, we expect to conduct 1.7 million SSI
redeterminations, an increase of nearly 500,000 compared to last year.

Future Program Integrity Work

In short, we know our program integrity workloads are critical to ensuring well-
run programs and accurate payments, but our ability to carryout such workloads de-
pends upon resources including the availability of trained staff to do this work. With
the additional funding we are receiving in FY 2009, we will perform more CDRs and
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SSI redeterminations. For FY 2009, we plan to process 329,000 medical CDRs and
1.711 million SSI redeterminations, an increase of 89,000 and 490,000, respectively,
from FY 2008 levels. Even with these increases, we still processed fewer program
integrity reviews than we did earlier in this decade. Due to the tight budgets of the
recent past, we had to make tough choices between service to the public and stew-
ardship efforts. We believe that we are beginning to reverse the overall decline in
program integrity reviews, and we expect further increases in FY 2010 because of
the funding included in the President’s FY 2010 budget proposal.

Highlights of our Plan to Improve Service Delivery

To keep pace, we know we have to modernize the way we do business, and we
are making great strides to do so. We are searching for additional policies we can
streamline, technologies that we can introduce or improve, and business processes
that we can restructure or automate. Below are some of the innovations that we
plan for the future. Without sufficient and timely funding, some of these innovations
may be difficult to implement.

Service Oriented Architecture

Historically, our systems were developed at different times to meet a specific need
that arose. This reactive process resulted in a collection of technologies rather than
a cohesive, fully integrated system. Our current strategy introduces seamless Serv-
ice Oriented Architecture (SOA) to replace our aging online and in-office benefit ap-
plications. We will build our information services so that the core data and compo-
nents can be shared rather than duplicated in many different systems. Without the
need to consider multiple stove-piped systems, systems development of new business
processes under SOA will be more efficient.

Disability Direct

Although still in the planning stages, the Disability Direct initiative will automate
the processing of online disability claims resulting in a much more efficient route
from application to payment. It will improve the online disability claim and appeals
process by collecting information once and re-using it rather than requiring appli-
cants to complete the same information repeatedly, which will help offset our labor-
intensive disability workload. This streamlined process will provide more time for
employees to handle other workloads and help with field office and telephone traffic.
It will also fulfill the public’s expectation of convenient, effective, and secure elec-
tronic service delivery options.

Quick, Simple, and Safe SSN

We are developing strategies and an implementation plan for reducing Social Se-
curity number related workloads so that we can improve service to the public while
maintaining the integrity of the SSN. The goal of the Quick, Simple, and Safe SSN
initiative is to find new ways to assign SSNs, update SSN information, and issue
replacement Social Security cards using efficient and secure methods.

Additional Social Security Card Centers

In addition to the seven current Social Security Card Centers, we plan to open
four additional centers: two in Houston, Texas, one in Minneapolis/St. Paul, Min-
nesota, and one in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.

Telephone Infrastructure and Automation Improvements

We handle over 57 million calls on our national 800 number each year. The un-
derlying telephone system structure is antiquated so we must make infrastructure
}_mprovements to ensure that our telephone service is convenient, accessible, and ef-
icient.

Over the next several years, we are replacing nearly all of our phone systems with
Voice-over Internet Protocol (VoIP) technology. A project of this scope is initially
costly, and we have moved cautiously so that we can address concerns that inher-
ently arise with any new system. We believe the end result will improve customer
service and lower long-term costs.

VoIP gives us flexibility to route calls from busy sites to less busy sites when nec-
essary. We also will be able to collect management information that will allow us
to identify and make adjustments to improve service including some customization
like language preference that may be prevalent in certain geographic locations.

We plan to continue to add automated applications that are responsive to the
public’s needs. Callers who use our automated services can conduct a variety of
transactions as well as listen to a variety of informational messages addressing fre-
quently asked questions. Improving our telephone operations will allow callers the
convenience they want while freeing us to work more complex workloads.
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SMART Service

After visiting several field offices, in January 2008, I asked my staff to examine
our field office layouts and develop ways to improve field office reception areas so
they are more efficient for conducting business. The ultimate goal of this initiative,
known as Space Modernization and Reception Transformation Service (SMART
Service), is to lay the groundwork for the “SSA Office of the Future.” In our field
offices, we are currently piloting new technology that allows us to deliver service
to rural areas through video, the public people about interacting with our agency
by watching a Social Security satellite broadcast, and providing self-help computers
to visitors who want to do business over the Internet with us but many not have
access to a computer at home.

Conclusion

Next year, our agency will celebrate its 75th anniversary of providing critical
services to nearly every American. Over the last three-quarters of a century, our
programs and responsibilities have continued to expand. Unfortunately, for too
many years, we have not received sufficient and timely funding to allow us to keep
pace with our increased workloads.

You have started to change that pattern. Therefore, once again I want to acknowl-
edge our appreciation for the funding you provided for FY 2008 and 2009 and in
the ARRA. We will continue to use this money to reduce our backlogs by hiring and
training new employees and expanding our use of technology. We will also protect
the information we house and maintain the services we provide by building a much-
needed new National Computer Center. Of course, we will work with Treasury to
issue the $250 one-time economic recovery payments sooner than required. I am
acutely aware that our Nation is in economic crisis, and we take the responsibility
associated with the Administration’s and your investment in our agency seriously.

With your support, I am confident that we can successfully address our chal-
lenges, but it will take several years. I am compelled to stress that we will continue
to need timely, adequate, and sustained funding beyond FY 2009. Last year, I testi-
fied that we were facing an avalanche of retirement and disability claims at the
same time we were addressing large backlogs due to years of increasing workloads
and limited resources. That situation has been exacerbated by the economic down-
turn and we are experiencing an increase of applications over what we projected.

We did as much as we could to be ready to act when we received our budget. We
are currently hiring thousands of new employees who we will need to train. Many
of them will not become proficient this fiscal year delaying the positive effect they
will have on our workloads. Our greatest opportunity for success is directly tied to
timely and sustained funding.

We are committed to working with Congress and the American people to address
our challenges and improve service for the years ahead. We are confident that with
your support, the support of our stakeholders, and the necessary resources, we can
achieve our goals.

Appendix A
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Appendix B

Office of Disability Adjudication and Review: Regional and Hearing Offices
and Remote Sites
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Continuing Resolutions (CRs) Cause Erratic Staffing Trends
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Appendix D
CDRs Processed by Fiscal Year
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Chairman TANNER. I just have one question, and then I am
sure that members will elaborate.

You mentioned the electronic filing about 33 percent. I generally
applaud efficiencies that can be achieved through electronic means
otherwise. Do you have any data with regard to the error rate? Be-
cause, as we know, when an application is not in order, then not
only is it delayed, but it causes even more work. And so as we try
to go and streamline the system with electronic online, et cetera,
I think we have to be sure that the error rate is not unacceptable?
Do you have any data on that?

Mr. ASTRUE. We do, And I appreciate that question, because it
is an important one.

Our quality office has looked very carefully at the online applica-
tions versus the applications taken in the field office, and there is
no statistical difference between the quality of the ones done in the
office and the ones that are taken online. To the extent that there
is a difference, the error rate is actually slightly higher for the ones
that are taken in the office. So we are confident about that.

And one should also keep in mind that this is not a fully auto-
mated process, that in every case, even on something taken online,
there is an individual in the office who is looking at that applica-
tion and who does call people back if there is anything on the face
of the application that would trigger any additional interaction
with that person.

Chairman TANNER. One other question then. When do you ex-
pect your plan to begin to take effect? You said 2 years ago that
you had a plan to reduce it, and now it is as bad or maybe, in parts
of the country, worse. With the additional revenue, can you give us
a timeframe as to what we can expect?
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Mr. ASTRUE. We have adjusted the planning. Clearly, with the
sudden deterioration in the economy, we needed to go back and re-
visit the assumptions of the original plan. And there are some
small differences, but the big one is we need an increase in capac-
ity.

So when we first developed this plan and when I first testified
before this committee, we had embraced the figure of 1,250 admin-
istrative law judges as what we needed to drive the backlog down,;
and we were down at one point to just barely over 1,000. In order
to meet the targets for driving the backlog down over the next 4
years, we are going to need more capacity. So we are targeting
1,400 to 1,450 judges.

Right now, the budget assumption is that when we finish the fis-
cal year 2010 hiring—assuming we get the appropriation that we
hope from the Congress consistent with the President’s budget and
that we expand our space quickly enough—we will have enough
space for the hiring of the new judges. Now it is a close call that
we will be getting as much as we need for fiscal year 2010, but we
are working hard on that. But if we hit the mark on the appropria-
tion, we hit the mark with the GSA work, we should have, I be-
lieve, 1,452 judges at the end of that hiring.

We lose about 60 judges a year to attrition, and the losses are
not even over the course of the year. The departures tend to be to-
ward the end of the year. So we will actually be momentarily over
that target at the end of the hiring if everything goes according to
the projection, and we need that additional capacity to hit the origi-
nal goals. Otherwise, we are not going to make it.

Chairman TANNER. The judges are fine. What about the staff
assistants that prepare the cases? The judges—that is a problem,
too, I am told.

Mr. ASTRUE. It is indeed. And we will have a higher support
staff ratio than we have had during most of this decade. We are
targeting not only a national average of 4.5 per ALJ, but we are
trying to keep to a floor of 4. There has been, in my judgment, too
much variation in hearing office support from hearing office to
hearing office. So, in addition to taking it up a tick to the 4.5, we
are going to try to keep a floor of 4.

Again, a couple of people will leave. The numbers will vary from
time to time in offices for brief periods of time. But the goal is a
floor of 4 and an average of 4.5, which should be adequate.

Chairman TANNER. I may have some other questions to submit
in writing to you. I don’t want to take too much of my time.

Mr. ASTRUE. Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

Chairman TANNER. Mr. Johnson.

Mr. JOHNSON. Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

You know, along that line, how many judges are hearing less
than five cases a year?

Mr. ASTRUE. Less than five cases a year?

Mr. JOHNSON. Yeah.

Mr. ASTRUE. I don’t think any now. We had one judge that
hadn’t heard a case in 6% years, and we have been working on
counseling him. He is hearing about 50 a year now. I believe he
is just largely allowing all those cases.
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Mr. JOHNSON. So we don’t have anybody that is not pulling
their weight right now?

Mr. ASTRUE. We have certain judges pulled off for administra-
tive work, and the president of the union by the contract is allowed
to work full time on union business. Although, to his credit, he does
hear some cases.

Mr. JOHNSON. When you say “some”. how many?

Mr. ASTRUE. I don’t know. I would have to check. We are now
making that kind of information public which we haven’t in the
past.

Mr. JOHNSON. Different subject. Why did we learn just last
year that the NCC had to be replaced? The center is apparently 30
years old, and surely somebody told you the problems that were ex-
isting there or were coming.

Mr. ASTRUE. Certainly coming in I was not aware that this was
a problem, and I was not aware that this was a problem until a
bit into 2007. And I actually picked it up through our strategic
planning process, where we said we have got to look at what we
need to plan for the future, and it was clear that this was a major
issue for us.

It took a little while to get a handle on it. There had been a part
of the organization that had started to look at this, and there was
a study pending that came in in January of 2008, and it took a lit-
tle time to push back and look at the options. Because, you know,
the first time someone comes in and says, “I would like to spend
three-quarters of a billion dollars for a new facility”. you don’t say,
“Oh, fine”. So we spent several months going back and forth, seeing
whether we could in any way extend the life of the existing facility,
look at other options; and, finally, we came to the conclusion that
we really did need to replace it. It took a little while.

We communicated that to the Congress after the May——

Mr. JOHNSON. Let me interrupt you, because we understand
what the problems are. I mean, I have seen pictures of some of the
facilities over there, and it seems to me it is a big fire hazard. If
that building burnt down today, if the NCC failed, what are the
chances of you recovering the information that would be destroyed?

Mr. ASTRUE. The chances of recovering the information that is
destroyed are extremely high. We run backup tapes daily and take
them to an offsite location every day except Sunday. So restoring
the——

Mr. JOHNSON. I was told you didn’t have any backup. Where
do you take them?

Mr. ASTRUE. There are two types of backup here. And there has
been confusion, even when I was talking to computer people re-
cently, they got confused about it. And it is probably my fault in
terms of communication.

So there are two types of backup. There is the computer power
that actually runs the system, and then there is the storage for the
data. So we take the data

Again, if I am making a technical error, we will correct this for
the record.

But, basically, we take the data on a daily basis, except Sunday,
from the National Computer Center to a separate offsite location.
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So if there is a data storage type of problem, we can restore the
data. The data doesn’t disappear. We always have recent data.

The issue is if there were a problem with running the National
Computer Center. Right now, we do not have an adequate backup
facitlity. We rely on a commercial facility in New Jersey that would
only allow us to run most of our critical workloads at 30 percent
capacity, so the agency would have to ration availability among the
regions. It would be catastrophic until we came back online.

Mr. JOHNSON. Well, if you copied those to discs and your com-
puter system is so old, are there any computers that will run those
discs after you copy them?

Mr. ASTRUE. We can run on the commercial facility in New Jer-
sey. The problem is our system is so huge there just isn’t a com-
mercially available facility that has the capacity to run all the
transactions of the Social Security Administration.

Mr. JOHNSON. What you are saying is we would have a failure.
Would people fail to get their checks?

Mr. ASTRUE. All of our current beneficiearies would continue to
receive their checks. However, there would be a delay in new bene-
ficiaries getting their checks.

Mr. JOHNSON. Are you confident that we have a plan in place
to rectify that problem? And it seems to me that 2012 for Durham
is an awful long way off, and I don’t know how long it is going to
take us to build a new facility.

Mr. ASTRUE. Let me give you some good news on Durham.

I was just down at the facility about 2 weeks ago. The shell is
up and completed. The first group of equipment is on the site and
is being installed. It will take us about 6 months in all likelihood
before we will get Durham up to where it will be the equivalent
of the New Jersey facility, and then we will be adding additional
capacity month by month after that.

In about 6 months, month by month, it will get better than the
status quo. It won’t be perfect. IWe are moving a little faster than
before. I would say probably about another 18 months before we
have Durham up to full recovery capacity.

So with the additional resources, I have approved some amend-
ments, some additional changes to Durham that will add capacity
at Durham, too. So we have that coming, too. So it is getting bet-
ter. We have to hold on for approximately 6 months, and at least
it will be better than the status quo every month after that.

Mr. JOHNSON. Thank you.

Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

Chairman TANNER. Thank you, Mr. Johnson.

Dr. McDermott.

Mr. MCDERMOTT. Mr. Astrue, I assume you are on the side of
the clients in this issue. So the question I ask really, or to try to
understand what is going on, have you spent all the money that
we gave you last year for additional people and space?

Mr. ASTRUE. Absolutely. We went out and we had $148 million
over the President’s request and most of that went into backlog re-
duction. The most expensive part of that is hiring new judges. We
hired 190 new judges. The Inspector General at our request did a
study of the fully loaded cost of an administrative law judge. An
administrative law judge fully loaded is about three-quarters of a
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million dollars a year. So you can see that for that $148 million,
most of that went into the additional judicial capacity.

| Mr. MCDERMOTT. Have they been working full time for the
ast

Mr. ASTRUE. They have.

Again, I know this isn’t easy, so I have to plead for patience. The
system is so complicated that it takes people a long time to become
fully productive.

We are thrilled by this class of judges. I think we did a better
job in selection. We did more careful background checks. These peo-
ple are working very hard. They are getting very high grades on
how they are treating people.

But in terms of productivity—I looked at the numbers just a cou-
ple of weeks ago. After about 9 months on the job for most of them,
they are at about three-quarters of what a more experienced ad-
ministrative law judge does. The good news is the trend line is up.
They are going to get there. But it is probably going to take them
12 to 15 months before

Mr. MCDERMOTT. Isn’t the trend line about the numbers of
days waiting is exactly the same for the last 2 years? It is over 500.

Mr. ASTRUE. With all due respect, Mr. Chairman, we are down
to 488, I think, right now. Again, it is not dramatically down, but
the average processing times are down.

Mr. MCDERMOTT. The source of this data is from you guys, So-
cial Security Administration. Those two columns over here are the
same, basically; and I am not sure—I don’t want to argue hours or
days or whatever, what I want to understand is what is it that
holds up—why somebody is 75 percent productive; why not 100
percent?

Mr. ASTRUE. Because I think that

Mr. MCDERMOTT. You have had a year.

Mr. ASTRUE. The complexity of the system is mind-blowing.
They have to learn our rules about every possible medical disease
or condition known to man, and our systems, which take time to
learn too, because we are increasingly automated, but the systems
aren’t perfect yet.

We have got terrific people. I have no qualms about the effort
that they have put in. I think a lot of these new judges are working
extremely hard. And almost all of them are on a satisfactory track
of productivity. There are a couple who are having some issues, but
it just takes time.

And it is the same thing with claims representatives, tele-service
representatives. They are not productive immediately.

Mr. MCDERMOTT. Anybody can see the trend of the line for the
last 8 years. You don’t have to be even close or have a reading test
to see that trend. And the fact is that you are going to have 44 per-
cent of your people retire by 2016. What is the planning for the fu-
ture? Are we going to go into another climb in—because we lose all
the people who have been there a long time and take this knowl-
edge out the door with them, and we get these new people in that
have to learn the system from the ground up.

Mr. ASTRUE. And in the good news, bad news category, with the
economy changing, the retirement rates have slowed down a little
bit. So it does buy us a little time.




34

Again, I wouldn’t wish that on anybody who doesn’t want to stay.

Mr. MCDERMOTT. You are not wishing against Mr. Geithner
and the President, are you?

Mr. ASTRUE. No, no. But we are trying to hire as many people
as fast as we can. We have broadened and moved faster our SES
development candidate pool. We have brought 14s in for the first
time so that we have a little bit broader pool. We will have a
slightly younger age distribution than what we had before to try
to maintain some continuity.

We are doing what we can. But, at the end of the day, I can only
hire as many people as we have the money to hire. We have moved
extremely quickly.

Mr. MCDERMOTT. How about space? Do you have problems
with space? Somebody says it takes 24 months to get space out of
GSA?

Mr. ASTRUE. It does.

Mr. MCDERMOTT. What is the reason for that? The military
can put 500,000 people in Iraq inside of 3 months. Why can’t GSA
move a few people and get some offices open?

Mr. ASTRUE. I hear this with some regularity. I actually think
the people who are working for us have made this a top priority;
and they are trying. But we have several issues.

First of all, we have to negotiate sometimes with as many as four
different unions before we can go to GSA, because we have to have
a plan that is going to work under the collective bargaining agree-
ments. That takes some time. And then GSA has a process to try
to make sure the bidding is fair and objective.

The kind of space that they choose—which I don’t get to decide,
they get to decide—makes a big difference. If they get space that
is already existing, that fits our needs, that doesn’t have to be
redone, then we can often beat that 24 months. But sometimes
they build space from scratch. Sometimes they will renovate. Some-
times they find space that is in move-in condition.

We try to expedite this as much as we can. They have an inven-
tory of excess space, and we have been all over that list. And we
will sometimes change where we want to be if it doesn’t make that
much difference, if we actually think we can get into the space fast-
er.
So we have moved from having too much physical space, because
we lost so many employees that we were awash in space. When we
all of a sudden are trying to hire 5,000, I think we are going to be
okay for this fiscal year, but it is a potential limitation, particularly
getting the space in the right places. Because, for 20 years—and
I don’t know why this was true—the agency underallocated in the
Midwest and the Southeast. And if you look at where the most
backlogged hearing offices are, almost all of them, with all due re-
spect to some members to whom this generalization won’t apply,
they are mostly in those parts of the country, and that is where
the new hearing offices are going. We are pushing to get them open
as quickly as we can, and we hope there will not be a limitation
next year.

Mr. MCDERMOTT. Thank you. I apologize for taking more than
my fair share of time.
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Chairman TANNER. We will go, with the permission of the Com-
mittee, to two over here, since we have a great attendance this
morning and a very highly interesting subject here.

So may I call on Mr. Stark.

Mr. STARK. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. Mr. Astrue, thank you.

If T could just switch to a topic that has been a concern of mine
for some time, and that is the issue of 30,000 children who receive
SSA benefits and are in foster care. I don’t want you to go auditing
this, but, as someone who receives this form for his own children
each year, I am aware of how closely you keep track of what my
children receive and what I do with that. But I am afraid that you
don’t keep as close track of the money that these children receive.

For the benefit of my colleagues, children who for one reason or
another, SSI or because of disability or because of a parent who is
disabled or dead, often receive Social Security benefits, a couple
hundred bucks a month. And if they happen to be in foster care,
I think it is fair to say that almost automatically this money goes
to the State.

And States vary in how they use that money. I suspect there are
a few States which just dump it into the general revenue and could
not account for the fact that it is used for these children. And there
are arguments. Some say, why should foster children, who are enti-
tled to a Social Security benefit because of a disability or lack of
parenthood, have to pay out of basically their funds for foster care
when other children don’t? And I was going to see if I could ask
Mr. Astrue if they are doing anything to review this.

There is a system by which the representative, I guess it is
called, is selected. But I doubt very much if you audit the States
to see that each kid is entitled to some of this money. And the end
result is that these are foster children who in many cases have
mental disabilities, other—wherein a few thousand dollars when
they mature out of foster care could be a great advantage, either
a way to get to college or a way to get their first apartment for
independent living.

And I guess my question is, are you doing anything now to study
or consider how the States apply this money—I know California
does a good job and other States, too. But, as I say, I think some
States take the money and pop it into general revenue. Is there
any program going on now in Social Security that is reviewing ei-
ther how a representative is selected or what they do with the
money?

Mr. ASTRUE. We know your interest, and I think it is a fair
point, and it is on our list to talk to OMB. They are only up for
business recently for anything but emergency issues, and we have
a fairly long list of things that we would like to talk to them about.
But we are prepared to look at that.

I think, as with all questions with rep payers, we do have to go
carefully, because we want to make sure that we don’t discourage
people from being rep payees or state agents. We do have difficulty
in a lot of the country getting qualified rep payees.

Mr. STARK. It is a very small amount for most States, but these
are, it seems to me

Mr. ASTRUE. Again, I give you credit for your leadership in this
area, because you did encourage us also to talk to California about
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the issue of seamless continuation. There were foster care children
getting lost in the cracks when they were re-reviewed under the
adult standards.

Mr. STARK. When they age out.

Mr. ASTRUE. We actually worked with Secretary Wagner in
California on that. We have an improvement. It is a little awk-
ward, but I think they are pretty happy with it. And we are now
using that in other States.

But part of what we want to do when we talk about foster care
more broadly with OMB is to identify ways to make that a little
bit more elegant and a little bit more efficient, too. So we are look-
ing at that as well.

Mr. STARK. Thank you very much. And I want to particularly
thank your employees in both the Oakland and San Jose office for
the wonderful service they give our—thank them for me.

Mr. ASTRUE. Thank you. I will do. Thank you, Mr. Stark.

Chairman TANNER. Thank you, Mr. Stark.

Mr. LINDER.

Mr. LINDER. Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

Commissioner Astrue, you mentioned an administrative law
judge who in his contract doesn’t hear any cases because he is a
labor union leader and he is full time on the labor union. How
many are there such as that?

Mr. ASTRUE. I believe the contract is a little complicated, but
my understanding is that there is one who clearly does not have
to hear cases, and that is the president of the union.

There are, if I remember correctly—and I apologize if I don’t do
this correctly from memory—I believe there are 125 other union of-
ficers who at least under some circumstances do reduced time and
how much reduced time gets a little complicated. So what I would
prefer to do, rather than make a mistake on this, is double check
that number and give you the full details of the collective bar-
gaining agreement in that regard.

Mr. LINDER. All right. Thank you very much.

[The information follows:]
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SOCIAL SECURITY

The Commissionsr

May 29, 2009

The Honorable Sam Johnson

Rankieg Member, Subcommites on Social Security
Commitiee on Waoys and Means

House of Represenlatives

Wishington, DLC, 20515

Dhear Mr, Johnsom;

Thank you lor vour April %, 2009, letier requesting additional infermation to complete the
recard for the “Mind Hesring oo Eliminating the Social Security Disbility Backlop™ beld on
Miarch 24, 2009, Enclosed you will ind the answers W your quesins.

I hope this informeation is helpful. 1T ] may be of further assistance, plesse di pol besitale 1o

cankact me, or your slall may comlact Angela Amelt, our Acting Deputy Commissicner for
Leghslative and Regalmiory A foirs, at (202] 3586050

1 1. Astrue

SOCIAL SECURITY ADMINIETRATION  BALTIMORE MDD TEX1S-0001
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The Commizsioner

Doay 20, 2000

The Honoemble John Linder

Ranking hMember, Subcommitiee on Income
Secwrily aid Family Sijipan

Commilter on Ways and Means

Houge of Bepresendstives

‘Washington, DUC. 2515

Dzar Mr. Linder:

Thank you for your April 9, 2000, lefter requesting addilional mformation 1o complels 1
record for the *Joint Hearing on Eliminating the Social Secuity Desability Backlog,"” held an
Murch 24, 2009, Enclosed you will find the answers 1o your questions,

| keope this information is helpfisl, 150 may ke of furlber sssstance, please dio niot hesitate fo
comlact e, of your seall may econtaci Angels Amett, mer Acting Depaty Commissioner for
Legislative and Regulaiory Affsirs, ot (203) 358-6030.

Sincerely,

1. Astrog

Enclosure

SOC AL SECURITY ADMINISTHATION RALTIMORE WMDx 213330001



39

(Dwestions for the Record Sobsequent to the Murch I4, D% Hearing
Before the Houwse Commitiee on Ways and Means
Subcommittees on Secinl Secarity and Income Securbiy and Family Support

1. The Presidemt’s Fiscal Vear 2000 badpel (j.15) says the Admindstration would like
"wark with Congress bo reviiail asset limits for Federal means-iested programs,” In the
laat Congress, senior Democral Representative Jebn Conyers imirodueed 5 hill (H.1E 3172)
1t would repeal aseet limils for the Supplemental Security Inosme (551) program usder
ithee Ways amd Means Comsmittes's jurisdictisn. Usder the Conyers bill, any disabbed
person whe curremily has & low inceme would be eligible for 851, regardles of how mech
i o wha has saved in the hank or is siocks, regardbess of how big s howse he or she might
own, amil regandlos of how much his or her car cost.

D the Socinl Secarily Adminbiration (55A) support the policy in the Conyers bili? 17
nab, whai sasel limit reform pelicy does the Obams Adminlsiration support, specifically
wilh regard te the 551 pregram? Also, how many more 551 recipients would there be (f
amsol limils were eliminated? How much weald that cosr?

We fully suppon the Administration’s propesal 1o revisit assed limits for Federal means-tesied
programs. Whils we hinve not et isken a position with regaed 1o the specific prowvisions in HUR.
3172, we note that during the last 30 years, the 831 resource limit bas nol been riged and there
bave been no significant changes im the types or amounts of resources exchaded from
cansiderstion.

Becouse we heve limiied dais om the number of persons who might become gligible lor 551
benefits if the nsset test were completely eliminated, we veouk] nesd 10 develop heiter Sk i

fully explore revising thess sl limmils.

1. A lanmary 8, 200% Office of Management amd Budged (OMB) repori enfitled *lmpreving
thve Aecuracy and Integrity of Federnl Payments™ indicates that 12 programs acoousisd
for spproximately 9 percent of reported improper payments for a tsdal of &n welimaied
565 billsw in fscal vear 2008, Inclwded in this “ep 11 list is the Secial Securily
Admimistration s {554 ") 851 program with eslimated fiscal year 2008 isproper paymsenis
ol 54.5 billlion = n rete of over 10 percend, This 1§ pereent impropsr payment rate is ap
subsinntinlly from the fiscal vear 204 rade of 7.4 percenl. What are fhe mdain casses of
tisese improper payments, and what is the 554 doing to reduce the nembsr of impreper
payments? What can Congress do o help with this elFare?

The amounl and saster ol inGames] payments have geown primantly beoause we bave had 1o
reduce the numbser of medetersanalions due 10 6 leek of maources. As disoussed in my
lestimniry, we are now beginning o increase the volume of redeterminations. [n FY 2009, we
willl perfioem 1,711,000 redelemmimalions, an merease of 490,00 over the FY 2008 level As
pan of & govermenent-wide effort to neduce improper payments, the FY 3010 President's Budge:
inchedes a significant incremse in our fanding loe program integrity actlvities, meiuding,
redeterminations. In FY 2010, we plan i presess 2,322,000 redeterminations, which would be
orver 00,000 miee redilerminations thes we expect 1o compleie in Y 2005,
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In FY 3004, the fwo major reasons for improper gayments in the 551 progrim weee recipienls”
Fsihume 8o Tiilly report wages thit they sirmed or Merds this they held b= finsscinl accounts.
Batweszn FY 2004 and FY 2007, these types of improper peyments grew i $400 million and
F500 millsos, respeciively.

T mldress thse mugor causes of payment emor, we heve & number of initistives underway that
willl p=rmdt ws 0o cbialn Information we seed 1o pay beneficieries cormectly. One such initiative
5 the Telephone W age Reporting project. which permits working 551 recipients to easily report
wiges. We are gradmlly increasing the number of perticipeni=s in the program. Another
imitistive is the Aoce=s to Finencial Institutions progect in which we aocess sceooml infomstion
directly Erom the finarcial community, Thes peojes! is carrenly opesating in thres Sunes
Califomia, New Jensy, and Mew York, The FY 2010 Presidents Budpes ineludes language
which veould allow us i expisd saset venifieation iniilistives such as the Access to Financial
Inslihstions prajec, il these projects e fousd 1 be as cost-sffective s redetemisations.

The Presidends hudget request imcheded sn sl jesimsent in ihe overall aliocation for snsusl
approprisfions for prograss integrily reviews; but experience tells e that these sliocations
aren'l irsselad, particelarly when funding ls previded through a continuimg resedution or
I semme funds are lster rescinded. Have you talked 1o OME and the appropriaters shout
some type of ne=year enpitnl budget to fund program integrity efMoris or sendod
techmnlogy investments?

Our FY 104 appoopriation allows us iy begin 1o reverse the overall declise [n program integrity
reviews. The FY 2000 President”s Budpel prowides e with 5758 millice: oo furdher increase oar
prgram inligrty eorma, Thess elfons will funther ensure that the Government spends tax
dallars efficiently and thet we correctly pay benefits ondy bo those persons who are eligible.

In F¥ 2009, we plan io process 1,079,000 periodic CDRs, including 329000 medical CDRA
The President's budget allows os fo maininin fhe hipher bevwed of medScal CDRa in FY 2000, We
sy plin 80 process 2322000 551 redeterminations. Even with this incremse, we will still
perform fewer program iniegrity reviews tham we did sarlier in this decade,

Wi bave hed tight badgets in the recenl. pasd, and when resounses are limibed, we must balance
our program gty +lors agains) mainaining service to the public. Susisined, adequoie, amd
timaely funding is vital 1o ensuring our abilny o mest both our nporien s=rvice and
sirwimlship commitments. The pdStional funding provided by Congress in FY 2009 is helping
us make & paditive dfference in sl of the work we do.

Rignnlisg i fo-yenr capimal budgst b furd neaded technology imvestments, we bave considensd
this s mre extremely groieful for the additional 3500 million in no-year [unding for & pew
Maticnsl Computer Center. W look forwand o discwssing with you be the Presidess’s Budget
will help us with olher necessary investmenis 1o modemize cur information technology
infricanaciine and provide 20% century cestomer service (o the public,
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4 Plesse pxplain bow averags hearing processing time is defined, Why is there so much

Nuctuatien in the hearing s’ numbers?

We define aversge processing time (APT) as the average numier of calendar days from e
hearing regoest dese to the disposition daie for all dispositions during a reporting pared
[MifTErences in dain can ocour becwese we mav be calculating APT for dilferent reporiing
pereds. For example, the APT for a centain month sselly would be different than the AFT for
FY o dase, i.e., caloulating APT for all dispositions from thee heginning of the fiscal year io the
date the APT is caloulated. The hest Barameter for APT is the fiscal-year-to-date calcslation.
In addition, the AT varies fram hearieg office o hearing office becpese some offices bave
e aped cases dan alher offices. Thus, offices with high numbers of aged cases due 1o large
backlogs smd offsces that assist other offiees in processing their oged case workload tend io hee
higher AFTs.

Due Ly the many chsineles 1o expansion of e hearing offices, the location and size of the
hearing offices [s sssentially the same ms i was twenty yeams agn, even though the demagprapiec
of the clalmani populition hewe changed damatically. W'e bave undenaken with our recent
expansion o inke changed demographics into acoomt, which is why the expansions we focsed
iz the Rust Belt and Southwesi.

Last year, for the first tme, your Chief Administrative Law Judge (ALT) sl a prodeciion
expectation for the Agency’s 1+ jodpes. He asked mch julgs ts proceis befween 500
amd 700 cases during the year. Dn averags, how many cases b (bt per duy® How did
your Chief Judpe arrive sl this number? What are you dalng abeut these that falled fo
achizve the goal?

The Chief Admsintsrative Law Judge (ALT) reqoested all ALs io process S00-T0) dispositions
cach fisesl yesr, Simoe there are approcimately 250 work days in the fiscal vear, cach AL
would need to dacide, on mverage, between I to L8 ases per work day. We used persenal
experience pnd kisorcnl dat 1o set the goals. The Cffice of the Inspector Cienesal ()
perfomed an -tpruduﬂmwnnﬁhmim-iwmﬂlhliﬁuwmrm
wis reasonsble. Combined with other hacklag isstistives, we will clissinate the hearing backiog
by 2013 if the ALK meel Ihese poals.

We currenthy e benichmisks isd Gimelincss measures in sddress ALY performance issues. We
have established benchmiks for processing cises through oll major seps, from meceipl of e
hearing requesd b 4 decishon, We ctamse| ALTs whise case processing takes bonger than the
benchmarke. In addition, we have formed & cross-tomponent workgroup to review issues
retibed 1o AL) perforswance, including identifring the steps we can legally take o extahlish =
acceptable peoductivity level. Until we complete this peview, we will contimes o address Ssoes
relaned 10 AL prodoctivity hased opos tmelimess,

Dt provided o Kepresentative Tiberi regarding the Offiee of Disabllity Adjudiention
wnd Review in Columsbiss, (0H suggesis the aumber of pesding disabilicy enses hns
inereased from FYDE (o FY09. Pesding cxses have ineressed from 8,461 im FYOR 12 9,640
in FY#89 and the average number of cuses per ALJ has incressed firom 826 in FYDH to 945
in FY#,
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The current averags annual ALJ produsiien sxpectation of between S00-TH) cases is
wignificamtly bewer than the avernge numbser of casis pending per judge ia (b Calumibui
office. When will the number of pending cases in the Colambus aMice decrease? What
reseurces are being nsed #o help this office operate more efficiently, and are there any
plans fo wdd more Administratice Law Judges (ALJs) andior otber stail io increass case

precessing capacity?

Represertalive Toser accurately cibed the dita for (he Colambis hearing office, The offics
ended Y 2008 with 8,461 coses pending. sod of the end off February 2009, thers wens 2,640
cemes pending. Also, ai the end of February, there were 544,60 pending cases per ALL
reflecting on increese over the 326,10 pending ceses per ALY ot the end of FY 2008,

The Columires hearing office began receiving nssisisnce from the Springfield, MA bearing
office b 2008 as part of our Service Aren Realignment initistive. The Springfield hearing office
s respionsible for hearing cases from the Momsfield, OH, and Wooster, (H. service aress, which
were peeviously heard by the Columbus hearing office. This fiscall year, the Columbs bearing
oiffize has alse reoeived assistance from the San Francisco Scresning, Usit.

In addition, we plan o estahlish & pew hearing office i Toleds, OH, b FY 2000, whizh will
Eervics aness currently handlad by the Cobembus heaning office. We will closely moniior the
Calumvbes bearing affice’s sinuatson and il necessary, may rensder addizional cases out of the
Columbiess Bearing aiffiee o eealign the Colembus hearing offlee’s service wea,

In FY 2008, we placed rwo additionsl ALK in the Columbus hearleg office, Bringing the toial
sumber of AL 10 10, The alfics has physical capacny for caly 10 AL, 30 we cannol plece
any addilional ALJs in that office this fiscal vesr, Hoveever, the hewing office plans to fill cae
additional sepport steff pesition this fscal vear.

numuﬁﬁymﬁlmhuhmlrmhhﬂhﬁmﬂﬁﬂmﬂi
thal mdditiomal resources and counscling will Enprove their prosiectivity,

Im your written iestimony, you said that yea might need 1400-1430 ALJs to handle the
incriasimg hiarings backlsg. What ean the (ffiee of Perssanel Management (OFM) do 1o
helip veu hire ALJT

The Commissioner recently spoke & length with OFM DHrecsor By sbout the short-iem
problem im hiring AlJs and cer long-term Seees, and asked dhal the regisier of AlLls be
refreshial i aoom as poasible. The Cossentssioner and the Director hawe a shered undersianding
of the challenges that mus be addrezsed and share o commitment in evpeditiously addressing
these challenpes, In onguing dialoges with OFM staff aver the lasi several months, we have
adkied CIPM 1o miske thice changes oo e schedule for ALY comification to better meet our needs.

Firet, OPM pefreshied the register of eliglble AL candidaies by readministering the examination
i 2008 and edding new nomes. On March &, 2009, we received 2 certificale of eligible ALY
cendidmes.
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Sevomd, we hive alermed OFf of cur plan 1o hire 500 AL, which weoaldd Being the tol o
1,450 ALle |m addition, olher sgeneies wiuld hire ALJe from the same register. We have
alresdy requested sl obiaingl cemifemes with snouph Baghly-quakified candidates 1o enabls us
1o hire aboet Balfof the 400, We will continse o work with OPM 1o ensure that oo o cagoing
et the ALY regisier conmins encugh qualified candidetes 1o meet our needs.

Third, we asked QP 1o refresh the register no lwer than Movember of eech year. Dodng s
veruild albovw s do hire ALLs early in & fiscal year and ensure that the nevwly-hired ALls aew
prodactive through a grester portion of that fiscal year than if we had fo hire ALTs lader in that
fiscal year.

Fizally, OPM has the suthority, where spproprinte under the applicable statetory and regulatery
miteria, 1o grani dual compensation waivers 5o that anrestanis may be reemployed withow
salary offsal. OPM recently ginve us dual compensation waiver autharity Tor spscific misslon-
critical posations which suppan the work ol the AL, The authority expires December 311,
200, and i8 10 be used o mee slalling seeds relasd 1 ihe Amencis Retovery and
Rinvesiment Acl, Umder ol dual compensatsos waiver suthariy, reemploped annoitenis nvest
perfoem dulies that direcily of indineetly reduce the disabiliny and retirement claims backlogs.
Allernatively, they mest train eed mesor recently hired, reessigned, or promoted siaff who
performs those duties. (PR previously has granisd dusl compensation waiver outherity ba
reemnploy retired ALJs under sppropriale circumsimoes.

Are electronke disablibty felders being used by nll of the hearing officesT Woald you say
that the use of technalogy, specifleally the use of compuwlers, is o cornersione of the
beearisgs business process? Are all judges compuwter litermizT [ pod, how many aren't snd
what impact $oes this ksve on the rest of the employees in that judge’s officeT Whst's
bezing deme to bring these judges inte the 115t century?

Yies, #il hering offices us: elecrronic disabilicy folders. Elecoonic folders peovide reliahle
sceeaibiliny and allew fer more elficsent worklond processing as work man be mosved
"seamlessly” mmong comporenis. [ hacame abendantly clear doring our resporese 1o Harmicane
Katring thai masstaining elecironde rather thon paper files was & mech more efficient, and safer,
way 10 8o basiness, 'We hose the elecironde fles on remoie servers—away from office
lncations where calmity or satural disesiers may demape them.

O emplovees must bave ceriain compuier skills 10 fasction in the lecironic cass environment,
For exmmple, we use our Case Prodeasing and Mansgement Sysiem 1o provide

information and 10 move work Shrouph the elecsmnic busisess process. All new A LR receive
chectrunic folder iraising just 42 all judpes reosived dhe iraining wien we Inroduced eleciromic
folders. Afin any orpanization, cur employess, incleding our ALLS, have varving degrees of
proficiency = usisg these ol

Wizh the impanding rollout of the sandardesd clectonic business proces, we will provide
adilitiors| “hassds-on® trassing. Cerenily we ire surveying ol Alls o determine the level of
compiier profbeieney within the ALY corps. The results of this servey will halp determiza what
edditiona| treindng is needed o assupe thet all ALYs cen proficiently process our electronic
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workbmds. 'Wo do agnes, hovwever, thal judpes who mfuse o wse electronic disability folders
am slowing justice for claimanls. We aro aciivly akisg steps. 1o address this issue.

Page 4 of yeur wriltes bestimoay includies some iliisning aumber absal (he warkloads
you Tace. Fer example, the 554 verilied abowl | hillion Secial Security nambsers (55N
et yiar, wikieh is &6 amarisg 270 cimed the namber of retirement snd surviver clalms yoa
processed (3.7 millioa). How much of chat Social Secarity numbser (55N verification
caseboad i wutsmted, as opposed to cemprising a sigmifieant empleyes workloed? On
pege 21 of your testimomy, you discuss haw you wre developing strategies fo reduce 250
refafed workloads. Plesse provide mare specifics on these efforts, including what
resowrces they might free up for sther work.

The vasl majority of the Social Security number (SSM) verification workicad [s smomated.
However, mismasches resulting from venifloation processas generaie signifoam work for our
field offices.

Currenly, Stale vitdd rezonds agencies in all 50 Smies, phes the jurisdictions of Mew York City,
the [azricl of Calumbie, and Puerio Rico, pariicipale in the Enumerstion at Birth (EAB)
process. EAR, which began &= a pilol in 1987, allows parents o rogeest 5503 [or their
newhoms us parl of the hospital birth registralion process. A pprocimately 96 pereent af 55N
wands for mewboms mew issusd wia EAB.

Oher Qruick, Sample, and Sale 558 initative mquunmn:lllunml_mﬂwrnﬂmﬂd
fre: up el office resarces i the enumenmtlon process. [ecluded in that inizistive we:

v Deceense the Demand for Replacement S5N Cards: As par of this effort, we am promoting
the use of our electronic services and daia exchanpes, & approprisle, b5 minimize Held
affice traffic. Forexample, wo bave werificalion sysies avmilable o, and dals cxchanges
with, the S2ates and the 1.5, military, yel Sine agencics snd mélimry recnsbiers frequenily
sendd persons o-our Tkl allices i appdy for replacement Social Security cards when they
could werifly the Bk an-line mone quickly and more caslly. Incressing the use of oo
electronic verilicaion fysles would result = dezremed demand for replocement Socisl
Sezurly eands

= Lse Video Conferenging Techoology: In 1008, we began to teut the use ol video tachasbgy
huﬂnpmum—uhmlduﬁmmﬂrﬂmmwrmﬂlﬁﬂiﬂrm—ﬂ#
convenience of filing for replacemant 353 cands via vider, 'We have used video lechaciogy
10 conduct claims-related business in the Dénver ragion Mo aver 5 years. In Delober 2008,
we began a pilot im Morth Dakola b use video lechnalogy i the 55N applicilson process
and will exgand the pilad to Wyoming in Ageil 2000 in onder o gather suffieient information
1o analyze the pilol's smcees,

«  Exploro On-Line Replscement Cards: We iee developing & process that weed allow
applicants 8 complele 55N replicement ennd spplieations online. After we heve developed
an wetbeeritl cathom perioood, we will be pble 1o issue some cards withoet the spplicant visiling
 fiebd office. Other applicants will still be required to ssbmit documentation by mail o in
persan at a field offios or cand cenber,
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Implssmsni Signaiurs Praxy fur S5M Cards: Signanure proxy allows applicanis for original
55Ms and repleoemen 55N cards to apply for the card withom providisg o “wel™ signatere,
i eliminating paper from the S5 application process. The new, redesigned S84
application sysiem called S5NAP will use signature peoxy. W'e will begin the S5HAF
phese-in in Augusi 2009. Signanere proxy is critieal 1o the implementation of ca-line
replocement S5h caeds,

Espend Emeseraiion m Esry (EAER Wi are negotiating with the Deparment of Homeland
Lepwrivy (5] 10 expemd the EAE process, in which DS ond the Departmess of Soaie
collect enumertion dain and ke 55N applications os pant of the immigraton process.

e THownnze e fizpsibilicy of
wﬂrmwmmﬁmnﬂumﬂhﬂﬂﬂw If lngdemeenazd, the
pregecd would involve FedemlSee collsboraton (n whizh Staie apescie elestronmeally
collec infermation, mach a8 niewe changes, necesaary 1 updile our 55 reconds. This
prageet wioild expand the rale of the Ste vital reeonds apescie.

1L As Cammikeibion v, we ke & ley priscity of vear 8 eniuring o masy of your employves
an pockibibe are direcily serving the public in erder (o address ihe incressing numbser of
now mnil Backbagged claims,

How many people didiver direct sorvice 1o the public?
Presenily, 55,692 employees (of 36 pescent of all employess) are In direct service positions.

How many peaple support (e delivering direc serviee?
W have 8,919 emphoyees (or 14 percnt of o employess) who support the drect service
errpliap i

How many people work in Hend
A total of B0E9 employess for 13 mafﬂlmmuhﬁﬂw

How many people work in Regiensl (fices?
A total of 1,548 emplovess {or 3 percent ol all emgdeyess) work in regional offices.

Aure you hiring those who directhy seree the public (through field offices, hearing
offices, phone cesters, ete.) ot the same rvte as Headguarters and ather suppori

Mo ?lhnhn'm;hdlmﬂm;ﬂim:lihhnmlhﬂmﬂm
positions. Winety-four pencent of our new hinss are in direct service positions,

What are you deing 1s ensere as many of your employecs as poasibbe are serving the
pahlic?

O umber cme pricity is to bire froat-line s2afT who directly serve the public. However,
thase front-line employees cannat provide the best possible senvice without sufficiet
support staff 1o dewelop the service defivery ols required o pet the work done and 8o gt i)
dore with greater efficiency. Suppon staff are critical in cir efTors e oseedinee work,

L
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improve and expied exisling mnomation, md coatines development of our telephone and
Inieme services. Suppon sisff employess also work to impeove our in-office service
delivery by conducting the mmalysis v sreamline poficy, establish Social Security Cand
Centers, and provide se|f-kelp computers eed video service delivery. Suppon staff alss
conducl sdménistrative lasks, such as processing penmanel actions, writing podicy
instrections, and carrying out budpet owersighL.

11, The insoming request did st imchede 3 Qwestion #11.

12, While gver 53% of the 554 stafT is eligitde te recire by 2007, mew OF M extimutes indicate
2,100 federal employees expected te refire between 2009 snd 2001 will delay retirement
due to the ecomomy. How will the 554" workferce be impaeted? Does this change your
hiring plams? The current Field Offiee Mansgement Association Fresident has imdicsted
it this delay provides an Incrensed spportumity for mentoring new employees, Does the
mgency have plans te improve service delivery training gives the larger numbers of
experienced wafl availakle?

Chur matestlcs shos that the downward esd in the U5 sconomy hes bad minimal effect on
retirements in car workforee. Our recirement projections have been within the expected mnge.
Therefone, we do nol esticipale that OFfd"s estimaie of defayed retirements aoross the Fedeml
Giovernment will bave a significant impect on our egency.

W'z bame our hiving plans on oar budget. on the expected level of cer workloads, and on the
pamber of employees whom we aslicipale will leawe the sgency. While the number al’
employess nitiring in FY 2008 decreased shightly compared (o the previous 4 years, our
workboad demands have meadily increased. This year, we plan to hire more emqployees than we
anticipate losing in arder 0o seet our dsing workload demands,

Mentor suppon and an-the-job tralning sre vital to the soccess of cer employees. 'W'e menior all
pewdyshired employess according wo their needs.

In FY' 202, v will begin developing a pilet for nesforming eniry-level training for direc
mervice employees. W plas on using i Merest taining modalities sech as Vides on Demund,
hancks om besming, online lessons, and Imesscibve Videoo Tralsing. Cur plan will iscrease the
s ail leehnology for irsring a8 well as address the lesening styles of four generations of
employees working 4t our sgency,

12 State Departments of Metor ¥ehicles are maving in the direction of promoting saline
customer service by charging a small fee for pesple whe continwe to seek fuce in face
services. Is that something the 354 is considerimg? What is the 55A deding, and whai
agrtioss are you considering, (o allocaine the B5A" resowrces. B deliver ellicient cuilomer
servieeT

'W'e have no jplan &t this lime 1o charge fees for our progam-tased services, bt we undcraand
thal Congress may seed b0 congider this oplion for cenain sesvices. We carrently charge fees
for ihe work we do io respond in non-progeem requests by thind parties, such as insurance
companies requesting disability informetion or mortgage companies mgoesting Social Security
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number verificaions.

Iz addition to placing employees in key localions, we also have & brosd sy of iniliatives under
way 1o improwe cur custoemer service and make i more efficient. These initiatives inchade
efforis b further sotomate comples workloads, 1o streambine policies and proceduncs, 1o creats
new and impreved Inbermel sed e lephone mervice eplions, sl s speoee Eaining Tor cur fhon-
line service employess, W ang Blso wsing innovative technalagies within our fleld offices o
imprene cuslomes service, For example, i some offszes we bave placed televisions in waiting
srend 10 infoem the public about our serviees. In other offlees, the public has the eption o
el uet Buginess of-lige with & sell-help coseguter det links 1o our Iniemet services, rmsther than
wailing for i available cusiomer service represenimtive. Addiionslly, Video Conferescing.
Teesnology, in Geld oices and at thied party loestiors provides cleims-relaied sarvice
customers in remote areas snd helps bandle spikes in office visitor maffic.

How do the 554 technology costs per emsploye: compare with ather similar indusiries?
Are thiere activithes that the S5A moald auiomate witl relwtive ease thad would free stell
ressurees but due to other priorities have not been dome? 1 so, what are theyT Flease
eaplein how sutematien requests for the Agency are prieritied.

In FY m&wmmmhﬂtmmewﬂﬂlml The
Drecember 15, 2008, Gariner paper “1T Koy Mutrics Diata P00%: Exesutive Summiary™
wvormge [T spesding per emplover of 524,123 fior the ioersnce industry and $24,391 for the
tanking and frmnce indusiry.

W foeus gur aulnmation effons on major projects requiring substaniial IT imvestments, such asc
*  mmormaling tee dissbaliny clalms process
» qumﬂwwlﬂmhﬂmmmﬂﬂlq 1o provide servioes over the

. hd.ﬂ'gmﬂlusmihnﬁmﬂﬂpﬂhm“ﬁ“hlmﬂ
adjudication; ead
- h!lnpmghnhhmﬁm“imlﬁhrm]m’hmum.rnﬁw..dmi#wmm

The Information Techeology Advisory Boand (TTAR) governs the agency”s IT Evesiment
decisions. The ITAD is chaired by the Chiel Infarmation OfMicer and s composed of the Acting
Commissioner of Social Security, the Chiell of S1alT, all Depeaty Commissiones-level
execulives, and other excculive stadT. Dis prismry responsibilities include priceiizing all
regquests for suoemation. The driving forces behind cor process Include, but ore not limited io,
et on investmment, legislative and coun mandaies, and audit findings and recomeendations.

A pegjuest Tor automation sians os & proposal.  Loveer level review panels, known os “portiolio
teami,” review and eveluaie the progosals for their anticipeted refum on ivestment and io
ensure that they will promote the goals and objectives i our Siradegic Plan. The ponlio wies
passes ils recommendations b0 the [TAB for ils consaderlion, The ITAB mests ol leist foar

' | thin per conl bry diwidding aef lotal FY 2008 IT bidgen (51,074.504, 573 by tha sl

mirnbar H’ﬂ.ﬂ'—rl-p.p-‘-drq.. arsd Sitwse dieshifity deterination servics employes (T8, 31746).
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times & pear i erenle, and them modify, & twn-yesr [T plan hesed on portiolbo e
reenmmendaiioss and 10 make ather IT investment decisinns.

15, Ad thi kearing, several individiuals mentioned the 85A4% seed for additional rescoress e
hiire and truin msere werkers. The follewing is from & February 9, D6 554 Inspector
Gemersl document! “We determined that sn sversge 1459 sut of 71,000 S5A empleyers
{appreximately I percemt) had instanoes of AWOHL jabeent without have] esch yesr from
DR fo 2DOT.™ lllﬂlrﬂpl‘ﬂﬂm'f What sleps have you tslen s snsure current 554
smployees are actually showing wp for werk and peiting is & Nell and preduciie day on
1o juh?

e believe thie wse of AWOL o oer sgency is not o problem considering the tofal number of
loaars worked by our employees compared to the total nomber of AW hours. Qur employess
wurk over 135 milllion hours esch year, and approsimately 100,000 Bowrs e chispal b
AWOL, Thes, AWDL houra represest aboul 00T pencent of naml hours

The: February 2009 |nspecior General's report simed thal employees are charged AWOL for s
varsety of reasons tal fall under three maln cmegories: 1) emphoyess who fail 1o request leave
peoperly, 2) employess who essentinlly sbandom their positions with no intention of returming o
work, and 3) employess who are legitimaiely ill snd have exbausted all availsble sooued ke,
donated leave, and entitlements under the Family and Muedical Leave At

W cantinue o addneas this important humss cipital {ssue with masagers. Through ongoing
Ermining, such &3 Pemionne] Mesapement ‘Workshope, provided isroughout the yeas, we ndvise
ErrnagErs o e various rpes of kegve, proper leave wage, and relmed diseipline o ensore the
condiglent and secuwmie application of leave pollcles ageacyowide. |n addition, our oman
rescirces predessionsls routinely advise supervisors and memagers on methods io deal with
employees who bave beave-relsted protdems, from the first fime an emploves fails o comply
with lesve nides through progressive discipline for AWOL. W alss provide infermation an
personne] issues through our online websiies a3 well a3 Inlemcive Vided Training broadeis on
sach topics as “Effective Leave Mansgemest.™ The broadeadls are available 1o all suiperiaoes
maticnwide throuph our websiles as well as by Video oa Demand.

. Im your eral testimeny, you said kel the error rade of ooline spplications was s
wignificaml. Whil is the secireey rale of chaims Aled onling 45 compared to chaims fled in
a Social Security office?

W ek the accuracy rate of chaims By detsrmining wihether paymenis awarded in the
applicalion process are accurale hased on our palicies sl procedures. [a FY 2004, the
overpayment dolkar accursey miles wene 9931 percent for fleld offlces and 9866 percent fior
Tniemies elaime. The FY 2008 undespayseent dollar secomey rates were 5684 percent for field
cffice claims and %6.8% percent for Intermet claimes. The sccumcy mte differences between fiekd
odfices and Indernet claime an: nol sistislically sgasficant. The FY 2008 Iniemel acosrsry dain
dix ot iselude claims fled Swough (Claims, the new caline Social Security benefil application,
whick wis nod operational unti] December 200E.

10
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17. Wi arw vary comcermod ahout the deterisrating condition of the National Compuier Canter
(MOC) amid yoir shility to récover all the dads voil nesd io proces ckifms and (e checks
in & Gmely manser after & disasier. Wihkai is the current and planned beclup sirategy Tar
i 554 eompiuler ayatenT

1f the RCC fils, Sere would be i#le koss of information, and beneficisries would continue 1o
e benefies.

We currently mainiain disaser recovery capabilitics using & commercikl Bii-gte recpvery
leeation. Each year ve test the process and peocodures secessiry (0 recorver oir [T resounces
and &ae. As our duls Fesooes continee 10 grov, evessmlly the use of & commercial recovery
sie will nix longer be fensible. Beoause of this limdtation, we began construction of the
Secondary Ssppon Center (S5C) and initisted the [nformation Technology Opertions
Assurance {ITOA) project.

W plem to move part of the MCC™s information to the S5C beginning this month. We will
comtinue (o create multiple backup copies of critical dats on & daily besis, Ooe copy will pemaein
onsite within the BMCT, and the remaining copy will be shipped alfie. Thus, should the NOC
b damaged or destroyed, the most Bl weald Be boat s the last 24 hours of dee

Uinder the ITOA project, we will copy the date resources of the WOC and the S5C 1o each other
dudly. 'We will equip ench site with compting capacity that will sllow # 0 asseme the servioe
delivery reguirements of the ather siie should there be a falure. The goal i to provide for
recovery of & fuilled data center withim 24 hours sod with no more that | hoar's dain loss. The
ITOA project & currently underway and on schedule for completion in calendar yesr (CY) 2012

Whiile tha TTOA projoct movwes krwand completion, we aee mpidly increasing the 550's
capability 1o provide sdditional peotection for s loss of the NCC. W will odd cepacity to the
SRC In O 2009 t allow (1w sepport dain recovery operations for the RBCC. We will costtinoe
1y use ghe commercial hol-site wil we con epgrade the 55C and test the recowery prooess o
ezemere 0l critienl sysiemns and deta sre proiecied.

14. ¥eu have been given substantis] fands io establish o mew NOC. 'What is the timeframe for
ity completion? Do you heve n cross-compament response beam ready te respond 8o
imguiries from the General Bervices Admimistration and DMBT? What can be dons to
expedite this process and how can Congrss help?

W e vernic i ity thas mmﬂﬁmlmﬁmﬁuﬂlm[ﬁﬁh]mummmlﬂw
progecd plan I complete eonstniction af the sew MOC by Oziober 20035, 'We project the
infarmation sysless equipmen set-up and integrtion o be phesed in over an | B-month pericd
Eallowing consmaction.

Wi willl weork chesely with (G454 durisg oll sspecis of the facility"s construction. As integml
meshers of GSA's peoject team, we peovide specific facility infrastructune requirements based
on Uptime Institute’s Tier 3 standards: for data conders and will srsun the buildng
socommodates our [T infrastructers secds Bor the sex 15-20 e,
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We overses all woek done by G54 and its conimors throwgh all phases of our constrection
prajocts; the new MOC, which we are referring b ns the Rational Suppor Cenber, is ao
exception. Both we and GEA have assigned some off The most highly quaSilied project managers
o the prajerd feam, Dur cosplonees on 1he project inelude Fleerical Enginesers, Mechanscsl
Engisszers, Fire Prevention Engineers, md T Specialiss who pariicipated in the desigs and
ronstruction of The 850, They have boen winking on an aceelerated schedale for this projeot
singe February, when we reecived the Amesican Recovery and Reimvesiment Act fands. In
mdilitiom, GEA hined specialized comstnaction mansgemen conssltanis ond will bire 1T
coitsailtanils 10 gssis om the projecs.

We appreciaie your offer 1o help. and il we idmiify any obstscles that we neal your esisiance
1o pvercome. we will eodifr you immedEicly

14, Flense provide the following imformatien for sach unioes ikl represents ensployess &t the
Agency. Also, please provide the sumbser and peroent ef empleyees Dot Fepresented Iy
uminns and the positions they halid,

= The nussher snd pereent of caploy ces represemied.

Four unions represent our emplovoes: The American Foderation of Thvvemment Employoss
{AFGE], the Intomational Federation of Prafissioml mud Technical Engineers (IFFTE}, the
HMidional Federstion of Federall Employees {MFFE), and the Metional Tressury Emplovees
Uniisn (MTEL, The lisllinwisg chan shosss the number of’ bargaining unii employess
repeesasniod By cack wnion

AN Mumbior ol Bargaining UnH Parcesf of Todal S50

Employres Hptedomed Employan Population

= Please provide the sumber and pereent of emploers mol represeniod by usisos and
1l positions they hold.

Thare ars: 14,465 employees wh are e regecsemizd by unkoms. These employees represem
24 perceit” ol e tinisl employes popalation. Thay are divided méo fwe calupories:

#  Theoee are B51 employees wha woukd e sligible e barpaising unit coversge based on
their dutiew, bul who are nol represenied beemes they work im offices with no union
represeniation (|.e., in offices whene so union has won an election ta becoma The
represeniative of the employers i the officck. Thess emplioyass nepresest 1.3 percent aff
the 1olal employee population

? Thianember asd i 77,9 perooni shave de nel mdd up @ 108 poeil beciaess of nousiling.

2
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&  There are 15,614 employees who ane ineligible for bargnining seil coverage hasel on the
dimies they perform. These employers represend 21.1 pervant of the tal empliyes

&  The number who work full-time on union activities (amil mumber of Bours warkad by
vear for the lest 5 venrs, imchoding cest),

The fallowing charl breaks oul, by union, the number of full-lime wsion represchlstives, the
Trocoars: thwey ek, el all whal eosl,

= The mumber wiso work part-clnee on unken sctivities (and the numbser of howrs worked
iy year for thi last 5 vears, inelading cests and the FTE of thaf tstnl numbser).

The lallowing chan beeaks cut, By ko, the number of pant-time union represeniatives, the
Bemers ey warrked on unbon bsiness, the cost o the agency, and the totall number of full-

timie equdvalents (FTEs)

WNTEL

HNFFE

IFTFE

BFGE
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1380 L] 14

]
Hour Wk TR0 7. ol TR
FTE 2] BAT L= ] ]
= Anoverview of how sgroements are negotisied snd whis ibey are due for

remepnlimtion,

The curent S5AMFGE Mational Agreemen! expines Ausgust 15, 709, The agescy's
managemen] beam conlinies o phepine for the negatintions based on inpul from all sgency
compoments, ot partics have officially notlfled each other of their intention to renegotale
ihe extistasg Mathsial Agresmen, Lroend-rules negotiations are soheduled 1o begin on
Jome 2, 20K, Historically, term regotistions with AFGE bave inken between 12 o 15
s

We mre also proparizg For B upcosrang lerm negoliations with MTEL, We have tws
contrects wilth NTELL. Oine contract eovers Office of Disabdlity Adjudicaiion snd Review
allirmeya i the regions and expines on Jarmry 31, 3000, Tha odher agreement, which
cavers some employees in reghanl offices, expires Joly |, 2005 We intend 10 renegotinge
Bath of thess mgreamenis.

The curent IFFTE-AALJ contract expires Ianuary 31, 2010, and we mend 10 resepotiae
thal contract as well

0, Many concerms have beem expreased abswi the imspoct & totlization sgreement with
Mezios could have on Agency workbsads and the Sorinl Secwrity Trusl Funde. Would
veu provide thie lnbest specific information sbout the status of the lotalicaten
agreement with Mexico signed by then Commissioner Barnhart on Juse 9, 20047
What are the specific stages of the approval process and where exseily b this
asgreemenl im the sppreval procea?

During wialization negotiations, United States (L5 ) negolisans expliined w their bexican
courderparts that L8, statutes alhway like jrecedencs aver iolblization agresmeats.

AfNer (he agrecment was negotaisd, it before it was signed, Congress snacted the Social
Security Prolection .m:l.[ﬁﬁ»l’.ﬁg|:d'III:I!l-l.:I Accordingly, wo attempied 1o hawe Micico aflicm
ﬂu:u:ﬂuﬂ.&.hw:ud.ﬂzmdiamw]n“ﬁimlhlﬂtummﬂﬂm
persons who hove violeted immigration law. To dale, Be Mexicin Oovemment has 2ol
confirmed tha il sgrews with cur view of the efles thes ihe SEPA bas o the doializacion

agreemeni,

Fiwe years Bave passed sinoe the Mexican wotalizstion agreement was negotisted, The serers
and Trust Fund costs arsacinted] with any agreement negotimed fve years ago are likely o
have chanjed.

¥ gpoion 11 of L. D0E-230, which plic o slien workers whese S5hb we B asalgresd afler 2000, provicles tha
wathadi gathon 16 sk i he Unied S

4
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Cinoe we consider a tolalization agreesest 1o be final, the DO, the Matlanal Securty
Cosanell, and the Office of Managemest and Budget muest then review the agreement.
Finally, the While House decides whether to present any such agresment to Congress. 1f sa,
the President sends the ngreement 1o Comgress.

15

——

Mr. LINDER. Why do you need for labor unions to approve space
with the GSA?
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Mr. ASTRUE. The working conditions are covered under collec-
tive bargaining agreements. So we have to, as a general matter, as
I understand it, go through and make sure that everything in the
proposed space is compliant with the various collective bargaining
agreements. And, again, ODAR, where we are doing the hearing of-
fice expansion, has all four unions that are representing ODAR. So
it is probably more complicated at ODAR than it is at most of the
rest of the agencies.

Mr. LINDER. Why isn’t that just administerial duty?

Mr. ASTRUE. Because that is the way the Federal Labor Rela-
tions Act is written, is my understanding. We are just complying
with the statute.

Mr. LINDER. The Federal Labor

Mr. ASTRUE. That is my understanding. I don’t purport to be
an expert on it, and it does get highly technical. We have an office
that deals with those issues. But it is my understanding that those
are the types of issues that we are required to bargain.

Mr. LINDER. I share Sam Johnson’s concern about your com-
puter capabilities and the age of the technology. Have you done any
studies as to whether it would be less expensive to outsource it?

Mr. ASTRUE. We did. And, actually, this study was, I believe,
commissioned under Commissioner Barnhart’s watch. There was a
Lockheed Martin study that took a look at the options and con-
cluded that we really needed to have our own facility.

I think part of the issue is we have enormous constraints in
terms of the sensitivity of the private information of the public that
is in there. It makes it awkward to share with other facilities. We
need a huge facility because of the scope. There just aren’t data
centers like that sitting around.

Mr. LINDER. You don’t think Google and Microsoft have that
kind of capacity?

Mr. ASTRUE. Actually, not for what we need. No, I don’t think
Sﬁ. gven the great Microsoft I don’t think has what we need on the
shelf.

And you know, we live in an age where it is not just the physical
attacks of terrorists, but there is an enormous—and I don’t think
the public really appreciates the—concerted and constant effort
there is to commit cyber-terrorism. I don’t know whether the Com-
mittee has had a recent confidential briefing on that issue, but it
may be a good idea. And that also makes it very difficult to go the
private-sector route with everything that I think we need to do in
order to meet those kinds of defenses. I think we did make the
right choice.

Again, I didn’t like the answer in the beginning either; and we
spent several months going back and forth looking at alternatives
and seeing whether there was another way to do it. But I think we
reluctantly concluded this was the best path forward. I know we
got a lot of those same questions from Congress and tried to be as
transparent as possible. We are very grateful that the Congress
came to the same conclusion and so quickly, and it is going to make
a huge difference for us going forward.

Mr. LINDER. Thank you, Mr. Commissioner.

Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

Chairman TANNER. Thank you, Mr. Linder.
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The Chair will be pleased to recognize Mr. Levin.

Mr. LEVIN. Thank you. Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

Welcome.

Mr. ASTRUE. Thank you, Mr. Levin.

Mr. LEVIN. It is tempting for me to spend time talking about
the problems in the district I represent, and these are immense
problems, and we have talked about them. But I want to go beyond
the vital local issues and get to the nub of this issue, and some of
the discussion from the minority I think illustrates that. We have
in recent times acted to raise the amounts of money that are avail-
able to you, right?

Mr. ASTRUE. Yes. In the last 2 weeks we have a real break from
past practice, and I think it is going to make a big difference going
forward.

Mr. LEVIN. So let me ask you this. You have been involved in
this work for how long?

Mr. ASTRUE. It depends a little bit on how you look at it. Off
and on for 30 years, probably 10 to some extent.

1\}/{1"‘.? LEVIN. And involved with just this government entity,
right?

Mr. ASTRUE. I was with HHS for 6 plus years, some of it en-
tirely at Social Security but all that time at least partially doing
Social Security work before I came back as Commissioner.

Mr. LEVIN. I want to ask you this. If the organization has ade-
quate resources, do you believe that it is able to carry out the func-
tion of handling disability cases in an effective way?

Mr. ASTRUE. I do.

And let me add a couple of caveats to that. We have, I am per-
suaded, some of the very best people in government, and I include
the people that do the work for us in the State Disability Deter-
mination Services. I don’t think it is a question of the people. I
think it has been a question of the resources.

We are facing all kinds of challenges now, particularly—you
know, one of the things I am working very hard on—and I got bad
news from New Jersey this morning on the way to the hearing—
is that more and more of the Governors are furloughing DDS em-
ployees or putting hiring restrictions on, which is crazy. Because
we pay the fully loaded cost. We pay their salaries. We pay for the
overhead.

They are not saving any money by doing this to DDS employees.
What they are doing is slowing up the processing of disability cases
and keeping money out of their own States. And it is a real frustra-
tion to me. Again, we have persuaded a number of Governors not
to do this. But we had another one in New Jersey who apparently
decided to go ahead.

Mr. LEVIN. So you said, if the resources are there, you have no
question about the capability of this governmental entity to do the
job well?

Mr. ASTRUE. Yes, that is right, sir.

Mr. LEVIN. So what we heard earlier—and I want to look ahead,
but this has to be very clear cut—that this institution under its
leadership for a number of years that provided inadequate re-
sources are essentially attacking the entity because it failed to pro-
vide the adequate resources. What you are essentially saying—and
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somehow it wants to hopscotch into healthcare—that SSA, you are
not capable of doing this because you are a governmental agency.

Who appointed you?

Mr. ASTRUE. I was nominated by President Bush, and it was
confirmed in the Senate in February of 2007.

Mr. LEVIN. And we welcome your efforts. And I really think that
those who fail to provide adequate resources should not be the ones
who are throwing the dagger at this agency. We in the last months
have provided more resources instead of underfunding requests
from the Administration. At times, we have gone beyond.

And I just say this because there is a real crisis in almost every
place in this country. It is utterly disgraceful that people have to
wait years—most of them clearly disabled, as it turns out—they
have to wait years in order for a response. And the problem has
not been because it is SSA running the show, the problem in good
measure has been because of the failure of this institution under
previous leadership to provide you the resources, as you say, that
are necessary to carry out your work.

We are going to step up to the plate, and I hope we do that on
a bipartisan basis, and we have done that.

Mr. Johnson has been strong. He hasn’t thrown arrows at SSA.
He has been working with us to provide the moneys that you need.

And the sad thing is, even though—and I finish with this—we
provide more resources, it is going to take you years to begin to
catch up. We have to step up to the plate here, not to try to use
this problem as an argument over something totally unrelated. We
will argue healthcare some other forum. We have got to give you
the equipment, the resources, et cetera, that you need to end this
disgrace.

Chairman TANNER. Thank you, Mr. Levin.

The Chair will go to Ms. Berkley, and then we are going on the
rule of who was here when the gavel went down and then to Mr.
Brady after Ms. Berkley.

Ms. BERKLEY. Thank you very much, Mr. Chairman, for calling
on me; and it is very nice to see you again.

Last year, I shared with you the problems that I was having in
my district, which encompasses Las Vegas; and you were very re-
sponsive to my concerns and my problems. As you are aware, with
your help, Las Vegas ranked about seventh out of 143 offices na-
tionwide last year with a wait time of about 325 days. It wasn’t
anything to write home about, but it is far better than what has
happened this year when we have—where we have slipped to 60th
with a wait time of 458 days.

I am asking you on behalf of the people I represent, and you
know I have a very large senior population and growing population.
And with the latest economic downturn, Las Vegas has suffered
disproportionately; and it shows in the number of claims that con-
tinue to rise on a daily basis. What can you do and what can I do
to help you ensure that Las Vegas doesn’t slip any further? And
what can we do to improve not only the quality of service but the
number of people we have hearing these claims?

Mr. ASTRUE. Las Vegas, as you pointed out has been one of our
better offices. But you are also correct that there has been some
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slippage this year. That is not uncommon. This is why it is so hard
to keep up on space, because the demographics change so quickly.

For the three judges who are there, you have one of the higher
support staff ratios in the country. So I don’t think it is that. But
I am looking at your pending—your judges are staying productive,
but the pending 1s going up. It is just a function of caseload.

So what we try to do if it gets really much worse than this, what
we are trying to do is to take that pressure off of offices by moving
cases electronically; and we will have substantial additional capac-
ity in the coming months.

The Albuquerque National Hearing Center, which is actually de-
signed to help offices in the western part of the country, if I re-
member correctly, should start to be operational next week. We
have a much larger one in Chicago that will open up over the sum-
mer, and then we will have another one in Baltimore.

Right now, we don’t have enough capacity in that way to help out
those offices such as yours when there is a surge in cases. We will
have that infrastructure in place to do an awful lot better in about
6 months. So I would say hang on. We will do the best we can.

We will look at it as well. We are looking at a potential expan-
sion of additional hearing offices. It may be that if these numbers
hold up that you need at least a fourth judge and we need to look
at the space situation in Las Vegas. I suspect that somebody has
already done that, and I am not aware of it. So let me do this. Let
me supply for the record a little bit more detail, but we will be on
it. We will get back to you with more information.

[The information follows:]

Ms. BERKLEY. I appreciate that.

Let me ask you something. You just stated, “if it gets much
worse,” how much worse does it have to get to be red-flagged? Be-
cause it is going to get worse in Vegas. It is very bad.

Mr. ASTRUE. So I have to be candid here. Even at 364 days,
which is the most recent month, that is still significantly better
than our National average.

Ms. BERKLEY. Well, I have 458 days. It was 325 days last year
when we were seventh. We are in 60th place now with a wait time
of 458 days.

Mr. ASTRUE. If you just have the October numbers, those num-
bers, for reasons I could take up the whole hearing explaining, are
atypical. But what I have in front of me is FY09 through February,
and what my staff is telling me is 364 days. I will check and verify
that.

I will be honest with you, normally 364 is not a place where we
intervene. We still have offices with this rate that are helping out
others around the country. But as you get close to the median, we
start looking—and the median right now is about 488, and we start
looking at the possibility of additional help.

But I will be honest with you, it is not a science. It is an art.
We are trying to do the best we can with what we have. We will
have more ability to help offices. We should have about 30 addi-
tional National Hearing Center judges shortly.

Ms. BERKLEY. My time is up. Thank you very much.

Chairman TANNER. Mr. Brady.

Mr. BRADY. Thank you, Mr. Chairman, for holding this hearing.
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And before I begin my questioning, I would point out that I think
this is a bipartisan problem. Pending cases and the backlogs have
not materially improved over the last 2 years under Democrat con-
trol of the House and the Senate. I think looking at Mr. Tanner
and Mr. Johnson, we have bipartisan support for significant actions
to reduce those backlogs and are committed to working with you
to do that.

I want to turn to the issue of fraud in the disability system. By
some estimates, it may be as much as $11 billion in fraud. It is
hard to quantify that, but that is one of the estimates. I think we
all have a responsibility to taxpayers and the truly disabled to
make sure these precious dollars aren’t lost to fraud and those who
are gaming the system. Recently I had the opportunity to meet
with the Inspector General O’Carroll down in Houston with our Co-
operative Disability Investigative Program. I got to look at, first
hand, the teamwork.

On the front end of disability fraud, those who are applying for
benefits and maybe feigning impairments, concealing medical im-
provement, and other fraudulent activities, it seems to me, at least
in the Houston region in Texas, there seems to be a good job—we
do a good job of catching fraud at the front end of the disability
system.

On the back end, though, it appears to be just the opposite; that
the backlog of continuing disability review, especially medical re-
view cases, continues to grow. It is about 1.4 million today. It is
anticipated it will grow another 100,000 to 150,000 cases next year.
Those investigations on the back end take more time, more re-
sources, and they are both the medical issues as well as those con-
cealing work. At the end of the day, though, fraud occurs.

When we do launch these investigations, as Congress did, funded
the 7-year program from 1996 to 2002, we made progress on that,
dedicated funding to do that. Since then, Congress has not dedi-
cated funding to those investigations and the backlog has grown
and the funding recoupments have decreased or leveled off. It
seems to me that studies show that we are saving between $10 and
$14 for every dollar we invest in those fraudulent—investigations
of fraud.

So the question is, Commissioner, what is the game plan for at-
tacking that growing backlog of continuing medical reviews, dis-
ability reviews? And what are the resources you need to success-
fully investigate and prosecute those fraud cases?

Mr. ASTRUE. Thank you. Two questions. Let me deal with the
CDI cases first. The Inspector General’s office has done some great
work with these units. It is a very high return to the taxpayer. The
problem that we have with those units is the dollars compete
against everything else that everybody wants us to do, and it is di-
rectly competing against service dollars. I think, until there is some
sort of funding mechanism so that it refreshes itself, that it prob-
ably is going to be the case that, in the grand scheme, those efforts
are going to be underfunded.

Mr. BRADY. Would a dedicated stream of funding help provide
continuity and certainty when building those teams, because it is
a team effort, in actually pursuing them?
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Mr. ASTRUE. Absolutely. We have discussed this type of thing
with OMB. I think they are interested in this and for program in-
tegrity work, generally looking for other ways so that this work
doesn’t diminish over time. You know, for most of this decade, not
only did the backlogs get worse, the amount of program integrity
work plummeted. So we have not only made a first dent in the
baclf{logs, but we have also started increasing the program integrity
work.

But we have some real issues in gearing up in that a lot of our
capacity has been lost and it will take time to get up to where we
need to be. So I think you will see in the more detailed President’s
budget that is coming next month, the proposal for fiscal year 2010.
My sense is that they see that as a transition and they want to do
more and better the year after, but they realize that we need to
buildup some capacity to get there. So my sense is that this new
team at OMB is very concerned on the program integrity side.

Mr. BRADY. Would you present to at least to the Social Security
Subcommittee and perhaps to the Income Support Subcommittee a
plan for tackling that backlog and estimates of resources to do
that? Because I think the subcommittee ought to take a look at
what it is going to take in real terms as we weigh recommenda-
tions on budget issues and resources.

Mr. ASTRUE. What I would propose is, I think this will be a bet-
ter conversation in about a month, after the President’s budget is
fully released, and we can see what the full assumptions are for
next year and then we would be delighted to come up and have
that conversation.

Mr. BRADY. I appreciate that.

Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

Ms. BERKLEY. Mr. Chairman, if I could state for the record, I
have got a national ranking report average processing time, month
ending 2-27-2009, which shows that the Las Vegas processing
time is 458. So if you have something different, I would appreciate
seeing it. Thank you.

Mr. ASTRUE. Mr. Chairman, if you give me just a moment; let
me just talk here for a moment.

Chairman TANNER. Sure.

Mr. ASTRUE. Okay I think we have sorted it out. What I have
in front of me are the statistics for this fiscal year, and I have been
reassured that 364 is correct for the fiscal year. What you have is
for the most recent month, which is February, and there are some
reasons why, particularly when they are tackling older cases, there
tends to be bizarre fluctuations from month to month. Month-to-
month comparisons can be fraught with danger.

But you are correct that for the month of February, the average
processing time was 458. What that may reflect is that they moved
from run-of-the-mill cases to going back to hit some of the aged
cases. I don’t know, but we will give you a more detailed analysis.
So I would like to say, I think we are both right.

Chairman TANNER. Commissioner, you told me something I
was unaware of. I thought that the IG and the antifraud sector had
its own budget. You said it was in competition with service dollars.

Mr. ASTRUE. They do, but

Chairman TANNER. Am I incorrect in that?
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Mr. ASTRUE. They have their own separate budget, but we also
have the capacity with our administrative budget to spend more on
antifraud if we choose to do so, and we could if we had the re-
sources to do it. And I think a lot of us would like to do that. But
right now, you know, you have to take that away from telephone
service or CDRs or backlog reduction, and we just don’t have the
option of doing that.

In fact, there has been some concern as to some of the IG rec-
ommendations over the years. We have accepted about 2,500 of his
recommendations in recent years of the 2,700 that he has made.
And a lot of the ones we have not accepted, we just don’t have the
resources to do what they are recommending, usually from an anti-
fraud point of view.

Chairman TANNER. On the CDR evaluations, I am told that
that runs around 90, 95 percent, and 5 percent are found to be im-
proved to the point where they are no longer eligible. Is that—am
I in the ballpark?

Mr. ASTRUE. Let me double check. I think it is a little smaller
than that.

No, you are correct, Mr. Chairman, that is about right.

Chairman TANNER. But CDR is different from fraud; is that
correct?

Mr. ASTRUE. Yes, that is right.

Chairman TANNER. Basically which means you are doing a
pretty good job on the front end of determining who is permanently
disabled and who is not.

Mr. ASTRUE. Yes, that is right. And there are a fairly small
number of cases where there is a possibility of medical improve-
ment or it was borderline in the beginning. Probably about half the
applicants, you don’t realistically expect that there is any real
chance that they will come off the rolls.

Chairman TANNER. All right.

Ms. Schwartz, you are recognized.

Ms. SCHWARTZ. Thank you, Mr. Chairman, and thank you for
this hearing.

And I actually recall a similar hearing, I guess was it last year
or 2 years ago——

Mr. ASTRUE. Last year.

Ms. Schwartz [continuing]. Where we had some of the same con-
versation, I have to say, about backlog, and I realize you are mak-
ing some progress.

But certainly all of us in our districts hear from constituents who
are very frustrated by the number of days and obviously that they
have to wait, and they are all in some dire straits and feel that
way.

I specifically wanted to ask you about something you mentioned
in your opening comments which should help this process, and that
is the use of technology and information technology, particularly
transmission of the medical records and helping to expedite that
situation. A couple of questions, if I may, on this because I have
great optimism, if I want to put it that way, in the fact that tech-
nology in the healthcare field can make a very big difference in
streamlining time and savings for all of us within healthcare deliv-
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ery and personal healthcare, but in this situation as well, the abil-
ity to get that information and to review it quickly.

Now, there are some stumbling blocks on this, and one of them
is your own system and the degree to which you can receive this
information. But the other, of course, is the providers and whether
they actually have the capacity at this point to provide you with
that information and adequate information. So I want you to speak
to that and the timing on, again, not only your preparation but
those who are submitting that information.

The second question is the issue of consent and the role the ap-
plicant has in providing that consent. I assume they do it now in
releasing the information, but making sure that that is secure. You
again pointed out the degree to which there are opportunities for
concern about privacy, but I would suggest that it is dealt with in
healthcare situations, but maybe you want to speak specifically to
how you handle very sensitive information that is now sent elec-
tronically and might be more readily available to others or not.

And the third question, if you would, is to speak to, you are not
over-anticipating the good use of technology by reducing the num-
ber of people you need, the personnel you need, because in fact, we
are not quite ready to do all of this and whether in fact you still
have the adequate personnel to handle the applications in a timely
fashion. And while I will say that Philadelphia is not worst on the
list by any means, in fact, I think we actually do, I understand, a
pretty good job with the offices in Philadelphia and the sur-
rounding areas; we still are looking at almost 400 days, 377. Now
you are reducing those number of days. That is a lot of days for
people to wait.

So if you kept track of those questions, if you would speak to
them. And if not, I will

Mr. ASTRUE. If I miss one, remind me——

Ms. SCHWARTZ. I am very supportive of the use of technology
and health IT. I think this is all to the benefit of my constituents
and to those who are applying and can really help streamline the
process for you and for your staff, but I do want to make sure you
are prepared, that doctors’ offices can get you that information,
that you haven’t reduced personnel too quickly in handling that,
and that you have dealt with the issues of privacy.

Mr. ASTRUE. First of all, let me reassure you, there is no substi-
tution of technology for people. I think a lot of the staff here will
back me up. I have been up here regularly and often complaining
about the fact that I don’t have enough people and that the con-
tinuing resolutions have forced us to do some very damaging reduc-
tions in staff. And that is why we added, for the first time in the
back of the written testimony, I know it is long and it is dull, but
look at the end at staffing patterns and the effect of the continuing
resolutions. They really have been devastating for us. So we need
as many people as we can reasonably get. I don’t think there is any
likelihood Congress is going to give me more than we can produc-
tively use anytime soon, but we also need to use the best tech-
nology because we need to do both. We need to simplify our proce-
dures when we can, too. We need all three in order to provide the
best service that we can at any point in time.
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Now, you are absolutely right that the health information tech-
nology could be incredibly important for us, and I want to give
Deputy Commissioner Gray, who runs systems for us, credit be-
cause, of course, he takes heat every time a computer blows some-
where in the 60,000-employee agency. But he was very forward-
thinking in realizing how important this could be for us. We ex-
pend an enormous amount of effort chasing down medical records
from multiple sources, and often we make decisions on the basis of
incomplete medical records, which is a source of error. People do
the best they can as fast as they can, but there is a misunder-
standing of HIPAA, too, and they don’t want to, or they just simply
don’t, turn over records to us easily. So this is a big deal for us.

Ms. SCHWARTZ. That may be an issue that maybe we could be
helpful if you are not getting the kind of response you need from
a different department, a Federal agency. Maybe that is something,
particularly as there is new administration, a new health IT, a
head of that office who may be more responsive on this and be able
to work with you on that.

Mr. ASTRUE. The key is, and maybe we should come up and
brief you in more detail, that systems did a pilot with Beth Israel
Deaconess Hospital in Boston, which because of John Halamka,
who is now on our new Systems Advisory Board, is right in the
forefront of health IT, and they have got more done there. We have
had a pilot where we were working out the technical issues, pri-
vacy, security over the Internet, all those types of things that are
raised by our using health IT and getting to a point where if there
is a Beth Israel patient who authorizes us to get the records, we
can push a button, and we have got it, and we have got a complete
record. And it is a thing of beauty. It increases accuracy. It cuts
down on administrative time. It cuts down on costs. And we are
going to try to get as much of the country moving in this direction
as quickly as we can, and it is still a work in progress. We are talk-
ing to 10 healthcare systems around the country to try to take the
Beth Israel Deaconess model and use it as quickly as we can. And
we have made some progress, I know, in Virginia. We have got
other States as well.

Ms. SCHWARTZ. I am running out of time here, but I just want
to say, there are a number of healthcare systems across this coun-
try. Obviously we have made a major commitment financially in
the recovery package to scale that up to 70 percent of hospitals and
90 percent of physicians in this country within 10 years, but I real-
ize that takes a while. But there are major health systems that do
have electronic medical records that probably would be ready, will-
ing, and able to help if they——

Mr. ASTRUE. Most of them are not quite there yet, but we think
they are getting there very quickly. And you know, if we could, for
instance, duplicate Beth Israel Deaconess with one of the ones that
are further ahead, like Kaiser Permanente, which is a huge oper-
ation, it would be huge for us. We have worked out a lot of the
technical issues. Again, there is still some fine-tuning of what
needs to be done. I don’t want to oversimplify the tasks that we
have ahead of us.

Ms. SCHWARTZ. But you did get $40 million in the recovery
package. I am assuming that is going to help you move ahead
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Mr. ASTRUE. We can spend up to $40 million of our $500 mil-
lion on health IT. We would——

Chairman TANNER. I hate to interrupt, but we have got many
Members here, and we have got some time constraints.

Mr. Reichert, you are recognized.

Mr. REICHERT. Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

In my previous life, I was in law enforcement for 33 years, so I
dealt with a lot of people that were attempting to get their Social
Security checks and their Social Security benefits. And this was a
long time ago, as you can tell by the color of my hair, unfortu-
nately.

Mr. ASTRUE. At least you have hair.

Mr. REICHERT. Good point, sir.

I just want to give a little bit of a historical perspective. It seems
to me, and not being very experienced in this whole—this is my
first visit here to this Committee, and I am very fortunate to be
here. But I think most American people look at IRS and Social Se-
curity, and it is a long history of problem after problem after prob-
lem. I don’t think the backlog issue is something that has just oc-
curred within the last 2 years or the last 4 years or 6 years or 8
years, as we might be led to believe by some Members here, but
this is an issue that has been going on almost since Social Security
began. Don’t you agree?

Mr. ASTRUE. Yes. We had hearings on this issue, if I remember
correctly, in the 1980s, when I was with the agency, and it is a
tough one. I think part of what is going to be important for us to
communicate more clearly is what we think a proper baseline is.
It does take claimants some time to get legal representation and
to accumulate their medical records, and then to give them time to
do their job.

And we have had a good discussion with the advocacy groups
about how much time that is, and they said, you know, the prepa-
ration time you give us is too short. So we are looking at 270 days
as the baseline for delivering a hearing, and part of what is
factored in is probably 60 to 75 days for the claimants’ representa-
tives to get ready and a little time on the front end for them to get
organized. So it is giving us less than 6 months to do what we need
to do.

Mr. REICHERT. When it comes to the hearing, and I am from
Washington State, and I think our wait time is about a year and
a half, 507-plus days or so. One of my constituents who is a Social
Security lawyer from my district who helps people navigate
through the disability claims process said that there is kind of a
perception that there is a bias against deciding claims favorably at
the early stages of the process. His view is that a majority of the
claims will be denied at the early stages, and then the ALJ will
later give a favorable decision. He says, there is a sense in the com-
munity that this is purposeful because it prolongs the system, and
it encourages people to drop out, and it saves money have. Have
you heard this before?

Mr. ASTRUE. Oh, yes. This was a charge made in a CBS
evening news piece a couple years ago. Interestingly, the woman
that coined the phrase “culture of denial” in that interview cor-
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nered me last weekend in a meeting to commend us on how much
better we were doing in the Atlanta area where she works.

But I understand what it looks like on the other side. You know,
you have a lot of people who, even if they don’t qualify, are very
sympathetic people, and the system is slow, and people get frus-
trated. A lot of times it gets very toxic in terms of how they feel
toward the agency. So I understand that on a human level, but if
anything, I think if you talk to the people in the DDSs there is a
presumption toward allowance, not the other way, in these cases.
y Mr. REICHERT. Do you keep track of the dropout rate? Do you

now——

Mr. ASTRUE. I am not sure what you mean by the dropout rate.

Mr. REICHERT. If there are people who are actually just giving
up, falling out of the system, and saying, I just can’t go through
this any longer.

Mr. ASTRUE. Yes, we do.

Mr. REICHERT. Do you know what that rate is?

Mr. ASTRUE. It depends on the period of time, and it changes
very rapidly; so why don’t we supply you with some information for
the record

Mr. REICHERT. Please. And then do you attempt to extend a
hand to these people who are dropping out, to search them out and
bring them back into the fold? You don’t have time to do that prob-
ably

Mr. ASTRUE. No, we don’t do that. What we are trying to do is
look at some places the people who don’t qualify can go to get help.
We can’t have that conversation efficiently one by one, but we are
looking through our notices and electronically to see whether we
can provide more information to help people in those situations.

Mr. REICHERT. Mr. Chairman, I yield back.

Chairman TANNER. Thank you.

Mr. Higgins, we are glad to have you here.

Mr. HIGGINS. Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

Commissioner, can you help us, you have touched on it a little
bit, but for the sake of context, just kind of walk us through, gen-
erally and briefly, the process of making an application for Social
Security disability and what follows that?

Mr. ASTRUE. Sure. There has been an uptick recently. About 22
percent of the people now file online as opposed to about 5 percent
a few years ago, and we have not improved that form yet. We have
an improvement that is coming. It is a few months away. We also
want to have a Title XVI application form. Now if you are filing
for Title XVI, you have to actually come to the office and go there
through the process.

Typically, though, people still come into the office. They have an
interview. Intake is done in a field office, and then that information
is transmitted to the State DDS. We have about 15,000 employees
who are State employees but work full time for us deciding these
cases.

And most of those States have two levels of review: an initial de-
cision and what we call reconsideration. There are parts of about
10 States, some States in total, some States in part, that from an
initiative of 10 years ago, don’t have reconsideration, called proto-
type States. So sometimes there is recon, sometimes there is not.
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When a State has made a final decision, it goes up for a full
hearing before an administrative law judge. We get about 650,000
of those a year. We get about 3 million disability applications.

And then there is a relatively small number of cases that are ap-
pealed to an agency appellate board, and then they go up to the
Federal court from there.

Mr. HIGGINS. It sounds very bureaucratic. Is it necessary?
Could the process be streamlined?

Mr. ASTRUE. Well, it is a bit of a Holy Grail in the agency. And
one of the problems with a lot of the efforts to make it better is
that the law of unintended consequences kicks in, and it has made
it worse. So we are constantly looking at efforts to streamline.

Some of the most dramatic streamlining probably would have to
come from this room. Right now, I try to work within consensus
and try to make the system within the consensus work as compas-
sionately and quickly as possible. A lot of the things that you would
need to do in order to cut out a lot of that would require legislative
change.

Mr. HIGGINS. You indicated