Vets have a responsibility to appeal dubious decisions (These guidelines apply to a substantive [VA Form 9] Appeal Only)
By Alex Keenan   (Special to the Times)

It’s not uncommon for retirees to have a disability claim denied and then find themselves going back and forth with the Veterans Af​fairs Department about it.
As a retiree, you’re entitled to compensation if you’re disabled by injury or disease incurred or ag​gravated during active military service. But proving that is your responsibility and this is can be a stumbling block.
When I ask retirees whether they follow up on a benefit denial, a large percentage says no. Their responses often are along these lines: “I can’t find the paperwork they want” or “I figure if they did​n’t approve it the first time, the hell with them and their talk of taking care of veterans.”
But the only way to make the system work is to exercise it regu​larly. So what kind of information must you include in your appeal? 
1. First, an appeal is a request for a review of a VA determination on a claim for benefits issued by a local VA office. Anyone who has filed a claim with VA and has received a deter​mination from a local VA office is eligible to appeal to the Board of Veterans’ Appeals.

You may file an appeal up to one year from the date the local VA office mailed you its initial de​termination.

2. Second, it’s important to send VA any evidence supporting your appeal for example, 
· records from medical treatments or 
· Evaluations that could strengthen your case.

The new evidence you submit will be included in your claims folder and considered when your appeal is reviewed. After that, the determination is considered final and cannot be appealed unless it involved clear and unmistakable error by VA. So, the next step is: 
1. Ensure you do not allow a year to pass before you file an appeal. 
2. You may appeal a com​plete or partial denial of your claim, or you may appeal the level of bene​fit granted. 
Normally, you file your appeal with the same office that is​sued the initial decision; because that is where your claims file is kept, if you have moved and your file is at a different VA office, file your appeal at the new location. 
1. In your written appeal, be as specific as possible in identi​fying the issue or issues you want the board to consider. 
2. Clearly iden​tify sources of evidence you want VA to obtain: the full names and addresses of physicians who treat​ed you, and when and for what they treated you, for example.

· Copies of your doctor’s treatment records are generally more helpful than a statement from the doctor. 
· Make sure you keep copies of everything (correspondence, evi​dence, everything, related to your claim). 
VA review boards must approve veterans’ claims based solely upon the documentation and evidence presented to them. Many Veterans’ Service Organi​zations help retirees with such claims for free, including the American Legion, Disabled American Veter​ans and the VFW. The VFW endorses the free legal services offered through the Veterans Consortium Pro Bono Program, which provides free at​torneys to veterans, retirees and their qualifying family members who have an appeal pending at the U.S. Court of Appeals for Vet​erans Claims. 
If you have filed an appeal with the court, you can seek assistance from the Veterans Consortium. For more information, visit http://www.vetsprobono.org . You can call the consortium toll free at (888) 838-7727 or send an e-mail to mail@vetsprobono.org. 
These steps should only be used after you have exhausted all procedures available at your local level. 
