JOHN BARRASSO

WYOMING

Anited States Denate
WASHINGTON, DC 20510-5005
January 15, 2010

The Honorable Eric K. Shinseki
Secretary of Veterans Affairs
810 Vermont Avenue, NW
Washington, DC 20420-0002

Dear Mr. Secretary:

Wyoming Veterans Service Officers recently provided me the enclosed copy of an internal
memorandum from the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) regarding its ongoing Surgical
Complexity Initiative. VA is to be commended for continued efforts to improve surgical
procedures necessary to ensure quality of care and patient safety. I am supportive of your efforts
and continue to appreciate your leadership.

That said, I am troubled by directives in the memo forbidding communication with local
stakeholders, to include Veterans Service Organizations and Members of Congress. As you are
aware, these parties serve the necessary and lawfully mandated roles of oversight of VA.

In effect, VA has issued a “gag order” on communication with stakeholders on a very important
process. This is not only unproductive, but runs counter to President Obama’s calls for increased
transparency in public policy making. The deliberate exclusion of local stakeholders is not fair,
feeds suspicion and certainly does not help in reaching a positive outcome. Additionally, restricting
the communication of local VA officials accustomed to stakeholder inclusion places them in an
uncomfortable and untenable position. This is not in the best interest of our veterans and certainly
puts into question the idea of a trusted partnership working on their behalf.

It is my hope that you will personally review the matter to ensure that this directive is lifted and that
lines of communication with interested stakeholders nationwide are opened directly and
immediately. This process is too important to be conducted in the dark without the input of local
stakeholders closest to VA facilities and communities.

I thank you for your attention and your continued service to Wyoming’s veterans, and I look
forward to your expeditious response.

Best wishes,

/'J
/

/~ John Barrasso, M.D.

/ Un}ited States Senator
7(;I
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Department of Memorandum
Veterans Affairs '

DEC -9 -2009
Date:

From: Deputy Under Secretary for Health for Operations and Management (10N)
Subj: Surgical Complexity Initiative
To:  Network Director (10N 1-23)

1. The Surgical Complexity Initiative has been progressing for well over a year,
and when complete will ensure the appropriate alignment of surgical capability
within facility resources. This has required a herculean effort on the part of many
people across VHA, both in central office and the field, and | would iike to
acknowledge that dedication at this time and publicly thank all inveived.

2. A deadline of January 1, 2010, had been established for resolving all clinical-
related issues that would determine a facility’s surgical complexity status. As this
effort is coming to fruition, it is clear that there will be some changes in the level
of services provided at a limited number of facilities.

a. For those surgical programs that have already corrected their gaps, the
Network Director will provide a final designation for all the VHA Surgical
Programs within the VISN. The Procedure Infrastructure Matrix (PIM)
identifying the infrastructure requirements for standard, intermediate, and
complex designation and the Operative Complexity Matrix (OCM) assigning
a surgical procedure to a complexity category will become operational.
Following the implementation date of January 1, 2010, the VA Surgical
Quality Improvement Program will monitor surgzcal procedures (based upon
the final facility designation) and report those procedures performed beyond
infrastructure capabilities.

b. Surgical programs which anticipate decreasing clinical services based
upon the final operative complexity designation must follow the process as
defined in VHA Directive 2009-001, Restructuring of Clinical Programs dated
January 5, 2009 (see attached). You will need to submit to my office and
Patient Care Services by February 15, 2008, the following:

i) A business plan identifying the services to be impacted

i)  An action plan for the care and treatment of the veteran(s) affected by
this change in clinical services

iiiy A communication plan for notification of all stakeholders, including the
local veteran service organizations and the congressional members
and staff. It is requested that at this time such notification not occur
until the entire plan is approved by the Under Secretary for Health.




We are planning to coordinate the initial stakeholder notifications at
the naticnal level.

3. There must be no change in care delivery at any facility that will be
decreasing services until the appropriate documents have been completed
and a proposal to initiate a change in services has been signed by the Under
Secretary for Health (USH). These sites will continue to have their data
scrutinized by the VA Surgical Quality Improvement Program and | would
urge both Network and facility staff to closely monitor the quality of care being
provided until such time as the formal designation and move to that level of
care occurs. We are targeting March 15, 2010 for completion of this process.

5 A series of calls will be scheduled with the Network Directors of all the
involved VISNs whose sites will be decreasing services to discuss the
strategy for the completion of the Complexity Initiative.

6. Forthose sites whose complexity level has already been established and
who are not decreasing services, they should be free to start/continue
operating at the assigned surgical complexity level starting January 1, 2010.

7. In summary, there should be NO communication with local stakeholders
for those sites decreasing services until further guidance from VACO. If for
some reason, there already has been communication with stakeholders,
please provide us with the date and status of this communication. Should you
require further information, please contact Odette Levesque at

Odette levesque@va.gov or William Gunnar at William.gunnar@va.gov .

William Schoenhard, FACHE
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