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Thousands here face backlog for decision on Social Security benefits
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Disabled by an enlarged heart and unable to work, welder David Olson, 54, waited almost two years to be approved for Social Security disability payments. In July, he was found dead in his recliner at his Montana home.

His sister, Nancy Olson, 53, of Milwaukee, fears help might come too late for her, as well. She is on continuous oxygen because of a rare lung disease caused by inhaling microscopic spores of a fungus.

Olson is part of a nationwide backlog of more than 749,000 seriously ill people who say they are unable to work and are awaiting a decision on disability payments. She's been waiting almost two years.

Workers who have paid Social Security taxes but are unable to work until retirement are eligible for subsidized health insurance and a stipend that averages about $979 a month.

"I have nothing, absolutely nothing," said Olson, a former school photographer, who is living in a friend's home. "I paid into the system since I was 16 years old. I am in dire straits. It hurts now when I need help and there is no response."

Her brother was approved for benefits just before he died. He "never even got a check," she said.

The situation is acute in Milwaukee and getting worse. Last month, 10,956 people were waiting for a hearing to determine whether they qualify for the benefit. That's up about 19% since September 2005 and a historic high, according to records obtained by the Journal Sentinel.

Average wait is 651 days

The Milwaukee Office of Disability Adjudication and Review, where the hearings are held, is also well above the national average in the number of days it takes to process a case. In July, the national average was 528 days, and in Milwaukee, the average was 651 days.

"It's horrible," said U.S. Rep. Paul Ryan (R-Wis.), a member of the House Ways and Means subcommittee that oversees the Social Security Administration. "No doubt about it, this is a crisis."

The agency's administrative budget has not kept up with its needs for many years, resulting in fewer staff members and administrative judges to deal with the rising number of disabled baby boomers, Ryan and others said. 

Proposals to use technology to process claims more quickly and to prioritize cases in which people are seriously ill will not solve the problem, Ryan said.

"They need more money in their budget," Ryan said.

In the past seven years, budget requests by the Social Security Administration have been reduced by $5 billion, Sylvester J. Schieber, chairman of the Social Security Advisory Board, told Ryan's committee.

"Social Security has been downsizing its work force, and it is not because it wants to," Schieber said in an interview. "What they need is more people. It is an extremely serious problem." 

Carmen Moreno, spokeswoman for the Chicago office, said the delays were due to the region's receiving more disability claims than most others in the country. 

The Milwaukee hearings office has 12 full-time administrative law judges, records show. To clear the current backlog, each would have to hear about 913 cases in a year. Nationwide, the judges average 500 cases a year, according to experts.

Lost files still a problem

In addition to the backlogs, the Milwaukee Social Security disability hearings office and Chicago regional office have come under scrutiny in recent years for management problems.

In 2003, the Journal Sentinel reported that contractors hired by the Chicago office dumped documents from hundreds of active disability claims - including 86 from Wisconsin - into the garbage. This year, this newspaper reported that the confidential files of six Wisconsin residents who had sought disability benefits were lost for months, as were documents from seven other files, after a Social Security employee took them home to work on them. All of the applicants had been waiting at least two years for a decision on whether they qualify.

Moreno said that the agency does not track the number of lost files but that it is moving toward electronic folders to eliminate the problem. However, attorneys and others interviewed said lost medical files continue to be a problem.

Toni Ivy, 38, said she has been waiting for a hearing since 2005 and was told in May that the agency had lost her file and all of her medical records. Ivy walks with a cane because of a badly damaged right ankle from a fall, has high blood pressure and suffers from severe asthma and back pain.

She still doesn't have a hearing date.

Ivy's attorney, Lynn Mack, said she handles hundreds of disability cases and that Social Security loses three or four of her clients' files each year. 

"That may not seem like a lot, but they should never lose any files," Mack said.

'This is not right'

David Traver, a Milwaukee-area attorney who specializes in disability claims, said most applicants have worked their whole lives and paid into the system before becoming disabled. It is not uncommon, he said, for people to die or lose their home before getting a decision.

Gerald Keyes, 59, a retired sanitation worker for the City of Milwaukee, has been waiting for over a year for a decision in his case. Nearly blind, Keyes said he suffered a stroke this year and fears he will not be able to pay his rent much longer.

"I need to have this approved quickly, or I will be in the Rescue Mission," he said.

Keyes said he receives a pension of $1,200 a month and pays $800 a month for health insurance, and his savings are running out. His rent was recently raised to $460 a month.

"I have been working and paying into the system since I was 16 years old," Keyes said. "I called those people on that 1-800 number about a month ago, and they told me my case is pending. That is the only thing I hear.

"Something has to be done. This is not right."
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