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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

	 The Legislative Auditor conducted a Performance Review of the Department of Veterans 
Assistance authorized pursuant to West Virginia Code §4-2-5.  The objectives of this review 
are to determine whether field office facilities meet federal accessibility and privacy standards, 
and to analyze the Department’s website.  The findings of this review are highlighted below.

Report Highlights

Issue 1: Seven Office Facilities Used by the Department of Veterans Assistance 
Fail to Meet Federal Accessibility Guidelines and/or Privacy Standards 
When Providing Services to West Virginia Veterans.

	In West Virginia, 25.2 percent of the working-age veteran population has a service- 
connected disability.  The seven offices where inaccessibility and lack of privacy are 
issues can have a significantly negative impact on the standard of care these veterans 
receive.

	Many of the offices have been in the same location for decades, and one lease has 
existed for over 49 years.  Many of the older leases were established before the creation 
of the Americans with Disabilities Act, and one lease was established before the Privacy 
Act of 1974. 

Issue 2: The Department’s Website Is User-Friendly and Transparent and 
Only Needs Modest Improvements.

	The Department’s website has many user-friendly features such as help links, a FAQ 
page, a search tool, and a site map.  Only modest improvements are recommended. 

	The Department’s website is generally transparent.  Users can find contact information, 
the Department’s mission statement, and information on upcoming events.   The 
Department could add features such as budgets, annual reports, audits, complaint 
forms, and FOIA information to improve transparency.
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PERD Evaluation of the Department’s Written Response

PERD received a written response to the report from the Department of Veterans 
Assistance on June 9th, 2014.  The full response is provided in Appendix G.  The Department 
of Veterans Assistance’s comments do not disagree with the report findings.  The Department 
indicates in its response that it is working with the West Virginia Real Estate Division 
to find suitable offices.  The Department indicates that commercial grade air filters will 
be used in the Moorefield office to mitigate secondhand cigarette smoke, and that the 
Moorefield office is a top priority for relocation.  The Department has instructed all field 
offices to secure existing veterans claims files, and will replace all filing cabinets that do 
not lock.  In addition, the Department indicates that it will work to improve its website in 
the areas of transparency and user-friendliness.

Recommendations

1.	 The Department of Veterans Assistance should consider either relocating, or 
retrofitting offices that fail to meet accessibility or privacy standards in order to 
meet the Americans with Disabilities Act Accessibility Guidelines and the Privacy 
Act of 1974 standards.

2.	 The Department of Veterans Assistance should consider each field office’s 
compliance with the Americans with Disabilities Act Accessibility Guidelines and 
the Privacy Act of 1974 standards when renewing or initiating lease agreements. 

3.	 The Department of Veterans Assistance should ensure that all office locations 
provide a smoke-free environment for its employees and the veterans they serve. 

4.	 The Legislative Auditor recommends that the West Virginia Department of Veterans 
Assistance should consider making modest additions for the user-friendliness 
and transparency of its website by incorporating more of the website elements 
identified.  
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ISSUE1

The Legislative Auditor concludes 
that seven field offices fail to comply 
with federal accessibility guidelines 
or privacy standards and recommends 
that the Department of Veterans As-
sistance consider relocating or retro-
fitting these offices.

Seven Office Facilities Used by the Department of Veterans 
Assistance Fail to Meet Federal Accessibility Guidelines 
and/or Privacy Standards When Providing Services to 
West Virginia Veterans.

Issue Summary

	 West Virginia’s 200,000 veterans use 16 field offices established 
across the state by the Department of Veterans Assistance (Department) 
to file claims for pensions, compensation and other benefits with the 
U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (see Appendix C).  Many of these 
veterans are disabled.  The Legislative Auditor visited each of the field 
office locations and found:

•	 Thirteen (13) of the 16 offices do not have an automatic door 
entrance into the building where the field office is located, making 
it less accessible for disabled veterans to enter the building.

•	 Handicap parking spaces are either non-existent or far from the 
entry-way of two field offices.

•	 Handicap bathroom facilities are not available in six field 
offices.

•	 Doorways and hallways are too narrow for wheelchairs to navigate 
and turn in three field offices.

•	 Private spaces to report personal information required for making 
claims are unavailable in four offices, and limited in two offices.

•	 Cigarette smoke from a bar located inside the same building 
where one field office is located causes ongoing problems for 
field office staff and veterans with chronic health problems.

The Legislative Auditor concludes that seven field offices fail 
to comply with federal accessibility guidelines or privacy standards 
and recommends that the Department of Veterans Assistance consider 
relocating or retrofitting these offices.

One in Four Working-Age West Virginia Veterans Lives 
With a Service-Connected Disability.

	 A large and growing contingent of the West Virginia veteran 
population is dealing with service-connected disabilities.   Therefore, 
accessibility and privacy are of particular importance to these veterans 
who seek claims assistance from the Department of Veterans Assistance.  
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West Virginia is above the national 
average with 20,300 veterans, or 
25.2 percent of the working-age 
veteran population living with a service-
connected disability.

A service-connected disability is one that has been determined by the 
U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs as being the result of disease or 
injury received during one’s military service.   As of 2012, one in five 
working-age (21-64 years old) U.S. veterans has a service-connected 
disability.   West Virginia is above the national average with 20,300 
veterans, or 25.2 percent of the working-age veteran population living 
with a service-connected disability.  Furthermore, 8,500 (41.8 percent) 
West Virginia veterans with a service-connected disability have the 
most severe disability rating of 70 percent or above.

	 The number of West Virginia veterans with a service-connected 
disability is on the rise.   As Table 1 shows, West Virginia veterans 
with a service-connected disability were 25.2 percent in 2012, up from 
18.2 percent in 2008.  Additionally, veterans whose service-connected 
disability rating is 70 percent (or above) has risen from 30 percent in 
2008 to nearly 42 percent in 2012.  

Table 1
West Virginia Working-Age Veterans with a Service-Connected Disability

Five-Year Trend

Service-
Connected 
Disability

Percent in 
2008

Percent in 
2009

Percent in 
2010

Percent in 
2011

Percent in 
2012

Veterans w/ 
service-connected 

disability 18.2 20.8 19.4 19.4 25.2

Disability Rating of Veterans with a Service-Connected Disability
0 % 6.1 2.4 3.8 5.4 2.6

10 or 20 % 30.4 25.7 29.0 30.0 15.0
30 or 40 % 14.9 12.8 17.1 15.2 21.6
50 or 60 % 14.2 11.8 10.6 13.3 11.6

70 % or above 30.1 32.4 29.9 31.1 41.8
Rating not 
reported 4.3 14.9 9.7 5.0 7.3

Source: Disability Statistics from the 2008 through 2012 American Community Survey (ACS) as reported by 
the Cornell University Employment and Disability Institute (EDI).

Veterans whose service-connected dis-
ability rating is 70 percent (or above) 
has risen from 30 percent in 2008 to 
nearly 42 percent in 2012.  
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While the number of disabled veterans served by the Department 
is not tracked, the number of veterans with a service-connected disability 
is growing, and locations where disabled veterans receive services need to 
be accessible. Table 2 shows the total number of telephone calls, emails, 
and walk-in visits received by all of the Department’s field offices during 
FY 2011, 2012, and 2013.  The Department does not track unduplicated 
individual contacts, and does not break down its contact numbers between 
calls, walk-in, and in-person visits. 

Table 2
Total Number of Contacts 

by Field Offices
FY 2011 through FY 2013

Fiscal Year 2011 2012 2013

Calls, Emails, 
and Walk-ins 64,744 66,800 140,727

Source: Governor’s Proposed FY 2015 Executive 
Budget—Volume II Operating Detail.

Veterans Receive Aid Through Department Field Offices
 

The mission of the West Virginia Department of Veterans 
Assistance is to: 

. . .aid, assist, counsel, and advise veterans who have served in 
and have been honorably discharged or separated under honorable 
conditions from the Armed Forces of the United States as well as 
their widows, widowers, and dependents. 

 
The Department currently rents and operates 16 field office 

locations throughout the state (see Appendix C).  These offices provide 
assistance to West Virginia veterans by filing federal claims (pension, 
health, disability, compensation, death benefits, etc.) with the U.S. 
Department of Veterans Affairs.  The claims process requires veterans to 
verbally disclose personal identification information (date of birth, social 
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Public entities, such as state govern-
ment programs, must operate their 
programs and services so that they are 
accessible and usable to individuals 
with disabilities.  

security numbers, address, etc.) and confidential medical information to 
Veteran Service Officers (VSOs) filling out the forms.  However, some 
field office locations have accessibility and privacy barriers to providing 
these services to disabled veterans. 

Three Field Offices Do Not Meet Federal Guidelines for 
Accessible Design

	   The Legislative Auditor began a review of field office facilities in 
October 2013.  In November 2013, the Legislative Auditor issued a brief 
letter-report of the conditions found in 6 of the 16 field office facilities, 
based on a cursory review of those locations.   The report concluded 
that some office facilities failed to meet the Americans with Disabilities 
Act (ADA) Accessibility Guidelines and federal Privacy Act of 1974 
standards.  These federal statutes form the basis for this further review of 
all 16 field offices.  The first condition to be examined is the compliance 
of actual accessibility with federal accessibility guidelines. 

The ADA was signed into law in 1990.  ADA Title II regulations 
barring discrimination on the basis of disability by state or local government 
services became effective one year later, in 1991.  Public entities, such as 
state government programs, must operate their programs and services so 
that they are accessible and usable to individuals with disabilities.  While 
the regulations do not require states to engage in construction or alteration 
projects, compliance with the requirements may be met through the 
reassignment of services to accessible buildings.  Buildings or facilities 
in conformance with the ADA Accessibility Guidelines are deemed to be 
in compliance with the law.

	 The ADA Checklist measures accessibility in terms of four 
measures, listed as priorities:

•	 I-Accessible Approach and Entry
•	 II-Access to Goods and Services
•	 III-Usability of Restrooms
•	 IV-Additional Access.  

The Performance Evaluation and Research Division (PERD) conducted 
on-site visits at each field office location to measure the office facilities 
against the ADA Accessibility Standards contained in the ADA Checklist 
(Appendix D) which is shown in Table 3.
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Table 3
Americans with Disabilities Act Checklist

Priorities Accessibility Measurements

I-Accessible Approach and Entry

•	 Route of Travel
•	 Ramps
•	 Parking/Drop-Off Areas
•	 Entrance

II-Access to Goods and Services

•	 Maneuvering Space
•	 Doors
•	 Rooms and Spaces
•	 Signage
•	 Seats, Tables, and Counters
•	 Stair, Elevators, and Lifts

III-Usability of Restrooms

•	 Access
•	 Doorways and Passages
•	 Stalls
•	 Lavatories

IV-Additional Access •	 Drinking Fountains
•	 Telephones

Source: The Americans with Disabilities Act Checklist for Readily 
Achievable Barrier Removal published by the Adaptive Environments 
Center Inc.

Thirteen (13) of the field offices are located in buildings that do 
not have an automatic door at the entrance into the building.�   These 
13 field offices either have no other issues with ADA Accessibility 
Guidelines, or they have issues that are easily mitigated by staff.  PERD 
staff’s visit to the Morgantown office after the initial letter-report revealed 
major accessibility issues.  However, the office was relocated to a fully 
accessible location during the current audit.  The remaining three offices 
(Beckley, Lewisburg, and Moorefield) have major accessibility issues� for 
West Virginia’s growing population of veterans with service-connected 
disabilities, and they can have a negative impact on the Department’s 
ability to meet the standard level of care for veterans and their loved 
ones. 

	

� Automatic doors are not a requirement under ADA Accessibility Guidelines but are a 
common feature for many public accommodations, and are important for individuals 
with a disability who are unaccompanied by a non-disabled person.
� In our November 2013 report, we reviewed the conditions in the Beckley and Lewis-
burg field offices. These conditions have not changed but are reported again to provide 
information for new readers.
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In order to provide adequate maneu-
vering space inside the Beckley of-
fice, furniture has to be removed and 
placed into the hallway. 

•	 The downtown Beckley field office is located in a two-room 
facility in a Department of Administration office complex.  The 
office location is responsible for serving the 14,357 veterans 
who reside in Fayette and Raleigh counties.  The office does not 
meet Priority I standards because it provides only two accessible 
parking spaces, both metered, and the parking spaces are located 
at a distance from the building entrance (See Figure 1 in Appendix 
E).   Consequently, a veteran using a wheelchair must travel a 
distance to the building entrance.  The office’s limited wheelchair 
maneuvering space and narrow access aisles fail to meet Priority 
II standards (Figure 2 in Appendix E).  Additionally, office staff 
reported to PERD that it was difficult to get power-wheelchairs 
through the office doorway.  While the doorway met the required 
minimum measurements contained in the ADA Checklist, the 
doorway is a very narrow entry point into the office space.   In 
order to provide adequate maneuvering space inside the office, 
furniture has to be removed and placed into the hallway.  Finally, 
the office’s lack of a wheelchair accessible bathroom stall does 
not meet Priority III standards.   

•	 The Lewisburg field office is located in the basement of the 
Greenbrier County Courthouse.   The office is responsible for 
serving the 6,560 veterans who reside in Greenbrier, Pocahontas, 
and Monroe counties.  The office has accessibility issues with 
Priority II because a number of doorways and access routes were 
found to be too narrow, and the office space does not provide 
enough maneuvering space for wheelchairs (Figure 3 in Appendix 
E).  

•	 The Moorefield office is located in the American Legion Post 
64. The office is responsible for serving the 9,641 veterans who 
reside in Grant, Hardy, Pendleton, Mineral, and Hampshire 
counties.  The office does not meet Priority I standards because 
it does not provide any handicap accessible parking spaces.  The 
office further fails to comply with Priority III standards because 
the small restroom is not fully accessible, in that the doorway is 
too narrow, does not provide maneuvering space, does not meet 
the ADA measurement guidelines for accessible restroom stalls, 
and provides no grab bars (Figures 4 and 5 in Appendix E).
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The remaining six field office loca-
tions present privacy concerns regard-
ing the disclosure of claims informa-
tion in an open office setting, and 
problems with adequate storage and 
security of the confidential claims on 
file at the offices. 

Six Field Offices Fail to Provide an Adequate Level of 
Privacy and May Fail to Meet Federal Privacy Standards

The claims process requires veterans to meet with a Veteran Service 
Officer and verbally disclose personal identification information (date 
of birth, social security numbers, address, etc.) and confidential medical 
information in these offices.  The nature of claims is such that all files, 
records, reports, and other papers and documents shall be confidential and 
privileged, and the disclosure of this information is prohibited, according 
to 38 C.F.R. §5701.  

Furthermore, each claim form that is filled out by a veteran at 
one of the Department’s field offices bears a Privacy Act of 1974 Notice, 
stating that the information collected will not be disclosed under the 
Privacy Act of 1974.  This Act prohibits an agency from disclosing any 
records by any means of communication without written consent of the 
individual to whom the record pertains, with limited exception (i.e., 
courts, Congress, or other government agencies).  

	 In addition to the personal identification and confidential medical 
information veterans are required to disclose for the claims process, 
veterans also use the office locations to discuss additional private 
experiences that they face or have faced in connection with their service.  
Examples of these types of disclosures can include sexual assault, 
medical issues, diseases, mental health issues, or other personal, service-
connected traumas.   

Currently, 10 of the Department’s field office locations provide 
adequate levels of privacy for the disclosure of the required information and 
provide for the security of claims on file at the offices.  The remaining six 
field office locations present privacy concerns regarding the disclosure of 
claims information in an open office setting, and problems with adequate 
storage and security of the confidential claims on file at the offices. The 
Department requires paper files for each claimant to be kept on site for 
a period of five years, after which time they may be disposed.  Files are 
required to be kept on site and stored in locking file cabinets for security.  
Table 4 outlines the privacy and storage concerns at each of these six 
field office locations.
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The Veteran Service Officer must 
often lock the office door to obtain 
privacy, shutting down the offices to 
serve a single veteran. 

Table 4
Six Veterans Assistance Offices Have Privacy and 

Storage Issues 
Private Disclosure Sufficient/Secure Storage

•	 Beckley
•	 Lewisburg
•	 Henlawson
•	 Spencer
•	 Summersville
•	 Welch

•	 Beckley
•	 Lewisburg
•	 Welch

Source: The Legislative Auditor’s staff observations during on-site 
visits and interviews.

•	 The Beckley office fails to provide a separate private space 
in which veterans can disclose their personal identification 
and confidential medical information when receiving claims 
assistance.  The small size of the office forces the Veteran Service 
Officers to take significant measures that impact other veterans 
who are waiting to be served. The Veteran Service Officer must 
often lock the office door to obtain privacy, shutting down the 
offices to serve a single veteran.  Furthermore, the office does 
not provide enough secure storage space to accommodate the 
large number of individual files on site.   Because there is no 
available space in the office filing cabinets and insufficient space 
to place additional filing cabinets, individual claimant files were 
observed in unsecured bankers’ boxes throughout the office.

•	 The Lewisburg field office fails to provide a private space 
in which veterans can disclose personal identification and 
confidential medical information when receiving claims 
assistance.   Furthermore, the Veterans Service Officer stated 
that the office does not provide sufficient secure storage space to 
accommodate the large number of individual files on site.  

•	 The Henlawson field office is located in the Vietnam Veterans 
of America Post in Logan County. The office is responsible for 
serving the 9,761 veterans who reside in Boone, Lincoln, Logan, 
and Mingo counties.  The field office fails to provide a private 
space in which veterans can disclose personal identification 
and confidential medical information when receiving claims 
assistance.  The Veteran Service Officer stated that privacy is 
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Veteran Service Officers in the Sum-
mersville office attempt to alleviate 
privacy concerns by using an adjacent 
conference room, but it is not always 
available.  

a concern at the office location and cited examples of cases in 
which sensitive topics such as sexual assault had arisen, and he 
was forced to clear the office, lock the doors, and make others 
wait in the hallway to allow for privacy. 

•	 The Spencer field office is located in the Roane County Committee 
on Aging Building. The office is responsible for serving the 6,897 
veterans who reside in Calhoun, Gilmer, Jackson, Roane, and Wirt 
counties.  The field office fails to provide a private space in which 
veterans can disclose personal identification and confidential 
medical information when receiving claims assistance.

•	 The Summersville field office is located in a Nicolas County 
Commission building. The office is responsible for serving the 
6,311 veterans who reside in Braxton, Clay, Nicolas, and Webster 
counties.  The field office fails to provide a private space in which 
veterans can disclose personal identification and confidential 
medical information when receiving claims assistance.  Veteran 
Service Officers attempt to alleviate privacy concerns by using an 
adjacent conference room, but it is not always available.  

•	 The Welch field office is located on the second floor of the 
McDowell County Library. The office is responsible for serving 
the 4,506 veterans who reside in McDowell and Wyoming 
counties.  The field office fails to provide a private space in which 
veterans can disclose personal identification and confidential 
medical information when receiving claims assistance.  Veteran 
Service Officers attempt to alleviate privacy concerns by using an 
adjacent conference room, but it is not always available.  While the 
office provides enough storage space for individual claimant files, 
many of the filing cabinets do not lock.  Therefore, confidential 
claimant files are not stored securely.

Secondhand Cigarette Smoke Poses a Health Risk at the 
Moorefield Office 

	 The Moorefield field office location has a unique issue in addition 
to its accessibility problems.  The office facility is located in the same 
building as an American Legion Post, which houses a bar.  West Virginia 
law does not regulate smoking in public facilities such as bars, but rather 
leaves the decision of regulation up to individual counties. According to 
the Hardy County Board of Health’s Clean Indoor Air Regulation, smoking 
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As a result of this location (Moore-
field), veterans who seek assistance 
at this facility are exposed to harmful 
secondhand smoke, which poses sig-
nificant health risks.  

is not restricted in bars.

	 The bar-area is located in a larger room behind the Department 
of Veterans Assistance field office.  When bar patrons enter the building 
from the outside, they walk past the two offices used by the Department, 
and enter the bar-area through a doorway.  During the audit staff’s on-site 
visit to the office, the Veterans Service Officer stated that entry and exit 
from the bar-area allows cigarette smoke to filter into the office.

	 As a result of this location, veterans who seek assistance at 
this facility are exposed to harmful secondhand smoke, which poses 
significant health risks.  The Veterans Service Officer stated that a number 
of complaints have been made by veterans and their families.  Moreover, 
of the 9,641 veterans who reside in the office’s service area, 3,656 (38 
percent) are over the age of 65, making them a vulnerable population for 
the effects of secondhand smoke. 

Low Rents and the Timing of the Original Leases May Have 
Contributed to the Use of Problematic Office Facilities

	 The Department of Veterans Assistance currently pays relatively 
low monthly rent at the majority of its field office locations.  Ten (10) of 
the office facilities have monthly rents at or below $300/month, including 
6 of the 7 facilities that have accessibility or privacy issues.

Ten (10) of the office facilities have 
monthly rents at or below $300/month, 
including 6 of the 7 facilities that have 
accessibility or privacy issues.
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Table 5
Monthly Field Office Rents

Fiscal Year 2014

Location Monthly 
Rent

Date of 
Original Lease

Square Feet
(ft²)

Renewal Date 
for Current 

Leases⁰

Beckley*^ $269.58 3/1/1999 250 ft² 6/30/15
Charleston $1,772.33 11/1/2006 2,045 ft² 10/31/16
Clarksburg $360.00 12/1/2012 900 ft² 11/30/15

Elkins $349.92 1/1/1997 646 ft² 12/31/15
Henlawson^ $290.00 4/1/2010 720 ft² 3/31/15
Huntington Donated -- -- --

Lewisburg*^ $300.00 11/1/1986 499 ft² 6/30/14
Martinsburg $650.00 1/19/2009 550 ft² 12/31/16
Moorefield* $300.00 2/1/1965 520 ft² 8/31/14
Morgantown $464.59 6/1/2009 439 ft² Monthly
Parkersburg $250.00 10/1/1984 529 ft² 6/30/17
Princeton $100.00 1/1/1979 739 ft² 6/30/17
Spencer^ $353.10 8/19/2005 600 ft² 7/31/15

Summersville^ $144.00 9/1/1982 332 ft² 8/31/15
Welch^ $150.00 4/1/1985 500 ft² 3/31/15

Wheeling $253.13 10/1/1988 405 ft² 9/30/15

Source: Leasing Information provided by the West Virginia Real Estate Division
^Office presents Privacy Act of 1974 compliance violations 
*Office presents ADA Accessibility barriers 
⁰Leases have been renewed over time. Length of the lease terms is not uniform. 

The dates of the original lease for two of the three facilities with 
accessibility issues predate the ADA law in its entirety, and all three 
leases were in effect before the ADA’s Title II revisions in 2010.  The 
ADA was initially passed by Congress in 1990, with Title II regulations 
becoming effective the following year.  Title II regulations were revised 
in 2010, including ADA’s Standards for Accessible Design.  Some of the 
office leases have been continually renewed for decades.  The Moorefield 
and Lewisburg offices have been in the same location for 49 and 28 years 
respectively.  As such, the ADA’s Standards for Accessible Design could 
not have been considered as a factor when initiating leases in the 1960s, 
1970s and 1980s, and apparently were not considered when renewing 
these older leases.  
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The Legislative Auditor believes that 
it is time for the Department to give 
careful consideration to all aspects of 
accessibility and privacy when initiat-
ing or renewing lease agreements.  

Conclusion

The Department of Veterans Assistance has much work to do in 
order to bring its field offices into compliance with federal accessibility 
guidelines and/or privacy standards for veterans.   The Department should 
make it a priority to achieve this compliance.   Because these facilities 
fail to provide accessibility and privacy, West Virginia veterans 
with physical, mental, or emotional disabilities may not have been 
properly served and may have been subjected to embarrassment 
and a loss of dignity.  The Legislative Auditor believes that it is time 
for the Department to give careful consideration to all aspects of 
accessibility and privacy when initiating or renewing lease agreements.  
The Legislative Auditor concludes that the seven offices that do not meet 
either accessibility guidelines or privacy standards should be relocated or 
retrofitted to provide for full accessibility and privacy for the benefit of 
West Virginia veterans.

Recommendations

1.	 The Department of Veterans Assistance should consider 
either relocating or retrofitting offices that fail to meet either 
accessibility or privacy standards in order to meet the Americans 
with Disabilities Act Accessibility Guidelines and the Privacy Act 
of 1974 standards.

2.	 The Department of Veterans Assistance should consider each 
field office’s compliance with the Americans with Disabilities Act 
Accessibility Guidelines and the Privacy Act of 1974 standards 
when renewing or initiating new lease agreements. 

3.	 The Department of Veterans Assistance should ensure that all office 
locations provide a smoke-free environment for its employees and 
the veterans they serve. 
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The Department Provides the Public a Good Website, with 
Many User-Friendly and Transparency Features. 

Issue Summary

It has become common and expected that government convey 
information to the public through websites.  A number of organizations have 
developed assessment criteria to evaluate federal and state government 
websites for transparency and user-friendliness. The Legislative Auditor 
conducted a literature review on assessments of government websites 
and developed an assessment tool to evaluate West Virginia’s state 
agency websites (see Appendix F).  The Legislative Auditor finds that 
the Department’s website provides many useful features that enhance the 
website’s user-friendliness and transparency.  Only modest improvements 
are needed for transparency. 

The Department Has a Good Website Overall, Particularly 
in the Area of User-Friendliness.

The assessment tool lists a large number of website elements; 
however, some elements should be included in every state website, while 
other elements such as social media links, graphics and audio/video 
features may not be necessary or practical for certain agencies. Table 6 
indicates that overall the Department of Veterans Assistance integrates 
56 percent of the checklist items within its website, which suggests that 
relatively modest improvements are needed.

Table 6
Department of Veterans Assistance

Website Evaluation 

Substantial 
Improvement Needed

More Improvement 
Needed

Modest Improvement 
Needed

Little or No 
Improvement Needed

0-25% 26-50% 51-75% 76-100%
Department 56%

Source: The Legislative Auditor’s review of the Department’s website, as of 1/16/14.

Issue 2
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According to the Flesch-Kincaid test, 
which is widely used by federal and 
state agencies to measure readability, 
the website is written at a college level, 
making it difficult for many citizens to 
comprehend.  

The Department’s Website Needs Only Modest 
Improvements in the Area of Transparency. 

In order for citizens to actively engage with government online, 
they must first be able to access and comprehend information on the 
website. Therefore, the website should be designed with the public in 
mind. A user-friendly website is readable, efficient, and allows for the 
public to easily navigate from page to page.  A government website should 
also be transparent and provide the public with confidence and trust in the 
government agency. Transparency promotes accountability and provides 
information for citizens about an agency’s activities.  A website that is 
transparent will have elements such as email contact information, the 
location of the agency, the agency’s phone number, as well as public 
records, the budget and performance measures.

The Legislative Auditor reviewed the Department’s website for 
both user-friendliness and transparency. Table 7 shows the website’s 
total score as being 28 out of a possible 50 points. Thus, only modest 
improvements are needed to address areas that are lacking.

Table 7
Department of Veterans Assistance

Website Evaluation Score 
Category Possible Points Agency Points Percentage

User-Friendly 18 12 67%
Transparent 32 16 50%

Total 50 28 56%
Source:  The Legislative Auditor’s calculations based on a criteria checklist of common website features.

Modest Changes to the Department’s Website Are Needed 
to Improve User-Friendliness.

The Department’s website has 67 percent of the common 
components for user-friendliness.  The website is easy to navigate, as every 
page is linked to its homepage, and each page provides a search box that 
allows users to search for specific content.  A majority of the information 
on the site is related to valuable services and activities provided by the 
Department, and the site provides a list of responses to the Department’s 
most frequently asked questions.  However, the website does not allow 
for font adjustment, which could make small font unreadable for some 
users.   Given studies that reveal that the average reading level in the 
United States is at the 8th grade, it is recommended that government 
websites should not exceed the 8th grade reading level.  According to the 
Flesch-Kincaid test, which is widely used by federal and state agencies 
to measure readability, the website is written at a college level, making it 
difficult for many citizens to comprehend.  
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User-Friendly Considerations

The following are a few attributes that could enhance the website’s 
user-friendliness:

•	 Readability - When posting information about the 
Department, ensure that it can be understood by the 
general public. 

•	 Foreign Language Accessibility - A link to translate 
all web pages into one or more languages other than 
English.

•	 Site Functionality - The website should include buttons 
to adjust the font size, and resizing of text should not 
distort site graphics.

Transparency Is the Main Area Where Changes Are Needed 
to Improve the Department’s Website.

The Department’s website has 50 percent of the common website 
components for transparency.  The website contains e-mail and telephone 
contact information for all administrative staff, as well as the physical 
address for each facility operated by the Department.   The website 
provides a biography for the Department Secretary, detailing his personal 
experience and qualifications.   The website also provides updated 
information on events, meetings, and activities for veterans.  However, the 
website does not provide any public records (statutes, rules, audits, annual 
reports, etc.) or any budget data.  Further, the website does not provide 
any method by which users can file a complaint, and lacks information on 
how to submit a Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) request.  

Transparency Considerations

The following are a few attributes that would be beneficial to the 
Department of Veterans Assistance in increasing its transparency:

•	 Public Records- The website should contain all applicable 
public records relating to the agency’s function (statutes, 
rules, meeting minutes, etc.)

•	 Department Budget- A link to the annual budget.

•	 Performance Measures- A link from the homepage 
explaining the Department’s performance goals and 
measures.

•	 FOIA Information- Information on how to submit a 
FOIA request, ideally with an online submission form.
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•	 Complaint Form- A link from the homepage that contains 
a form to file a complaint, preferably an online form.

•	 Mapped Location of Department’s Offices- The 
Department’s contact page should include an embedded 
map that shows the Department’s locations.

Conclusion

	 The Legislative Auditor finds that improvements are needed in the 
areas of user-friendliness and transparency to the Department’s website.  
The website could benefit from incorporating several common website 
features.

Positive features of the Department’s website allow users to obtain 
contact information for field offices, provide feedback, and navigate the 
site with relative ease.  Currently the Department’s performance measures, 
annual reports, and budget information are not listed on the website.  
Providing users with this information would enhance transparency.  
It is the Legislative Auditor’s opinion that to continue to strive for 
open government and transparency, the Department should consider 
implementing a link to the Department budget, performance measures, 
Department history, mapped location to the offices, and a calendar of 
events. 

Recommendation

The following recommendation should be considered:

4.	 The Legislative Auditor recommends that the West Virginia 
Department of Veterans Assistance should consider making modest 
additions for the user-friendliness and transparency of its website 
by incorporating more of the website elements identified. 

Positive features of the Department’s 
website allow users to obtain contact 
information for field offices, provide 
feedback, and navigate the site with 
relative ease.  
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Appendix A
Transmittal Letter
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	 The Performance Evaluation and Research Division (PERD) within the Office of the Legislative Auditor 
conducted this performance review of the West Virginia Department of Veterans Assistance (Department) 
pursuant to West Virginia Code §4-2-5.  The purpose of the Department, as established in West Virginia Code 
§9A-1-1(b), is to aid, assist, counsel and advise veterans who have served in and been honorably discharged 
from the Armed Forces of the United States and their widows, widowers and dependents, including populations 
of veterans who may have special needs as a result of homelessness, incarceration or physical or mental 
disabilities.

Objectives

	 There are two objectives in this review.  The first is to determine the extent to which the Department’s 
field offices meet federal guidelines for accessibility and privacy.   The second objective is to assess the 
Department’s website for user-friendliness and transparency.

Scope

	 The scope of this review for Issue 1 consisted of all of the Department field office facilities that were in 
use between November 2013 and January 2014.  For Issue 2 the scope comprised a review of the Department’s 
website on January 16, 2014.

Methodology

	 PERD gathered and analyzed several sources of information and conducted audit procedures to assess 
the sufficiency and appropriateness of the information used as evidence.  The information gathered and the 
audit procedures are described below.

	 Testimonial evidence was gathered for this review through interviews with the Department’s 
administrative staff, as well as staff at each of the 16 field office locations.  The purpose for testimonial 
evidence was to gain a better understanding of the conditions of office accessibility and privacy, to confirm 
the existence or non-existence of these conditions at each of the offices, and to understand the Department’s 
position on the conditions of the office facilities.   This testimonial evidence was confirmed by written 
statements and physical evidence (photographs).

	 In order to determine the extent to which each field office meets federal standards for accessible 
design and privacy, on-site visits to each office location were necessary.   Physical evidence obtained 
through on-site visits was obtained through direct observations and photographs.  During PERD’s on-site 
visits, physical measurements were taken for each office, and recorded on the Americans with Disabilities 
Act (ADA) Checklist.  The ADA Checklist, which encompasses some of the ADA Standards for Accessible 
Design, serves to identify accessibility issues at each office.  A complete checklist was filled out for each 
office location, and the information was entered into an Excel spreadsheet for analysis.  On-site visits also 
enabled PERD to observe privacy concerns, such as the lack of private interview space, or inadequate storage 
space for confidential documents.  Observations of privacy concerns are documented in physical evidence 
(photographs) and in testimonial evidence. PERD conducted on-site visits to each office to ensure that all 
evidence obtained for Issue 1 was appropriate, sufficient, and accurate.

Appendix B
Objective, Scope and Methodology
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	 In order to determine the cost to the Department each month for renting each field office location, PERD 
used information provided by the Department.  This information was verified by the Real Estate Division of the 
Department of Administration.  Additionally, the Real Estate Division provided other information regarding 
the leases, such as the original lease date, the renewal date for each field office, and the total square footage 
for each office.

	 In order to determine the number of West Virginia veterans who have a service-connected disability, 
PERD used data from the Disability Status Reports: West Virginia, for the years spanning from 2008 to 2012.  
This report is issued by the Cornell University Research and Training Center on Disability Demographic 
Statistics, and derives its data estimates from the American Community Survey (ACS) data—a U.S. Census 
Bureau survey tool.  The data from these Disability Status Reports is somewhat limited in that only working-
age (21-64 years old) veterans are included in the sampling.  Therefore, when the data are referenced in the 
body of the report, it is made clear that we are referencing only those veterans of working-age. 

	 In order to evaluate state agency websites, the Legislative Auditor conducted a literature review of 
government website studies, reviewed top-ranked government websites, and reviewed the work of groups 
that rate government websites in order to establish a master list of essential website elements.  The Brookings 
Institute’s “2008 State and Federal E-Government in the United States” and the Rutgers University’s 2008 
“U.S. States E-Governance Survey (2008): An Assessment of State Websites” helped identify the top ranked 
states in regards to e-government. The Legislative Auditor identified three states (Indiana, Maine and 
Massachusetts) that were ranked in the top 10 in both studies and reviewed all 3 states’ main portals for trends 
and common elements in transparency and user-friendliness. 

The Legislative Auditor also reviewed a 2010 report from the West Virginia Center on Budget and 
Policy that was useful in identifying a group of core elements from the master list that should be considered 
for state websites to increase their transparency and e-governance.  It is understood that not every item listed 
in the master list is to be found in a department or agency website because some of the technology may not 
be practical or useful for some state agencies.  Therefore, the Legislative Auditor compared the Department’s 
website to the established criteria for user-friendliness and transparency so that the Department can determine 
if it is progressing in step with the e-government movement and if improvements to its website should be 
made.

We conducted this performance audit in accordance with generally accepted government auditing 
standards.   Those standards require that we plan and perform the audit to obtain sufficient, appropriate 
evidence to provide a reasonable basis for our findings and conclusions based on our audit objectives.  We 
believe that the evidence obtained provides a reasonable basis for our findings and conclusions based on our 
audit objectives.
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Appendix C 
Map of Field Office Facilities

•	 Beckley

•	 Charleston

•	 Clarksburg

•	 Elkins

•	 Huntington

•	 Lewisburg

•	 Logan

•	 Martinsburg

•	 Moorefield

•	 Morgantown

•	 Parkersburg

•	 Princeton

•	 Spencer

•	 Summersville

•	 Welch

•	 Wheeling
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Appendix D
ADA Checklist
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Appendix E
Photographs From Site Visists

Figure 1: Handicap Accessible Parking at the Beckley field office is limited, 
metered, and forces veterans with disabilities to park far away from the building 
entrance.

Figure 2: The small size of the Beckley field office does not provide adequate 
maneuvering space for wheelchairs, and presents difficulties in getting large 
wheelchairs through the doorway.
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Figure 3: The narrow doorways and corridors at the Lewisburg office can make 
wheelchair navigation difficult for veterans. Some doorways (as seen above) fail to 
provide the ADA-required amount of clear space.

Figure 4: The Moorefield office does not provide an accessible restroom facility for 
veterans. As seen here, a veteran in a wheelchair could not even enter the restroom, 
due to the step-up at the door.
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Figure 5: The small size of the Moorefield office’s restroom fails to meet most 
of the ADA’s measurement requirements, and is not accessible to veterans with a 
physical disability.
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Appendix F
Website Criteria Checklist and Points System 

West Virginia Department of Veterans Assistance
Review Date: 1/16/14

User-Friendly Description Total Points 
Possible

Total Agency 
Points

Criteria The ease of navigation from page to page along 
with the usefulness of the website. 18 12

Individual Points 
Possible

Individual 
Agency Points

Search Tool The website should contain a search box (1), 
preferably on every page (1). 2 points  2  points

Help Link

There should be a link that allows users to 
access a FAQ section (1) and agency contact 
information (1) on a single page. The link’s text 
does not have to contain the word help, but it 
should contain language that clearly indicates 
that the user can find assistance by clicking the 
link (i.e. “How do I…”, “Questions?” or “Need 
assistance?”)

2 points  2  points

Foreign language 
accessibility

A link to translate all webpages into languages 
other than English. 1 point  0  points

Content Readability

The website should be written on a 8th grade 
reading level.  The Flesch-Kincaid Test is widely 
used by Federal and State agencies to measure 
readability. 

No points, see 
narrative —

Site Functionality

The website should use sans serif fonts (1), the 
website should include buttons to adjust the 
font size  (1), and resizing of text should not 
distort site graphics or text (1).

3 points  1  point

Site Map

A list of pages contained in a website that can 
be accessed by web crawlers and users.  The 
Site Map acts as an index of the entire website 
and a link to the department’s entire site 
should be located on the bottom of every page. 

1 point  1  point

Mobile Functionality
The agency’s website is available in a mobile 
version (1) and/or the agency has created 
mobile applications (apps) (1).

2 points 1  point

Navigation
Every page should be linked to the agency’s 
homepage (1) and should have a navigation bar 
at the top of every page (1).

2 points   2  points
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West Virginia Department of Veterans Assistance
Review Date: 1/16/14

FAQ Section A page that lists the agency’s most frequent 
asked questions and responses. 1 point  1  point

Feedback Options
A page where users can voluntarily submit 
feedback about the website or particular 
section of the website.

1 point  1  point

Online survey/poll A short survey that pops up and requests users 
to evaluate the website. 1 point  0  point

Social Media Links
The website should contain buttons that allow 
users to post an agency’s content to social 
media pages such as Facebook and Twitter. 

1 point  1  point

RSS Feeds

RSS stands for “Really Simple Syndication” and 
allows subscribers to receive regularly updated 
work (i.e. blog posts, news stories, audio/video, 
etc.) in a standardized format. 

1 point  0  point

Transparency Description Total Points 
Possible

Total Agency 
Points

Criteria

A website which promotes accountability and 
provides information for citizens about what 
the agency is doing.  It encourages public 
participation while also utilizing tools and 
methods to collaborate across all levels of 
government.

32 16

Individual Points 
Possible

Individual 
Agency Points

Email General website contact. 1 point  1  point

Physical Address General address of stage agency. 1 point  1  point

Phone Number Correct phone number of state agency. 1 point  1  point

Location of Agency 
Headquarters 

The agency’s contact page should include 
an embedded map that shows the agency’s 
location.  

1 point  0  point

Administrative officials Names (1) and contact information (1) of 
administrative officials. 2 points  2  points

Administrator(s) 
biography

A biography explaining the administrator(s) 
professional qualifications and experience.    1 point   1  point
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West Virginia Department of Veterans Assistance
Review Date: 1/16/14

Privacy policy A clear explanation of the agency/state’s online 
privacy policy. 1 point  1  point

Public Records

The website should contain all applicable public 
records relating to the agency’s function.  If 
the website contains more than one of the 
following criteria the agency will receive two 
points:

•	 Statutes 

•	 Rules and/or regulations

•	 Contracts

•	 Permits/licensees

•	 Audits

•	 Violations/disciplinary actions

•	 Meeting Minutes

•	 Grants  

2 points  0  points

Complaint form A specific page that contains a form to file a 
complaint (1), preferably an online form (1). 2 points  0  points

Budget Budget data is available (1) at the checkbook 
level (1), ideally in a searchable database (1). 3 points  0  points

Mission statement The agency’s mission statement should be 
located on the homepage. 1 point  1  point

Calendar of events Information on events, meetings, etc. (1) ideally 
imbedded using a calendar program (1). 2 points  1  point

e-Publications Agency publications should be online (1) and 
downloadable (1). 2 points  0  points

Agency Organizational 
Chart

A narrative describing the agency organization 
(1), preferably in a pictorial representation such 
as a hierarchy/organizational chart (1).

2 points 0  points

Graphic capabilities Allows users to access relevant graphics such as 
maps, diagrams, etc. 1 point  1  point

Audio/video features Allows users to access and download relevant 
audio and video content. 1 point 1  point

FOIA information Information on how to submit a FOIA request 
(1), ideally with an online submission form (1). 2 points 0  points
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West Virginia Department of Veterans Assistance
Review Date: 1/16/14

Performance measures/
outcomes

A page linked to the homepage explaining the 
agencies performance measures and outcomes. 1 point 0  points

Agency history

The agency’s website should include a page 
explaining how the agency was created, what it 
has done, and how, if applicable, has its mission 
changed over time.

1 point 1  point

Website updates
The website should have a website update 
status on screen (1) and ideally for every page 
(1).

2 points 2  points

Job Postings/links to 
Personnel Division 
website

The agency should have a section on homepage 
for open job postings (1) and a link to the 
application page Personnel Division (1).

2 points  2  points
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Appendix G
Aency Response 
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