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Workers' comp system cuts through paper

New paperless system active by end of year; critics worry it's too soon -- and too small

Sacramento Business Journal - by Kelly Johnson Staff writer
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Noah Tempkin, a Sacramento workers’ compensation judge, sorts through piles of paperwork he needs for a case. A new paperless system is being tested in California and should clear Tempkin’s desk by late next month.

View Larger 


If all goes according to plan, by the end of this year the paperwork for disputed claims by injured workers will be missing an important ingredient — paper.

California this month began testing a controversial new paperless system for handling disputed workers’ compensation claims, and officials hope to completely switch over on Nov. 10. The shift, planned for four years, will affect tens of thousands of people, both inside and outside of the state Division of Workers’ Compensation and the state Workers’ Compensation Appeals Board.

Although program officials say the digital system will be faster and easier, critics contend it has significant problems that could make maneuvering through the already-complex workers’ comp system more cumbersome.

Launching the Electronic Adjudication Management System, or EAMS, will mean a fundamental shift for 1,160 state employees, 140,000 to 150,000 injured workers each year, about 7,000 workers’ comp attorneys plus their staffs, and numerous insurance companies and self-insured employers.

EAMS will cost the state $36 million, or up to $44 million counting the cost to maintain and operate the system after Deloitte Consulting leaves.

The change will bring the division and the appeals board into the 21st century, and put California ahead of all other states by creating a digital system for managing both cases and court calendars, said Keven Star, who oversees the workers’ comp court system.

The division’s offices across the state are test-driving EAMS starting this month — Sacramento’s pilot runs July 28 through Aug. 1 — and the system is set to go live within the division Aug. 25. The public at first will have new paper forms, with scannable bar codes, to fill out, but the plan is to eliminate those Nov. 10.

Critics fear that the new system won’t have enough capacity to handle all the people who use it, causing delays that hurt injured workers. Some worry that the state is pushing the new system forward before all the bugs are worked out.

“I’m concerned about the disruption in the system,” said Rodger Dillion, principal consultant to the state Senate Committee on Labor and Industrial Relations.

The association of attorneys who represent injured workers also is unhappy about training time pulling court workers away from cases, though the state contends things keep running at 85 percent of normal capacity during training. Even the critics, though, are excited about the possibilities.

Conquering paper piles

When everything shakes out, EAMS will save time and ease access, said Linda Atcherley, immediate past president of the California Applicants’ Attorneys Association.

That’s if the system lives up to hopes.

“The jury is still out,” said Stephen Cattolica, director of government relations for the California Society of Industrial Medicine and Surgery in Sacramento.

Sam Sorich, president of the Association of California Insurance Companies in Sacramento, figures the division will have to work out some problems, but supports the new paperless system.

“We think in the long term it’s going to improve the workers’ compensation system by making things efficient,” he said.

Some are reluctant to embrace EAMS, but the division is trying to quell their fears, Star said. Gone will be the piles and piles of paper files that get misplaced, clutter judges’ desks and have to be shipped across the state from one division office to another. Attorneys and couriers won’t have to rush to file documents with the court. Case information will be in one easily accessible file instead of spread among several offices; if several people want to discuss a case, they can talk on the phone while looking at the file simultaneously on their computers.

With up-to-date information at her fingertips, Judge Colleen Casey in San Francisco can quickly settle cases, she said. Through the software program, she can digitally ask the disability evaluation unit to rate an injury so she can proceed with a trial the same morning, and she can be sure all the documents are in the file.

“We’re going to be able to do more trials sooner,” Casey said, which means benefits will get to injured workers faster. “It’s just going to streamline everything.”

Star said one law firm expects to save $1,500 a month on postage, paper and space to keep all that paper.

“It allows us to be more responsive to people,” added Joel Harter, presiding judge in Sacramento and Northern California regional manager.

Accessibility fears

That’s assuming all the attorneys, medical providers, claims adjusters, self-insured employers and injured workers can get to the information they need. The software is set up to allow as many as 1,000 people outside the state government to use the system at any given time. Some critics fear that won’t be enough.

Atcherley, a sole practitioner with one secretary, isn’t worried about herself. But, she asked, what about a large law firm where 50 attorneys and clerical staff handle cases? Will they be able to meet statutory deadlines for their clients’ cases?

Not all 7,000 workers’ comp lawyers will be online at any one time, Star said. The state also doesn’t expect attorneys or other outside users to spend much time at one stretch on the system; they may log in to check a hearing date or file documents, but they’ll have their own software to track and manage cases, Star said.

The division will monitor use of EAMS to determine if it should buy additional user licenses from the software provider, Star said. The 1,000 licenses, he acknowledged, “might be on the low side.”
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