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The committee met, pursuant to notice, at 9:41 a.m., in Room 345, Cannon House Office Building, Hon. Bob Filner [chairman of the committee] presiding.

Present:  Representatives Filner, Mitchell, Hall, Halvorson, Perriello, Teague, Rodriguez, Donnelly, McNerney, Walz, Adler, Kirkpatrick, Buyer, Brown, Miller, Boozman, Buchanan, and Roe.

Senators Akaka, Sanders, Begich, Burr, and Johanns.

Senator Akaka.  [Presiding.]  Aloha, and welcome.  Welcome to all of you to this hearing today, a hearing of the Committee on Veterans' Affairs of both Houses.  And welcome to all of you to the hearing of the legislative presentation of the American Legion.  

Let me express a warm welcome to our National Commander, Clarence Hill.  Clarence has a great future ahead of him, and a busy one, too; and I am glad to know that his family is supporting him, and I look forward to a great year working with Clarence and the American Legion. 

Senator Akaka.  I am also delighted to welcome Mr. Bernard and Mrs. Lee, who hail from Hawaii.  

Bernard, will you stand, please.  

[Applause.]

Senator Akaka.  I am glad to have somebody from my home State here in Washington, D.C.  And I am very pleased to join my colleagues on the Veterans Affairs Committee to hear your legislative priorities.  

I want to commend the American Legion for its long and proud tradition of public service and especially its advocacy on behalf of the men and women who have served in the Armed Forces.  As servicemen and ‑women continue to serve in harm's way, we must be prepared to care for them when they return home.  Our national security continues to depend on how we meet the needs of those returning from battle.  They must have access to the best health care and rehabilitation services available.  They must be fairly and timely compensated for any injuries, including invisible wounds of TBI and PTSD.  

There must be a seamless transition from military to civilian life for veterans where VA is an active partner with the Department of Defense.  There must be a coordinated effort to assist veterans' families, as they are often the primary caregivers for injured veterans.  

Finally, especially now, in this time of war, VA must have the resources necessary to carry out its missions.  

Earlier this year, the Senate committee approved seven bills, of which six have been reported, and I expect that the remaining bill will be reported shortly.  Of the six already reported, three have passed the Senate and one has been signed into law.  

One of the bills that passed the Senate is S. 423, the Veterans Health Care Budget and Transparency Act of 2009.  This bill would authorize, beginning in fiscal year 2011, advanced appropriations for certain VA medical care accounts by providing budget authority for 2 fiscal years.  Knowing what funding it will receive 1 year in advance will allow VA to plan more efficiently better use of taxpayer dollars to care for veterans and also avoid annual partisan political maneuvering.  

I thank Commander Hill very much and the members of the American Legion for your service and for your long, long tradition and for being here today.  I regret that I will be unable to remain for the rest of the hearing.  I have another hearing on the Senate side.  But I want to thank you, and thank you again, Commander Hill, and I look forward to working with you and the American Legion in the coming year.  

And now I would like to pass the gavel on to the chairman of the House Committee on Veterans' Affairs, Chairman Filner. 

[The statement of Senator Akaka appears on p.   :]

******** INSERT 1‑1 ********

The Chairman.  Thank you, Senator.  And thank you for calling the session to order.  It is a very important session, and I apologize for being late.  

If you will stay for 1 more minute, I just want to thank you, after welcoming Commander Hill and also the President of the Auxiliary, Rita Navarrete.  

We thank you for being here.  

I think, Senator, your chairmanship of the Senate committee and our companion committee in the House ‑‑ in the 3 years that we have been in charge, I think we have done some incredibly good things for our Nation, helped by all of us here in the committee.  We are starting the GI Bill for the 21st Century right now.  Not only, of course, is it going to pay for the full tuition of most of the young people going to college, but for the first time we are giving the National Guard and Reserve units access, at the level of which they performed active duty, to these benefits.  And that is an incredible, I think, advance.  In addition, if a veteran does not or chooses not to use the benefit, they can pass it on to their spouse or children.  

So I think that GI Bill for the 21st Century is a remarkable achievement from this Congress and your leadership is greatly appreciated.  

[Applause.] 

The Chairman.  In addition, the three budgets that we have had that have gone through our committees, we have unprecedented increases in health care for our Nation's veterans, a $20 billion increase over the last 3 years, almost 60 percent; I mean, that is an incredible advance.  

We have not met all the needs.  We want to make sure that money is spent well.  But we should be proud of the budgets that we were able to shepherd through Congress.  

And as you mentioned in your remarks, we are about to pass, I think, what is only a revolutionary way to look at the funding for our health care system, and that is the advance appropriation.  We are now going to ‑‑ in the last 20 years the VA has not been funded on time ‑‑ for 19 of the last 22 years we have not funded the VA on time.  You can't run a health care system that way.  With your leadership and our support, we are about to fully institute advance funding.  So this year we are not only doing the fiscal year 2010 budget, but we are going to give the health care system the fiscal year 2011 budget for health care.  

[Applause.]

The Chairman.  So I know you have to leave, but I just wanted to thank you for your leadership.  The Senate and the House, working together with the Legion and other VSOs, I think, have really delivered for our Nation's veterans.  So I thank you, Senator Akaka.  

We have a lot of work still to do.  I will tell you, the Secretary of the VA is committed, for example, to eliminating homelessness amongst veterans within the next 5 years, and we are going to have a plan to do that and it is a comprehensive approach that has to be carried out.  But to have homeless and veterans in the same expression is a disgrace to this Nation, and we should abolish that if we can, and we are going to try.  

[Applause.]

The Chairman.  We have women veterans in our Armed Forces now having been in active duty, many combat situations, and yet when they come back home for veterans' care, we have an institution that was built for men.  Now we have to change that and we have to change the culture.  

We have to make sure that there are gender‑appropriate doctors, that if a veteran has to bring a child in because they couldn't get child care and the appointment at the same time, there should be some provision for that child care.  Women should get the respect that they have earned and deserve and not just be subject to ‑‑ 

[Applause.]

The Chairman.  ‑‑ to a lack of respect for their roles.  And I suspect ‑‑ how many people in the room are veterans of the Vietnam era?  Most of you.  

In concluding, before we hear the introduction, I just want to say to the Vietnam veterans, we did not treat you properly when you came home.  Those of us who were against the war ‑‑ and I am included in that ‑‑ did not distinguish between the war and the warrior, and we did not treat you as heroes as we should have done, and we are paying a terrible price for that.  Individuals are paying a price, families have paid that price, communities, our Nation.  

I want to say, by the way, that because of your experience, we have in this Congress in our country have said, no matter where we are on the war in Iraq and Afghanistan, we are going to make sure that every young man and woman who comes back from that war gets all the care, love, attention, honor, and dignity that a nation can give.  And that is what we are going to do.  

But we still, I think, have some things to do for our Vietnam vets, and I will just mention one right now:  Agent Orange claims.  We denied Agent Orange did anything for decades, and then when we said Agent Orange is a problem, we put so many bureaucratic and obstacles in front of people, many of you and your comrades have been fighting that claims process for 30 years or more.  I think it has done more harm to you than maybe any original wound did, or injury.  Many people think VA means "veterans adversary" instead of "veterans advocate."  

We have legislation ‑‑ I hope we take it up soon ‑‑ that says basically, if you were there, we should care.  If you have an Agent Orange claim, I don't care if your boots were on the ground or you were in the blue waters off the shore or in the blue skies above ‑‑ Laos, Cambodia, Thailand, Guam; there are places in the United States where shipments of Agent Orange opened up and exposed people.  I want to grant those claims today, get those off our books, stop the suffering that you all have had in making these claims.

Let's move on, saying "thank you" for your service.  That is what we want to do right now for our Vietnam vets.

[Applause.]

The Chairman.  Senator Burr, you are the ranking member of the Senate committee.  I would recognize you for an opening statement.  

Senator Burr.  Thank you, Chairman Filner.  And let me just say, Chairman Akaka deserves a tremendous amount of credit for the way he has shepherded through the United States Senate many pieces of legislation that affect all of us in this room.  It is good to see so many of my House colleagues today.  I haven't been gone long enough to forget you or to miss the House.  

And, Commander Hill, just 2 weeks into it, I am not sure you have had time to fully understand what you have committed to.  But for a Floridian, it is hard for me to believe that you would want to travel the rest of the country in the winter.  But we do welcome your service to the Legionnaires, and we welcome you and your leadership team here this morning.  

I also want to commend the Legion's work at the State and local levels, and the Post and State leaders from North Carolina who are here as well.  Today, we have two North Carolinians, Corley Hunsucker from King, North Carolina, and Jeff Joyner from Rockingham.  

I know Corley is here.  Corley, would you stand.  And, Jeff, if you are here, would you stand as well.  Thank you.  I guess it doesn't mean as much to say thank you for making the trip as it does for Chairman Akaka to recognize those from Hawaii, but I do thank you for being here.  

You are visiting us at a time that our Nation faces tremendous challenges.  Not only are we fighting a war on terror, but we have our own challenges here at home.  We are in the midst of some tough economic times.  We have record deficits, and we are engaged in an important discussion on health care reform.  Needless to say, there will be a spirited debate in the halls of Congress in the months ahead.  Fortunately, veterans issues are not one where there is significant disagreement.  And many of the priorities you lay out in your testimony, Commander, are ones that Congress is moving forward with.  

Both the House and the Senate have passed legislation authorizing advanced appropriations for the VA.  The Senate also passed a bill I sponsored, the Military Spouses Residency Relief Act.  And this bill would allow military spouses like active duty service members to keep a home State as they are moved around the country by the military.  I think this is an important piece of legislation.  

The Senate is poised to pass additional legislation that will improve benefits for veterans with severe traumatic brain injury, ensure that severely disabled veterans can receive their compensation soon after separation from the service, support family caregivers of severely wounded veterans.  

And, finally, we will again provide record funding for the VA.  We just have to make sure that it is passed on time.  

With that said, we still have some areas of disagreement, and we need the American Legion's support to move these issues forward.  First, any national health care reform proposal must acknowledge and respect the autonomy of the VA health care system and the TRICARE system.  

[Applause.]

Senator Burr.  The veterans who use those systems as their provider of choice must not be punished in doing so.  I want to commend Representative Buyer for his leadership during the House debate on this issue.  

Second, S. 669, a bill I authored to protect veterans' second amendment rights, has been languishing for 2 years now despite the Veterans Committee approving it twice.  The American Legion has already endorsed the legislation.  But I need your help in getting whoever is blocking the bill to at least agree to a vote.  Let me tell you what is going on.  

Currently, the Attorney General asked the VA for the names of veterans who need a fiduciary to help them manage their financial affairs.  Those names go on a list called the National Instant Criminal Background System, or NICS.  If you go on that list, you can't buy a gun and, even worse, you are deemed a criminal if you own one.  Here's my problem with it.  

First, the Attorney General has asked only VA for names of its beneficiaries who need help, but not the Social Security Administration.  So we have a policy on the books that discriminates against individuals based upon their military service.  To me, that is unacceptable.  

Second, we have a midlevel VA employee making decisions on matters that lead to the criminalization of possession of a firearm.  Our veterans deserve the benefit of either a court of law or similar judiciary authority, not a government bureaucrat, making that decision.  

[Applause.]

Commander, I want to thank the Legion for their support of S. 669.  It is my hope that, with your support, we can end this arbitrary, discriminatory, and unfair practice that now exists within our system and is targeted at the men and women who have committed to serve their country.  

Again, let me close by congratulating you, Commander, for your election as commander, and to tell you and your leadership team, I truly do look forward to working with you throughout this next year and for the years to come.  I thank you.  I yield back.  

The Chairman.  Thank you, Senator.

[Applause.]  

[The statement of Senator Burr appears on p.   :]

******** INSERT 1‑2 ********

The Chairman.  I would recognize the ranking member of the House Committee, Mr. Buyer, for an opening statement.  

Mr. Buyer.  Thank you, Mr. Chairman.  And I associate myself with the remarks of my colleague, Mr. Burr of North Carolina.  

It is my pleasure once again to welcome the American Legion here.  And congratulations, Commander Hill, not only on your election, but also for your service to the country from the Naval Academy and your honorable services to the United States Navy.  I also anticipate you will have a successful tenure, and I look forward to seeing you.  I will see you today at 2:00, and we will have some further good discussions.  

I also would like to congratulate Rita Navarrete.  Congratulations on your election.  I have been informed about your distinguished career at the Department of Agriculture and also your many hours of volunteerism that you have given at your own local VA in Albuquerque.  And you do that which many have done all around the country, and therefore you set an example for others to follow.  So congratulations to you.  Volunteerism, it is really the heart of our veterans service organizations, and so I think you will do an excellent job also in leadership toward your members.  

I would also like to recognize a good friend.  I have watched him move through the chairs through the years, Jim Koutz, sitting here at the front table.  You are getting closer.  So congratulations to you.  

And to my good friend Alan Titus, it was good to see you yesterday.  And it was unfortunate I did not get the chance to see the others from Indiana ‑‑ Darrell Hansel, Danny Rice, Steve Short, and Commander Bob Newman.  They got hung up in Mark Souder's office.  I understand that.  Mark has been a the colleague of mine for a long time.  Mark, when you ask him what time it is, he is the kind of person who will tell you how a watch works.  So I completely understand what happened.  

I want to jump right in to some pressing issues.  Legion members, no differently than I think members of other veterans service organizations, you serve with great conviction, and it is based on the inculcation of values that were instilled in us a long, long time ago.  So ‑‑ your voice is extremely critical, and so I want to address some issues that I am working on, on behalf of our comrades; and Mr. Burr had mentioned them.  

Also I want to highlight some corrective actions that I am working on with Chairman Waxman in the Energy and Commerce Committee that need to be taken up, because the present version of the health reform bill could have a negative and adverse impact upon veterans if they are not fixed.  

The present bill would seek to deny dual eligibility.  So if you have got insurance from one employer and your wife works somewhere else and they have got insurance, in other words, you can't piggyback off hers and she can't ‑‑ you can't do that anymore.  And that creates a real problem with regard to veterans and how, in fact, we are going to be able to gain our access to the VA.  

Now, when Mr. Burr had mentioned that we need to make sure that we protect the military health delivery system and TRICARE, an amendment was made by Representative Wilson in our Ed and Labor Committee that does that with regard to the military health delivery system in TRICARE, but the VA was left out.  And so in the bill, the VA is not considered an acceptable plan, and I am trying to make sure that veterans are not subject to a 2.5 percent payroll tax if they choose the VA as a health care option; and so far I have not been successful.  

I want to thank the American Legion.  I want to thank Steve Robertson for your help.  But I need your voice.  I think we need to spell it out directly in the legislation and not rely upon some discretion later on.  I think we need to make sure that we establish our autonomy and highlight the VA and treat it the way it should be done.  And so, hopefully, we can get that taken care of.  

The bill also creates some disincentives with regard to Guard and Reserve.  Now, I am jumping in the weeds.  You say, well, these are extremely important.  And I am going to highlight this now, because what happened when we passed the GI Bill, I had a series, it must have been 10 or 11 errors with the GI Bill that I sought to have corrected, and they were all denied at the conference.  And now, all of a sudden, we have got to make all these corrections to the GI Bill.  Well, I am going to be even more stubborn this time to make sure these things get corrected now.  

So the disincentive for the Guard and Reserve, for example, you are a ‑‑ who are Wounded Warriors, any of you guys, Guardsmen or Reservists?  

There you go.  

Army Reserve?  You are a Guardsman.  

Well, here is a prime example.  If you have ‑‑ you are at your employer and maybe you have a child and that child has been sick and they are on insurance.  When you are called to active duty now, you are on TRICARE and your family can transfer to TRICARE.  But if you are going to deny dual eligibility, they can't be on both.  So I want to make sure that there is the carve‑out so there is not a disincentive, that employers aren't penalized, and that you have the flexibility to be able to move from both systems and your family is not punished.  You don't have that under the plan.  And so I am asking and appealing for your help as we work out these details.  

The other point I would like to make is on the claims, the claims processing.  I am exhausted by it.  It is one of these issues that we have talked about for a long time.  Even when I chaired the committee, we then were anxiously awaiting the Claims Disability Commission.  Then we got the Presidential Task Force.  We also had an interworking group on claims processing and the strategic approach.  

Mr. Burr and I then responded with legislation.  We have tried to move the VA towards automation, and the claims keep growing and growing and growing.  And so this is one that we, together, here on this committee, are going to have to really go after.  

And lastly, let me thank the Wounded Warriors who are here and receiving your treatment at Walter Reed.  I understand that there are two of you.  One has served five tours in either Iraq or Afghanistan and one of you has served six tours.  I think that is absolutely extraordinary.  And to all of you, thank you for your service to country.  

[Applause.]

I yield back.  

The Chairman.  Thank you, Mr. Buyer. 

[The statement of Mr. Buyer appears on p.  :]

******** COMMITTEE INSERT ********

The Chairman.  Let me just make a quick statement on the health care reform.  I am not sure which bill Mr. Buyer was referring to; there are at least five bills floating around in the Congress.  

This Congress will not pass anything that infringes on the autonomy of the VA health care system, or TRICARE, and will not penalize any single veteran for being in the VA health care system.  

So there is a lot of false information going around.  Let's not have that one going around.  

Mr. Crenshaw, I appreciate your being here to introduce the Commander.  We appreciate your support of veterans.  You have the floor to introduce the new Commander of the American Legion.


STATEMENT OF THE HON. ANDER CRENSHAW, A REPRESENTATIVE IN CONGRESS FROM THE STATE OF FLORIDA 


Mr. Crenshaw.  Thank you, Mr. Chairman, Ranking Member Buyer, and Senate Committee Ranking Member Burr.  

It is with great pride that I introduce my good friend, Clarence Hill, from my hometown of Jacksonville, Florida, who is the 91st American Legion National Commander.  Retired Navy Captain Hill is a long‑time leader from American Legion Post 316.  

American Legion was founded in 1919, and there are 2.5 million wartime veterans who work every day to uphold the pillars of their organization:  strong national security, veterans' affairs, Americanism, and patriotic youth programs.  

Captain Hill is the first Floridian to lead the American Legion, and one of only a handful of sailors to command that organization.  He is a Naval Academy graduate.  He commanded the Naval Air Station Mayport‑based frigate USS MCINERNEY during Operation Desert Storm.  He served 24 years in the Navy, 19 of those years on sea duty.  

A leader at sea, Clarence utilizes those same traits in the Florida American Legion, where he was identified as a national leader.  

Captain Hill has two Master's degrees, one in telecommunications systems management, which is now enabling him to lead the Legion into social networking.  You would be interested in knowing that Clarence twitters.  He has already twittered once this morning.  And he has a Facebook account, and in 2 weeks he has got more fans on his Facebook account than I do.  

His wife, Liz, who got him involved in the American Legion, still serves with others in the women's auxiliary; and she cooks a wonderful southern barbecue for the hundreds of veterans who come to the post each week.  Now, she is from Scotland, so maybe that is south Scotland.  

But I want you members to know that you are always going to get straight talk from Clarence Hill.  This year, as has been pointed out, he is going to travel around the country and talk with veterans about their concerns; and I can attest that he will not be shy about telling you what they are saying.  

The American Legion chose wisely in selecting retired Navy Captain Clarence Hill as its national commander.  He served his country, he served the Navy, he served his adoptive State of Florida well.  And now, again, he takes the helm of command, and he will honorably serve veterans and he will give you good guidance.  

So, it is my privilege to produce to you the National Commander of the American Legion, Clarence Hill.  

[Applause.]

The Chairman.  Thank you, Congressman. 

[The statement of Mr. Crenshaw appears on p.   :]

******** COMMITTEE INSERT ********

The Chairman.  And, Commander, you are recognized.  

STATEMENT OF CLARENCE HILL, NATIONAL COMMANDER, THE AMERICAN LEGION 


Mr. Hill.  Thank you, sir.  Ranking Member Burr, Chairman Filner, members of the committees, I am honored to appear before you to present the American Legion's legislative priorities as they affect the delivery of health care and benefits to veterans through the Department of Veterans Affairs.  

Representative Crenshaw, my friend, thank you for introducing me and thank you for all you have done for Jacksonville and for this Nation.  

With your permission, Mr. Chairman, I would like to recognize a few of the outstanding leaders and veterans advocates in the audience today.  First, my National Vice Commanders:  Eugene A. Schumacher, James C. Morris, Dr. Gordon B. Browning, Mark A. Avis, and Morris M. Bentley.  

[Applause.]

Mr. Hill.  Also with us today are a number of past National Commanders of the American Legion, and I want to ask that they stand and be recognized.  

[Applause.]

Mr. Hill.  She has already been introduced, but I am pleased to introduce once again Mrs. Rita Navarrete, the National President of the American Legion Auxiliary, the Nation's largest patriotic women's organization.  

[Applause.] 

[The attachment appears on p.   :]
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Mr. Hill.  And with her are a number of past National Presidents of the Auxiliary, and I would ask that they stand and be recognized.  

[Applause.]

Mr. Hill.  Also here today is the National Commander of the Sons of the American Legion, Mark Ormiston.  

And it is my distinct honor to introduce some very special guests in the audience today.  Please join me in welcoming some of the heroes of the newest generation of wartime veterans to have joined us from this hearing.  

Ladies and gentlemen, we must never forget the very reason we are here today is because of them and their courage.  I would ask that they remain seated, but the rest of us, please rise and acknowledge them.  

[Applause.]

Mr. Hill.  Mr. Chairman and members of the committees, the American Legion has a proud tradition as an advocate for America's veterans.  As we gather here today, we must reaffirm our commitment to all who have worn and are wearing the uniform of this Nation, and we must work together to provide them with the quality health care, disability compensation, rehabilitation, and transitional programs that they have earned through their honorable military service.  

Relating the legislative priorities of our organization in this joint session is an extremely valuable opportunity, and I am thankful to the chairman and members of the committees for providing it.  You each have a copy of my written testimony, but I would like to take the opportunity this morning to highlight some of the key issues of concern to the American Legion.  

First, Adequate and Timely Funding for the VA:  

The American Legion applauds the 111th Congress for supporting the fiscal year 2010 VA funding recommendations that once again meet or exceed targets proposed by the American Legion.  We appreciate the hard work of both Chambers in bringing forth legislation that further supports America's service members and the sacrifices they and their families made for this country.  

But once again we are waiting for timely enactment of this critical legislation before the start of this new fiscal year.  The American Legion strongly believes the current budget process is broken when it comes to meeting the fiscal obligations of the VA medical care.  Repeatedly, the American Legion has urged Congress to provide annual Federal appropriations that are timely, predictable, and sufficient.  These three components are critical for effective long‑ and short‑term decision‑making by VA management.  

Although the annual discretionary appropriations in fiscal year 2007, 2008, and 2009 represented an improvement over the years of budgetary shortfalls, and the fiscal year 2009 MILCON VA appropriation was enacted prior to the start of the new fiscal year, history is repeating itself.  The new fiscal year is less than 21 days away, and the leadership of VA does not have any idea when the new budget will be enacted or how much it will have to operate critical programs.  It is time for this guessing game to stop.  

You and your colleagues have already taken bold steps in the fiscal year 2010 MILCON VA appropriations, but more needs to be done.  As the past, current, and future generations of veterans turn to VA for treatment for their medical conditions, it is vital that VA meet their needs head on with the fiscal capacity to cover such demands.  

We applaud the bold leadership of Chairman Akaka and Chairman Filner in introducing legislation that would authorize advance appropriations for VA medical care.  The American Legion strongly supports this endeavor to provide timely, predictable, and sufficient appropriations.  The legislation has passed both Chambers, and we ask that you resolve the differences and enact the legislation.  

Although VA saw fiscal year 2009 appropriations enacted at the start of the fiscal year for the first time in many years, the American Legion contends that as each fiscal year approaches, assured funding is essential in meeting various challenges faced by VA medical facility administrators.  

While it is extremely important to ensure VA receives adequate funding in a timely manner, we must also ensure that VA health care is protected from any national health care reform initiative that may jeopardize the delivery of care to our Nation's veterans.  At our recent national convention in Louisville, a resolution was passed that reflects the American Legion's positions on the VA and national health care reform.  

The American Legion urges Congress not to reduce or eliminate existing VA health care benefits under any new national health care reform effort.  The American Legion firmly believes that the VA health care system is the best health care system in the country.  It would be a great disservice to veterans and their families to reduce benefits or to combine the VA with a national health care system.  It is our hope that the members of both committees will ensure that any national health care reform legislation passed by Congress will keep the VA health care system separate and safe.  

Medicare Reimbursement:  The American Legion applauds the efforts of Chairman Filner and the introduction of H.R. 3365, the Medicare VA Reimbursement Act of 2009, which would allow third‑party reimbursements for Medicare to the VA.  Veterans pay into the Medicare system all of their working lives; however, when they are most likely to need medical services from the very hospital system designed specifically for them, they must turn elsewhere because VA cannot collect from Medicare.  

America's veterans must be able to utilize their Medicare benefits at all VA medical facilities.  Opening VA to Medicare‑eligible veterans will increase the capability of the VA to deliver quality health care to a larger population of veterans.  The American Legion urges Congress to pass Chairman Filner's bill, H.R. 3365, for the collection of third‑party reimbursements from Medicare.  The American Legion firmly believes that making VA a Medicare provider and reforming the current budget process will enable VA to fulfill its health care delivery mission.  

Traumatic Brain Injury:  Traumatic brain injury and post‑traumatic stress disorder have been called the signature wounds of Operation Enduring Freedom and Operation Iraqi Freedom.  Veterans returning from Iraq and Afghanistan must receive proper screening to ensure they are afforded the treatment and counseling needed to successfully transition from combat.  

According to a 2008 GAO report on OEF/OIF veterans, VA faces a number of clinical challenges in its effort to screen for mild TBI.  One such challenge facing VA is the lack of any objective diagnostic tests, such as magnetic resonance imaging or laboratory tests that can definitively and reliably identify mild TBI.  

Another clinical challenge is the fact that many symptoms of mild TBI, such as insomnia and irritability, are similar to the symptoms associated with other conditions, such as PTSD, or are commonly found in the general population.  

Also, many OEF/OIF veterans with mild TBI might not realize that they have an injury and therefore don't readily seek care.  This can occur for several reasons.  For example, symptoms of mild TBI are subtle and easy to overlook, and the fact that those with mild TBI may not have an obvious physical injury.  

The American Legion urges the Department of Defense and VA to improve educational outreach efforts, develop objective diagnostic testing and increased screening of service members and veterans of Iraq and Afghanistan.  

The Claims Backlog:  Mr. Chairman, the American Legion remains committed to ensuring that VA carries out its historic and statutory responsibility to provide a full array of benefits to Americans veterans.  There has been debate over the actual extent of the VA claims backlog.  Based on the Veterans Benefit Administration's own statistics, the total number of pending VBA claims, which includes disability claims, nondisability claims, and pending appeals, is close to 1 million.  

As the number of claims the VA receives continues to increase, providing quality decisions on disability claims in a timely manner has been and will continue to be one of VA's most difficult challenges.  According to the Government Accountability Office, although VA made progress earlier this decade in reducing the size and age of its pending claims backlog, it is currently losing ground due in part to increased filing of claims, including those filed by OIF and OEF veterans.  

A major factor contributing is that although veterans and transitioning service members filing claims prior to separation can now file claims electronically, the process is still largely a labor‑intensive, paper‑based system.  Although it is crucial that VA continue to move from a paper claims processing system to an electronic one, more progress needs to be made to ensure this electronic system actually results in a paperless process that, in turn, eliminates the time it takes to submit and receive a decision on a claim.  

The American Legion is pleased that the Secretary has made this transition a priority.  Creating an electronic health and personnel record from enlistment to grade, bridging the gap between DOD and VA, will make the entire claims process much more efficient.  

Unfortunately, converting to an electronic process is not the only issue of the claims processing system.  Inadequate staffing levels, ineffective or nonexistent continuing education, and pressure to make quick decisions negatively impact the quality of claims processing.  

It is a disservice to veterans and unrealistic to expect VA to continue to process an ever‑increasing workload, maintaining quality and timeliness, with current staffing levels.  Recent hiring initiatives have had minimal impact on reducing the caseload.  By its own admission, VA estimates that it takes 2 years for a new employee to be fully trained in all aspects of the claims process.  Current and projected future workload demands highlighted by Secretary Shinseki last month require VA regional offices to retain more fully trained personnel and reduced turnover.  It is crucial that VA focuses on the retention of employees to avoid a revolving door of new and inexperienced employees.  

The American Legion conducts quality reviews at sites at three to five regional offices annually to assess overall operations.  Our quality review team works at the regional office for a week, conducting interviews with both VA and veterans service organizations' staff.  The team then reviews a random sample of recently adjudicated American Legion representative claims.  We are finding errors in 20 to 30 percent of the cases reviewed.  The most common errors include inadequate claim development, leading to premature adjudication of the claim, failure to adjudicate or even consider claims based on evidence of record, and ratings based on inadequate VA examination and underevaluation of disability, especially mental conditions.  

The American Legion is concerned that emphasis on production in most VA regional offices takes priority over training and quality assurance.  This focus on production leads to premature adjudications, improper denial of benefits, and inconsistent decisions.  The VA must balance quantity with quality when tackling the backlog.  Doing it fast but wrong is not an acceptable option.  

The Post‑9/11 GI Bill:  Mr. Chairman, as the National Commander of the American Legion, I would like to express our sincere appreciate and gratitude to both Chambers of Congress for the passage of the post‑9/11 GI Bill.  This groundbreaking piece of legislation has finally brought the Montgomery GI Bill into the 21st century.  This action taken by Congress is a solid reflection of the Nation's thanks to the men and women who have answered the call to duty, and I thank all the Members here today for their support.  However, while recent improvements were long overdue and much needed, we strongly believe continued refinements of this bill are required.  

The Post‑9/11 GI Bill Veterans Educational Assistance Act of 2008, Chapter 33, took effect on August 1, 2009.  But the bill only covers education at institutes of higher learning.  Not all veterans attend traditional 4‑year universities or colleges.  Many veterans choose nontraditional schooling for a variety of reasons.  Veterans choosing to use their educational benefits for other than institutes of higher learning are able to use them under the existing Chapters 30, 1607, or 1606.  However, this prohibits entitlement to the housing stipend as well as the allowance for books and supplies.  As a result of the veteran pursuing a nontraditional education, the veteran is denied a portion of the current GI Bill.  

The American Legion believes that veterans should not be denied an earned benefit simply as a result of the degree or the method of schooling they choose to pursue.  The American Legion recommends that Chapter 33 be modified to include noncollege degree programs.  Programs not currently covered by Chapter 33 include flight training, correspondence schools, vocational schools, apprentice programs, and on‑the‑job training programs.  The American Legion strongly recommends that Title 32, Active Guard and Reserve, be included for eligibility under Chapter 33 as well.  

Finally, the American Legion is recommending that the allowances for distance learning be made similar to those afforded to veterans choosing residential learning.  This assures equity for veterans, including such individuals as single parents and veterans with significant medical disabilities.  

Veterans Employment and Training Service:  The service members return from Iraq and Afghanistan in the midst of these difficult economic times.  Many veterans are struggling to find and retain adequate employment.  Currently, the total number of unemployed veterans of the two wars is about 170,000, which is about the same number of service members deployed to those wars.  In addition, one out of every four veterans who does find employment earns less than $25,000 a year.  We as a nation are creating new job‑seeking veterans every day, and we must provide the necessary employment, training, and education programs to assist these veterans as they transition into the civilian workforce.  

The Department of Labor Veterans Employment and Training Service, disabled veterans outreach program specialists, and the local veterans employment representatives are capable of providing assistance to this population of veterans, but the resources and skills must be realigned to meet the local population of veterans seeking employment.  

The American Legion believes the staffing level for DVOPSs and LVERs for should match the needs of the veterans community in each State and not be based solely on the fiscal needs of the State government.  Such services will continue to be crucial as today's active duty service members Reserve and National Guard components, especially those returning from combat in Iraq and Afghanistan, transition into the civilian workforce.  

In summary, as the Commander of the American Legion and representing its 2.5 million members, I would like to respectfully recommend the following priority items for your consideration:  

One, that Federal appropriations are timely, predictable, and sufficient to support the VA's delivery of quality health care to the Nation's veterans; 

Two, the fencing off of VA health care from the discussion on national health care reform; 

Three, passage of H.R. 3365, Medicare VA Reimbursement Act of 2009, and a similar bill in the Senate, which will enhance and expand the VA's delivery capabilities; 

Four, improve screening and treatment for traumatic brain injury and post‑traumatic stress disorder; 

Five, the striving for quality instead of quantity in the VA claims process in order to reduce the backlog and expedite benefits to deserving veterans; 

Six, the enhancement of the GI Bill to include non‑institute of higher learning educational opportunities; and 

Seven, improve regulation of the DVOP and LVR programs at the State level to maximize employment opportunities for veterans.  

[Applause.]

Mr. Hill.  The American Legion stands ready to work with you to accomplish these goals.  

Mr. Chairman, that concludes my remarks, and I am prepared to answer any questions you may have.  Thank you. 

[The statement of Mr. Hill appears on p.   :]

******** INSERT 1‑4 ********

The Chairman.  Thank you, Commander.  And we thank you for the clarity of that statement and your clear enunciation of your goals.  It makes it a lot easier for us not only to do that, but to be held accountable for that.  

We will ask our committee members if they have any questions.  Mr. Walz from Minnesota.  

Mr. Walz.  Well, thank you, Mr. Chairman and both our ranking members, for your support.  

And congratulations, Commander.  It is a real honor, as you well know, and you are well positioned.  And I am also happy to see you were a Buckeye Boy Stater there at one point.  As a school teacher, I am a big fan of the programs.  So congratulations to you.  

Madam President, congratulations.  We know the work that you do.  We are very, very appreciative of that.  And I know you have got a Minnesotan there, in Chris Nelson, with you.  We know she will do a good job.  Chris, if you are missing home, it is going to be 40s in Baxter this weekend, so enjoy your time here.  

Also, I would like to make note as an example for all of us.  Past National Commander Bacon just recruited our seven Warriors here into the Legion, so we have got seven new Legion members.  So good work there.  

[Applause.]

Mr. Walz.  Very proud of that.  Again, thank you all for what you do.  You are the reason that we are here.  

I want to thank you, Commander; and to all of you here, I got what I consider to be the honor of a lifetime to be able to speak at the national convention in Louisville here a couple weeks ago.  It was a true honor and a true pleasure.  Because I know and I think everyone in this room understands the commitment of this organization to ‑‑ as has been articulated clearly ‑‑ not only to our veterans, but to a set of values and a way of life in this country that all of us cherish, something for which we are very, very proud.  And to be able to stand with you as a veteran as a Member of Congress, but as I said that day as a Legion member, I will hold that day as very special.  So thank you for that opportunity.  

Just a couple things, Commander.  Again, as you said and the Chairman said and you articulated very clearly, we look to you for guidance in this.  We look to the independent budget as the gold standard for how we care for our veterans.  You are bringing up some very clear, absolutely critical points on this.  But I share ‑‑ I think Mr. Buyer shared a sense of fatigue with this issue on claims and some of the continuous problems, and I think you started to hit at the heart of the matter.  

I have ‑‑ as a 24‑year veteran and someone who has been involved with this issue, and now in Congress for 3 years, the frustration level I have with these things is really mounting; and I think we have a responsibility.  The climate is right.  The country is behind us.  There is no one in southern Minnesota or throughout this country that doesn't want to do right by our veterans.  

We have systemic problems, not in that we don't want to deliver the services, not in the quality of care that our veterans get at the VA.  It is the best anywhere.  It is some of the bureaucratic hurdles we are trying to get over.  Now is the time to cut through those.  

And I have been absolutely convinced ‑‑ and I just want to ask your opinion on this; I heard you express it a little bit.  This issue of seamless transition, I think, is at the heart of the matter on clearing the claims backlog, of making sure the transition to a virtual electronic record, common enrollment, the minute to raise your hand and swear defense of this Nation, you are through ‑‑ all the way through the VA system.  

And we can get this done right.  We have the commitment of Secretary Shinseki.  We have the commitment of Secretary Gates.  We have an unprecedented commitment from Admiral Mullen and the Joint Chief of Staff.  Admiral Mullen said, "I have created more veterans than almost anybody in my career, and I have the responsibility to get them the best care possible."  

But, again, here you are today mentioning this, and we have no one from Armed Services with us.  We, as a Congress, talk about the lack of cooperation between DOD and VA.  Where is ours?  Where is our commitment to bridge these two committees?  

And Chairman Filner has been a champion of this.  He has asked me to do what I can do.  And I would echo what Mr. Buyer said.  I am asking for your help on this.  Let's force this issue, just like we have with many of these other initiatives ‑‑ the GI Bill, the timely funding issue.  Let's force this issue to seize upon the moment to get seamless transition done.  

And I ask you, Commander, I know it is a tough lift.  I know in your career you have heard about seamless transition, and I don't blame you.  When I don't I bring this up, there has a large bit of skepticism.  And I wouldn't call it pessimism, it is pragmatism; you have been stymied at this.  

Is now the time and can we do this?  Am I right?  Are we are at the heart of where we should go with this?  

Mr. Hill.  I believe you are right, sir.  Now is the time to do it.  And the American Legion is going to be strongly pushing that issue.  I am hoping to make a call on the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs myself and talk to some of those people to help that issue along.  

Mr. Walz.  Well, I appreciate it.  And I have got the commitments from both the Secretaries.  

We could do an unprecedented thing, and I think we could do it in partnership.  Both have asked possibly coming and sitting in front of us together at a time and getting this done.  That would be unprecedented to have the Department of Defense and Department of VA, both of the Secretaries sitting here and get this done.  So I thank you for that.  And, as I said, we will continue to push.  

We are at a challenging time, and Senator Burr summed it up.  I just recently returned in the last week from Afghanistan, and we need to remind our neighbors that our warriors are still in combat.  We are against an incredibly committed enemy; that, I don't need to tell anybody in this room.  We are coming up on the anniversary tomorrow, and given the opportunity, these people would do it again, and we need to make sure that our resolve doesn't waiver.  

So I thank the Legion.  We know you never waiver.  Thank you.  

Mr. Hill.  I believe that our posts are the patriotic consciences of our communities, and they are in the best position to keep the communities aware of that.  

Mr. Walz.  I couldn't agree more.  I yield back, Mr. Chairman.  

The Chairman.  Thank you Mr. Walz.

[The statement of Mr. Walz appears on p.   :]
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The Chairman.  Mr. Roe.  

Mr. Roe.  I will submit a written statement for the record.  

And then, first of all, thank you all for being here and representing the Legion.  I too served many, many years ago in the Second ID in Korea, and remember when I got back home I got my $300 a month GI Bill.  I will never forget that.  It helped me finish my education, and I am very appreciative for the VA providing that.  And this new education benefit is a phenomenal benefit.  And I also agree with you that it shouldn't just be college.  

I am a physician and was mayor of Johnson City, Tennessee, where Mountain Home VA Medical Center is; and we have a real problem in educating young people in the trade skills.  Welding is one that is tremendous that should be included, those particular skills; I could not agree more with you there.  

The easiest vote I ever made as a member of our local commission was, when a soldier left, that that soldier and their family did not suffer financially.  We ‑‑ 6 years, 7 years ago now ‑‑ voted, if you were called up to duty, your income didn't change; I don't care what your MOS was when you went in the Army.  So our city made up the difference long before this Congress ever decided to do that.  And I can assure you, of all the votes I ever made, that was the easiest one I ever made.  And I can't thank you enough for that.  

And for these soldiers who are out here, I too have been to Afghanistan and also got a great ride on one of the Navy's nuclear subs, too, one weekend.  But the trip to Afghanistan was really an eye opener for me.  And I can't thank these soldiers, these warriors enough for the heroism and the duty that they have done for our country.  And I can assure you that every veteran in this room has a friend sitting in this seat.  

And I can also assure you ‑‑ and, Chairman, you are correct that we forgot the guys who came home from Vietnam for about 20 years.  We just kind of forgot about you.  And that ain't going to happen again.  I can tell you right now, that will not happen again.  And I don't believe it is; I think there is a commitment ‑‑ I know there is a commitment on both sides of the aisle to make sure that it doesn't.  

And, Commander, you have an enviable position.  You laid out seven reasons, I jotted them all down, I think they are reasonable, that we can work toward.  The ones that I would certainly like to work toward are women's issues since I am an OB/GYN physician.  

Certainly this backlog, as Tim brought up just a moment ago, Chairman Mitchell who is our O&I, Investigations, he and I have been to Detroit with some others, and it is almost incomprehensible, the backlog.  When you have to get a building and the floor that has to be stressed because of the weight of the paper, something needs to be done.  And that is how bad it was.  

So I am absolutely committed to that.  It is going to be very difficult, I can assure you of that, having transitioned to an electronic medical record in my own office.  It was difficult to do.  But you can't get done until you get started, and we need to do that as quickly as we can so that when a soldier leaves the DOD, he ought to take a memory stick with them and walk over to the VA and have everything about that soldier's record with him.  

And we can do that.  I mean, we have the technology and we have the resources to do it.  

The one thing I watched over the 30‑plus years I was in Johnson City is the improved health care veterans are receiving at the veterans hospitals now.  It is outstanding, at least the one I have been able to be in at Mountain Home.  And I just want to thank you.  

And certainly the Auxiliary Chair, you all have a lot on your plate this year, and I certainly look forward to working with both of you all to reach the goals that you have outlined.  

And, again, for every veteran in this room, thank you for your service to our country.  I yield back.  

[Applause.] 
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The Chairman.  Senator Begich, you are recognized.  

Senator Begich.  Thank you very much, Mr. Chairman.  And I appreciate the opportunity to be here for a little bit.  

I just really first want to say thank you.  Thank you for the service you do.  We have over 9,000 of your members in Alaska.  We have the highest per capita percentage of veterans in the Nation.  Eleven percent of our population of the State are veterans, and it is a positive impact for our State.  But, first, I want to say thank you for your testimony.  

The items that you have listed are very extensive, which is great.  But also I appreciate you had some positive ideas of what we can do to make the changes.  So many times you end up in committee meetings with people that have concerns, but no suggestions; and I commend you and your organization for bringing those forth.  

One point I want to push out there a little bit.  I read your testimony on rural health care.  Being from Alaska, we consider ourselves extreme rural.  As someone who has just completed a 19‑day trip, 5,000 miles across the country driving from Alaska to here, the difference is vast in what rural is.  

And so as you think about reviewing rural and giving recommendations ‑‑ I know we are doing some experimental programs up there, and one of the biggest challenges we have is, if you are a veteran living in a small village maybe 100 miles away from the "hub" they call it, and then the hub to the main city, it could take you 2 days to get to the VA clinic and then, at best, you will end up in Seattle because we don't have a VA hospital.  But we are doing an experiment there working with some regional hospitals in providing VA care.  The VA has stepped forward to do this to see if we can give more direct care to the individuals.  And as that progresses, I would be very interested in the Legion's response and what they hear from their members in regards to this, because what we are trying to do is to give direct care at the point of where the individual lives, rather than having it ‑‑ in Alaska someone could travel 2 days, up to 1,500 miles by air, by sea and, yes, by snow machine depending on the season.  So your thoughts and input on that in the future would be very helpful as an organization.  

To the Auxiliary, I want to thank you.  As a former mayor of Anchorage for 5‑1/2 years, I don't know how many events I had been to, but I think it was the most of any organization because you were so engaged in bringing volunteers to the table and reminding us of our duty; but also bringing young people into the equation, which is such a valuable piece of the equation.  

So I want to thank you for your service.  And every time I go back, I don't know how many, I like to say, "donations" I have given.  I like the way it is approached when the girls come up and ask me.  But it is always worthwhile events to watch the young people engage in that.  So thank you for your service.  

Mr. Chairman, I don't really have more to add, except I know I want to echo what you said in regards especially around health care.  And I want to strongly echo.  I am only one Senator here, but I know the Senate, at least in the caucus, is very strong to ensure that the VA continues to operate and improve, not just stay where it is today; and that the health care legislation that we are aggressively debating today and into the next few months is to protect the VA.  

As you said, Mr. Hill, it is one of the best health care programs.  I think you actually said the best health care program offered in this country, which I would also add is a public health care program, and we are proud of it.  It is delivering incredible service.  Does it need improvements?  Absolutely.  Every system of this magnitude does.  But it is a great program, and you have at least my personal commitment.  

And I know, to echo the Chairman, that there will be no bill that diminishes the VA benefits to our veterans in the health care and, if anything, improve it.  So thank you very much for again your testimony.  

Mr. Chairman, thank you for the opportunity to be here. 
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The Chairman.  Mr. Boozman from Arkansas.  

Mr. Boozman.  Thank you, Mr. Chairman.  

I just want to congratulate you, Commander Hill.  And we appreciate you keeping Congressman Crenshaw under control.  He is truly insufferable to me, being from Arkansas, when they beat us in something ‑‑ when you guys beat us in something.  

And then also to you, Rita, again, congratulations.  And I know that when I am in the Legion halls, I look around and the people who are doing most of the work there are you.  And so, we really do appreciate all that you do in so many different ways as an organization.  

I also have a couple people here from Arkansas that we are very, very proud of.  Our commander, R.D. Kinsey, from Little Rock is here, and then also Steve Gary from Fayetteville.  And these guys do a tremendous job, and we really do appreciate them.  We are very, very proud of their efforts.  

And I think we have accomplished a lot in the last several years, but the VA Committee, as you can see, is very bipartisan.  We are Republicans and Democrats, and yet when it comes to veterans' concerns we really do work very, very well as a team.  But we can't get it done without you guys.  And the fact that you are here, as I look out and I see, you know, that you have traveled from all over the country, making in some cases a very difficult trip, I can't tell you how important that is that you are here.  You look at your Member of Congress and say, "This is very important to us."  And the show of force really does help us move things forward.  

I would like your help on a couple of different things.  First, more and more veterans of all ages are showing up in the unemployment lines across the Nation.  According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, over 900,000 veterans are now out of a job.  Much is being made of the extremely high rates among the 110,000 veterans in the 18‑to‑24 age group.  But, in terms of sheer numbers, the 358,000 unemployed veterans in the 35‑to‑54 age group present a more difficult situation.  

Most of our younger veterans in the 18‑to‑34 age group will have GI benefits to help them obtain education or training to prepare them for today's job market.  Unlike the younger group, our midlife veterans will likely no longer be eligible for GI bill benefits.  Other than the minuscule $9 million Veterans' Workforce Improvement Program, training program, there is no Federal training program dedicated for veterans.  

So I hope that you will help us fill that gap.  I think that is very, very important.  Myself and Ms. Herseth Sandlin on the Economic Opportunities Subcommittee are working hard to be of help.  

And then also, again ‑‑ and I share Chairman Filner's assertion that, again, you know, nothing is coming through Congress that will in any way affect TRICARE or, you know, the rest of our VA health system.  But, again, I think we need to nail that down.  I get a tremendous amount of mail; there is a tremendous amount of concern.  And so we, as a committee, need to do a better job of reassuring the public.  And, again, anything that you can help us in nailing that down specifically, that that is not going to happen.  

Because I think, especially with TRICARE, I think there is a lot of concern, I hear a lot of concern from my constituents in Arkansas, that somehow that is going to get folded in.  And, again, I think that is something that we need to work on.  And, as Mr. Filner said, there is misinformation in that area, but we need to do the things where we specifically exclude that and then, also, specifically exclude VA.  

So, again, thank you very much.  We appreciate working also so much with your staff.  You guys do a great job, and we really do appreciate all that you do here in Washington.  

Thank you.  

The Chairman.  Thank you, Mr. Boozman.  

Ms. Kirkpatrick from Arizona.  

Ms. Kirkpatrick.  Thank you, Mr. Chairman, and thank you for this hearing.

Commander, that was excellent testimony.  I appreciate very much your clear, concise setting forth of your goals, and I support your goals.  So I thank you very much.  And congratulations.  

Mr. Hill.  Thank you.  

Ms. Kirkpatrick.  I also want to congratulate President Navarrete from New Mexico.  Thank you.  I look forward to working with you.

I represent a huge rural district in Arizona and have been going around to American Legions to talk with veterans.  And so, you just do a great job in rural Arizona.  

I want to commend my colleague, Senator Begich from Alaska.  He just told me about a great program that he has instituted in Alaska as an experiment, a pilot program, but bringing direct care to communities through Indian Health Services, and I want to learn more about that.  So, great project.  

I have two concerns.  One is directly with the Native American population.  I represent a district that has 11 Native American tribes.  I share the Navaho Nation with New Mexico.  And, as you know, we have very, very patriotic warriors on our Native American lands.  But when they come home, there just are not services for them.  So I would like to know, Commander, your thoughts about how we can better serve our Native American population.  

My other concern is for our families.  I was in Afghanistan for Mother's Day with a group of women from Congress.  We were all mothers and grandmothers who wanted to spend our Mother's Day with our troops in the field.  And just talking with our men and women, we were in Kandahar and Kabul, and just about the struggles they have staying connected with the family.  And many of them have young children.  And then, also, the problems they have in returning back to the families and making that adjustment.  So I would like to know your thoughts about that.  

So, first, Native American outreach and then how we are providing additional service for our families.  

Thank you.  

Mr. Hill.  Thank you.  

First of all, on the Native American issue, I am not very familiar with the problems.  During the travels that I made prior to the election, that issue came up in a number of States that have Native American populations and the problems that the Legion experiences staying in touch with them because of their pride and their heritage and things that they want to do just within themselves.  

So that is an issue that we would have to look at and I would have to get back to you on that one.  

We have a number of programs that are available to families.  We have a Vet Cam program that is free to them; that if they wanted to keep in touch with their deployed loved ones, they can come to us and we can make that available to them.  

We have a toll‑free number.  If they need any assistance, they can call a toll‑free number and we will put them in touch with the local post that is closest to them to help them with whatever it is that they need help with ‑‑ baby‑sitting, grass‑cutting, car broke down, whatever it is.  We have a toll‑free number that is available to them for that.  

But we do have programs in place.  We may need to advertise them better, make them better known to the active‑duty forces that we are there for them.  We are there when they deploy, we are there when they come back, and we are there while they are deployed for their families.  So those are available.  And if we need to publicize them better, we will work on that.  

Ms. Kirkpatrick.  Sure.  Thank you very much for your interest.  I think we are going to meet this afternoon, so I look forward to that.  

Mr. Hill.  Yes, ma'am.

Ms. Kirkpatrick.  And it is a struggle, because about one‑third of the Navaho Nation doesn't have electricity or running water.  And throughout my district, we have the worst coverage in telecommunications in the Nation.  So, you know, that outreach, it is a struggle.  

But I look forward to meeting with you this afternoon.  Thank you.

Mr. Hill.  Thank you.

The Chairman.  Thank you, Ms. Kirkpatrick.  

Mr. Rodriguez?  

Mr. Rodriguez.  Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

Commander Hill, thank you very much for your comments and leadership.  You served our country and you continue to serve it and serve our veterans and soldiers out there.  Thank you very much for your dedication.  

Before I make any comments, let me acknowledge some of the Texans who are here and ask, if there are any Texans, to please stand up.  I know we have John D. McKinny and also John McKinney and Conrad Roberson, James Prendergast, as well as John Brieden.  And thank you for being here.  

Let's give them a big hand, okay?

Any other Texans out there?

I also want to just acknowledge our soldiers from Afghanistan and Iraq.  Thank you for your service.  

I know that the efforts that are being made in the VA now are very different in comparison to what we have had in the past.  We need to stay on top of that.  I was very pleased to visit some of the sites that we have in Texas and how we are expanding in the area of the mental health services, for families also that are suffering from that area.  

I know we have a long way to go when it comes to our homeless veterans that are out there, and have been out there, some of them, since Vietnam.  In fact, a large number of them from Vietnam that are homeless and are out there, and we continue to work on that. 

I know we are still not doing enough when it comes to those soldiers that are committing suicide, as well as our veterans that are committing suicide, and seeing how we can continue to maybe bridge that gap there and kind of reach out to them as quickly as possible, you know, before that occurs.  

The area of mental health, we have made some gains with those soldiers coming back, those definitions of identifying some 250,000 that might suffer from post‑traumatic stress disorders, but also, as Chairman Filner indicated, going back to our Vietnam veterans and seeing what we might be able to do.  A lot of them have suffered very similar, and it has been prolonged through the years, and hopefully reach out to some of them and seeing how we can come to grips with that.  Because I agree with Chairman Filner, that we were not there for the Vietnam veteran the way we should have.  And maybe so much because of that, you know, as we have said, it is not going to happen with the soldier now, and we need to do what we can.  

Let me acknowledge the fact that the GI bill ‑‑ and I know you mentioned some of the gaps in it.  We will be looking at drafting a piece of legislation that looks at some of those gaps.  And I will be filing it pretty soon, asking the chairman and others to join me in that effort and seeing what we might be able to do in that area.  So I look forward to your recommendations and your feedback.  

I wanted to, you know, ask to see if you might want to elaborate or dialogue a little bit about the backlog.  I know that our new Secretary has indicated that he is going to do whatever he can, and we seem to be falling back on that and not making additional inroads as to how best to do that.  I know Chairman Filner has some ideas, I know, with Agent Orange and some other areas.  But I wanted to see, maybe get your feedback as to what we ought to be doing in bringing down those backlogs.  

Mr. Hill.  I would like to defer to my legislative chairman for that.  

Mr. Robertson.  Mr. Rodriguez, there have been several recommendations the American Legion has made on that issue.  

One of the biggest is about the way they count the products.  If they pass paperwork on to the next guy, they get a credit for it, but if it gets remanded back, there is no adverse count against them.  We are wanting the production product not to be counted until there is a satisfaction of the claim.  It would seem that, that way, there would be the incentive to do it right the first time.  The old saying, if you take your time and do it right the first time, you come out a lot better than having to rework the same product four or five times.  And it becomes a vicious cycle at some point.  

That, and the continuing training.  A lot of times they are so busy trying to process the claims that are in front of them, if a decision has been made by the court which changes the way that you view a claim, if the continuing education is not going on with the existing claims adjudicators, then they are making the same mistake over and over and over.  So the recurring education is another critical point of that.  

As mentioned in the commander's testimony, the biggest problem is attrition.  When you have a guy or a gal who has been doing this for 30 years and they retire and you bring somebody in brand‑new, there is a lot of catch‑up that has to be done there.  And it is usually 2 to 3 years before they are fully qualified to making good decisions.  

Fortunately, we have hired I think it was 2,300 new claims adjudicators.  And we are excited about them being on board.  We just hope we are able to keep them.  

Mr. Rodriguez.  Thank you very much.

And thank you, Commander, once again, for your service.  

Mr. Hill.  Thank you.

The Chairman.  Thank you.  

Mr. Teague from New Mexico.  

Mr. Teague.  Thank you, Mr. Chairman, fellow committee members, and distinguished guests.  Thank you for giving me a few moments today.  

And I especially would like to give a welcome to Commander Hill and also to all the members of the American Legion that are here today.  

I do have a statement that I will submit for the record, but for the sake of time I would just like to address a couple of things here.  
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Mr. Teague.  The first thing, I would like to take a moment to acknowledge the national president of the American Legion Auxiliary, Rita Navarrete.  

Rita is from my home State of New Mexico.  And I know that she is going to do a fabulous job in this new position, and I am so proud of her.  And the auxiliary has done so many great things throughout its own history.  We are grateful for all they have done.  But, I mean, I know this has already happened, but, Rita, would you stand up?  And let's give her another round of applause.  

You know, Commander Hill, I have also introduced some legislation about PTSD.  And I would just like to ask you to expand a little bit more on some of the things that you are thinking that we should do with PTSD.  

Mr. Hill.  Once again, I would have to defer to Steve for the history on that.  

Mr. Robertson.  Yes, as you are well aware, the American Legion has been involved with PTSD for many, many years.  As a matter of fact, we have funded our own studies to get more information about PTSD.  

A lot of it is education.  You know, we have made a tremendous push over the last few years to remove the stigma about seeking mental health counseling.  And now we have generals that are actually stepping forward and saying, "Look, I need to have some PTSD counseling myself."  And I think that is a major, major breakthrough.  

So many people thought that if you went to the mental health, that was the end of your career if you want to be a career military person, the fact that you had to get help.  That is the biggest lesson that we have learned, is that if we take advantage of the counseling programs that are available very early in the process, it makes an entire difference in the rest of their life.  

Also, educating the family members, that is very important.  Because when a GI comes back home, they are changed.  You can't go to war and not come back changed.  And having the family members educated on the process that if they see things that are unusual and that their loved one isn't the same person who went to combat, encourage them to seek the mental health counseling very early in the process.  That is the greatest thing that we can accomplish.  

But, again, the education across the board, with the GI, the supervisors, the military leadership, as well as the families, I think is the greatest thing we can do right now.  

Mr. Teague.  Okay.  Thank you for that.  

And I also want to thank everyone for their commitment to our veterans and especially the work on PTSD.  And I am going to do the same thing that so many of my fellow committee members have asked today, ask that all of you, all of the Legionnaires help us push to get the PTSD training, the help for our young men and women that we need before they become suicidal or homicidal.  

I yield back.  

The Chairman.  Thank you, Mr. Teague.

Mr. Hall from New York.  

Mr. Hall.  Thank you, Mr. Chairman.  

Congratulations, Commander Hill and President Navarrete.  And thank you to all of you for your service to our country, for your service to our veterans.  And especially thank you to our wounded warriors who are here today from OIF/OEF.  

I, too, have been this year to Iraq and Afghanistan.  And, as we approach the anniversary tomorrow, I think it is important that we remember where the attacks came from and that those same people who perpetrated those attacks are the people we are still engaged with there.  

And I remember, our subcommittee that I chair, the Subcommittee on Disability Assistance and Memorial Affairs, heard testimony from a colonel by the name of Norton, Colonel Norton, who was a West Point grad.  West Point is in my district, by the way, and I have relatives there, as well as serving on the Board of Visitors at West Point ‑‑ which, by the way, was just chosen by Forbes magazine as the best 4‑year college in the United States, beating out Harvard.  

In fact, on the front page of the Forbes magazine, it says, "Why West Point Beats Harvard."  So it is good to know this is ranking, you know, not just as a military training institution but as a 4‑year college, period.  That is something that I think the Academy and this country can be extremely proud of.  

But Colonel Norton, who is a West Point grad, said, "We are not a country at war.  We are a country with a military at war."  And there is a difference.  There are some of us and some families who are paying the price of these repeated deployments and suffering through not just those who are serving abroad and risking their lives and their physical and psychological welfare, but their families are struggling through the separation at the same time.  

You in the Legion and the other veterans service organizations and we on this committee can do a lot to educate the public about the continuing sacrifice and the need of the rest of America to support you who are making that sacrifice.  

And the other thing, at some point I think we should have a serious discussion of in this Congress is the concept of mandatory national service for all young people, whether it be in the military or whether it include alternatives like AmeriCorps or the Peace Corps or other kinds of national service.  But other countries do it, allied countries of ours like Israel, for instance, do it.  And I have my doubts as to how long we can sustain the kind of policies that we need to protect this country if the burden is going to continue to fall on such a small number of our citizens.  

And I can't overstate the gratitude that I and our committee and the country feels, but gratitude may, in the long run, not be enough.  It may be that we simply need more help and more numbers.  But that is getting off‑topic a little bit.  

I want to ask you, Commander, regarding PTSD, again, following up on the last question, what are the Legion's thoughts on the recently proposed rule change?  

I am sure you are aware that the bill of mine, which has been voted out of this full committee, as well as the subcommittee, H.R. 952, which would provide for an automatic service connection, so that anyone who serves, man or woman, who serves in the uniform of this country in a war zone and then, after they return, at any time after they return to home and are separated from active duty, are diagnosed by a psychiatrist or psychologist with a diagnosis of PTSD, that they shall automatically be deemed to be service‑connected without any further hurdles to jump over.  

This bill has been reported, as I said, favorably to the floor by this committee.  And the administration, the VA, just announced a couple of weeks ago a proposed rule change that we are in the middle of a 2‑month public comment period on right now.  

So I was curious if you had any preview you could give us of what the Legion's comments might be on that rule and how else you think we can speed the claims process, specifically in regards to claims for PTSD.  

Mr. Hill.  Well, we would support that bill, yes, sir.  And there is, to me, no reason to do any other way when it comes to TBI and PTSD.  It should be exactly what you are saying in your bill.  So we would support that bill.  

Mr. Hall.  Thank you, sir.  

I know my time is up, so I will make this short, but we had a hearing in July before the subcommittee about the electronic seamless handoff of service medical records from active duty to the veterans community, from DOD domain to the VA's domain.  And for the first time, after a couple of years of asking for it, we got the highest‑ranking geeks from the two departments, the technical people, to come in and explain the commuter patches they have made to get Alta to talk to Vista so they can actually hand this off.  And they, according to what we heard in July, are now able to make an electronic handoff from henceforth for returning soldiers from Iraq and Afghanistan and in any other conflicts.  

There is a progress report that they are delivering to the committee on I believe the 29th, late October, and we intend to have a hearing shortly thereafter on it.  So when we have the hearing, of course we will invite the Legion to be a part of that.

Mr. Hill.  Thank you, sir.

Mr. Hall.  I yield back.

The Chairman.  Thank you, Mr. Hall.  

Senator Sanders from Vermont.  

Senator Sanders.  Thank you, Mr. Chairman.  And thank you for the outstanding work that you have done as chairman of the House Veterans Committee, and the same to my colleague, Senator Akaka of Hawaii.  

I am delighted to see all of you here today, and I will tell you why.  As you may know, the halls of Congress are often crowded with lobbyists who make hundreds and hundreds of thousands of dollars a year making sure that the wealthiest people in our country become even richer.  So I am delighted to see ordinary people here who have no other motive in life than to make sure that the veterans who have put their lives on the line to defend this country get what they are entitled to.  So thank you for being here, and thank you for your service to our country.  

I don't know if Milt Willis of Vermont is here, but Milt has served with the American Legion for many, many years and has done a great job, and we are proud of what he has accomplished.  

My view on veterans issues is pretty simple:  It is that the United States Government should keep the promises that they made to veterans.  Pretty simple.  

And I think one of the lessons ‑‑ and this is an important point ‑‑ one of the lessons that we have learned in recent years ‑‑ and I think we have gone through some painful periods ‑‑ is that if you do not like a war ‑‑ and I personally voted against the war in Iraq ‑‑ if you don't like a war or if you like a war, you can blame the people up here and the President and the Congress for that.  But it is wrong to blame the people who put the uniform on who are doing what they are supposed to be doing for the war.  

So what a democracy is about is that we should have, we absolutely need to have, serious debates about these life‑and‑death issues of war and peace.  There are people who agreed with the war in Iraq, people who disagreed, people who agree with what is going on in Afghanistan, people who disagree.  But, at the end of the day, we do not take out our frustrations or our disagreements with those people who are fighting those wars.  They are doing what they are supposed to do, and they are doing it honorably.  

Now, the other point that I would make is that all of us understand that we have a long way to go to fulfill the promises that we have made to our veterans.  But I think we can also agree that we are beginning finally to make some progress.  

In the last several years, we have seen the largest budgets in the history of VA.  And these budgets are designed to do two things:  number one, to take care of the many thousands of men and women who are coming home from Iraq and Afghanistan, some wounded in body, some wounded in soul.  And we are pledged to make sure that we are going to give them all of the health care and the benefits that they need.  

But at the same time, we are not going to forget the people who served in World War II, in Vietnam, in Korea, and in the other conflicts.  A nation that can give billions of dollars in tax breaks to the top 1 percent can take care of all of our veterans, regardless of when they served.  

We are also making some progress in another area.  You can have the best VA system in the world, but it doesn't mean anything if people are not getting into that system.  And I think in the last couple of years we have come a long way by raising the travel reimbursement rates from 11 cents a mile to 41 cents a mile.  That makes a lot of difference for veterans, especially in rural areas like the State of Vermont.  

The other area, as I think you are all aware, where we have made a huge step forward is in terms of passing the most sweeping GI educational improvement act since World War II.  And what we have said to the men and women who have served post‑9/11:  Thank you for your service, thank you for your sacrifice, and now we are going to enable you to get the college education that you need.  

In my view, the original GI bill, passed during World War II, was one of the most significant pieces of legislation ever passed in this country.  And what it said to all of those people who served in World War II is:  Thank you for your sacrifice, and now we are going to help you make it into the middle class.  We are going to help you get the education you need.  We are going to help you get the education so that you can help our economy.  

And if you think that the GI bill was not unrelated to the fact that between 1945 and 1973 this country had the most significant expansion of the middle class in its history, you would be mistaken.  

So I think we have made a significant step forward by greatly expanding educational benefits to those who have served in the military, and I think we have to continue that effort.  

Last point, two other points, that I want to make.  It is my view, and I know not necessarily agreed upon by everybody, but I think that the VA health care system should be open to all veterans.  

I disagreed with the effort ‑‑ several years ago, you may remember, at a time when we were giving tax breaks to billionaires, there were some who said, "Gee, we have to throw the so‑called Priority 8 vets off of health care.  They are too rich; they make $28,000 a year.  We can't take them into the VA."  

I am very proud that President Obama and many of us have begun to reverse that sad day, that we are now opening up, step by step, the VA to Priority 8 veterans, that we have expanded it now to the first 265,000.  And I want the day to come where every veteran will be comfortable walking into the VA. 

Last point, we have heard a lot of discussions, appropriately so, about the serious problems of PTSD and TBI.  I want to tell you a little bit about what we are doing in the State of Vermont.  

We have, A, forged a relationship between our National Guard, and they are going to see a deployment of 1,600 members to Afghanistan within the year and have paid a very heavy toll in Iraq.  We have lost a whole lot of young men and women there.  And what we have said is that, when our soldiers come home ‑‑ and we are a rural State ‑‑ we are going to have people, former Iraqi veterans, going out in an extensive outreach effort.  We are going to be knocking on doors, and we are going to be talking to the veterans and their families and see how they are doing.  And if they are not doing well, we are going to try to get them the help that they need, in cooperation with the Veterans Administration.  It is a program that is working very, very well.  

So let me just conclude by once again thanking you all very, very much for being here.  I think we are making some progress.  We have a long way to go.  And our goal, among other things ‑‑ you know, you hear a whole lot about government health care.  Well, I happen to believe that the VA is an excellent system.  I think we are going to expand it, I think we are going to improve it, and we are going to have the highest quality care for every veteran in this country.  

Thank you.  

The Chairman.  Thank you, Senator.  

Mr. Mitchell from Arizona.  

Mr. Mitchell.  Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

I addressed the breakfast this morning, so I am going to submit my remarks for the record.  

But I just want to say and want to reiterate what Senator Sanders said, because I also believe this very strongly as a former high school teacher and believer in trying to get people involved.  What is really important about all of you coming here is that you are representing lots of people back home.  And you are doing this, as it was said, on your own dime.  You are doing this because you believe in this.  You are not paid for this.  And there can't be a better lobbyist than those of you who come here as the grass roots.  

The other thing that is important ‑‑ and you have been serving this country since the time you put on a uniform.  You have served it in the military; you are serving it now as members of the Legion.  Because we know that the Legion posts are really pillars in our community, and the activities that they support ‑‑ and there is everything from essay contests to Boys and Girls dates to baseball.  You name the programs, and each post has a different type.  You are continually serving our community and making it a better place.  And so I thank you for that, and I thank you for being here and representing all the people back home.  

And, again, I will submit my statement for the record.  Thank you.  

[The statement of Mr. Mitchell appears on p.    ]

******** COMMITTEE INSERT ********

Mr. Walz.  [Presiding.]  Ms. Halvorson, you are recognized for 5 minutes.  

Ms. Halvorson.  Thank you, Mr. Chairman.  

I, again, agree that we are thrilled to have you here.  I am blessed to have so many wonderful veterans from my district in Illinois, and I see a lot of friends here.

But, Commander Hill, congratulations on your election.  It is a delight to see you here.  

You know, I just want to congratulate the American Legion on over 90 years of service to our Nation's veterans.  And the service that you have provided is insurmountable.  

I just hope that all of you know, to recognize your service, I introduced a resolution.  It is House Resolution 679, which supports the goals and ideas of American Legion Day.  Now, this resolution honors the commitment and service that Legionnaires in posts from coast to coast have shown to help make this country what it is today.  And that is on behalf of all of us here to honor all of you.  

We want to celebrate the many hours of volunteerism that you have had and given.  And I don't know if you know this or not, but we are talking about an organization that provides over 900,000 hours of volunteer service every year.  Now, the amazing part of this and the huge service to the American public is that is a savings to the American taxpayers by an estimated $17 million annually, just in the volunteering that all of you and many others do.  So, with that, that is a lot of hard work and sacrifice that I believe you should all be honored with.  

Now, I know that this comment was probably made, and I apologize for being late.  We had other things I had to do first.  But I know that the American Legion launched the "I am not a number" campaign.  And I mention this only because in the past ‑‑ I know I am new, and I have sat here hearing after hearing after hearing, and we have sat here and discussed how the culture of the VA sometimes lends itself to the fact that, as we heard, denying a claim just becomes easier than accepting it.  I would just like to hear if there are any comments here that on things that we can move away from the culture.  

Chairman Filner was out with me during the break, the district work period.  And our mantra has become, "If you were there, we care."  And we need to be like the IRS, where we take that claim, we give you that.  And if somebody wants to audit that years down the road, God bless them, but let's not audit it and put you through years and years and years of hassle and trouble first.  Let's give you what you deserve and worry about that later.  You are not a number.  You are here for us.  We better be there for you.  

So I am happy to do whatever it is we can for you.  You are not a number.  And I just hope that, if we have the time, if any of you want to address the fact, have we really done something about moving away from that culture of denying claims just because it is easier than accepting them?  And the fact that if we could put a person and not a number next to a claim, if that would make a difference.  Because you aren't a number.  And let's take care of those issues first and let somebody worry about that later.  

So if anybody wants to add ‑‑ Commander Hill, if would you like to see or address that "I am not a number" campaign?  Or how do we address that by putting a person's face and a name next to a claim instead of a number?  

Mr. Hill.  Well, I was a State commander when that campaign was done by the past national commander, Ron Conley, who is here.  And we did a lot on it.  We continue to do that.  We audit the VA.  We update that report on an annual basis, and we would happy to provide that to you.  

But that has been one of our ongoing issues, that with the claim's process, it is a pile of paper there.  And it represents a person, and that gets lost in the pile of paper.  

Ms. Halvorson.  And that is so true.  And we somehow have to change that culture.  And it should not be a pile of paper, it should not be a number.  It is a face.  

And look around you.  Look at the faces and look at the people who have taken care of us by providing and fighting for our freedom.  And that picture and that face should be on every one of those claims.  It should not be easy to deny it just because it is easier than accepting it.  And it is up to us, and each one of us, to try to fix that and change the culture.  

So, you know, I commend each and every one of you on your service.  Remember, you are saving the taxpayers $17 million a year by providing 900,000 hours of volunteer hours.  And, you know, House Resolution 679 is very little, but it is a way of all of us commending you on making American Legion Day.  So we just want to thank you for all your service.  So thank you.  

Mr. Hill.  Thank you.  

Mr. Walz.  Mr. Donnelly, you are recognized for 5 minutes.  

Mr. Donnelly.  Thank you, Mr. Chairman.  

This past summer, we had about 30 to 40 parades in my part of north, north‑central Indiana.  And at almost every parade, the American Legion men and women carried the flag and led off the parade and received standing ovations from the start to the finish.  

And so, when folks wonder what people think of the American Legion back home, your answer is that they stand and cheer wherever you are.  You are the core of our communities.  Because when you are carrying the flag, at the same time they are going, "Hey, Betty.  Hey, Bill.  Hey, Bob."  You sponsor our Little League teams.  You help our churches.  And so we are in deep gratitude to you for that but also for your service to the country and everything you have done.  

In our area, we have been able to obtain additional medical services, and there is more on the drawing board for our veterans.  But the first thing we made sure of is that, every step of the way, we worked with the American Legion to see what you thought the need was, where these locations should be placed, and what kind of services you were looking for.  So, know that when our veterans are going in for medical services, you helped to chart the path as to how those services would be provided.  

In health and in education and in job creation, you are one of our cornerstones.  And on behalf of all the folks of Indiana, all the folks from the Veterans Committee, we want to thank you for everything you have done for our country.  

Thank you very, very much.

The Chairman.  [Presiding.]  Thank you, Mr. Donnelly.  

Mr. Buyer?  

Mr. Roe.  Mr. Chairman, may I just have 1 second of time?

The Chairman.  Yes, sir.

Mr. Roe.  I goofed in my opening statement.  I didn't introduce David Alexander from Gallatin, Tennessee, who is a veteran and a Tennesseean who is here this week.  

And, Dave, if you are here, would you stand and be recognized?  

Thank you very much.  

I yield back, Mr. Chairman.

The Chairman.  Well, you recovered that vote.

Mr. Buyer?  

Mr. Buyer.  Thank you very much.

Commander, I would like for you to know that, in the subcommittees ‑‑ I can only speak for the House, on the House side ‑‑ the subcommittees that we have, Chairman Michaud and Ranking Member Brown deal with health; Stephanie Herseth Sandlin and Dr. Boozman deal with economic opportunity; Mr. Hall and Mr. Lamborn deal with disability; and Mr. Mitchell and Dr. Roe deal with the oversight.  They do a great job.  They all work together.  They might have their differences, but what they do is they work those out.  And I would just like for you to know that they do a very good job.  And Steve works with all of them, and you know exactly what I mean.  It is a good team effort that is happening and working right now, and I wanted you to know that.  

The other thing is I wanted to let you know, because they were not included in your statement, there are some issues that we are working on here in the committee.  We have legislation regarding energy and sustainability issues within the VA.  We also are working with the VA on a lot of renewable energy projects that had started and then they have grown from the stimulus.  And those renewable energy are solar and they are wind and they are geothermal.  The solar, it is not that we have a lot of roof space, but we have opportunities to do some supernova for the heating of water.  So we want to be smart about how we do business, yet also participate in the lessening of the carbon footprint.  

The other is, there is legislation to create a fourth branch within the VA.  And I appreciate you looking at that.  We created a fourth subcommittee here on the House side to focus on economic opportunity issues.  It has paid dividends, and especially at a time when we got the report last Friday that shows that we have an escalation in the unemployment rate of Iraq and Afghanistan veterans.  And I would like for you to look at that, so we can, with a laser beam, begin to focus on those unemployment issues.  And so your testimony with regard to the DVOPs and LVERs, I embrace your enthusiasm.  And I would like to talk with you a little bit more about that this afternoon.  

The other is that the sergeant major and I are working together, along with other veterans service organizations, not just the American Legion but all others, and that is on H.R. 2243, and it deals with the Surviving Spouse's Benefit Improvement Act.  And it would base the rate of the DIC on the amount equal to 55 percent of the rate of compensation to totally disabled veterans.  

The 55 percent ratio is what our government pays to dependent survivors of Federal civilian employees who are killed while performing their duties.  By comparison, the current rate of basic DIC is only 41 percent of the compensation paid to a totally disabled veteran.  

So, pick a depot.  You have that Federal civilian employee working right next to an Army sergeant or a tech sergeant.  Something bad happens.  The widow of the government civilian employee is going to get a higher compensation than the widow of the soldier.  That disparity and inequity is wrong, and that is what the sergeant major and I are trying to work together to correct.  

So we talk about taking care of the widow and orphan, and yet this is something that we have just allowed to progress through the years.  And so I appreciate the support of the Legion, and I think this is something we need to focus on.  

The other comment I would like to make is, yesterday I had a very good meeting in another capacity.  Gene Taylor and I are co‑chairs of the Guard and Reserve Caucus.  And so we do a lot working with the chiefs of the reserve components and the chief of the Army Guard and the Air Guard.  And so we had our meeting yesterday with them for about 2 1/2 hours.  

And at the end of the meeting, we brought up the issue with regard to the increase in suicide rates.  And, as I listened to the Senator from Vermont talk about how they want to build a program for greater connection ‑‑ you know, I have great pride with the Marine Corps.  They do a wonderful job with their Marine for Life Program.  

In our discussion with the chiefs, every day ‑‑ I shouldn't say every day ‑‑ but in Indiana we had a situation whereby there was a guardsman who was struggling, went to the VA, the doctor prescribed some medication.  He stood in line; didn't want to stand in line.  They said, "Well, we will mail the meds to you."  And he ended up committing suicide before the meds arrived.  And when his father, while trying to take care of his son's personal affairs, also picked up the mail, and there were the medications.  

So, talking to the chiefs, you know, I mentioned that we need to do something here.  Our veterans service organizations, you are in every community.  And you mention that you have a lot of different programs.  

Mr. Walz.  Would the gentleman yield?

Mr. Buyer.  Yes.
Mr. Walz.  Well, first of all, I want to thank the ranking member and associate myself with his remarks.  And I am very proud, as you have heard from many of us in here.  Everybody talks about bipartisanship; I am convinced this might be the only place you will actually see it.  And it is a good model for other things going on.

I appreciate the ranking member's thoughtfulness and attention to detail on this.  One thing we are seeing is, all of us want to see a reduction in the suicide numbers, but we are not seeing the results we would like to see.  And I think we have a real responsibility, as we are funding these programs, to make sure ‑‑ the program I want is the one that works.  And I think, listening to the ranking member talk about this, Minnesota has the Beyond the Yellow Ribbon Program, very successful reintegration program that starts to drill down to the local level.  

So when I hear the ranking member, I heard Mr. Buyer talking about how we can use existing resources, I think this is smart.  

Mr. Hill.  Excuse me, sir.  Our wounded warriors are going to be leaving.  Could we recognize them one more time and thank them?  

The Chairman.  As you are leaving, soldiers, it is nice to be thanked, it is nice to get applause, but actions matter more.  And one of the things that we have done in the last few years that we are most proud of, we extended the eligibility for you all to enter the VA health care system for 5 years without regard to any service connection you have.  And this applies to the Guard and Reserve.  So I think the medical system is now open to all of you for 5 years without any question.  

Thank you for your service.  

I yield back.

Mr. Buyer.  Commander, I embrace the words of the sergeant major.  And what I think would be really good, why don't I get representatives of all of the Reserve components and the Guard and I get also representatives of the veterans service organizations all in the same room, and we can figure out how we can extend the programs.

Mr. Hill.  Yes, sir.

Mr. Buyer.  All right, we will do it.

The Chairman.  We thank you all for being here.  

Commander, we look forward to your service with us.  

The GI bill that you talked about, we are going to have a fix‑it bill, as Congressman Rodriguez said, some time in the next few months.  That is to show, although we didn't effect it the first year, we are going to make sure we fix it for every incoming use of that program.  

In addition, the claims process, the backlog is an insult to veterans.  I think we should break through this bureaucracy.  Hiring thousands of people is a good thing, but it, as you point out, takes years for them to be trained.  Meanwhile, other people retire, and the claims keep backing up.  I would like to work with you to break through this whole bureaucracy.  Tell the veteran, "Hey, we will agree with your claim if it has been helped by a veteran service officer, say, of the American Legion.  We will send you a check based on some disability, as the IRS does, subject to audit."  And let's get that check into the hands of the people who need it right now.  

Commander, you have the last word.  

Mr. Hill.  Sir, I would just like to thank you for your time today and for allowing us to make this testimony.  And we look forward to working with you and helping the process.  Thank you.  

The Chairman.  Thank you, sir.  

This meeting is adjourned. 

[Whereupon, at 11:38 a.m., the committees were adjourned.]



