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JOINT HEARING TO RECEIVE

THE LEGISLATIVE PRESENTATION OF

THE DISABLED AMERICAN VETERANS

Tuesday, February 24, 2009

House of Representatives

Committee on Veterans' Affairs,


Joint With

United States Senate
Committee on Veterans’ Affairs,

Washington, D.C. 


The Committees met, pursuant to notice, at 2:07 p.m.,

in Room 345, Cannon House Office Building, Hon. Bob Filner 

[Chairman of the Committee] presiding.


Present:
Representatives Filner, Snyder, Herseth 
Sandlin, Hall, Rodriguez, Space, Walz, Kirkpatrick, Buyer, 
Moran, Brown of South Carolina, Miller, Boozman, Bilbray, 
Bilirakis, Buchanan, and Roe.


Senators Present: Senators Akaka, Sanders, Begich, 
Burris, and Johanns.


Senator *Akaka.*  [Presiding]  Thank you.  Thank you very much.  I would like to call the hearing to order.  



I understand that the House has a series of votes.  And, unfortunately, I need to leave to return to the Senate.  And, therefore, I will make my remarks here at this time and then recess the hearing.  


And I thank you very much for being patient about this, but it is so great, great to see all of you here today.  You look really great.


Aloha and welcome, welcome to all of you who are here today, especially to the National Commander, Raymond E. Dempsey, and his senior officials and all, all the DAV members in the audience. 


I am very pleased to join all of the leaders of the Veterans’ Affairs Committees, House Committee Chairman Bob Filner and Ranking Member Steve Buyer, as well as my Senate Committee Ranking Member Richard Burr.  


This forum is very valuable to us, both to hear your views on needed legislative changes and in helping us create an appropriate budget for VA.


DAV is one of the nation’s premier veterans’ organizations.  I thank you all for the help and insight you give to our Committee.  Your support in helping us pass comprehensive mental healthcare reform legislation last year was invaluable.  Your tireless advocacy on behalf of our nation’s veterans is truly honorable and I applaud you for all that you do.


As Chairman of the Senate Committee on Veterans’ Affairs, I am committed to ensuring that veterans receive the highest quality of benefits and services.  


When we send troops into battle, we must be prepared to care for them when they return home.  This means providing the best healthcare and rehabilitation.  It means fairly compensating veterans for their injuries.  We simply must in this time of war ensure that VA is equipped with the resources it needs to carry out these missions now and into the future.


Two weeks ago, I introduced bipartisan legislation to help secure the timely funding of veterans’ healthcare through advance appropriations.  


[Applause.]


Senator *Akaka.*  You know as well as I do that too often VHA’s budget is subject to delay and uncertainty, hampering budget planning and threatening healthcare quality for wounded and indigent veterans.  This situation must end.  I applaud DAV’s advocacy of this important legislation. 


This Thursday, the President’s budget will be announced and I look forward to working with DAV as we examine that budget and make changes to it where it is appropriate.


We have done much together on matters related to disability compensation.  Timely and accurate adjudication of disability claims and appeals continues to remain problematic.


A number of reports were published during the last Congress relating to disability evaluation and compensation.  A common recommendation includes comprehensively restructuring the disability compensation system, including consideration for the loss in quality of life caused by injury.


Earlier this month, the Senate Committee continued its efforts in this area, holding a hearing on improvements to address delays in appeals.  Claims and appeals processing is an area we will continue to focus on during this session.  Veterans deserve to have their claims addressed fairly and without needless delay.


[Applause.]


Senator *Akaka.*  As one who knows firsthand how valuable the GI Bill is, I will work to make certain that a new GI Bill is implemented as Congress had intended it. 


I know that all of you share my commitment to providing a seamless transition from military to civilian life for the newest generation of veterans.  VA must be an active partner with the Department of Defense to ensure that the newest veterans are appropriately taken care of when they return home.


Prompted by a letter that Senator Burr and I sent earlier this month on the alarming rise in soldier suicides, the secretaries are meeting today and I am eager to learn what action the departments intend to take to address this issue.


In closing, I want to thank Commander Dempsey and the members of DAV.  You have a long and proud tradition of service and dedication to this nation and its veterans and you will continue to do that in days to come.


With this, this hearing is now recessed.


[Applause.]


[Recess.]


Senator *Akaka.*  This hearing will come to order.  


We are so fortunate to have Senator Sanders from the State of Vermont, a member of the Senate Committee on Veterans’ Affairs, join us here.  And he will make a statement and we will recess it when he is done.


Thank you.  Senator Sanders.


Senator *Sanders.*  Thank you very much, Mr. Chairman.  


And it is my delight along with Senator Akaka to welcome all of you here and thank you so much for your service and your sacrifices for our country.


I think it is fair to say, and I hope that you will agree with me, that after some very dark periods in terms of adequate funding for the VA, we have begun, begun to make some real progress in addressing the long-standing needs of the Veterans Administration and the veterans of our country.


[Applause.]


Senator *Sanders.*  Clearly we have a long way to go, but the record of the last several years is not insignificant.  


I think you will all agree with me that we owed it to our most recent veterans, those who have served in Iraq and Afghanistan, the same educational opportunities that our older veterans got during World War II.  And, in fact, we have just passed the most significant expansion of veterans’ education funding since World War II.  That is a real step forward for America.


[Applause.]


Senator *Sanders.*  In the last several years, understanding that we have had the combined problems of making sure that our older veterans get the best healthcare and benefits that are possible while at the same time, we need to make sure that we provide as best we can for those coming back from Iraq and Afghanistan, in the last several years, we have passed by far the largest increases in VA funding in the history of the VA and that is a significant step forward.


[Applause.]


Senator *Sanders.*  And in that sense, I want to thank the DAV and, in fact, all of the veterans organizations because we could not have accomplished what we have accomplished and what we will accomplish without your support.


We are sitting here in D.C.  You are on the ground knowing what the problems are of your members.  And I am proud that we were able to work together on the Independent Budget and come up with a very significant step forward in terms of funding, but we did that with you and we will continue to work with you.  So we thank you very much for that.


[Applause.]


Senator *Sanders.*  We have made some progress in housing for disabled veterans, making sure that when people return with disabilities, they will be able to get around their homes and use their homes as best as possible.  


We have made some progress in opening up the VA again to Priority 8 veterans so that they can take advantage of the VA.  As you know, many of them were cast aside.  We are beginning to bring them back.  


I can tell you that in the State of Vermont, which is a  rural state, people travel long distances to get to our medical center or to get to a CBOC.  And as all of you know, we have significantly raised mileage reimbursement rates.  And that means a lot to many of our veterans who have to get healthcare.


So we have had some accomplishments, but obviously we have got a long way to go.  Let me just tick off some of the issues that are on my agenda and that I think the Committee will begin to address.


A healthcare institution as large the VA cannot function cost effectively or efficiently unless they have a sense what their incoming budget will be.  That is why I and many of you are working for advanced appropriations.


[Applause.]


Senator *Sanders.*  In the past, we did not simply sitting up here come up with a number for the VA and say, well, this is a good number, this is what the funding should be.  We worked with you and the other service organizations on an Independent Budget because you know more than we do about the real needs of the VA.  And we will continue to work with you on passing an Independent Budget.


[Applause.]


Senator *Sanders.*  Now, one of the challenges that we face in the VA is we have new veterans coming off the battlefield.  We are dealing with TBI, PTSD, and other problems.  We have veterans today who are 85 years old or 90 years old who fought in World War II and we have veterans in all of the other eras.


To my mind, the issue is not saying we have got to cut back on older veterans to take care of our younger veterans or we cannot give our younger veterans the needs to take care of their needs because we have the older veterans.  This is the United States of America and if we get our priorities right, we can and must take care of all of our veterans.


[Applause.]


Senator *Sanders.*  We are working on fully ending the disabled veterans tax.  We are going to move forward in that direction.  I support Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid’s effort to completely eliminate the disabled veterans tax also known as concurrent receipt.


[Applause.]


Senator *Sanders.*  As many of you know, one of the major advances that the VA has made in recent years is expanding the CBOC Program and that is a major step forward because it means the veterans throughout this country, veterans in rural areas like the State of Vermont, do not have to travel two hours to get to a major medical center.  They can get their primary healthcare, they can get their meds at a local center.


So we want to work very hard with all of you to expand the CBOC programs to make sure that these wonderful clinics are available all over the country.


Last point that I want to make is that we can have the best healthcare program in the world, but it does not do anybody any good unless the veterans of our country know about these programs.  So what we have to do is be very aggressive in terms of outreach, and I think we are beginning to make some progress in that area.


I can tell you that in Vermont, we have got some money into the State so that veterans of the Iraq War are literally going out knocking on doors of veterans explaining all of the benefits that they are entitled to, getting them to understand that if they have problems with TBI or PTSD, there is nothing wrong.  It is a good thing for them and their families to come in and get the services that they need.


But bottom line is while we make sure we have excellent quality services for our veterans, while we do everything we can to expedite the benefit process so the veterans do not sit around month after month waiting for a response, we also have got to be very aggressive in terms of outreach so that every veteran in America knows all of the benefits that he or she is entitled to.


[Applause.]


Senator *Sanders.*  And, lastly, I simply want to welcome to Washington some of the very active members of the Vermont DAV.  Roger Berzary is here, Maynard Greenwood, Ora Lee Nicodemus, Robert Nicodemus, and Holly Crandall.  Welcome.


Let me just conclude by saying again you have given this country so very much.  And in this great country, we have the capability and we must have the moral fortitude to make sure that every American who has put on the uniform, especially those who have been injured in war, get all of the benefits to which they are entitled to.  We are making progress and if we work together, I am confident that we will, in fact, accomplish that goal.


Thank you very much.


[Applause.]


Senator *Sanders.*  Okay.  I am now going to give the gavel over to Senator Johanns.  And here it is.  This is very bipartisan as you can see.


Senator *Johanns.*  Well, ladies and gentlemen, it is great to be here with you.  


I am a very new Senator.  I have only been in office about a month actually and I come from the State of Nebraska.  I am still adjusting to the Senate schedule that says you need to be five places all at once.  So I cannot be here for the entire hearing, but it was very, very important for me to stop by today.


If I had just one message today, if someone said to me there is only one thing you can say to the men and women before me, that message would be simple and straightforward.  It would be thank you.  Thank you for your great service to this nation.


[Applause.]


Senator *Johanns.*  You bet.  That deserves.  


In another life, I served as the Governor of the State of Nebraska.  And, of course, we had responsibilities to our veterans there in our State.  I happened to serve right during that time of 9/11 and the economic consequences of 9/11 were huge for our States, a very, very difficult time.  And, yet, we made our veterans a priority.


We have four veterans’ homes in Nebraska.  We either rebuilt or remodeled each one of them or, in two cases, we built brand new homes.  That commitment and dedication to our veterans is what I want to bring as a member of the Veterans’ Affairs Committee here in the United States Senate.


One of the things that I would do on a regular basis is to bring people who had served, the different veterans’ organizations, to the State Capitol on a very regular basis.  We would sit down in a very, very nonpartisan sort of way and just try to identify what the issues are and then work towards solutions to those issues.


I want you to know just very, very simply that is the approach I want to take here, to hear you out, to listen to what the concerns and needs are of veterans out there, and then focus on those needs and solve those problems.


[Applause.]


Senator *Johanns.*  I did not expect to be on the Veterans’ Affairs Committee as a freshman United States Senator, but I will tell you I could not be more honored by a Committee assignment.  It is an honor for me to be on that Committee.  I hope you will know that my door is open.  I have always had an open door policy.  I want you to feel free to come visit my office at any time that you are here so we can work together on these common issues and bring about solutions.


If I could just wrap up today where I began, I want to acknowledge.  I know there are some Nebraskans here today.  Welcome.  


I also want to end my remarks where I began.  I thank you for your service.  I lift you up in my prayers.  And probably just as importantly, I conclude by saying thanks to all of the families of our veterans who also give so much in sacrifice for our great nation.  God bless you all.


[Applause.]


Senator *Begich.*  As Senator Johanns also, I am a freshman.  And it is such a pleasure to be able to have a gavel in our hand for a moment, is it not?  They leave us alone.  You do not know what is going to happen in a second here.  


But also I am a very new member.  I come from probably the farthest state with regards to veterans and the care that has to be taken.  I am from Alaska.  And I just came back literally last night at ten o’clock.


And when I was back this last week, we set up meetings with veterans’ organizations and town hall meetings, one in Anchorage, Alaska, one in Fairbanks.  And then as good veterans, I was in Bethel, Alaska where we did not have a scheduled meeting, but they found me at the airport.  And they conducted the meeting with me showing up to check out and get on a plane.  They said I am not getting on a plane until they have a meeting with me.


And I appreciated it because the time I spent back in Alaska this last week talking to veterans in Alaska, 11 percent of the population are veterans, so it is a significant portion of our population.  But also our needs are every unique.


When you think about rural healthcare for veterans, you just cannot in Alaska get in a car and drive down the street or drive even 300 miles or 200 miles.  You literally have to get in a plane, a small plane, and I mean a very small plane, and get to a hub to get in a little bit bigger plane and then get to a medical facility.  In Alaska, we do not have a veterans’ hospital, so it is even more complicated.  But it did open my eyes to many of the issues and obviously healthcare.  


And I will say this statement, that one of the meetings in Anchorage or at the meeting in Anchorage, several people came to me and talked about the benefits that they were promised when they signed up years ago and then retired and the benefits they do not receive today or the limited benefits that they thought they were going to get.


And one gentleman came up to me and said, you know, I know you like to use the word benefits, but truly we signed up and we are entitled to a certain level of commitment with our healthcare.  And I agree with that.


[Applause.]


Senator *Begich.*  And he asked me to not use the word benefit but the entitlement that you all earned.  And I agree because it is truly--and I know this from my own family experience.  My father-in-law is a retired Colonel, worked his way up from a Private.  And when I had my first Committee hearing on the Senate side with the Veterans’ Committee, I was giving a presentation on the priorities of the Disabled Americans Veterans and I already had the list because my father-in-law gave it to me before I left and said here is the list in case they do not give it to you.


So you have an advocate not only in Washington, but when I go back home, there is no dinner that I get to get away from without the list being presented to me in detail.  So I thank you for your publication you sent to him.  


But also as a Senator from Alaska and a new person there, I was looking at what committees I was interested in and Veterans’ Committee is one I selected I wanted to be on because of the population that we have in Alaska but also the Armed Services Committee which both of them I serve on.


I think when we look at the issues that veterans face, and, again, Alaska is very unique, I think there is a lot of opportunity to make some improvement.  There have been improvements.  


Any time you follow Senator Sanders, it is dangerous because he can get the crowd going as he did here, but he ticked off a lot of items that have been very positive, but there is still a lot of room for improvement.


Let me end on just saying when I come to Committee hearings and the only reason I am talking is to bide time for another member to show up, this time from the House, very rarely do I give opening speeches because what is important to me is to hear from you all about what you need.  And you travel a long distance to be here.  Those that are in Washington spent a lot of time to get scheduled up to be here.


I know Pam Biel who is from Alaska, our representative here, you know, traveled a great distance, 3,500 miles one way to get here.  And it is important that we hear your ideas and your issues.


So I am going to close, but I will say you are going to find a great advocate, a great supporter in myself on the Senate side aggressively working for veterans’ issues and also the Armed Services, not only from personal experience within our family but the many times that I hear, like I said, one out of ten, one out of eleven Alaskans are veterans.  And they tell me every day about the needs but also the issues, the positive and the negatives.


So I will look towards you for advice, and it is just an honor to be here.  And, again, thank you for your service and thank you for the time that you spend coming here to hear us, but really for us to hear you.  And thank you for advocating on a regular basis for all of the veterans across this country.


Thank you very much.


[Applause.]


The *Chairman.*  [Presiding]  Thank you, Senator Begich.  And we also thank you.  I think the Senator was the only new member who showed up at the press conference for the forward funding bill.  So we thank you.


[Applause.]


The *Chairman.*  And we are also glad to know that a former Mayor of Alaska knows what they are talking about.  So thank you very much.  I should not have said that.  I take that back.


The House members of this Committee apologize to all of you.  We had a series of votes starting about ten to two until now.  My other members, I am sure, will be getting here.


And I am trying to decide, Senator, whether we should wait for other members before we hear the testimony or go right to that.


Why do you not give us about five minutes so the other members of the House can get here and we do not waste your testimony.  If you do not mind, we will just hang tight for about five minutes and hope my colleagues get over here.


Is that okay, Joe? 


Oh, and Ms. Schakowsky just showed up to introduce the Commander and we will wait on her.  


We are going to wait about five minutes, Jan, until our colleagues show up from the votes.  So you can--no, we are not going to call a recess because everybody will leave.  But there is schmoozing time, Ms. Schakowsky, for you to--we will wait about five more minutes.


Thank you.


[Recess.]


The *Chairman.*  We are going to get started at this important meeting of the Joint House and Senate Veterans’ Affairs Committees.


We, again, on the House side apologize for holding you up, but I think we will dispense with opening statements so we can hear directly from the Commander.  And we have a colleague, Ms. Schakowsky, who will introduce him.  


Welcome, Congresswoman, and we are glad you are here.  And I am sure that your constituents are proud to have you here.


Ms. *Schakowsky.*  Thank you, Mr. Chairman.  It is such an honor for me to be here today to introduce my constituent, Commander Raymond E. Dempsey.


Commander Dempsey has served his country in the United States Air Force and he continues to serve our nation’s veterans as the elected National Commander of the 1.2 million member nonprofit organization, Disabled American Veterans.


Commander Dempsey enlisted in the United States Air Force in 1967 and suffered a spinal cord injury while serving as a member of a nuclear, biological, and chemical team in 1969 for which he received a medical discharge in 1970.


During his treatment for this injury almost 40 years ago, Commander Dempsey began his life-long commitment to the DAV.  Since then, he has served in numerous positions at the Chapter, Department, and National levels and was elected National Commander at the organization’s 2008 National Convention.


Commander Dempsey earned a Bachelor’s Degree in Political Science and in Modern World History and a Master’s Degree in Administration and Supervision.  He retired from a 30-year career in education in 2003 after serving his community as a teacher, department chairman, lead teacher, vice principal, and principal.


I am particularly pleased to welcome Commander Dempsey who with his wife, Patricia, resides in Des Plaines, Illinois to this House of Representatives.


Thank you, Mr. Chairman.


The *Chairman.*  Thank you, Ms. Schakowsky.


[Applause.]


Ms. *Schakowsky.*  Thank you.


The *Chairman.*  I just want to add that this Committee is always aided when there are informed, knowledge, and supportive members in the Congress who understand what we are trying to do for our nation’s veterans.  And Congresswoman Jan Schakowsky is one of those, and we thank you for your support of our efforts all the time.


Ms. *Schakowsky.*  Thank you.  


And I thank my constituent for always keeping me informed.  Thank you, Commander Dempsey.


The *Chairman.*  Commander, the floor is yours.
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Mr. *Dempsey.*  Thank you, Representative Schakowsky.


Messrs. Chairmen, I want to thank you for this opportunity to appear before you and your committees.  


Please allow me to introduce those seated at the table with me as well as some of our distinguished guests.


National Wilson, our National Adjutant; Executive Directors Rick Patterson and Dave Gorman; Service Director Randy Reese; Legislative Director Joe Violante; Volunteer Service Director Ed Hartman; Auxiliary National Commander Sandy Dobmeier of North Dakota; Auxiliary National Adjutant Judy Hezlep; DAV Senior Vice Commander Bobby Barrera of Texas; Junior Vice Commander Wally Tyson of North Carolina; Donald Samuels of Tennessee; Larry Polzin of California; and Mary Bencivenga of New Jersey; also National Judge Advocate Mike Dobmeier of North Dakota; past National Commander Robert Reynolds of Virginia; Chaplain Charles Edwards of Texas; and National Chief of Staff Norman Resner.


[Applause.]


Mr. *Dempsey.*  Let me also introduce my wife, Pat.


[Applause.]


Mr. *Dempsey.*  I will ask the DAV National Executive Committee to please stand up and be recognized.


[Applause.]


Mr. *Dempsey.*  May I ask the members of the National Legislative Interim Committee to please stand.


[Applause.]


Mr. *Dempsey.*  And I wish to recognize the entire DAV delegations from Illinois and Nevada.


[Applause.]


Mr. *Dempsey.*  Mr. Chairman and members of the Veterans’ Affairs Committee, on behalf of the more than one and a half million members of Disabled American Veterans and its Auxiliary, I am honored to appear before you today to discuss the major concerns of our nation’s wartime disabled veterans and their families.


Senator Akaka and Representative Filner, welcome back as Chairmen of your respective Committees.


Senator Burr, Representative Buyer, welcome back to both of you as Ranking Members as well.


[Applause.]


Mr. *Dempsey.*  Messrs. Chairmen, in my remarks today, I will briefly touch on a number of important topics that my written statement covers in more detail.  I ask that my written testimony be made a part of the record.


The *Chairman.*  And that will be done.  Thank you.


Mr. *Dempsey.*  America’s brave young men and women have been in harm’s way in Iraq and Afghanistan for longer than our nation fought in World War II.  Each day, new casualties return needing medical care and rehabilitation and a chance at rewarding and a productive life.


As a nation, we have a moral obligation to make sure that their service and sacrifice are not ignored or undervalued.  There is no question that our nation has the means.  The only question is whether our government has the will to live up to its obligation to all our nation’s veterans.


[Applause.]


Mr. *Dempsey.*  Messrs. Chairmen, I would like to extend our thanks to the leadership of this Congress for their commitment to ensuring that the Department of Veterans Affairs has a budget that is sufficient to meet the needs of our nation’s disabled veterans, families, and survivors.


Veterans were promised that they would be a priority in the 110th Congress and we are hopeful that that commitment to veterans will continue in the 111th Congress and into the future.


Because of their extraordinary sacrifices, veterans have earned the right to quality, timely disability compensation, and VA healthcare.  The VA has been able to maintain the quality of its healthcare under the most trying of circumstances.  Even when Congress has gotten the funding level right, the VA budget has usually been late.  These funding problems simply cannot be allowed to continue.


The DAV and the veterans and military communities were pleased that President Obama and Secretary Shinseki both have publicly supported a proposal to reform the budget process for veterans’ healthcare.


Messrs. Chairmen, budget reform is vital for the preservation and viability of the VA healthcare system and necessary to prevent rationing of care.


[Applause.]


Mr. *Dempsey.*  For too long, the VA healthcare system has had to struggle with budgets that were too little too late.  And when the VA is forced to operate month by month under a continuing resolution, its inability to properly plan leads to inefficiency and waste.


Short-term management fixes become long-term problems further straining the system.  That is why the DAV and its allies in the Partnership for Veterans’ Healthcare, Budget Reform have long advocated change.  The partnership has now grown into a movement which includes nine veteran service organizations with 35 members of the military coalition, the American Federation of Government Employees, and about two dozen former top VA officials network and hospital directors. 
We believe that it is time to take the politics out of veterans’ healthcare.  It is time to reform the system to assure sufficient, timely, and predictable funding.  We believe the proposal most likely to achieve that goal is the recently introduced “Veterans Healthcare Budget Reform Transparency Act.”


[Applause.]


Mr. *Dempsey.*  Chairman Akaka, Chairman Filner, Senator Burr, and all others on these Committees who have already sponsored this legislation, please accept our sincere thanks for moving this reform proposal forward.


[Applause.]


Mr. *Dempsey.*  This legislation is all about making government more efficient, transparent, and accountable.  These are the three key elements that President Obama, Congress, and veterans all agree are needed in these challenging times.  And if enacted in conjunction with fiscal year 2010 budget, advance appropriations for 2011 would not add one dime to the 2010 deficit.


The sufficient, timely, and predictable funding mechanism will allow the VA to work better and smarter in caring for our nation’s veterans.  We urge both the Veterans’ Affairs Committees to recommend approval of this legislation to your respective Budget Committees.


We also look forward to hearings and further action on this vital legislation in the months ahead.


[Applause.]


Mr. *Dempsey.*  Another area sorely in need of reform is the benefits delivery system, but the VA can promptly deliver benefits only if it can process and adjudicate claims in a timely and accurate manner.


The VA must have adequate resources properly invested in a long-term strategy instead of short-term, temporary, and superficial gains.


[Applause.]


Mr. *Dempsey.*  Only then can the claims backlog really be overcome.


The DAV was also delighted to hear then Secretary nominee Shinseki pledge to transform the VA into a people-centric, results-driven, and forward-looking organization.


For decades, the DAV has fought for improvements in claims processing.  And while staffing at the Veterans Benefits Administration now appears to be sufficient thanks to recent budget increases, other core problems remain.


What is also needed is better training and accountability for VBA employees.  And the VBA must continue to upgrade its information technology to create a new electronic claims process.


Our current mandates cover a broad range of programs and services and have been available to your Committees and to your staffs.


As we will have the opportunity to more fully address these problems before your Committees and with your staffs, I will only briefly comment on a few of these.


Support equal medical services and benefits for women veterans.


[Applause.]


Mr. *Dempsey.*  Support screening and adequate treatment for mental health, especially posttraumatic stress disorder and traumatic brain injury.


[Applause.]


Mr. *Dempsey.*  Support training, counseling, and financial assistance for family caregivers.


[Applause.]


Mr. *Dempsey.*  Support additional increases in grants for automobiles and specially adapted housing and provide annual cost of living increases.


[Applause.]


Mr. *Dempsey.*  And increase the face value of service-disabled veterans’ insurance.


[Applause.]


Mr. *Dempsey.*  The DAV’s nationwide core of 260 professionally trained national service officers and 39 transition service officers are the best in the business.


[Applause.]


Mr. *Dempsey.*  All our NSOs and TSOs are wartime service-connected disabled veterans.  Last year alone, our NSOs counseled free of charge over 163,000 veterans and their families in their claims before the VA and obtained for them more than $3.4 billion in new and retroactive benefits.


[Applause.]


Mr. *Dempsey.*  With so many being treated at military facilities, the DAV has staff and office at Walter Reed and Brooke Army Medical Centers to provide assistance to these men and women being treated there.


Our Mobile Service Office Program puts our NSOs on the road to assist veterans where they live, in rural communities, inner cities, and areas devastated by our natural disasters.


In addition to those professional services, the DAV and its Auxiliary have more than 14,500 volunteers in VA hospitals and clinics.  Last year, they provided more than 2.3 million hours of free essential services to patients at VA facilities.  This saved taxpayers $45 million in employee costs.


And our local Veterans Assistance Program provides volunteers even more opportunities to assist veterans and their dependents and their communities.  Last year, 2,859 volunteers contributed nearly 91,000 hours of service.  


In 2000, we created a National Scholarship Program for outstanding young volunteers who participate in the VA Volunteer Service Program.


Six years ago, as a tribute to former VA Secretary and former DAV Executive Director Jesse Brown, we renamed the Scholarship Program in his honor.  To date, the DAV has awarded 102 scholarships totaling about $380,000.


[Applause.]


Mr. *Dempsey.*  Last year, the DAV national organization and our departments and chapters donated 150 vans to VA free of charge as part of our nationwide transportation network.


[Applause.]


Mr. *Dempsey.*  Since we began this free transportation program, the DAV has purchased and then donated 2,109 vans to the VA at a cost of $41 million.  This year, we plan to donate 152 new vans to the VA at a cost to the DAV of $3.6 million.


[Applause.]


Mr. *Dempsey.*  Since 1987, our hospital service coordinators and volunteer drivers have provided free transportation to nearly 12 million veterans traveling more than 443 million miles.  This program serves disabled veterans in every State and every congressional district in the country.


[Applause.]


Mr. *Dempsey.*  And for all they do to serve our veterans in their communities, these magnificent volunteers are a source of pride and inspiration to us all.  And I want to acknowledge their commitment and compassion to our nation’s veterans.  Thank you all very much.


[Applause.]


Mr. *Dempsey.*  I have one final statement.  I appreciate that premature clap.  I really appreciate it.  If you liked that, wait for the ending.


Messrs. Chairmen, this completes my testimony.


[Applause.]


Mr. *Dempsey.*  May God bless America’s brave young men and women who have been placed in harm’s way in the fight against terrorism.  Thank you.


[Applause.]


[The statement of Raymond E. Dempsey appears on p.  ]

**********INSERT**********


The *Chairman.*  Thank you, Commander.


Mr. *Dempsey.*  Thank you.


The *Chairman.*  And we do appreciate your eloquent statement and the thought that you have and the service you have performed.


Mr. Hall, you may have the floor for any questions.


Mr. *Hall.*  Thank you, Commander.  


And it is not everybody who gets two standing ovations before this Committee.  But I used to be in show business.  I will have to remember that one.


I commend you and the organization.  The donations of vans, the number of miles traveled, the amount of private money that you have or the equivalent that you have donated to the VA is staggering.  And we thank you.  And I am sure all veterans thank you whether or not they are aware of the extent of that contribution.


And I guess, you know, I thank you not just for Congress and for your service to the veterans community but for those veterans who do not feel a part of any community, those veterans who feel cut off, and the work that I know you are doing in helping us to, in terms of outreach, to bring them in and make them aware of the services that are available and the support that is available.


And I wholeheartedly am in support, of course, as a co-sponsor of the advance funding legislation but also the, you know, listening to your abridged version of your written list of priorities, the equal medical services and benefits for women.  


With a record increase in the number of women serving in our Armed Forces and also in training at our service academies, they are facing a unique set of circumstances and problems, including post active duty when their traumatic stress differs in some cases from that which their male cohorts suffer from.


And I am grateful for your input and for DAV’s input on the combat PTSD bill which I have introduced in the Subcommittee on Disability Assistance and Memorial Affairs to provide for a presumptive service connection for any serviceman or woman who wears this country’s uniform, serves in a combat zone, and at some time later is diagnosed with PTSD by a psychiatrist or a doctor, that they at that point should have no more hurdles to jump over or hoops to jump through, but they should go directly to treatment and disability assistance.


[Applause.]


Mr. *Hall.*  It is apparent just as one member in terms of the casework that we see in New York’s 19th District that, you know, the overwhelming component of veterans’ casework that we are called about or that we are asked to help out with has to do with PTSD and adjustment, psychological, emotional adjustment problems.


And so at a time when we are seeing record suicide rates not just among veterans but among active-duty personnel and even speaking as a member of the West Point Board of Visitors and the representative from the district that West Point sits in, we had in January at West Point four attempted suicides of cadets who had not yet been deployed, it is evident that there is a continuum of psychological problems that run all the way from training to active duty to veteran status and the later problems that veterans face.


So I would be curious if you or DAV have either now or later, you know, directly to us and to the Subcommittee any input on how we might deal with that.


But, once again, thank you for the work that you do.  And we will be working very hard to oversee the claims process, the “Modernization Act” that was passed in the last session, and hopefully see it implemented the way we intend and the way you, I am sure, hope that it will be.  And that is a big order, a tall order that Secretary Shinseki has to try to make those improvements happen the right way.


So, once again, no specific question except possibly if you could comment on the organization’s view of the current link between psychological services or support and the suicide rate among active duty and veterans.  Thank you.


Mr. *Dempsey.*  If possible, I would like to give it to one of our Directors to speak on that who would be able to give a much more in depth answer than I would be able to.


Mr. *Violante.*  Chairman Hall, DAV is certainly concerned about the rate of suicide.  And one of the problems is with regards to the resources provided to VA and how those are utilized.


We would like to see more resources put in there to ensure that those men and women who are having problems could get timely access to that care.  So we are working in that regards to see that the resources are there and that VA responds properly when those individuals come for care.


Mr. *Hall.*  Thank you.


The *Chairman.*  Thank you, Mr. Hall.


Mr. Roe.


Mr. *Roe.*  Thank you, Mr. Chairman.  


I am a new member of the Veterans’ Affairs Committee and am a veteran of the U.S. Army.  And just to be in this room with this many individuals who have served this nation so honorably, I can tell you it is overwhelming for me.  And I want to thank each and every one of you who have taken your time to be here.


In my district which is the 1st District of Tennessee, we have a large veterans’ hospital.  And when I had a real job and was working, I am a physician, and the veterans hospital there, I think one of the things that I want to focus on, and this entire Committee, I think, does, is timely quality of care for veterans.


I met with a young Iraqi war veteran who had lost an eye and spent 19 months in the hospital and it took four to five months to get a pair of glasses through the VA.  That is unacceptable.  We can do better.  We are better than that and we will do better.


Another thing that we have dealt with in my previous life as a Mayor of Johnson City, Tennessee were homeless veterans.  And I think it is a tragedy when you look at the number of homeless and the percentage of veterans that are, it breaks my heart to see that, to see men and women who served this nation.  When they were young and their country needed them, they served.  And now as they get older, they need their country to serve and we will.  I believe we will do that and I make you that promise.


[Applause.]


Mr. *Roe.*  We can never make some of you whole, but we can make it right.  And that is what I intend to do while I am here.  And I look forward to serving as you all look forward and when you served your country as an active-duty soldier and now you are serving your country and other veterans, and I thank you for that.


And, Mr. Chairman, I yield back my time.


The *Chairman.*  Thank you.


Ms. Kirkpatrick.


Ms. *Kirkpatrick.*  Thank you, Mr. Chairman.


Commander, I am Ann Kirkpatrick.  I represent a huge rural district in Arizona and I have eleven Native American tribes.  Many of the tribal members, many of the people in my district have served and are veterans.  We have a VA hospital in Prescott.  You might be aware of that.


But I just want to thank you so much for all you have done for the veterans in my district.


And we are all eagerly awaiting the President’s budget and what that will mean for veterans.  And we all know how the grapevine works, so I just wondered if you had heard anything about new proposals.


Mr. *Dempsey.*  I do not have an answer for that myself, but I am sure Mr. Gorman may have something.


Ms. *Kirkpatrick.*  Mr. Gorman, thank you.


Mr. *Gorman.*  Well, Ms. Kirkpatrick, as you, we have not seen the President’s budget yet either.  We have been assured through discussions with principally the Under Secretary for Health that it is a good budget and we will have to wait and see that.


One thing we have heard, which is probably in any budget we have seen as far as a proposal, is the most outrageous as far as concerning veterans as it can be.  And this is a rumor.  But if it comes to pass, I can tell you unequivocally that DAV will be outraged if this proposal reaches the Congress and that is that it regards third-party reimbursement for service-connected disabled veterans receiving care for their service-connected disabilities will be billed to their private insurance companies for that care.  That is the most outrageous proposal that we can think of.  


Former Deputy Secretary Gordon Mansfield would go in to get a new wheelchair from the VA and the government would bill his private insurance company for the cost of that wheelchair.  Outrageous.


We do not know if it is, in fact, a proposal.  If it is, I can tell you that DAV will not only not be silent but will be outraged and we will confront the issue head on.


Ms. *Kirkpatrick.*  Thank you.  Thank you.


[Applause.]


Ms. *Kirkpatrick.*  And I thank you for your advocacy and I thank you for your service as well as I thank all of the servicemen and women, all of our veterans here today.  Thank you for your service.


[Applause.]


The *Chairman.*  Thank you.


Mr. Boozman.


Mr. *Boozman.*  Thank you, Mr. Chairman.


I want to thank you, Commander Dempsey, for being here and really enjoyed your testimony.  And as I look out, I cannot tell you how proud that we are of you.  My dad did 20 years in the Air Force.  And truly you guys are the backbone of America and we really do appreciate you.


Actually, the backbone of your group is Ms. Dobmeier and her group, the Auxiliary.


[Applause.]


Mr. *Boozman.*  And I tell this story all the time.  I was with a group like you and I said that, you know, and I really meant it.  I have got a wife and three daughters and I understand that is true.


My wife when we were driving home said they are not only the backbone, they are the brains also.  So there is some truth to that.


But we really do appreciate you.  I enjoy working with your staff.  They work very, very hard and as we can see by answering the questions today are very, very well prepared.  So we appreciate you.  


I had a great visit with our folks from Arkansas and I am not going to have you stand up and call the hogs, but I know it is difficult.  It is difficult to get up here and to walk these halls and especially many of you because of your infirmities.  


But I cannot tell you how important it is to again look your Congressman in the eye and say this is important to me.  The issues that you just spoke of, you know, this is very important.  And we expect for you to work on our behalf.


So, again, thank you very much for your service to our country.


Thank you.


The *Chairman.*  Thank you, Mr. Boozman.


[Applause.]


The *Chairman.*  Mr. Walz.


Mr. *Walz.*  Thank you, Mr. Chairman.


And, Commander Dempsey, thank you so very much.  There is no organization in this country that honors us more and has more right to set right where you are at to testimony on what needs to be done.  So I thank you for that.


Past Commanders, thank you for the service you have given.  


I would especially like to say thank you to my good friend, Jim Surshly.  He was a Minnesotan, but like every good Minnesotan who can think, he moved to Florida when he got older, I guess.  Jim is now down in Florida, but his advocacy for this organization and for others is amazing and truly one of the finest human beings I have ever met and someone I am very proud to all a friend.


So, Jim, thank you for your service.


Minnesota delegation, again, thank you.  And I know you are enjoying the weather.  This is not summer.  It is not yet.  It is just getting there, huh?


And to each and every one of you who are in here, as you walked into this building, and I know as Mr. Boozman said, it is hard getting up here, but you cannot help but look down that mall before you come in these buildings and see that Capitol dome and see the symbols of our democracy.  And no one here and no one will ever be allowed to forget that is the house that veterans built.  That is the place of defending freedom, defending democracy.  


And the right to come here and talk about what we need to do to care for our veterans is one more step in your service.  And many of you in this room have been doing this for decades.  And that is something that I cannot tell you how proud I am to have you here with us.  It is truly something.


When General Shinseki sat and testified to us, the one thing I asked him to do was to turn around and look and to see who was there supporting him and who will be there every step of the way as his partners.  And in the front row was Joe setting there and the rest of our veteran service organizations.


General Shinseki knows as his predecessor General Peake knew was is that we are the biggest fans and supporters of the VA.  And because of that, we will be their biggest critics.  We will be their biggest watchdogs because we have an obligation to get this right.  We have a moral obligation to care for our veterans and we have an obligation for future generations to prepare for our national security.  And caring for the warriors is a part of that.  There is no separation.


So with that, I applaud you for pushing the issue of adequate, timely, and predictable funding.  It is absolutely unconscionable that this organization and this country cannot deliver funding to our veterans in a timely manner.  It is unacceptable.  It has to end.  And with your voice, we can get that done.


[Applause.]


Mr. *Boozman.*  Will you yield?  Will the gentleman yield?  Will you yield?


Mr. *Walz.*  Yes.


Mr. *Boozman.*  This is actually Sergeant Major Walz.  My dad was a Master Sergeant in the Air Force.  Every time I am with him, I feel like I need to be doing something, something that you all are experienced at.


Mr. *Walz.*  Every time I mention that I am a retired Command Sergeant Major, somebody says, well, why did you take the demotion to Congress.  And I got too old.  That was the reason.  But we are with you on that.


I have just two questions, Commander.  It is things that I think we can get at the heart of this.  I think all of us know.  And I applaud our--this Committee has done in a bipartisan manner wonderful things.


Mr. Hall’s work on the claims backlog, someone who has taken this issue as a mission that he will not stop until he gets it done of attacking this.  We know we have the problems with the claim backlogs.  We know we have the problems adjudicating claims and everything else.


My focus and something that I have spoken with both the Ranking Member and the Chairman on is we have got to figure out a better way not just in lip service to have seamless transition so that when our warriors leave the active component, they seamlessly transition into care, whether it is the VA or whatever needs to be done.  We need to somehow make sure that that is a focus of what we do, that we get these two major organizations to figure out a way to talk.


And I do not fault DoD.  DoD sees themselves as the war fighters and that is what they do.  But they simply cannot see the warriors as just another piece of equipment, that when its shelf life is used up, that it is somebody else’s problem.


[Applause.]


Mr. *Walz.*  By being smart on how we transfer records and how we make sure that there is a seamless handoff and make sure we are trading information and research and all of that, the one thing is we will get better care for our veterans, better timely care, we will get better adjudicated claims, and the beauty of all this is we will save money.  We will be more efficient with our resources and that is exactly what we want to do.


So in that regards, I look forward to working with you and talking to these organizations about ways that you think we can approach this.  We all know these are big lifts when you go into different jurisdictions, but this one has to be done.


And it leads me to, I think, the next one where we are getting into this.  I thank the Ranking Member, Mr. Buyer, has been actively and talking with me on an issue and all of us in here about modernizing the benefits for our survivors, for our widows.  I think all of us in here, and we are doing the right things, we are talking about care for our veterans.  We are talking about the VA.  We are talking about posttraumatic stress and all that.  


But some of our colleagues never came home and their families live with that.  And we need to make sure, and I think Mr. Buyer will talk a little more about this, I think it is an area we cannot forget and it is one that I would ask not so much as a question but just a point to start thinking about.  


And one of the things I am starting to see is the caregivers for our wounded veterans, the widows and the wives who end up leaving their jobs or having to drastically alter their lives to make sure they are the primary caregivers, we have to address that.  We have to make sure that they are being cared for.  This nation owes them an equal debt of gratitude.  No soldier, no Marine, no one deploys alone.  Their family deploys with them and the scars that come back come to the family.


So I would love to work with you on that, see as things coming.  Mr. Buyer will talk a little more in detail, I think, on how he is seeing this.  But we need to think about that.  We need to make sure the commitment is here.


When the President’s budget comes out and we take a look at it, we hear back from you.  We know what the Independent  Budget says and we do not see that as suggestions.  We see it as a gold standard for what we need to do on care.  


We are moving in the right direction.  And I clearly know and I think the members up here clearly know it is your voice and your effort that has moved it in the right direction and we cannot stop for a minute.


So, Commander, thank you for what you do.  You lead a great organization.


Chairman, I yield back.


The *Chairman.*  Thank you, Mr. Walz.


[Applause.]


The *Chairman.*  Mr. Bilbray.


Mr. *Bilbray.*  Thank you, Mr. Chairman.


Commander, I thank you for your presentation.  


And let me just tell you as somebody who spent most of yesterday over at the National Institute of Health, I want all of you to know that there is a major, major emphasis over at the NIH to look specifically at veterans’ related issues, active duty and discharged.  


And it is a major emphasis for research to really get to some of these root problems that we have overlooked for too long and able to cull those that might be perceived problems from real problems so we really can make sure that front-line service is done right.


And I want to really commend the NIH at making that focus and realizing that they are the front line for America’s health, both physical and mental, and they are not shrugging from this responsibility.  


And I was very encouraged as a representative from San Diego, as the Chairman is, having the largest military complex in the world.  We do have a few veterans in San Diego.  And the fact is I want to say thank you for keeping the system honest for all of us.  And your organization is very important on this.


And talk about keeping the system honest, Mr. Gorman, thank you very much for your words.  I think we need to make it very clear that there are strong and very definitive lines between different type of people that are in a position of need.  


And one thing that I have to say as a son of a Warrant Officer is that this town forgets that the benefits the veterans receive are not only earned benefits, they are committed benefits as part of a deal the United States government made with every man and woman who served in uniform.


[Applause.]


Mr. *Bilbray.*  And in all fairness, there are people in this town that would look at somebody who might have lost a limb and then treat them, a perception they should be both treated equally.  And I guess as Christians, we should say that.  


But believe me, there is a heck of a lot of difference in my opinion and the obligation of this organization that we call Congress and the federal government, there is a whole different obligation.  There may be a moral need to help the young man or woman who might have lost a limb in a motorcycle.  


But there has been a contract signed, sealed, and delivered for the young man or woman who lost that limb serving this country.  As part of that contract, we have got to make sure that we give them priority even if we get the political heat the other way.


And I thank you for keeping it honest because let us face it, for people who have served and people in need, our veterans as a group ask for so much less and do it in such a more civilized manner than I have seen any group in need.  And the fact is is that all you do is remind of us that contract.  And I want to thank you for that.  


And I hope that we are able to keep a clear line that when they talk about somebody getting a wheelchair, they know there is a difference between a veteran asking for it and somebody who got in a motorcycle accident.


And thank you very much for pointing that out.


[Applause.]


The *Chairman.*  Thank you.


Mr. Rodriguez.


Mr. *Rodriguez.*  Thank you, Mr. Chairman.


And let me first take this opportunity to acknowledge, and I know, acknowledge the Texans that are here and ask you to either wave your hand or stand up as Texans.  Can you please stand up, all the Texans that are out there.


I know we have Edgar Armstrong, Department Adjutant.  We also have Edgar Meiser, the Commander.  We have Bobby Barrera, a good friend of mine, all the way from Del Rio.  Thank you for being here to all those Texans that are out there.


Let me also just acknowledge what some of the other members have indicated and that the work that you have accomplished and that you have been adamant about and that is educating the constituency as well as educating members of Congress in terms of the needs that are out there for our veterans.  That is one of the reasons why, you know, that, you know, a lot of people were moved to do the right thing.


And so it has been your efforts out there, the DAV efforts as well as a lot of the other veterans’ organizations that consistently, at least when I got elected a long time ago, you consistently came forth and came forth and you did not give up.  I know that there have been some difficult times.  And I have been really pleased that in the last two years, we have been able to kick in 13 billion.  


By the way, that last stimulus did not have as much in there at the end as we put in there.  It did have over a billion additional resources on top of the regular budget.  We are expecting the President’s budget in April and hopefully everything will be okay, even more so.


But we also need to acknowledge that even though there has been additional resources, that we have been negligent as a Congress just on infrastructure alone in our existing facilities throughout this country.  We have got to provide those resources, not to mention the fact that we also need to provide additional resources for our veterans that are out there and that are in need.


We also recognize that less than 18 percent of our veterans ever receive anything from the VA.  So that means that 82 percent of veterans never get anything.  We need to continue to fight on the concurrent receipt and for veterans.  I think that is important and that is critical.  They should not be treated in that manner.


And I just want to take this opportunity to thank you for your efforts not only in terms of serving our country but after you have come back, you are the ones that have been there on the forefront, and I think that that is one of the reasons I think our soldiers that are coming back from Afghanistan and Iraq will be treated much better than some of our veterans that came from Vietnam.  And so we are hoping that we can go back also and do the right thing.  


On the issues of posttraumatic stress disorder, we have got a long way to go.  There are too many veterans that are still committing suicide.  We should not be happy with that at all and I know you are not.  And so we need to do what we can to keep reaching out and keep working with those veterans.


The GI Bill is a great piece of legislation.  We know it has got some problems.  We know that we have got to work on it, but it is a first step in the right direction there in trying to do the right thing. 


So, once again, from the bottom of my heart, we thank you for your service and what you continue to do for all veterans.  Thank you very much.


Thank you.


[Applause.]


The *Chairman.*  Mr. Snyder, you have the floor.


Mr. *Snyder.*  Thank you, Mr. Chairman.


Thank you, Commander, for being here and thank you to all your members and from all the states, including Arkansas, that are here.  


I just want to make the comment that I did not hear your oral statement, but in your written statement, you call for a $65 million increase in medical and prosthetics research and I appreciate you calling for that increase.


When the budget comes out, we will need to look at the numbers carefully because to me, there has been kind of too much trickery in the last few years in the budget where the total number for research leverage dollars from NIH or some other entity of the federal government.  


In fact, what we all want is to see a good baseline budget for medical research of VA health dollars and let the other dollars be bonus dollars.


So I appreciate you all calling our attention to that specific issue of medical and prosthetic research and the need for an increased number.


Thank you, Commander, for being here.


The *Chairman.*  Thank you, Mr. Snyder.


[Applause.]


The *Chairman.*  I would like to welcome Senator Burris from the Senate side. 


Senator, welcome to the joint meeting of the Senate and the House on Veterans’ Affairs and we look forward to your participation.


Senator *Burris.*  Thank you very much, Mr. Chairman.


And I want to thank my Chairman Akaka from the Senate for arranging this important joint hearing.


And thank you, National Commander Dempsey, for your important testimony which my staff just informed me of.  And I have gathered from your testimony, Commander Dempsey, that there are two central problems with the Veterans Administration, late and insufficient funding and uneven personnel training.


I wonder if you think that these two problems may reinforce each other.  That is, if we reform our funding mechanism, can we expect greater efficiency and productivity because our workforce is not preoccupied with whether they can merely continue services much less improve on them?


I am also interested in how we can improve the disability claims so that the number of appeals can be reduced.  I had a very trying experience from one of my members from Rockford with what is really happening to his disability claim and how they are saying that if you call in and complain that it will be pushed back and buried under paper.  That is what we have got to find out and see what is going on there.


And so you can also discuss some of the ideas that you have to advance our staffs’ training.  Specifically how can we better train the VA employees to use a rating system in a consistent and fair manner?  I am concerned about how fair these veterans are being treated with their disability claims.


The DAV seems to use innovative approaches to deal with long-standing vet issues.  What can we learn from the shift in your judicial appeal office to using local law firms and pro bono representation of veterans on appeals?  


Those are some of the questions I have and we are hoping that we can answer them in terms of benefit of our veterans.


God bless you all and thank you all for serving America.  You all have saved this country for our benefit.  Thank you very much, veterans.


[Applause.]


The *Chairman.*  Thank you, Senator.


Mr. Buyer.


Mr. *Buyer.*  Thank you.


Commander, welcome.


Mr. *Dempsey.*  Thank you.


Mr. *Buyer.*  Your membership has placed great trust and confidence in you and I appreciate your statement here today.


I also would like to recognize the Auxiliary National Commander.  My mother was a State Auxiliary President for the State of the Indiana, so I know how much work and effort it takes to go through the chairs.  And so congratulations to you.


I also appreciate, Commander, in your statement paying compliment to so many who work so hard out in the field and all the countless hours and the efforts driving that van and doing a lot of other things.


But I also want to take a moment and note my appreciation of the national service officers.  When you think of all of the NSOs, they have a very strong and long tradition as effective advocates.  And I wanted them to be recognized.  Thank you.


[Applause.]


Mr. *Buyer.*  Also, Commander, I am sure you are quite aware over the past several months, immediately after the election, I was impressed by the tone that then President Elect Obama had set.  And so to meet him in that tone that he had set, I immediately assembled the Veterans’ Affairs Committee staff on the Republican side and I said I am going to proffer unto President Elect Obama a bipartisan letter.


Now, I did this is a manner, now think about this, I am a Republican and what I am going to do is I am going to put on the hat of both sides and I am going to give a proposal.  So what I sought to do was is said, okay, my Democrat colleagues love to do public works.  Okay.  Republicans love entrepreneurism.  


So what I had proposed to do was we went through all of the VHA construction and major and minor construction to also include proposed energy projects, not only geothermal, photovoltaic, a lot of good things.


And so as we went through all that entire budget, we came up with a billion dollars.  I also wanted to include the National Cemetery System in that at 50 million.  And so that was one side of the ledger.


Then the other side of the ledger was I wanted to reinstitute the Small Business Loan Guaranty Program that expired in 1986 because we have so many veterans of whom are returning or obtaining that education, and let us create these entrepreneurs.  This is a true stimulus of the economy.


Well, what happened was one side of the ledger got picked up and the other side did not.  And that was really unfortunate from my standpoint.


So I am not surprised that my Democrat colleagues as they built the package like the Democrat side of the ledger, but they did not take the other side of the ledger which was the Loan Guaranty Programs for entrepreneurs.  And that was really unfortunate.


I also had asked for 357 million to increase training and job placement for veterans and 10 million for homeless women veterans of whom also have children.  It was not picked up in that package.  But I have introduced these as bills and hopefully we can work through those this year.


The other thing I would like to bring to your attention as we continue to work through different kind of bills, I have an idea.  An idea is this.  When I became Chairman of this Committee, I created a separate Subcommittee called Economic Opportunity to provide real focus on making sure that individuals have a job.


So we worked really hard on the healthcare piece.  We worked really hard then on trying to get their proper training and voc rehab and things like that.  And some make it and some do not.  And I do not want our comrades to define some type of quality of life or satisfaction through a bottle.  So getting that job is pretty important.


So my proposal is, and I would just like for you to think about this, Commander, because I am going to introduce legislation, but I would like you to put some thought to this, and that would be to establish the Economic Opportunity Administration of Department for Veterans Affairs.


So we have three of them now.  I would create a fourth.  And the fourth would be to focus on economic opportunity.  And what I had proposed to do is the functions of this new administration would be a focus on voc rehab and employment, education and assistance, veterans’ housing loan and related programs, the Office of Small and Disadvantaged Business Utilization, and fifth would be homeless veterans’ programs which are paid out of VHA, the health side.


So I want to bring emphasis on obtaining a job.  And so I would like for you to think about the idea for me and just do not shoot it down.  I would like for you to think about it first, Commander.  All right?  But I am trying to put some highlight and some emphasis on this.


The other is I want to thank the Sergeant Major.  He is a welcomed addition to this Committee, do you not think?  Come on.  Give it up for the Sergeant Major.  I am telling you.


[Applause.]


Mr. *Buyer.*  Those of us that wear the uniform, I remember early on as--I do not remember seeing the Sergeant Major as a Lieutenant, but, boy, as a young Captain, that is when the Sergeant Major put the eye on you.  


And there for a while, I thought I had lost my God given name because it was no longer Captain Steve Buyer.  It was damn it, Buyer.  And it was the Sergeant Major.  And I love Sergeant Major.  As a matter of fact, I loved that Sergeant Major so much, I hired him, Sergeant Major Joe Oiler.  And he works on my staff.


So I would like for all of you to know something that you really perhaps do not know and that is I come from a very long lineage of military in my family dating back to the Revolution.  And we fought in almost every imaginable conflict of this country.  


And I embrace veterans and Guardsmen and Reservists on my staff.  I have had nine members of my staff called to active duty since September 11, 2001, nine.


[Applause.]


Mr. *Buyer.*  Two of the individuals, two of these individuals came off of this staff and were promoted to Brigadier General of the Marine Corps and one in the United States Army and they are on active duty right now.


The other perhaps which you do not know is that I have, I was just writing down their names, one, two, three, four, five, I have five disabled veterans on my staff.


[Applause.]


Mr. *Buyer.*  They are Commander Mike Brink, Lieutenant Colonel Kingston Smith, Sergeant Major Joe Oiler, Captain Eric Wolf, Second Class Petty Officer Brian Lawrence.  And guess what?  I have on more and I would like to introduce this individual to you.  He is on my staff, but he is on loan from the Pentagon.  And you took of your time and effort to write about him in your DAV magazine.  


So let me introduce him to all of you.  United States Marine Corps Master Sergeant William Gibson, please rise.


[Applause.]


Mr. *Buyer.*  His nickname is Spanky.  Now, do not ask a Marine any questions about the nickname.  Spanky is a combat veteran of Iraq who was injured by sniper fire in Ramadi in May of 2006.  He lost his left leg above the knee as a result of the injury, but thankfully, due to the advances in the combat medicine and prosthetics, Master Sergeant Gibson was able to remain on active duty and return to Iraq 19 months after his injury.  Spanky is one of the first enlisted military fellows--


[Applause.]


Mr. *Buyer.*  Spanky is one of the first enlisted military fellows and has already provided valuable insight to me and the staff regarding the military disability retirement system and prosthetic issues of which we have already fired a letter off to the Secretary.


So it is my pleasure to have him on board.  It is a warm welcome.  And he is also a testament that this old system, that if you are injured or wounded, you are out is something of the past because if you are able to perform your job and do your duty, you can also do that not only peace time, but here is a Master Sergeant that went back into combat.  


Congratulations and we welcome you.


[Applause.]


Mr. *Buyer.*  The last comment, I just want all of you to know I am going to work with the Sergeant Major.  The issue is trying to bring the ink on the widows.  


Guys, ladies, we do a lot when we think about this.  And let us stop and pause about our buddies that were no longer with us.  And a review of this, when you look at the systems we have in our country not only if someone is a federal civilian employee and they die in the line of work, what happens to the widow and what payments do they receive or workers’ compensation systems.  What we are paying on to the war widow is far less.


And so what the Sergeant Major and I want to do is we want to bring that up to 55 percent and we also then want to do the offset between DIC and SBP.  And we want to make that a reality.


God bless you.


The *Chairman.*  Thank you.


[Applause.]


The *Chairman.*  Thank you, Mr. Buyer.


Commander, thank you so much.  You are the first veteran service organization to appear before us in the current Congress.  We appreciate your eloquent statement.  It gives us a basis to grow on, but I think you have summarized everything and we appreciate it so much.


[Applause.]


The *Chairman.*  And I do want to make an echo of your thanks for your Washington staff.  They keep us informed very well.  They use your members, of course, to give us the eyes and ears of what is going on in the VA and to help our oversight function.  So we want to thank your guys here.  


You know, the DAV plays a leading role in the Independent Budget.  It played the chief role in getting this forward funding proposal to our desks and, you know, introduced.  And we want to thank them because, you know, I am proud in the last two years we have not only met but exceeded the Independent Budget.  And your guys worked so hard for that, so thank all of you for working in Washington on that.


[Applause.]


The *Chairman.*  And, of course, when you think about your staff, you cannot help but thinking about Jesse Brown, a great Secretary.  You know, we are starting off with a new Administration, your home State, Illinois, greatly represented.  We have a new Secretary.  It is a new day.  He has been called, you know, a soldier’s soldier and I think he will be a veteran’s veteran.  But Jesse Brown set the standard for aggressive advocacy for veterans.


[Applause.]


The *Chairman.*  And we are looking to General Shinseki to meet that.  But he is our model and we thank you for giving him to the nation.  He just was an incredible Secretary and learned everything, I guess, from the DAV.  So thank you for him.


You laid out an agenda for us which I can tell you virtually all of us accept.  You said the key issue was do we have the will to do it and that is going to be the issue.  And you have to be involved not only in Washington as you are here today and lobbying but when you go back home, keep your eye on your representatives, make sure that they are voting for a VA that will, in fact, meet the needs of our veterans.


So your agenda is our agenda.  I want to make, if I may, just a few comments on three of them.


You made the case for forward funding.  You have been making the case for the last year.  As you said, we have to have sufficient, timely, predictable funding.  It is a disgrace that, you know, out of the last dozen years, eight or so, you know, it is a higher percentage, I guess, we have not met the legally mandated time for a budget.  How do you plan a health system without it?  You cannot hire.  You cannot buy equipment.  You cannot even make appointments.


And as you said, you end up rationing medicine.  This country should not be rationing medicine to anybody but let alone our veterans.  We have to have forward funding.


[Applause.]


The *Chairman.*  So that is our, as you are, it is your top on the agenda.  You have convinced all the other groups to be with you on this and we are going to be with you on this.  And I hope we will take it up fairly shortly.


Secondly, Mr. Commander, you brought up the claims and how disgraceful that situation is on the disability claims.  I mean, depending on your counting, you are up to near 800,000 claims backlogged.  I mean, that is a disgrace and that is an insult to the service that veterans have given us.


And we have put in the budget hiring more, you know, claims people, but it takes years for them to be trained.  And meanwhile, you know, the backlog gets higher and then some retire, so you are just fighting to hardly stay even.  I think we need to cut through that red tape with a radical step in this new Administration.  


First and foremost, how many folks here from Vietnam, by the way, the Vietnam era?  Virtually all of you.  Thank you so much for your service.


[Applause.]


The *Chairman.*  I want to say something about them in a second, about you all, but the Agent Orange claims and the way we have dealt with them again is an insult to you as a veteran.  I do not know how many of that 800,000--


[Applause.]


The *Chairman.*  I do not know how many of that 800,000 claims are Agent Orange.  Maybe more than 100,000.  I want Joe to say yes or no, but it is really high.  You have suffered enough.  


Many of you think VA means veterans’ adversary because you have fought them so much on this.  I do not care what the presumption supposedly is.  I do not care if you were in the blue waters off the coast or in the blue skies up above, we should honor those claims now.  We should honor those claims now.


[Applause.]


The *Chairman.*  There is no excuse anymore for just making you fight and say you were here or there or you were not, you put your boots on the ground or whatever.  A lot of people are suffering.  A lot of people have stuff that they would have had if it was not Agent Orange.  And I do not care if you were in Laos, Cambodia, Thailand, or Guam.  The effects are felt.  You are suffering from those effects and we should honor them.  And that is what we are going to try to do in this session of Congress.


[Applause.]


The *Chairman.*  In addition to, on the claims process, Mr. Commander, you forthrightly and properly thanked all your service officers who do such a great job.  In my opinion, if a veteran service officer that works for you has helped a member fill out his claim, we should grant that claim subject to audit.  You know, when you send out a--


[Applause.]


The *Chairman.*  When you file your 1040, and I could not have said this 15 years ago and I do not want to remind you, but, you know, it is coming up again, when you file with the IRS your 1040 and you have a refund coming, you get from what was once the most, you know, most difficult and unresponsive agencies in the government, you get your check in three weeks subject to audit.  Well, let us do the same with all the claims that are pending now.  If they were prepared--


[Applause.]


The *Chairman.*  If they were prepared with the help of your great service officers, let us give them the benefit of the doubt and we can audit.  I do not care if we take five years or ten years to audit.  We are not going to take away any money that was granted, but let us start that veteran on that disability payment now.  That is my message.


[Applause.]


The *Chairman.*  Third, Mr. Commander, you mentioned again very eloquently mental health.  Absolutely vital.  We do an incredible job, I think, on physical health.  And your, you know, your lobbying over the years made sure we do that.  We are still not doing the job on mental health and we know exactly what is going to happen if we do not do this job right.  


I asked all of you from Vietnam to raise your hand.  You know, we made a mistake with all of you.  And I was part of that mistake personally, I think.  That is, if we were against the war in Vietnam, we confused the war and the warrior.  This country should not have done that.


[Applause.]


The *Chairman.*  And as a result, we have incredible pain in many of your comrades and the cities that they live in.  You know, half the homeless on the street tonight are Vietnam vets.  You may have heard the statistic.  You know, there have been more deaths by suicide by Vietnam vets than died in the original war.  That is a terrible, terrible statistic.  And it is being repeated today because we have not done the job.


So we know exactly what is going to happen.  We have domestic violence.  We have drug and alcohol abuse.  We have loss of job.  We have homelessness, divorce, et cetera, suicides.  I mean, we know exactly what is going to happen if we do not deal with this.  We can still deal with your comrades that are with us from Vietnam.  We have to do that job.  That phrase homeless vet should not be a phrase in America.  That is for sure.


[Applause.]


The *Chairman.*  But we need to do a better job on mental health as you outlined in your testimony, Commander.  I mean, not only do we have to make sure that every person released from the service has a competent medical evaluation for PTSD and brain injury.  We know too many are leaving the service without those evaluations.  They fill out questionnaires which they know what to do if they want to go home quick.  And, you know, it is stigma against saying yes on some of that stuff.  


But we have got to do a better job for them.  These are our children and we have got to make sure that they get evaluated and get early treatment because it can be healed.  We know that.  And we have got better methods of both diagnosing and healing today.  So it is a tragedy if we let that continue.


And with your help, we are not going to let it continue.  We are going to meet the needs not only of the folks from Iraq and Afghanistan but your brothers and sisters from Vietnam and other wars because it is still with us and the same results are triggered, are still around.  And we owe you better than we have given you, all those who were from Vietnam.


So we are going to try to say thank you and forgive us.  We are going to try to do a better job on that.  We owe it to the younger folks to do it, but we owe it to you also.


So, Commander, you have come to Washington to do something for your veterans.  We have listened.  And if we do not respond in the way that I suggested as carrying out the agenda that you have laid out, you know how to get to us.  And you should not be afraid to visit your Congress people at home.  There are elections all the time.  If they do not vote for vets, I do not know why vets should vote, you know, for any of us.  That is for sure.


[Applause.]


The *Chairman.*  Commander, you have heard a lot of statements.  We are going to give you the last word.  You already had a double standing ovation.  No triples allowed here, but we will give you the floor.  And, again, we thank you so much for being here today.


Mr. *Dempsey.*  I thank you very much for your kind words.  


I would like to say hello to Mr. Burris.  I am alumni and glad to have you on the Committee.  I am from Chicago myself.


But I would like to say on behalf of all the Disabled American Veterans, we appreciate the kind comments that you have made for us.  


As you know, veterans have special cares.  As veterans as myself from the Vietnam era, we are all about 60 years old.  Many of us, as you alluded earlier, did not get involved in the VA system because they just did not feel comfortable after coming home from the war.  They certainly did not want to go back and be back in a military situation in a VA hospital.  


As it stands now, many of the veterans, because of the healthcare problems, the cost of pills, the cost of hospitalization, are coming to the VA now and embracing it.  


And so I appreciate your thoughts of trying to make the VA even better because right now not only are we going to get the Vietnam veterans that are elderly, without insurance because they are retired, but you certainly have a big job coming forward to you with all the veterans that are coming back with traumatic injuries that no other war has ever had.  
And I appreciate that you are concerned and that you have articulated that well to all of us.  We appreciate you especially, Mr. Filner, because you have always been a strong veterans’ advocate.


[Applause.]


Mr. *Dempsey.*  And in closing, I sure would like any of my colleagues at the desk here to give any closing remarks themselves that may be more pertinent to a particular subject.


[No response.]


The *Chairman.*  Commander, your words are the end.  We thank you again.  This meeting is adjourned.


[Applause.]


[Whereupon, at 4:03 p.m., the Committees were adjourned.]

