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REVIEW OF THE FISCAL YEAR 2025 BUDGET
AND 2026 ADVANCE APPROPRIATIONS
REQUESTS FOR THE
DEPARTMENT OF VETERANS AFFAIRS

WEDNESDAY, MAY 1, 2024

U.S. SENATE,
COMMITTEE ON VETERANS’ AFFAIRS,
Washington, DC.

The Committee met, pursuant to notice, at 3:27 p.m., in Room
SR—418, Russell Senate Office Building, Hon. Jon Tester, Chair-
man of the Committee, presiding.

Present: Senators Tester, Murray, Brown, Blumenthal, Manchin,
Hassan, King, Moran, Boozman, Cassidy, Rounds, Tillis, Sullivan,
Blackburn, and Tuberville.

OPENING STATEMENT OF HON. JON TESTER, CHAIRMAN,
U.S. SENATOR FROM MONTANA

Chairman TESTER. We're going to welcome everybody to this
hearing today. What the plan is here if we get 10 of us, and you’ll
just have to forgive me, if we get 10 Senators here, we've got some
Leases we need to get done. So if you're talking, I'm going to prob-
ably gavel you down. You can take up, we'll do the business meet-
ing, we'll get it done because these Leases are very, very important
and this is the way it has to be done.

That being said, I want to welcome everybody to today’s hearing
on the President’s fiscal year 2025 budget for the Department of
Veterans Affairs. All right, we are joined by the Honorable VA Sec-
retary Denis McDonough and the Veterans Service Organizations,
authors of the Independent Budget. This year’s request is $370 bil-
lion, represents 10 percent increase over FY ’24. I look forward to
discussing how this budget proposal will ensure we’re meeting our
veterans needs now and into the future.

It is undeniably a historic time for the VA, and for veterans’
healthcare and benefits. With the PACT Act delivering the largest
expansion of VA healthcare and benefits ever, and more focus com-
ing into the system, we have to ensure that the VA can deliver for
those veterans timely and in a way that they have earned.

I know that is your primary focus, Mr. Secretary. VA’s recent
hiring surge allowed the department to deliver an all-time record
number of healthcare appointments due, in part, to the PACT Act.
VA needs to continue to build on this momentum and continue to
hire and retain quality personality, especially in critical specialties,
mental health, and especially in rural America.
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When veterans can’t be seen in a timely manner, or they have
to drive too far for services, they need to be connected up with com-
munity care and quickly. In Montana, community care has played
a key role in bolstering veterans’ access to care and nationwide. In
FY ’23, nearly 40 percent of VA’s total care workload was delivered
in the community.

But study after study shows that VA healthcare is as good or
better to what the folks are getting in the private sector. And vet-
erans almost always like their VA care more than non-veteran
counterparts, like in the private sector. So, the VA needs to main-
tain its capacity to deliver healthcare to veterans with an eye on
safeguarding its role in medical education, research, and acting as
our Nation’s backstop in emergencies. And it needs to right-size
what healthcare delivers and the healthcare that it buys.

In addition to investments and the staffing, VA and Congress
must continue to push for more stable funding for improvements to
infrastructure. At the moment, we're barely scratching the surface.
Without safe, modern buildings, and equipment, VA’s direct care
system will struggle to meet the ever-evolving needs of the veteran.

On the benefits side of the ledger, VA needs to continue to de-
liver veterans quality claims decisions in a timely manner. It must
also ensure the Board of Veterans Appeals is adequately funded to
handle an increased workload. Passage of the PACT Act makes
that more important as ever.

Mr. Secretary, I want to thank you for being here today. I appre-
ciate your continued leadership and dedication to our Nation’s vet-
erans. I also want to welcome our second panel of advocates to dis-
cuss these challenges from a veteran’s perspective on the ground
and how this budget applies to them.

With that, I'm going to turn it over to Senator Moran for any
opening comments he would like to make.

OPENING STATEMENT OF HON. JERRY MORAN,
RANKING MEMBER, U.S. SENATOR FROM KANSAS

Senator MORAN. Chairman, thank you very much, and welcome
to Secretary McDonough and our VSO witnesses.

I'm anxious to discuss the VA’s budget request and what re-
sources the VA needs to deliver care and benefits to our Nation’s
veterans. Congress and this Committee have a long track record of
working in a bipartisan manner to provide the VA with the re-
sources it requires. This Committee has worked to address major
challenges veterans face, including streamlining access to disability
compensation, and providing healthcare for veterans exposed to
toxic substances during their military service.

It is up to the VA workforce and leadership to faithfully execute
the legislation passed by Congress, and deliver the care and bene-
fits our veterans rely on. I know many VA employees in Kansas
and across the country who selflessly serve our Nation’s veterans.

However, I hear from VA employees that despite record hiring
and retention last year, the VA still faces staffing shortages, which
are straining the workforce and increasing wait times for veterans.
The VA leaders have repeatedly said there’s not a hiring freeze, but
that is not the message that the VA facilities across the country
have received.
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In contrast, the VA has noted that community care costs are ris-
ing too rapidly, and VA facilities must recapture care from the com-
munity. The VA is also expecting to reduce 10,000 employees in the
direct care system, yet VA’s system for assessing medical center
performance for veterans shows meaningful decline in access across
the VHA.

Mr. Secretary, I'd highlight a letter that I think the answer we
were requesting a due date today from Senator Tester and I on this
topic of workforce and the 10,000. Mr. Secretary, I hope this after-
noon we can have a frank discussion on these conflicting messages.
Veterans deserve the right to decide when and where, and how
they seek the care they need. I remain committed to making cer-
tain they continue to have the opportunity to make informed
choices about their own healthcare.

VA has a responsibility to consistently provide veterans with
timely information, approvals, and improve veterans’ experiences
when seeking care. I want to highlight this point, and the Chair-
man mentioned this topic in his opening statement, but I want to
highlight again; non-VA emergency care costs are the biggest driv-
er of increased community cost care, yet the department has not
articulated a strategy to address the emergency care spending.

Additionally, I'd like to know the impact of VA’s decision to delay
preventive care and cancel appointments during the pandemic, and
how that may now be impacting the current increased demand for
emergency care.

I look forward to our discussion today, and I thank you Mr.
Chairman. I thank you, Mr. Secretary.

Chairman TESTER. Thank you, Senator Moran. I want to wel-
come Secretary Denis McDonough, Secretary of the VA. The floor
is yours to talk about the FY ’25 budget.

PANEL I

STATEMENT OF THE HON. DENIS MCDONOUGH,
SECRETARY OF VETERANS AFFAIRS

Secretary McDONOUGH. Thank you, Mr. Chairman, Ranking
Member Moran, and distinguished Members of the Committee,
thanks for the opportunity to testify.

Maureen Ropes is an Air Force and Coast Guard vet who comes
from a long line of military service. Her family members served in
Vietnam, World War II, and the Korean War. Maureen qualifies for
community care, but chooses to get her care at the Manchester VA
Medical Center. After a recent routine mammogram, Maureen was
diagnosed with breast cancer. She says her VA nurse navigator
Kelly Hunt, was by her side every step of the way, making sure
that her surgery and radiation happened right away.

Today, thankfully, Maureen’s cancer free and receiving treatment
to safeguard against recurrence. Maureen says, “It’s such a comfort
knowing I have this team on my side.” She goes on to say, “The
difference I feel when I get care at VA is significant. I feel like I'm
home. The providers take that extra time to understand my com-
plex health history. I feel like they see me.”
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We owe vets like Maureen and all vets our very best. We’re fight-
ing like hell to give them exactly that. We’re delivering more care,
more benefits to more vets than at any other time in our Nation’s
history. Since March 5th; expansion of healthcare eligibility to all
veterans with toxic exposures, we’ve enrolled more than 12,500 vet-
erans under that PACT Act authority alone. That’s just since
March 5th.

And over the course of the last year, we enrolled over 400,000
new vets, 30 percent more than the previous year, and an increase
in all 50 States. 6.5 million vet patients had over 118 million clin-
ical visits, 47 million in the community, 42 million in person at VA,
and 29 million via telehealth. The last data point bears repeating,
millions of vets use VA telehealth. Now onto benefits. We decided
over 1.9 million claims, shattering the previous year’s record by 16
percent.

We've all heard justifiable frustration with CMP exams, yet in
the last year, we processed 2.4 million CMP exams, a record by
nearly 30 percent, and took an average of just 31 days to complete
them. In total, we've delivered $163 million in earned benefits, bil-
lion dollars in earned benefits to over 6 million veterans and sur-
vivors. Another record.

And the PACT Act has opened the door to millions of toxic-ex-
posed veterans and their survivors, bringing generations of new
vets to VA healthcare and expanding benefits for many more. The
PACT Act is also delivering additional benefits for veterans to the
GI Bill, VR&E, homeownership, survivors’ pensions, and so much
more. Benefits that not only improve the veterans’ lives, but
strengthen the American economy.

We still have a lot of work to do, and the President’s budget fully
funds VA’s ability to do that. That work is also about preventing
veterans’ suicide, ending veteran homelessness, supporting
healthcare for women vets, modernizing our IT systems, processing
benefits, and honoring vets with eternal resting places.

No single investment is more critical to the veterans who we
serve in VA’s future than the people we hire and retain. Team-
mates like Tarina Brafton, a housekeeping supervisor at the Cin-
cinnati VA Medical Center. Tarina’s husband is a vet. She says she
goes to work each day striving to provide the kind of welcoming en-
vironment she’d want for him at VA.

That’s the kind of deep devotion that characterizes VA’s people.
And Tarina says she’s grateful for the Critical Skills Incentive that
she received, a CSI. Her daughter’s prescription costs her $700 a
month, and the CSI has allowed Tarina to focus on her work as a
supervisor without the financial stress of wondering whether she’ll
be able to afford her daughter’s lifesaving medication.

Now, today marks the first day of nurses’ month, where we honor
VA’s 122,000 nurses. Let me repeat, 122,000 nurses. The largest
nursing workforce in the country. That’s up about 14,000 nurses
since December 2021. Now, that’s one reason why we feel quite
comfortable with the staffing numbers outlined in this budget. The
work of caring for brave men and women who fight our wars and
their families, survivors, and caregivers—do you have 10, Mr.
Chairman? If you've got 10, I'm happy to suspend.
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Chairman TESTER. We don’t. We don’t. We're looking for them,
though.

Secretary MCDONOUGH [continuing]. Is in full swing and con-
tinues to grow. The MISSION Act, the COVID pandemic, and the
PACT Act, all over just the past six years, have changed the Amer-
ican healthcare landscape and the statutory basis for the work we
do at VA. Any one of those on its own would lead to monumental
change for VA, but together, they have changed the way we do
business, creating some challenges, but mostly opportunities for
veterans and VA. And right now, we’re at a critical moment for
shaping and securing the future of veteran healthcare.

So, we’ll work reliably to offer VA care options to every veteran,
even vets who qualify for community care under the MISSION Act.
We want to bring as many vets as possible into our care because
study after study shows that vets do better when they come to get
their care with us, whether in person, via telehealth, in our com-
munity, living centers, mobile medical units, or elsewhere, vets can
access VA at almost every turn.

What we do this year and over the next several years, building
on the bipartisan generosity of Congress and the innovative hard
work of VA’s workforce, the best in the Federal Government, will
determine what vets can expect from VA now and how we’ll deliver
that high standard of care well into the future.

So, we look forward to collaborating even more effectively with
you to build on what’s working and being candid in addressing
what’s not.

Thank you. I look very much forward to your questions.

[The prepared statement of Secretary McDonough appears on
page 39 of the Appendix.]

Chairman TESTER. We appreciate your opening statement. I'm
going to turn now to the chairman of the Senate Appropriations
Committee, Patty Murray for questions.

HON. PATTY MURRAY,
U.S. SENATOR FROM WASHINGTON

Senator MURRAY. Well, thank you very much, Mr. Chairman,
and welcome, Mr. Secretary. Good to see you. Thank you for all you
do for our Nation’s veterans. We appreciate it.

I want to ask you, as you’re probably not going to be surprised
about the EHR system. It has two facilities in Washington State.

Secretary MCDONOUGH. Yes.

Senator MURRAY. As you know, and I am still hearing from vet-
erans and providers about their struggles with that system and
how it has undermined their healthcare. We're still hearing about
some outages, and referrals, or notes that aren’t being recorded,
canceled procedures. So, it’s still a work in progress that we've got
to focus on.

And I know we’re in a reset right now. I know you’re taking that
seriously and trying to get this corrected. You are asking for $894
million for the EHR program in FY ’25. Can you talk to us about
how VA will use those funds to make safety improvements in IT
updates, upgrades?
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Secretary MCDONOUGH. Yes. Thank you very much, and I'm not
surprised by the question, Madam Chair. Our Deputy Secretary
just spent yesterday and the day before in Spokane and Walla
Walla. She’s now in Oregon, and she’ll be in Columbus tomorrow
at the five sites.

What we’ve said is that we’ve tried to right-size our eyes and our
stomach on this budget so that what we’re asking for is a signifi-
cant drawback from what we would have anticipated under the
original 10-year plan. So, what we’ve also said that we won’t leave
reset until we’re ready, but we don’t intend to stay in reset forever.

So, I hope that by the end of this fiscal year, we'll be in a posi-
tion to be out of reset, but that’ll be determined by the facts on the
ground. The Deputy Secretary’s visit is a big part of that right now,
as is of course, the experience in your two facilities.

Now, since the last time we talked, where we’re not in reset, as
in Lovell, in the Federal healthcare center in Chicago. That’s gone
better than expected, based principally on the learnings from the
five live sites. They’ve gone back to much higher productivity than
we had anticipated. So the investments we anticipate in ’25 are
based on both the experience of the five sites and the experience
at Lovell that will get us moving out on a more realistic timeline
to new sites based on that facility.

Now, we’ve also forward-deployed much of the funding in those
in FY ’25 in the next level of facilities, getting them ready with
pre-investment for some of the deployments. So, we anticipate, as
I say, by the end of this year, making that this fiscal year, making
that decision and moving out smartly with that more reduced in-
vestment in ’25.

Senator MURRAY. Okay. Thank you very much. Obviously, we're
going to continue to follow that.

Secretary MCDONOUGH. Yes.

Senator MURRAY. I fully funded the President’s $23 million re-
quests in the FY 24 bill to expand VA’s childcare pilot program
that we established back in 2010. It’s really important to me that
veterans don’t forego their healthcare because they don’t have any
childcare.

And I have to say, I am disappointed that VA is not making
progress faster on this. According to a recent study published by
NAH, a staggering 58 percent of respondents reported missing or
canceling VA healthcare appointments due to childcare challenges.

Last year at this hearing on your ’24 budget request, you told me
you would get the regulations moving on the expansion. We're sit-
ting here today and we’ve been told it may take another year now
for them to be finalized. When are we going to see movement on
that initiative?

Secretary MCDONOUGH. Well, I think, I appreciate the question
very much. We have a two-pronged strategy as we’ve discussed.
One is to reimburse veterans for their care that they get some-
where else. And then consistent with your authorization, to make
sure that we have onsite childcare where possible. We think the
two places most likely for that are Fresno and Shreveport, and
we're working with those two facilities to invest in those opportuni-
ties.
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The regulations are in process, and we’re hoping to have those
regulations done this year. But

Senator MURRAY. Okay. The Chairman’s going to——

Chairman TESTER. Hold that thought. Patty still gets a minute.
We've got 10 folks here. I want to recess and call executive session.

[Proceeded to other business.]

Chairman TESTER. Now we’ll come out of recess, and Patty Mur-
ray has one minute.

Senator MURRAY. Well, 45 seconds, so I'll just ask it really quick-
ly. In your ’25 budget request, you assume that there’s going to be
10 onsite centers in 24 and 20 additional in ’25. Will VA meet that
goal?

Secretary MCDONOUGH. Yes, it is our intent to. Yes.

Senator MURRAY. Okay, thank you. Thank you very much, Mr.
Chairman.

Chairman TESTER. Senator Moran.

Senator MORAN. Mr. Secretary, thank you. This question is writ-
ten as for me to ask you to say “yes” or “no.” I dislike doing that
to people, but if you can answer it “yes” or “no” and it’s straight-
forward way, that would be great.

Secretary McDONOUGH. Good.

Senator MORAN. Could you assure this Committee, assure me,
that even if the VA acts to incorporate telehealth into access stand-
ards, a veteran who prefers an in-person appointment will not lose
their opportunity to seek community care if the VA is unable to
provide them an in-person appointment within the current access
standards?

Secretary MCDONOUGH. I think the answer is yes.

Senator MORAN. Thank you. Same yes or no type question.
Would any element of this budget request restrict a veteran’s abil-
ity to seek care in the community?

Secretary McDONOUGH. No. Veterans are guaranteed that based
on the law that you passed in 2018. We anticipate updating parts
of that law and the regulations that govern it. But I've committed
to you in this hearing, on this hearing room and in private that
when we do that, that will be in the light of day. And that’s not
necessarily anticipated by the budget request here by any means.

Senator MORAN. Mr. Secretary, I'd only highlight for you that
while if done in the light of day, that’s better than being done in
darkness. But I still have concerns about it being done.

Secretary MCDONOUGH. I hear you. But the way we do it would
be by rulemaking, and obviously, that would be subject to public
comment and everything else. So, I guess, I want to give you that
assurance.

Senator MORAN. On this growth of employees——

Secretary MCDONOUGH. Yes.

Senator MORAN. You and other Veteran leaders, VA leaders,
have noted your intent to recapture care in the community due to
increased community care budgets. But community care provides
needed care, access for veterans. If the VA wants to recapture care,
VA’s focus should be on providing timely, high-quality care to vet-
erans.

This is why the decision to implement the goal of net zero growth
for the workforce, while simultaneously expediting PACT Act eligi-
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bility is confusing to me if the VA’s goal is also to recapture care
and reduce reliance on the community. Can you confirm that any
efforts to reduce community care reliance will only include increas-
ing the efficiency of direct care system and not include pulling back
veterans’ ability to seek community care?

Secretary MCDONOUGH. The veterans’ ability to seek community
care is a statutorily granted question. So, I want us at VA to com-
pete apple to apple on that. So that’s why, as I said in my opening
statement this year, we hope to ensure that every time a veteran
qualifies for a referral to the community, we also have a conversa-
tion with that veteran to show what is available to him or to her
in the direct care system.

This is based on not some kind of sociological or ideological view.
It’s based on what we think is the highest quality engagement for
the veteran. And so, we want to have the conversation about qual-
ity. Veterans are very discerning in their healthcare choices. And
I think when given those choices, theyll make the choice that’s
best for them. This is about quality outcomes for veterans. That’s
the way we judge ourselves.

That’s the way using the VSignals, we judge each of our facili-
ties, which is what is the veteran satisfaction with that care. And
then when we’re competing on that basis, I like our odds to be able
to provide timely access to care that’s high-quality outcomes, and
we’ll see how that proceeds during the course of this year.

Senator MORAN. I see it, I think, in at least the way you said it
just now, which is we want the VA to provide the best absolute
care possible and then let the veteran make a choice where it is
best for him or her to seek that care. That true?

Secretary McDONOUGH. That is true. And we think that, over-
whelmingly, the veteran will decide to stay with us. That’s what
our data suggests to us. That not the uniform case by any means,
but we want to make sure that we’re competing there, and that we
demonstrate the courage of our conviction.

Now, I'll just give you an example. You know in VISN 7, 70 per-
cent of veterans qualify for a referral based on drive time alone. It’s
probably roughly similar in Kansas, but I don’t have that number.
So in those cases where we’re making a referral for the veteran to
the community, I want us to also tell a veteran, “Hey, if you want
to stay in with us, here’s your options,” if you stay in the VA direct
care system.

And since we're seeing such amount of change, especially in rural
provision of healthcare in the country, in your State and my State,
we think that those are going to be very competitive options. And
we want the vets to be able to make that choice.

Senator MORAN. And those who work for you in VA Central, in
the VISN, and in the hospital across Kansas, and other States,
they understand what you just said is how the VA operates when
giving a veteran the opportunity to choose where care occurs. Is
that true?

Secretary MCDONOUGH. Yes. Like, I mean, we have 451,000 peo-
ple at the VA. They’re awesome. They’re the best portion of the
Federal workforce that I've experienced by far. So I think, yes, they
do believe that. And I want us to just demonstrate the courage of
our conviction, which is, hey, they all got in this business to pro-
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vide care to veterans. Let’s make sure that we give vets a good op-
tion to come get their care with us.

Senator MORAN. If my time returns to me, I'll ask you about
State Veterans Home.

Secretary MCDONOUGH. Good. Thank you, and we can follow-up
if the time doesn’t return to you.

Chairman TESTER. Thank you Senator Moran. Secretary, I'm
going to continue on the community care line.

Secretary MCDONOUGH. Please.

Chairman TESTER. It grows between 16 and 20 percent over the
last number of years. At the same time, VA trust scores, which
you’ve already pointed out, continues to measure very, very high,
almost 92 percent. Study after study shows the VA’s doing a pretty
damn good job providing healthcare, in fact, superior, as good as,
or superior to the private sector. With that as a bracket, and know-
ing that this 16 to 20 percent increase every year is not sustain-
able, unless you correct me on that, it’s not sustainable. What’s the
VA doing to find the right balance between community care and
VA care?

Secretary MCDONOUGH. Yes, thanks very much. I mean, look, we
want to make sure that we compete for the veterans’ care, and we
can compete on quality, and we want to make sure that veterans
know that we’re invested in their quality.

We had a very good couple of years hiring. I just said that we
hired, net, 14,000 nurses in the last two and a half years. There’s
no healthcare system in the country that has seen growth like that,
and it’s nursing workforce. We’re not perfect on nurses, but we
have the personnel. And when we have the personnel, we should
be able to compete.

And when we compete on quality and lay out the options for the
veterans, they’re discerning choosers. Theyre discerning partici-
pants in their healthcare choices. When we’re operating on that
level, I feel really good about our opportunities to get this to the
right place.

At the end of the day, VA has always relied on the community.
And by the way, the community always relied on VA. We just have
got to make sure that this is a decision about quality outcomes for
veterans. Quality health outcomes for veterans, rather than simply
a question of convenience.

Chairman TESTER. The ranking member talked about emergency
care being a main driver of community care costs. Overall spending
30 percent, in fact, I believe is what the figures show. Go down the
same line that Jerry talked about in his opening statement, is the
VA reviewing emergency care utilization, how to manage it, how to
recapture some of those vets getting back into direct care?

Secretary MCDONOUGH. Yes.

Chairman TESTER. And let me know what you're doing about
that, because 30 percent driver that could have a major impact.

Secretary McDONOUGH. Yes. Well, look, I mean, first, you know,
we want vets to make sure that they’re having a relationship with
their primary care provider. When they need to see emergency
care, they should see it. But if they need to see their primary care
docs and make sure that theyre managing their healthcare over
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time, that’s first best, because that allows us to coordinate that
care. One.

Two, we are in the field with one of our more innovative updates,
I think, which is called tele-emergency care. A veteran can arrive
at tele-emergency care through our Veteran Health Connect. Vet-
eran Health Connect last year had 40 million enterprise-wide calls
in the VA system. This is like something that’s available to each
one of us—well, you guys have special access to care—but available
to us at Blue Cross Blue Shield.

You call the nurse practitioner to triage. You call that you can
get connected to telehealth tele-emergency care with a trained
emergency provider. You can discern whether what you’re experi-
encing is actually an emergency. Since October, we’ve seen roughly
16,000 cases. Of that, 60 percent of those had issues resolved on
the phone, and the median time for that interaction is 10 minutes.

So, the veteran doesn’t have to get in his car, doesn’t have to
drive, and sit in an emergency room, and ends up having his issue
resolved in 30 minutes or less. Those are the kinds of innovations
that we want to make sure are happening.

The alternative is the veteran goes to an emergency department.
The incentives in the private system are for the veteran to be then
checked into the hospital. And then we risk being in a situation
where we’re over utilizing care where the veteran’s getting care
that’s not good for the veteran, is exposing the veteran to infection
and further sickness. Let’s make sure that we get the veteran the
care they need, when they need it, where they need it, and tele-
emergency care is a good example of that.

Chairman TESTER. Senator Tuberville.

HON. TOMMY TUBERVILLE,
U.S. SENATOR FROM ALABAMA

Senator TUBERVILLE. Thank you, Mr. Secretary. Thanks for being
here.

Secretary MCDONOUGH. Sure.

Senator TUBERVILLE. In Alabama, we’re having huge problems
with doctors’ exhaustion, nurse exhaustion. Lines are long. You
hearing that?

Secretary MCDONOUGH. Yes. Well, interestingly, in our most re-
cent surveys, Veteran burnout is down on our employee engage-
ment surveys. That’s a good thing. That has to do a lot with the
generous authorities you've given us for paid increases and some
decisions that we’re making about how we're treating veterans. So
we feel much better this year than I did a year ago when I was
talking to you.

Senator TUBERVILLE. So, your recruiting nurses and doctors is
improving down, up, since COVID, you know, I can understand the
problems

Secretary MCcDONOUGH. Up, up. Not only is recruiting improving,
but retention is at historic highs. Yes.

Senator TUBERVILLE. Yes. I had a situation in Tuscaloosa, my VA
over there. A gentleman, basically had to have some special service
done, approved. A few days later, they called me. You can’t do it.
You can’t do community care in town. You've got to go 150 miles
away. What rules and regulations do your doctors and administra-
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tors go by when it comes from VA care to community care? I mean,
does it have to be approved by somebody? It has to go up the
chain? Are they set by you, your staff?

Secretary McDONOUGH. Well, they're set by regulation and by
the law. And so, it depends on what exactly this engagement was.
And TI'd, obviously, love to follow up directly with you and with that
veteran on it. Has to do with a—in the first instance primary care,
or is it specialty care? Then it has to do with where that veteran’s
home is. And how far is that home from Tuscaloosa, you know, in
your State and in your VISN? Entirely, 70 percent of veterans are
eligible right now. In New Hampshire and in Alaska it’s 100 per-
cent of veterans because there’s no full-service hospital.

So if that’s the case, if you're 30 minutes from a facility for pri-
mary care, you qualify off the bat, irrespective of whether the pri-
vate provider is 45 minutes from where you are, or 60 minutes
from where you are. So we just have got to do a better job of mak-
ing sure that the veteran has an informed choice.

Senator TUBERVILLE. Good. Let me ask you about this one. This
is kind of old news here. You know, the VA came to a settlement
with union related to the termination of employment. Approxi-
mately, what? 4,000 people?

Secretary MCDONOUGH. Yes.

Senator TUBERVILLE. Who had been fired under the account-
ability authority enforced by President Trump, you know, through
Congress. In some instances, they were terminated because of
Regis, you know, criminal negligence, but they’d been brought
back. Correct?

Secretary MCDONOUGH. Not entirely correct. The action that was
taken, that you're referred to, was subject to both administrative
body review. So, Merit System Protection Board, National Labor
Relation Board, and subject to Federal judicial ruling, leaving us
really very little option to manage.

So what I did is, I engaged in a settlement arrangement with the
union where I said those employees alleged to have carried out, as
you said, egregious activity would not be welcomed back.

Senator TUBERVILLE. Good.

Secretary MCDONOUGH. And so, they are not welcomed back. So
I could get you the exact numbers of the 4,000. We can get you an
update. I think we’re keeping your teams pretty well updated on
those numbers over time. But those, again, by virtue of the fact
that we’re before administrative bodies and Federal courts, that
settlement includes a lot of things that, you know, we wouldn’t nec-
essarily choose to do of our own accord to include back pay, things
like that. But bringing these employees back who are charged with
egregious misconduct was not something I would agree to.

Se(;lator TUBERVILLE. You basically went case by case and looked
at it?

Secretary McDONOUGH. Correct. And we fought that out.

Senator TUBERVILLE. It’s important to the veteran we don’t put
anybody in harm’s way. Still hadn’t got the accounting of abortion
in the VA. You can get that to me.

Secretary MCDONOUGH. Yes. I did promise you that, but I've also
ascertained that we’ve given those numbers, I think, relatively re-
cently to the Committee. And since, generally, that’s the kind of in-
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formation that we treat, that we would require a chairman or rank-
ing member letter on. We’ve also communicated to your team that
that’s available to the Committee, and we’ll get you those updated
numbers.

Senator TUBERVILLE. Well, I appreciate it. The Chairman doesn’t
like people from Alabama, so he didn’t pass that down the line.

[Laughter.]

Chairman TESTER. Did you refer to Tuscaloosa sometime in your
questioning there? What the hell, what kind of football team do
they have there? I was just wondering——

[Laughter.]

Senator TUBERVILLE. It used to be pretty good.

[Laughter.]

Senator TUBERVILLE. We lost our coach.

Chairman TESTER. Senator King.

HON. ANGUS 8. KING, JR.,
U.S. SENATOR FROM MAINE

Senator KING. Thank you, Mr. Secretary. I want to start with a
couple of compliments. Last week I was at the ribbon cutting and
the opening of a new CBOC in Presque Isle, Maine.

Secretary MCDONOUGH. Awesome.

Senator KING. And to give you an idea of where Presque Isle,
Maine is, Portland, Maine is about halfway between Presque Isle
and New York City.

Secretary McDONOUGH. Wow.

Senator KING. So we’re talking far north——

Secretary McDONOUGH. Way up there.

Senator KING. It was wonderful. The design was almost identical
to the one that we toured last year in Rumford. Just a fantastic
facility.

Secretary McDONOUGH. Good.

Senator KING. Your staff in Maine, your medical staff, Tracy
Davis at Togus and her supporters are really fabulous.

Secretary MCDONOUGH. We're really proud of them.

Senator KING. You should be. They're great, and I've never heard
a negative word from a veteran about the treatment. Second com-
pliment. If you've onboarded 14,000 nurses in the last couple of
years, you're doing something really good.

Secretary McDoONOUGH. Well, you're doing it. You gave us the
authorities to pay them.

Senator KING. Well, there’s a nationwide nursing shortage, and
it’s amazing.

Secretary McDONOUGH. We're really thrilled to accomplish that.

Senator KING. That’s fabulous. Now, on the negative side, as you
know, there’s a provision in your budget that sees a reduction in
staff of about 10,000. How do you justify that in terms of the
growth and demand for services? How do we be confident in this
Committee that we’re not sacrificing the quality of service to our
veterans if we are reducing staff and at the same time, demand is
going up?

Secretary McDONOUGH. The budget here reflects the budget
agreement, the bipartisan budget agreement. And I think it’s gen-
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erous to VA, but it does force some choices on us. And we’ve put
those choices in black and white in the budget. One.

Two, we do believe that because of the strength of the hiring in
the last couple of years, that we, in particular, are better, not 100
percent, obviously, but better sourced with clinicians. The nurses
are an example of that.

Three, we have tested this proposition with access sprints since
last October. And between October and February, we saw 25,000
more new veterans, unique new veterans for care than we did a
year ago. That is because in that——

Senator KING. It’s a good thing. I just want to be sure you have
the staff to serve them.

Secretary McDoONOUGH. Right. And that’'s because we did
evening clinics, weekend clinics. And fourth point is, as the Chair-
man, pointed out in his opening comments, with mental healthcare,
we do have a goal of net zero FTE during the course of the next
year. We can manage that through attrition, we believe. And we
can continue to strategically hire where we need care provision, for
example, on mental health care. Or recently, I talked with our
VISN director in Texas who working with our hospital director in
San Antonio made a decision to hire two GI docs, which theyd
been looking for three years. That’s strategic hiring.

Senator KING. Let me change the subject. And these are two sug-
gestions that are policy, but could end up actually saving money in
treating veterans. Ninety-plus percent of seniors want to stay in
their houses as long as they possibly can. I've never had anybody
raise their hand and say, I want to go to a nursing home. And yet
55 percent of your geriatric and extended care goes into institu-
tions.

I hope you can take a look at that and think about how do you
change the environment in people’s homes so they can stay longer.
Grab bars, non-skid mats on the floor, those kinds of things. Be-
cause people would rather stay in their homes, and it’s a lot cheap-
er for the taxpayers if they stay in their homes. So I hope that’s
something you’ll look at, because if we want to keep people in their
homes, we ought to be putting more money into what amounts to
prevention.

Secretary McCDONOUGH. Yes. I think we’re there. You know,
maybe not as much as you want to see, or as much as I want to
see, but we’re bending that curve up. Home-based primary care is
one of our fastest growing interventions. That’s a place where we're
hiring a lot of those nurses I talked about.

And if you look, just to go back to this question about community
care, after emergency care, the next two or three highest invest-
ments in community care are various manifestations of home-based
care.

Senator KING. Good.

Secretary MCDONOUGH. I think that’s an example where commu-
nity care allows us to skate to the puck here, and by the way, save
money over time for taxpayers.

Senator KING. I'm out of time, but I want to follow-up on this
and we’ll follow-up for the record.

I'm going to be introducing legislation to have you take a special
focus on falls. Huge issue. Medicaid, Medicare spent $38 billion a
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year treating falls that many of them can be prevented. So, I want
to follow-up with you.

Secretary McDONOUGH. Good.

Senator KING. I hope you’ll keep an open mind, because this is
a way—it’s a lot cheaper to buy somebody a bath mat than to fix
a broken hip.

Secretary MCDONOUGH. Some of our best innovations in our in-
novation office are around these manifestations, including new Al
innovations that track gait of a veteran. So these are things that
we’d be more than happy to have that conversation with.

Senator KING. Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

Chairman TESTER. With my apologies, Senator Cassidy.

HON. BILL CASSIDY,
U.S. SENATOR FROM LOUISIANA

Senator CASSIDY. Thank you. Mr. Secretary, you mentioned that
you've hired 14,000 nurses on net. How many more nurses do you
have in the system knowing that there’s been attrition?

Secretary McDONOUGH. Right. So that’s a net number. So that’s
a net increase of 14,000. That period, the number we’ve hired is
going to be substantially more than that given the churn, especially
in 2022. Remember, 2021

Senator CAsSIDY. I got that. Hang on. I got limited time. So, on
your Red Team, I didn’t mean to be rude, I just——

Secretary MCDONOUGH. Yes.

Senator CASSIDY. On your Red Team analysis you gave us, you
mentioned that there is anecdotal reports that the increased num-
ber of veterans to community care providers is adversely impacting
some VHA graduate medical education programs. Now, what I
know that to mean is that there’s fewer patients

Secretary McDONOUGH. Correct.

Senator CASSIDY [continuing]. In the hospital.

Secretary MCDONOUGH. That’s what I understand. By the way,
I think your staff gave you that. I still have not seen that report,
but I'm glad you’ve seen it.

Senator CASSIDY. But I think it’s generated by your folks.

Secretary McDONOUGH. Well, it’s generated by our Red Team
that we asked to stand up to take an independent look at what’s
happening. I still haven’t seen it, but it sounds like you guys have,
and I think that’s a good thing.

Senator CASSIDY. Now, if there’s fewer patients, there’s less staff-
ing required, theoretically. Knowing that the union seems to be
particularly strong with the VA, are you allowed to decrease staff-
ing if you don’t have patients in the bed? Do you follow what I'm
saying?

Secretary MCDONOUGH. I do.

Senator CASSIDY. Do you still have the ward clerk there? Do you
still have the nurses there, even though there aren’t any patients?

Secretary MCDONOUGH. No. I mean, like, this is

Senator CASSIDY. Are you sure about that?

Secretary MCDONOUGH. I'll make sure that I come back to you
on it, but we’re in this budget. We're managing our workforce to
try to meet the budget targets that are laid out in the bipartisan
engagement.
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Senator CASSIDY. But I'm so struck that the unions are so power-
ful that I just want to be comfortable that you’re actually adjusting
your staffing. Because if the residents don’t have enough patients
to see, but you're still short on nurses, then that somehow is not
all kind of connecting in my brain.

Secretary MCDONOUGH. Remember that, I again, I'd have to ask
the Red Team members about that, and maybe you could if you'd
meet with them, but whether there’s enough patients in the hos-
pitals could be a function of community care, could also be a func-
tion of more outpatient

Senator CASSIDY. Did they say, specifically, community care?

Secretary McDONOUGH. Yes. So, it could be a function of more
reliance on outpatient care.

Senator CASSIDY. Can I move on? Prior auth, we've talked about
that

Secretary MCDONOUGH. Yes.

Senator CASSIDY [continuing]. And I mentioned I've been inter-
ested, and I've been interested in prior authorization. And the VA,
frankly, always tells me they’re getting to it, but it doesn’t seem
like it’s ever gotten to. So knowing that if it goes to a community
care and there’s no prior auth, in the private hospital, in the pri-
vate insurance experience, oftentimes there’s over utilization of
tests.

So, one, have you found increased intensity of services for the
same diagnosis in the community care versus the VA? And two,
where are we in terms of instituting a prior authorization process?

Secretary MCDONOUGH. Yes. So, we do see some evidence of mul-
tiple tests for the same diagnosis, and that’s a function of our not
doing a better job of coordinating the care when we send it out. We
don’t do a good job of following up to get the radiology report or
something like that. So that’s mostly on us, but we ought to do a
better job of that.

Second, our prior authorizations, we do a pretty good job of this
in dental, by the way, and so that’s worth looking at. But we, going
back to 2019, do standard episodes of care. And we, for example,
cardiology appointments may come with 10, 12 standard episodes
of care. And what we know——

Senator CASSIDY. When you say episode of care, you mean visits
to the doctor’s office?

Secretary MCDONOUGH. Could be, after a shoulder replacement,
then you’re going to have PT associated with that. So, it’s the
shoulder operation

Senator CASSIDY. But let me kind of put a point on what my
question is, right. It’s a fraction, but it’s a small fraction, but it’s
an expensive fraction. If you send the patient to that doctor, every
test that’s in that doctor’s office is going to be ordered.

Secretary McDoONOUGH. Correct.

Senator CASSIDY. Whether indicated or not.

Secretary McDoONOUGH. Correct.

Senator CASSIDY. And the point of prior authorization is to pre-
vent that over utilization.

Secretary McDoONOUGH. Correct.
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Senator CASSIDY. And so where are we in terms of prior author-
ization in terms of preventing that sort of sometimes harmful activ-
ity, always expensive?

Secretary MCDONOUGH. Yes. Sometimes harmful, always expen-
sive. That’s why we’re looking at the standard episodes of care, be-
cause it’s often under that these extra diagnostics are asked for. Or
in the instance of cardiology where we’ve looked at 300 COX since
2019, we’ve seen almost a 20 percent increase in the use of cath-
eters, the imposition of catheters, for example in the community,
when during the same period where I have a 30 to 40 percent re-
duction in the use of catheters in the VA system. So something is
different there. That’s prior authorization.

Senator CAsSSIDY. That’s suggesting to me that there is not a
prior authorization. If we’re going to do a catheterization, the VA
has to approve it, rather the doctor wants to do it, the doctor can
do it.

Secretary MCDONOUGH. Correct. Because of our reliance on
standard episodes of care, that’s what ends up happening.

Senator CAsSIDY. Now, I will say, I think it’s been a year and a
half to two years that I've been told that the VA is trying to put
in a system to address that. And I can just tell you that that’s
going to be, again, expensive, and sometimes harmful. And that
would be a way to rein in the cost——

Secretary MCDONOUGH. Agreed.

Senator CASSIDY [continuing]. To some of this community.

Secretary MCDONOUGH. So, this is among the things that we’ll
be looking at as we’re looking at each of these questions given the
rapid growth in community care and then the rapid rise in cost
overall in healthcare.

You know, as I said to a couple of you guys on the phone, if we
were growing at 15 percent and we weren’t looking at it, I think
you would have asked me what’s going on. So we’re trying to get
our hands around each of these things. Whether it’s me who’s over-
promised to you on standard prior authorizations, I apologize for
that, but I'll make sure that we stay on top of that.

Senator CASSIDY. Okay, thank you. I yield.

Chairman TESTER. Senator Blumenthal.

HON. RICHARD BLUMENTHAL,
U.S. SENATOR FROM CONNECTICUT

Senator BLUMENTHAL. Thanks, Mr. Chairman. Good afternoon.
Thank you for your great work

Secretary McDONOUGH. Thank you.

Senator BLUMENTHAL [continuing]. Mr. Secretary, and thank you
to the many, many men and women who work in the VA. They
are——

Secretary MCDONOUGH. They’re the best.

Senator BLUMENTHAL [continuing]. Unsung heroes. And I know
how hard they work to deliver benefits, healthcare, and service to
our veterans. First of all, I appreciate what you’re doing on the
New Haven facility, moneys in the budget. We need to do the au-
thorization.

Secretary McDONOUGH. Definitely.
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Senator BLUMENTHAL. And rather than berating you on that
topic, I'm very glad to be thanking you for the——

Secretary MCDONOUGH. Well, I think it’s you-all who did it, so.

Senator BLUMENTHAL. Well, with your leadership. I want to ask
you about the PACT Act. I noted 1.3 million claims, about 1.149
processed and completed. I may have missed it in the testimony,
but how many of those have been approved or disapproved, if you
have a breakdown?

Secretary MCDONOUGH. Yes. About 950,000 or so have been
granted. So, we're at a grant rate of about between 70 and 75 per-
cent, which is the beauty of the presumed service-connection.

Senator BLUMENTHAL. That is really the beauty of it. And I am
wondering what you anticipate will be necessary by way of out-
reach to the many veterans who may not know about the PACT Act
or about the expansion of it. And I was really just overjoyed to see
the expansion.

Secretary McDONOUGH. Well, so we have 550 outreach events
scheduled yet this year. And so, we think that there are still a lot
of veterans who don’t know that they've qualified for this addi-
tional care and/or additional options for benefits.

And importantly, you’ll recall that in the run-up to last year’s
August 9th deadline, we reminded veterans that establishing an in-
tent to file by August 9th protected that August 10, 2022, effective
date provided once you establish that intent to file, in the next
year, you file a claim.

So we're readying an outreach plan right now where we will go
back to each of the people who have filed an intent to file to urge
them to turn that intent to file into an actual claim before August
9th, again, because what that will do is that will protect their Au-
gust 10, 2022, effective date which will be a meaningful benefit to
those veterans who get their service-connection rating as a result
of the PACT Act.

So not only are we reaching out to veterans who don’t yet know,
we are re-reaching out to veterans who have filed an intent to file.
Which is near as I can tell, there’s no evidence of VA ever having
done that before.

Senator BLUMENTHAL. That’s great. If you could let me know
about events that you're planning in Connecticut——

Secretary McDONOUGH. Count on that.

Senator BLUMENTHAL. I would love to be involved to help elevate
them and help with the outreach.

Secretary McDONOUGH. Count on that.

Senator BLUMENTHAL. Great. Let me ask about a painful but pe-
rennial topic, veteran suicide.

Secretary MCDONOUGH. Yes.

Senator BLUMENTHAL. Are we making any progress? I know the
numbers are still too high. How do you feel about how the VA’s
doing?

Secretary MCDONOUGH. Well, the numbers went up last year for
the first time in several years. And that is heartbreaking. We also,
I just want to underscore one more time, that any individual vet-
eran suicide is one too many. This budget is generous as it relates
to suicide prevention. You-all have been very generous as it relates
to suicide prevention, including in giving us new authorities par-



18

ticularly under the Staff Sergeant Parker Gordon Fox Suicide Pre-

vention Grant Program, which allows us to make investments in

lloocal organizations in each of your States, who know your veterans
est.

And I think that’s a positive thing. You've also given us the
COMPACT Act in the last two years that allows any veteran who’s
experiencing acute mental health crisis to go into any hospital irre-
spective of his enrollment status with VA—so, any VA hospital,
any private hospital—and to get care that day, and we pay for that.

In the first year of that, just over a year of that, 47,000, almost
48,000 veterans have taken advantage of that. It’s heartbreaking
that there’s still that many veterans who have to avail themselves
of that service. But it’s there. So the tools are there, but the chal-
lenge is still a major one. And we’ll stay on top of it until there’s
none.

Senator BLUMENTHAL. Thank you. My time has expired. I just
want to thank you, again, for the work that you’re doing, particu-
larly on women’s healthcare in the VA. Thanks.

Chairman TESTER. Senator Tillis.

HON. THOM TILLIS,
U.S. SENATOR FROM NORTH CAROLINA

Senator TILLIS. Secretary McDonough, thank you for the time on
the phone earlier this week.

Secretary MCDONOUGH. Thank you.

Senator TILLIS. I appreciate it, and you really stand out as one
of the more accessible members of the administration. I really ap-
preciate your work. We had the vote earlier about the Lease, and
I was a little bit jealous when I heard all those southern States
listed and North Carolina not on it. As you know, we had a Lease,
I believe, submitted for Jacksonville. Didn’t make the cut.

Secretary McDONOUGH. Not yet. We're still working it, but not
yet.

Senator TILLIS. Yes. Can I just get a commitment to get a de-
brief, figure out what we can do to help on that specific matter?

Secretary MCDONOUGH. You got my commitment.

Senator TILLIS. And I think it’s also in talking with the VISN di-
rector, we talked about the broader issue of how do we get the
brick-and-mortar facilities in place to meet the increasing demand,
particularly in a State like North Carolina, which is growing by
leaps and bounds massively in terms of veterans’ population.

And what more with the question I have is what do you already
have the authorities to come up with some creative ways for joint
use, either with the DHA or with the private sector? When I was
on Senate Armed Services, we started doing some relationships
with the private sector, the trauma center down at Camp Lejeune.
We ended up getting into a public-private partnership there, and
what more should we be doing and what more authorities do you
need to do that kind of stuff?

Secretary MCDONOUGH. Yes. So, I think we have a lot of authori-
ties that we’re now starting to exercise. The most important is
working with DHA, with DoD. So, we’re having, actually, a summit
in your State later this summer on that where we’re trying to
turbocharge our efforts there.
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We just announced a new facility up in the Hudson Valley in
New York, where we’re seeing, jointly, VA veterans and active
duty. I think we have to make better use of that. We’re also in your
State working with USDA-supported community hospitals to make
clinical space available where we can afford to employ care teams
to see veterans

Senator TILLIS. But you feel then like you don’t need any more
authority? You just need to better exploit or use the authorities you
have, or are there any sticking points or things that we could do
that could facilitate the product?

Secretary MCDONOUGH. You know, aside from the Leases, you
just did us a big solid on the Leases you just did. We might have
to come back to you and ask that you reauthorize at a higher cost
level, the Leases we talked about earlier in the week because of the
high interest rates. We’ve seen them anywhere from 60 to 150 per-
cent above the authorized level, which we can’t do under current
law.

My theory is we really just need, at the end of the day, need dol-
lars. And we want to prove to you that we’ve exhausted remedy
using all of our authority. So this DoD cooperation, the USDA co-
operation, our academic partner cooperation, in your State in par-
ticular, working with Duke is a really good example. And then, you
know, maximizing community care.

When we’ve done all those things, then we can come to you and
say, listen, I know it’s like $1.5 to $2 billion of hospital, but we’ve
done everything else. We only can now do the hospitals.

Senator TILLIS. Well, I just think, creatively, for North Carolina
in particular, because I'm happy to help with the State legislature
and the Governor’s office to come up with creative ways for our
State legislature to get engaged. We’ve done that with the DoD and
the Department of Navy in the past. And I'd like to see if we can
help you.

When you and I talked, I discussed the—I see your budget re-
quests. I see that you’re managing some of the employee, the posi-
tion cuts through attrition. But at the end of the day, you've got
some future requirements that are going to outstrip your current
funding stream. So how do we get ahead of—you know, before it
just becomes we're flogging you because you’re not hitting service
levels because you don’t have the funding, that you need it for poli-
cies that we passed.

Tell me a little bit about what we should be thinking about now.
You know, it was not a vote that I was happy with, but I voted
against the PACT Act because I didn’t think it was fully ready for
prime time. Now I’'m here to help get it implemented, and it is one
of several areas that, I think, are stressors that could affect provi-
sion of care to veterans. So what do we need to be concerned with
and step up to make sure that gets implemented?

Secretary McDoONOUGH. Well, what I’'m challenging our agency to
do is to manage the dollars that we have now, mindful that we're
operating under a capped budget. And that means that, you know,
we have two big costs in the VHA side; one is the cost of the care,
the provision of the care, and the direct care system. So that’s peo-
ple, and then what we pay to purchase the care. And so, we're
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minding both of those things, and we’re trying to demonstrate that
we can manage that well.

Meanwhile, we have a really big opportunity and challenge in
the PACT Act that says we can either go ask Congress for more
money because we can’t manage either the workforce number or
the provision of the care, or we can go to Congress and ask for
more money because we have more veterans in our care.

And that’s what we’re doing now. As I said, 12,500 new veterans
just since March 5th alone. So I feel much better coming to have
a conversation with you to say, “Hey, we’re managing the work-
force levels here. We're managing access to care utilization. And
we’re doing that around quality.” And by the way, more veterans
are choosing to get their care with us because they do see that they
can leverage greater quality of care at VA. That’s what our goal is
here.

Now it’s facilitated by the fact that, or necessitated by the fact
that we’re now operating under a budget cap. But you know what,
you’ve done this in a lot of different places. You've got to manage
your operations through the budget, and that’s true in the govern-
ment as well. But again, if we need to ask for more money, which
we may, I'd much rather do that because we have more veterans
than because we are not able to manage our system.

Senator TILLIS. Thank you. Thank you, Mr. Chair.

Chairman TESTER. Senator Hassan.

HON. MARGARET WOOD HASSAN,
U.S. SENATOR FROM NEW HAMPSHIRE

Senator HASSAN. Thanks, Mr. Chair, and thank you, Mr. Sec-
retary for being here.

Secretary McDONOUGH. Thank you.

Senator HASSAN. For the work you’re doing and for the work that
your entire team does.

Secretary McDONOUGH. Thank you.

Senator HASSAN. Our veterans are better for it. You mentioned
that New Hampshire doesn’t have a full-service hospital along with
Alaska. And you and I have had several discussions that not only
we don’t have the full-service hospital, but we have a really aging
facility in Manchester. We have needed repairs and upgrades.

It’s a 70-year-old facility, and the services for New Hampshire
veterans have been disrupted by issues such as flood damage, from
pipes that burst in 2022. And you always have this kind of sense
of, are we going to keep doing this with this 70-year-old facility?
Is it a facility that we can really make sound?

So, we’ve had these discussions as a result. We asked for a multi-
year plan to improve this facility publicly released. I'm really glad
you guys released that last September, and I know that the VA has
been working toward goals laid out in the plan. In fact, you broke
ground on the Women Veterans Health Clinic in Manchester last
Wednesday. So, congratulations on that step.

But I just want to follow-up today to get a detailed sense from
you on the timeline for several projects in that multi-year plan.
Can you give us a sense of when the Women Veterans Clinic will
be complete, and can you tell me what the next two projects slated
for completion are, and what their timelines are?



21

Secretary McDoONOUGH. Yes. Thank you very much, and you’re
generous to congratulate us on it, but it’s just because you and
your fellow Senators have kept the heat on and the delegation have
kept the heat on us. So the Women Veterans Health Clinic is slat-
ed to open in fall 2025.

The next two projects are the renovation of the new lab suite. We
will award that in summer, and that will be completed in spring
2025. And then, the specialty care clinic, it’s a minor construction
project. So, you-all did us a big solid, by the way, by raising the
threshold for minor construction projects up to $30 million in the
Defense Authorization Bill.

That’s a major help to us. That specialty care clinic will have
audiology and optometry. That will also be awarded this summer,
and we anticipate completing that fall of 2026. So the demolition
of several outbuildings will be awarded in 2024 to make room for
that. So, we should see progress on that as well.

Senator HASSAN. Thank you. And we will keep in touch about it.
And it’s really important that we have these discussions publicly,
so New Hampshire veterans can get a sense of what’s in store.

I'm also going to take a minute to repeat something you know,
but I think veterans need to hear over, and over, and over, again,
which is thanks to the PACT Act and the VA’s decision to expedite
enrollment eligibility; veterans who were exposed to toxins as well
as veterans who served in the Vietnam War, Gulf War, Iraq, Af-
ghanistan, the Global War on Terror, or any combat zone after 9/
11, are now eligible to enroll in VA healthcare.

And T've just been trying to get that message out as I know you
have been. Now that we’re providing care for these veterans, to
Senator Tillis’s point, we have to make sure we can do it for as
long as they need. So just to build on the discussion you had, and
you don’t have to repeat anything, but what is VA doing to ensure
that it can support, and provide top quality care for PACT Act vet-
erans now and into the future?

Secretary McDONOUGH. Yes. Well, so look, there’s no doubt that
we are going out to get new veterans into the system. And we're
going to let that—you know, because the alternative is we hope
that we get the investments in the system, and then we can lure
the veterans. I think the better investment is to take advantage of
this terrific opportunity of the PACT Act to get more veterans into
our care.

So how are we going to do that? Well, we are tracking with each
of our visits, at the VISN level, what their spend every month,
what their enrollment is every month, and what their FTE count
is every month. And it’s our intention to make all that information
available to your staff so you can follow right along with us and
hold us to account on that.

As we have more robust patient census counts, and we lay that
against our access efforts. And as I said, those access sprints are
in large measure those innovations we took, we put in place last
October. Many VISNs are maintaining those, night clinics, week-
end clinics. And so, we should be able to watch this develop and
be in a position to make sure that we have the people and the
space to take care of those vets.
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Senator HASSAN. Well, excellent. And I see that I am out of time.
I'm going to follow-up with you on work that the VA is doing to
support surviving spouses because, obviously, spouses are part of
this service, too. I have a couple of bills that address helping sur-
viving spouses get some of the benefits that the veteran themselves
gﬁts, and just would like to follow-up with you and your team about
that.

Secretary MCDONOUGH. Yes. There’s no question we can do a
better job on spouses and on survivors than we’ve done. We're
working with the VSOs on that. We’re trying to learn that and di-
rectly with surviving spouses. So, we welcome any further help you
can give us on that.

Senator HASSAN. Okay, thank you. Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

Chairman TESTER. Senator Sullivan.

HON. DAN SULLIVAN,
U.S. SENATOR FROM ALASKA

Senator SULLIVAN. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. Mr. Secretary,
good chatting with you yesterday. Appreciated the time. I wanted
to follow-up on some of the topics we talked about. One is this
issue of the cemetery formulas that go to helping communities es-
tablish veteran VA base cemeteries. I mentioned to you, with the
exception of Metlakatla, which is our only Indian reservation in
Alaska, we've actually never been granted——

Secretary MCDONOUGH. Yes.

Senator SULLIVAN [continuing]. That ever, which is kind of
shocking given that we have more vets per cap in the State, in the
country. Under Secretary Quinn, when he testified a couple months
ago, was pretty forward-leaning saying, hey, we’ll take a look at
that, Senator, because a lot of our formulas have been focused on
maintenance of current cemeteries.

We haven’t done much. Although the program allows for money
that goes into new cemeteries. As I mentioned, great veteran group
in Fairbanks, Alaska, has got land selected, land bought land, and
now they’re trying to get a grant. And I'd like to just get your com-
mitment. You probably can’t say theyre going to get it, but Under
Secretary Quinn was pretty forward-leaning on that topic.

Just to make sure you’re not just doing it for maintenance. It can
go to new programs like the people in my State who are working
hard on this, and like I said, we’ve never gotten one.

Secretary McDONOUGH. Yes. Well, so we have this goal to in-
crease the number of cemeteries within 75 miles of veterans and
survivors so that survivors can visit their veteran. It’s consistent
with that goal to make sure that we’re leaning in, in a place like
Alaska, which not only got a lot of vets, but it’s got a lot of surface
area.

So, we'll make sure that we’re biasing toward that outcome. You
know, I want to be careful to not

Senator SULLIVAN. No, I get it.

Secretary MCDONOUGH [continuing]. Over promise, but I get it.
I understood the arguments made yesterday. I talked to Matt about
them.

Senator SULLIVAN. Oh, good.
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Secretary MCDONOUGH. And, you know, we’ll lose Matt, unfortu-
nately, at the end of this May

Senator SULLIVAN. Yes, he’s done a good job.

Secretary MCDONOUGH [continuing]. But you’ve got my commit-
ment to stay on top of this.

Senator SULLIVAN. Great, thank you. Next one we talked about—
look, we're talking a lot about the PACT Act. One of the big flaws
was the Camp Lejeune component of that which did not have trial
lawyer contingency fee caps. To his credit, the Attorney General of
the United States went and looked at the existing law and came
back and said the Federal Tort Claims Act actually covers this.

So, the announcement made by him, you, Secretary of the Navy
Del Toro, was very helpful. I was disappointed—my team, you
know, mentioned to me, I would’ve mentioned on our call, we had
asked a number of questions of the VA on this topic last year. We
just got the answers yesterday. And you guys essentially didn’t
take a position. I hope you can be a little bit more forward-leaning
the way the Attorney General was.

And here’s the issue. Despite you guys, Secretary of the Navy,
the AG saying, hey, veterans of America, Camp Lejeune veterans,
don’t do anything above 20 or 25 percent. Matter of fact, the Attor-
ney General of the United States said any law firm charging above
that is subject to civil and criminal liabilities.

But, you know, some people don’t follow the law. Saddle Rock
Legal Group, the AVA Law Group based in Montana. Just recently
my team was looking into these guys are advertising on TV.
They'’re still charging 60 percent contingency fees. The American
Legion, the VFW made this their number one issue, to get these
law firms to stop ripping off the families of sick Marines. And we
solved it.

But guess what? These law firms don’t give a damn. They don’t
give a damn what the Attorney General says. We're reporting them
to the Attorney General. I hope he smacks them with criminal pen-
alties—60 percent. That’s like highway robbery against veterans.

So, Mr. Secretary, can you commit to me to continue to work
with us, but also importantly, have at the local VA offices on your
website, which I think you already do, veterans should not sign up
for anything more than 25 percent. It’s against the law. Yes. And
don’t get ripped off by these unscrupulous law firms. So can you
kind of strongly stand against these——

Secretary McDONOUGH. Yes. Like, as I told you, and we dis-
cussed when the Attorney General did what he did, that we sup-
ported him in that we think this is the right thing to do to make
sure that vets get their fair share.

Senator SULLIVAN. Can you commit, though, to keep—you guys
have a great network with veterans’ VSOs. Like I said, American
Legion, VFW, made this their top priority. Keep trying to get the
word out.

Secretary MCDONOUGH. We’ll keep pushing.

Senator SULLIVAN. I saw these ads on TV like three weeks ago,
as I mentioned to you, and it’s just, like, come on, really. These
cockroaches are trying to take money from sick marines and their
families. It’s just wrong. It’s wrong. Gosh, it’s wrong.
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Let me just make one final quick question. I know on the com-
munity care, a lot of discussion on that. Senator Hassan mentioned
Alaska, New Hampshire, are not having full-service hospitals. Can
I get just—maybe not right now, unless you have it—an update.
There was expansion plans for VA facilities, not hospitals, but clin-
ics in Fairbanks, in Anchorage, in the Mat-Su Valley, on the Kenai
Peninsula, Homer, Juneau.

And what I'm concerned about, Mr. Secretary, is you guys are
looking to cut back on staffing. You know, in Alaska, what’s worked
is actually getting more staffing as we’ve built up these facilities.
Like North Carolina, we’re seeing a big increase in our veteran
population in our State.

Secretary MCDONOUGH. It’s good.

Senator SULLIVAN. So can you make sure as youre trying to
rightsize more broadly, that the places where your facilities are in-
creasing, the veteran population is increasing, that you're not cut-
ting there. We want more VA officials, doctors, nurses. We love
them in Alaska. As I mentioned, you know, our referral backlog
alone, which is quite big, I mentioned the number of 10,000, is im-
portant to make sure we continue to have robust staffing as we're
growing up the VA not cuts.

Secretary MCDONOUGH. Yes. So I had good conversation with our
VISN lead. They've really appreciated the engagement with you on
that. So just two things. On the infrastructure, I'll be more than
happy to talk to you about our infrastructure plan for Alaska.

Senator SULLIVAN. Good.

Secretary MCDONOUGH. We're not backing off that.

Senator SULLIVAN. Thank you.

Secretary MCDONOUGH. As I said, we're trying to skate to the
puck. As I told Senator Tillis, exercising every authority we have
and being really creative about it, you know, the next place to do
this is JBER.

Senator SULLIVAN. Great.

Secretary MCDONOUGH. You know, and so there’s no reason that
we should be sending vets downtown and active duty docs down-
town to operate on vets down there. We can do that right at JBER
and save the taxpayer a lot of money. So, we’re not backing off the
infrastructure plan. On the backlog, we've seen substantial im-
provement since February. In large measure

Senator SULLIVAN. It’s really big, though, as you have to ac-
knowledge.

Secretary MCDONOUGH. No, I'm not saying it’s not, but I don’t
see that number that you talked about. But I'm going to leave this
with you so that we’re on the same page. And so, I can find out
if 'm looking at the wrong thing. In large measure, we've been able
to do that by ramping up MSAs. So those are the schedulers who
help make those appointments, yes——

Senator SULLIVAN. Who need to be based in Alaska.

Secretary McDONOUGH. Exactly. And so, that’s an example of
strategic hiring where we need those kinds of personnel, you know,
we’re going to make those decisions. But again, when you’re oper-
ating under a cap, you got to balance this somewhere. We put out
those, the tradeoffs in the budget, but, you know, we’re making
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good progress here, working together with you guys. We’re going to
stay on top of it.

Senator SULLIVAN. Okay. Thank you.

Secretary MCDONOUGH. And again, we're not walking back from
our infrastructure investments. We just have to prove to you guys
that we’re really serious and we’ve done everything we can, and
then we’re going to come and say, hey, we need the whatever, you
know, the $2 billion per copy for hospitals. That’s going to be really
expensive. But I don’t feel right that we should come to you with
an aggressive ask like that until we've done every single creative
thing we can.

Senator SULLIVAN. Great. Thank you, Mr. Secretary. Thank you,
Mr. Chairman.

Chairman TESTER. Yes. Before we conclude the first panel, I feel,
for tradition’s sake, I've got to recognize Tillis just for five seconds.

Senator TILLIS. Thank you, Mr. Chair. Senator Sullivan and I
served together for eight years on Senate Armed Services, and he
repeatedly quotes on a per capita basis, Alaska has the more vet-
erans. I remind Senator Sullivan that we have more veterans than
he has people.

[Laughter.]

Senator TILLIS. And if you were to cut my veterans population
in half, we’d still have more veterans.

[Laughter.]

Senator SULLIVAN. All right. Well, but it’s true, Mr. Secretary,
we got more veterans per capita. I think Montana’s second, but
Alaska’s number one.

Secretary McDONOUGH. 7,000 veterans a month in new—in
North Carolina. August, September, October last year, 7,000 a
month. New ones.

Chairman TESTER. So with that, thank you, Secretary
MecDonough.

Secretary McDONOUGH. Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

Chairman TESTER. I will say this at the end of the hearing, but
there will be questions. I would ask that you and your team answer
them as

Secretary MCDONOUGH. We'll get them back to you before a year
from now.

Chairman TESTER [continuing]. Quickly as you can. Thank you
very much.

Secretary MCDONOUGH. Thank you.

Chairman TESTER. Now we’re going to hear from three Veterans
Service Organizations responsible for the Independent Budget. I
want to introduce the folks on this next panel. Kristina Keenan—
all these folks are familiar to the Committee, by the way.

Kristina Keenan, Deputy Director of the National Legislative
Service at VFW. We have Roscoe Butler, Senior Health Policy Advi-
sor for Paralyzed Veterans of America. And last, but certainly not
least, we have Shane Liermann, who’s the Deputy National Legis-
lative Director for Disabled American Veterans.

I'm going to give you guys two minutes, but it’ll be a—I'm not
going to drop the gavel on you. All right. So make it quick, though,
if you can because we appreciate your input. It’s very, very impor-
tant. And please know this, just because it’s Tillis and I here. The
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people that really do the work are the folks that sit behind us. And
so, we appreciate you being here. And Kristina, you have the floor.

PANEL II

STATEMENT OF KRISTINA KEENAN, DEPUTY DIRECTOR, NA-
TIONAL LEGISLATIVE SERVICE, VETERANS OF FOREIGN
WARS

Ms. KEENAN. Chairman Tester, and Members of the Committee,
on behalf of the Independent Budget Veterans Service Organiza-
tions, DAV, PVA, and VFW, thank you for the opportunity to
present our recommendations for fiscal years 2025, 2026.

For more than 30 years, the IBVSOs have provided independent
budget recommendations to ensure that VA remains fully funded
and capable of carrying out its mission. First, it’s important to note
that VA’s full-year appropriation was not enacted until half the
year had passed. The routine use of continuing resolutions limits
VA’s ability to expand access to benefits and services for Veterans.
Congress must do better.

A critical component of VA’s healthcare delivery is its infrastruc-
ture. We're concerned that VA’s request for major and minor con-
struction is one-third lower than what VA requested last year, and
far below what is necessary. It’s important to have modern and up-
to-date facilities. We recommend $5.2 billion for major construction,
more than four times the current funding, and $910 million for
minor construction. A 30 percent increase.

VA infrastructure funding has remained stagnant for far too
long. In the past 10 years, it has only increased 5 percent. Mean-
while, the construction backlog has grown exponentially; 116 per-
cent since 2014. Funding must increase to keep up. Private
healthcare, on the other hand, invest considerably more into the in-
frastructure of their networks.

Last Congress, Kaiser Permanente testified before this Com-
mittee that they invest about 3 percent of their overall operating
budget into infrastructure. VA invests about 1 percent. Unless
there’s a drastic increase in resources for VA, we will continue to
see this backlog grow. Infrastructure costs have increased year
after year, and they will not get any less expensive over time.

I will now turn over to Roscoe Butler from PVA to present our
recommendations for VA healthcare.

[The joint statement of The Independent Budget appears on page
52 of the Appendix.]

STATEMENT OF ROSCOE BUTLER, SENIOR HEALTH POLICY
ADVISOR, PARALYZED VETERANS OF AMERICA

Mr. BUTLER. Thank you for the opportunity to discuss the inde-
pendent budgets, recommendations for VA medical services for fis-
cal year 2025. As noted in the Independent Budget Veterans Serv-
ice Organization’s written statement, the IBVSOs recommended
approximately $151.8 billion in total resources for VA medical care
for FY ’25 appropriations.
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Our fiscal year 2025 recommendation primarily reflects the in-
creased funding baseline for all medical care programs established
over the past three years, continuing enrollment increases, con-
tinuing inflation, a Federal pay raise, and increased workloads.

However, I would like to address some funding concerns the IB
identified with funding trends in the VA’s budget. Over the past
decade, VA’s reliance on community care has risen dramatically.
While we agree that veterans must have non-VA options to fill
gaps in care, we believe VA must remain the primary provider and
coordinator of veterans’ care.

While VA is requesting an overall increase for medical care, the
community care program is growing at a faster rate than VA direct
care. In addition, VA’s request would cut 10,000 healthcare FTE,
including 600 physicians, 2,400 nurses, 500 non-physician pro-
viders, and over 2,000 healthcare technicians despite VA’s report-
ing more than 66,000 healthcare vacancies at the start of the year.
We should not be cutting positions when we can’t even fill the ones
that are already there.

Also, we are concerned with VA’s projected use of $12.7 billion
in carryover funding rather than requesting new discretionary ap-
propriations. If VA’s unobligated balance at the end of FY ’24 1s
less than projected, it could trigger a funding shortfall next year.

This concludes my oral statement. Now, Mr. Liermann from DAV
will speak briefly about our funding recommendations for VA bene-
fits and services.

STATEMENT OF SHANE LIERMANN, DEPUTY NATIONAL
LEGISLATIVE DIRECTOR, DISABLED AMERICAN VETERANS

Mr. LIERMANN. Veterans submitted over 2.4 million claims in fis-
cal year 2023 for benefits primarily disability compensation, which
is 39 percent higher than the prior year. The Veterans Benefits Ad-
ministration processed 1.9 million benefits claims in fiscal year
2023, surpassing the previous all-time record by 16 percent. As of
April 28th, just a few days ago, there are over 946,000 claims pend-
ing within VBA, 32 percent of them are considered backlogged.

Therefore, it’s critical that VBA be appropriately funded. And the
IBVSOs recommend a total of $6.2 billion for VBA in fiscal year
2025, a 9 percent increase. This includes plus-ups for more employ-
ees, as well as 130 million for overtime to process the backlog and
pending claims.

The Board of Veterans Appeals continues to resolve more appeals
in recent years. Yet, at the start of fiscal year 2024, there were
over 200,000 appeals pending, 72,000 of those were awaiting hear-
ings. Additionally, we are concerned that the board conducted
11,000 fewer hearings in fiscal year 2023 than before.

For fiscal year 2025, the IBVSOs recommend $333 million for the
board, a 14 percent increase, which includes a plus-up of 220 new
FTE to address the backlogs of appeals and hearings.

In closing, we believe that the greatest roadblock to properly
funding veterans benefits and services comes from budgetary en-
forcement mechanisms designed to limit Federal spending. To en-
sure that our Nation meets its sacred obligation and its moral im-
perative to our Nation’s veterans, we call on Congress to exempt
veterans’ programs, services, and benefits from congressional
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PAYGO and CUTGO rules, as well as work to eliminate the use
of CRs for VA care and services.

Mr. Chairman, that concludes our testimony. We are prepared to
answer any questions you may have.

Chairman TESTER. I thank all three of you for being here and for
your testimony. And Shane, I think your last statement really
speaks more to dysfunction in Congress than anything else. The
fact is, if we were getting our budgets done and done on time, we
wouldn’t have to be talking about CRs. That seemed to happen far,
far, far more often than we should.

So, I very much appreciate all your comments and understand
what you’re saying, for sure. Because the truth is, a veteran serves
this country and they serve it, and we make promises, and CRs
don’t live up to those promises, quite honestly.

So, any one of you can answer this question. The testimony that
you've three brought forward raises concerns about community care
spending, especially as it compared to spending for direct care.
Given the memberships of your organizations and the impacts that
their military services had on their abilities physically and men-
tally, what should we keep in mind as we emerge—as we engage
in this conversation about community care versus direct care?

Mr. BUTLER. I'll just say, Chairman, VA has always had commu-
nity care. That’s not nothing new. We need to continue to realize
that direct care, to maintain VA to be able to be a provider of care,
we need to ensure that acute care is primary and/or direct care is
primary. And that only when VA cannot provide the care in the
community should community care be provided outside of the VA.

Chairman TESTER. Okay. Appreciate that.

Ms. KEENAN. Mr. Chairman, I'll just——

Chairman TESTER. Yes, go ahead.

Ms. KEENAN [continuing]. Add really quickly. Our veterans con-
sistently tell us that they prefer VA healthcare, and that commu-
nity care can supplement when needed. So, we hope, and we ask
that VA continue to focus, and focus even more on improving their
direct care, primarily.

Chairman TESTER. Thank you. Okay.

Mr. LIERMANN. Yes. Thank you, Senator. One of our concerns al-
ways is, is VA really managing that veteran. Once they go out in
town, they do community care. Is all that information, medications,
treatment, being put back in the record, and is the VA successfully
managing it? Because if they’re not, then we have concerns of
polypharmacy. Are veterans being overmedicated? Are the medica-
tions being interactive negatively? Is anybody really looking at the
negative impacts that this has on their long-term care?

Chairman TESTER. Appreciate it. Appreciate all three of you.
Look, we all know the importance of VA staffing, especially VHA
staffing. It’s all important though, but truthfully, when it comes to
healthcare, those healthcare workers are very important. Benefits
are important, too, but I want to focus on the VHA staff.

The VA has hired a bunch of folks. There’s no doubt about that.
It’s been pretty well documented. It’s also documented pretty well
that they’re stopping for a second. They're taking a breath. They're
going to analyze what they got. I don’t necessarily think that’s a
bad thing. But what I do think is a bad thing is after that analysis
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is done, they either have to not hire or hire, depending on what
that analysis is.

Talk about shortcomings and reduced staff, and understaffing of
VHA, and what that does to the VA, especially when we consider
we’re having a record enrollment right now.

Ms. KEENAN. I'll just start with record enrollment, as you said,
we want to make sure that we’re not increasing increases in wait
times either. We want to be able to serve the veterans that we’re
estimating are going to be coming in in the next fiscal year. And
VA has roughly 75,000 vacancies still. Our budget recommenda-
tions are to try to reach, at least, a quarter of that. So, we hope
that VA will continue to rigorously hire.

Chairman TESTER. So right now, your predictions—before I get
to you, Roscoe—your predictions are right now is that the VA is
75,000 short on healthcare workers?

Ms. KEENAN. Yes.

Chairman TESTER. Okay. Go ahead, Roscoe.

Mr. BUTLER. VA’s first quarter staffing report shows that there’s
66,000 vacancies in VHA. For us, you know, we go out and conduct
site visits at VA Medical Centers, SCI/D Centers. And the impact
we are seeing is that there are nursing shortages in the SCI/D pro-
gram, and theyre not able to fill those vacancies. So that means
that the current nursing staffs have to take on more responsibil-
ities and duties, burnout, and physician burnouts.

And it will only get worse with increasing enrollment as more
veterans are enrolled in the system, unless we’re hiring more peo-
ple than the shortages, the staffing will tend to burn out. And, you
know, working in a unit like spinal cord is not the same as working
in an acute care setting.

Chairman TESTER. Amen.

Mr. LIERMANN. Obviously, when we don’t have enough staff, vet-
erans are not going to have timely access that they need. But then
if you think about it, we’re actually now feeding into community
care.

So the fewer appointments, and physicians, and nurses that are
available, the more we’re going to be sending into community care.
So then that cost is going to continue to rise. And so, then we’re
going to have less money to spend on direct care, and then we'’re
going to have less people. We're going to feed into this entire sys-
tem if we’re not appropriately staffing healthcare now to make sure
they're getting what they need upfront when veterans come in for
assistance.

Chairman TESTER. Appreciate that. Senator Tillis.

Senator TILLIS. Thank you, Mr. Chair. Thank you-all for being
here today.

I've tried to reconcile the comments from Secretary McDonough,
which was to through attrition manage down 10,000 positions.
Does that mean that that number goes from 75,000 to 85,000 in
your view?

Ms. KEENAN. Honestly, I'm not sure how attrition is going to af-
fect vacancies. I think it’s important that attrition is stable. I think
that’s a very good thing, and we’re happy to hear that.
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Senator TILLIS. I understand that your assessment that there are
some 75,000 more positions that need to be filled. Do you believe
that that is the view and a priority of the VA?

Ms. KEENAN. I mean, from anecdotal evidence, we’ve heard that
there’s been a pause. So we hope that that really is just to regroup
and we're strongly urging VA to continue hiring and to fill those
vacancies.

Senator TILLIS. I talk with Secretary McDonough, and inciden-
tally, I'm very positive about Secretary McDonough. He’s very pre-
pared. I think he’s doing a good job. Everybody can improve. I'm
sure you-all could say that about your own organizations. But I feel
like we're not really addressing the elephant in the room, and that
is we are going to get more enrollments.

I was going to talk to you all about maybe the increase in dis-
ability claims as a result of the PACT Act. I'm kind of interested,
it seems like they're triaging the claims pretty quickly. I'm kind of
interested in the quality of those exams on the back end and the
timeliness.

Maybe I can get to that, but I want to get to a macro thing here.
And maybe I could be disproven, and maybe I should have thought
twice about voting against the PACT Act that had TEAM Act in
there, Camp Lejeune toxics. I know that you-all know my office
was carrying that through.

But I worried about making sure that we got all this stuff
squared, and I worry about whether or not we have the funding
tail, the staffing tail. You know, at what point do these bills come
due? At what point are we potentially going to run into a cliff in
the VA for all the commitments we’'ve made versus the positions
we can hire and the money we can appropriate.

We've got to really step back and make sure—see in the same
way that we’re running into a fiscal cliff with Social Security that’s
probably going to hit somewhere in the next six or eight years,
that’s when you don’t have the money and you start cutting and
breaking the promises you’ve made.

So how would you-all suggest we kind of get a big-picture-view
of—I feel like we'’re kind of talking past each other when I hear
we're managing down 10,000 fewer positions, we need 75,000 more
positions, we need less community care, but we’re not producing—
yes, we don’t want to put an emphasis on community care, but
we're not producing enough indigenous capacity to handle the vet-
erans and the population’s growing.

So, am I just being overly cynical, or do I feel like Cool Hand
Luke—what we have here is a failure to communicate?

Mr. LIERMANN. Actually, I think all three of us would agree.
When we went to the budget briefings, and we’ve discussed all of
this internally, we'’re still trying to wrap our head around some of
these concepts as well. We're going to lose 10,000 physicians posi-
tions due to attrition, but yet, we still need 75,000 more.

To your point, it doesn’t make sense. So our concern, I think, will
always be making sure there is enough staffing so veterans have
the high quality VA healthcare when they need it so we’re not over
reliant on community care.

And if I may address the PACT Act real quick just because I was
very involved in that, and I do a lot of the claims and benefits for
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this team. We’ve been pleasantly surprised. Over 956,000, I think,
roughly, as how many claims have been actually granted of 1.2 mil-
lion PACT Act claims that have been filed.

So, they’'ve actually done a great job in processing the claims.
They really have. As far as examinations, I'm always willing to
bend somebody’s ear for a few hours to talk about VA exams. I
won’t do that right now, but I think we’ve seen some improvement
in that area. But overall, I think they’ve done a great job on the
PACT Act.

Now, right now, as I noted, Senator, 32 percent of the claims
that are pending are backlogged. We knew there was going to be
a peak of claims and a backlog of claims because of the sheer vol-
ume coming through. Overall, I think VA has done a great job with
the PACT Act. Obviously, there’s more things that they could im-
prove on, they could do better, and we can discuss that later. I can
with your team. But I really think overall, they’ve done much bet-
ter than most of us were expecting.

Senator TILLIS. And I'm glad to hear that because in spite of the
fact I voted against it, I'm rooting for it. You know, a lot of the pol-
icy in there, but I still worry about this cliff out there because I
stipulate what you-all say as being accurate, needs that are unmet.
I just don’t see how those all square, and I just don’t know over
what period of time.

And Mr. Chair, the only other thing that—you know, I hear al-
most a $1 billion of funding request for the electronic health record.
Is that what I heard? And you know, I mean, there’s going to be
more if they decide not to step back from it, which I hope they
don’t do. But I mean, there’s just so much stuff out there, and it
would be nice over the course of this Congress if we could get it
written down or just soothe my worries out, your worries.

We could have a change of administration next year. We could
have a change of VA secretaries. You know, a lot of stuff needs to
be documented, finish to start. How do we make sure that we’re
not going to run over a cliff here with all these deficiencies either
in funding and manpower. That’s what I'm mainly worried about,
and Iﬁainly worried about it for the sake of the veterans. Thank
you-all.

Mr. BUTLER. Just, Mr. Tillis, let me say

Senator TiLLIS. Yes, sir, Mr. Roscoe.

Mr. BUTLER. To your question, we're at that tipping point, and
to the Secretary, pretty much is telling us that because he said
they have to make difficult decisions and they made those difficult
decisions. And so how you turn things around, that’s the question.
Because at some point, if community care continues to rise over di-
rect care, if staffing they’re not filling all of the vacancies that they
need to fill, people continue to work longer hours and get burned
out, then that has a very negative impact on the quality of care VA
provides.

Ms. KEENAN. I’ll just add one last thing. A lot of the budget rec-
ommendations that we’re making is to make the VA more efficient,
and that’s going to be cost-saving over time. Thank you.

Chairman TESTER. Senator Moran.

Senator MORAN. Mr. Chairman, thank you. I think many of the
points on questions I would’ve raised with you, and asked for your
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views and your points have been asked, I'm told, because a lot of
my questions always relate to community care. And that has been
addressed by my colleagues.

A couple of things I would ask you, though. The PACT Act di-
rected that the VA hold quarterly engagements with VSOs to help
evaluate presumptions of service-connection. I guess tell me about
the engagements. Are they mattering, but importantly, do you feel
the VA’s resourcing the Vet Home, the Office of Research and De-
velopment, and the broader execution of the presumptive decision
process? Are those things adequate and focused on delivering the
promises of the PACT Act?

Mr. LIERMANN. Thank you, Senator. They do have quarterly
meetings that we've been invited to offsites about PACT Act imple-
mentation. However, specifically to diseases, and what they’re look-
ing at and with the Home, I don’t believe any of those have hap-
pened. If they have, they haven’t invited DAV, PVA, or VFW. Not
to say that they haven’t, but we’ve been asking those questions
about when are the presumptives being done.

They are informing us they are looking at different categories of
diseases, and I believe the K-2 study will be out in June. They're
looking at a few other diseases, but overall, we’re not aware of that
those quarterly meetings have actually started. They haven’t with
the VSOs.

Senator MORAN. That’s useful information. And assuming that
you want those meetings to take place, I would guess that Senator
Tester and I would join each other in insisting and encouraging
that the department do what the law requires them to do.

Let me talk a moment about the independent budget. PACT Act
implementation has led to an uptick, a large uptick in disability
claims filed and processed. Can you speak to what your service offi-
cers are seeing with access to disability claims and the quality of
these exams during this process?

Are your service officers and veterans in your organization seeing
any decline in the quality of the outcomes of adjudicated claims?
And do you believe that processors are receiving the proper train-
irllg to ?adjudicate both PACT Act-related claims, but also specialty
claims?

Ms. KEENAN. From the perspective of the VFW service officers,
we have a wide network of service officers throughout the country,
and there seems some positive outcomes with PACT Act claims.
For the veterans that we represent, they are being processed in a
timely manner.

Of course, it could be quicker, but we are seeing positive out-
comes. There’s always more to be worked on. But from this point
of view, for the moment those PACT Act claims are going through.
Now, we are recommending through our budget recommendations
that VA hire more claims processors, raters, and that they con-
stantly have the oversight of C&P exams so that veterans can if
nﬁed be rescheduled depending on their daily lives. That kind of
thing.

So we are continuing to monitor this, but we are optimistic that
this has been a good outcome with the PACT Act, and the VA’s tak-
ing this seriously, and they are processing more claims than ever
before in history.
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Senator MORAN. Kristina, do you see any reduction in the quality
of the examination of the determination?

Ms. KEENAN. So we know that the approvals for PACT Act
claims have gone up percentage-wise, and that was sort of a big
concern of ours before the PACT Act. So that is a positive change.
There are always going to be some cases where we're not satisfied
or the veteran is not satisfied, and we really think oversight and
quality assurance is really key to monitoring that process.

Senator MORAN. Thank you for both of your answers. This is the
question that I was going to ask the Secretary, but I'd like for you
to express your views on this topic. State Veterans Homes play an
important role in caring for aging veterans and our critical part-
ners of the VA. I'm concerned that the VA is only requesting $141
million for grants for construction of State home facilities, which
represents a 14 percent decrease from FY ’24.

The current priority list is over a hundred projects with a total
VA cost share of nearly $1.8 billion. That doesn’t come close to
meeting the need. And I would like your response to—since I can’t
ask the Secretary, the justification, maybe you can help me make
the case for either this is appropriate or insufficient?

Ms. KEENAN. I mean, just looking at the numbers, $141 million
is what VA’s requesting. And collectively, the IBVSOs are request-
ing or suggesting $600 million for State Veterans Home construc-
tion grants. So, we really see that there’s a strong need. We have
an aging veteran population, and so we really need to be consid-
erate of all aspects of healthcare for veterans.

Mr. LIERMANN. And if I may, there’s a local cemetery—or excuse
me, State home—been a long day—not too far from where I live.
I'm very active in a DAV Chapter in Arlington, Fairfax Northern
Virginia. There was a State Veterans Home that was authorized
and paid for grants by VA and by the State. It’s been built and
empty for two years.

We try to get answers so that our aging members in that area
can have access. We're being told by the State of Virginia that the
problem is actually a Federal VA problem because VA needs to
make decisions. VA is saying, “No, we gave you the grants. You
have everything you need.” So an example of a problem within the
system for grants and getting it done. There’s a nursing home in
Northern Virginia that’s been complete for two years when no-
body’s occupied it.

Senator MORAN. Mr. Liermann, you used your time just like I did
use mine just to get somebody else to highlight a problem in hopes
that they fix it. And we’ll work with you on this as well to see if
we can’t get VA attention.

Mr. Chairman, that concludes my questions.

Chairman TESTER. So it’s not being used? Is this a State Vet-
erans Home or is this a Federal, it’s a VA?

Mr. LIERMANN. That’s the problem. It’s a State Veterans Home,
but we’re being told it’s controlled by the Federal and that’s why
it’s a very confusing problem.

Chairman TESTER. Look, I mean, you ping pong things back and
forth, but the truth is there’s an expenditure of taxpayer dollars
here. That was a total waste of money unless they get that thing
opened up and provide the services. I'm going to tell you that I will
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get ahold of Kane and the other fellow’s name—what’s his name?
I can’t remember it really quick.

Senator MORAN. You're not asking me. You're asking your staff?

Chairman TESTER. No, that’s it.

[Laughter.]

Chairman TESTER. At any rate, I say that in jest, but we will get
ahold of the two Senators from Virginia.

Senator MORAN. Oh, Virginia. I do know those guys.

Chairman TESTER. Do you?

[Laughter.]

Senator MORAN. Yes.

Chairman TESTER. Well, we’ll put them to work, because the
truth of the matter is this is crazy and it’s just flat stupid. So, we’ll
do that. So, they might be calling you. So, it’s good. I want to thank
you guys for being here—gals, guys—everybody for the independent
budget. Of course, thank the Secretary. Both these panels are real-
ly critically important as we work through the 2025 appropriations
process.

This record will be kept open for a week. Any questions, I would
ask that you respond to them as quickly as you can.

Chairman TESTER. This hearing is now adjourned.

[Whereupon, at 5:19 p.m., the hearing was adjourned.]
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REVIEW OF THE PRESIDENT'S FISCAL YEAR (FY) 2025 and FY 2026
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MAY 1, 2024

Chairman Tester, Ranking Member Moran, and distinguished Members of the
Committee, thank you for the opportunity to testify today in support of the President’s
FY 2025 Budget and FY 2026 Advance Appropriations (AA) Request for VA

VA is honored to serve the Nation’s heroes—our Veterans. Over the last three
years, we have delivered more care and more benefits to more Veterans than at any
other time in our Nation’s history. VA is working to provide Veterans, their families,
caregivers, and survivors the best care in the world, the benefits they have earned, and
a dignified last resting place that honors their service and sacrifice. Last year, Veterans
submitted over 2.4 million claims—a record, and 39% more than in 2022. Veterans also
submitted nearly 2.3 million intents-to-file—another record, and 65% more than in 2022
In FY 2023 alone, the Veterans Benefits Administration (VBA) completed more than 1.9
million disability compensation and pension claims, breaking the previous year’s record
by nearly 16%. VA delivered a record $163 billion in earned benefits to over 6 million
Veterans and survivors— and provided more in-person, tele-health, and telephone
appointments than ever before. The Board of Veterans' Appeals processed over
103,000 appeals, more than in any previous year. Additionally, more than 46,000
Veterans were permanently housed, far surpassing the Department’s goal of 38,000.
And more than 4.1 million Veterans of every war and conflict, now rest in VA national
cemeteries.

The Sergeant First Class Heath Robinson Honoring our Promise to Address
Comprehensive Toxics (PACT) Act of 2022 (P.L. 117-168) represents the largest
expansion of Veterans’ benefits in a generation, and | am immensely proud that our
broad efforts have yielded outstanding results as we continue to see steady increases in
the number of toxic exposure-related disability compensation claims processed. VA just
recently fully implemented section 103 of the PACT Act, ahead of schedule, which
expanded health care eligibility to all Veterans who were exposed to toxins and other
hazards while serving our country at home or abroad and all Veterans who served in the
Vietnam War, the Gulf War, Iraq, Afghanistan, or any combat zone after September 11,
2001, or were deployed in support of the Global War on Terror. Nonetheless, we can do
more to ensure that every eligible Veteran receives the benefits and health care they
have earned. Our focus remains on increasing Veteran outreach, timely and accurately
processing of claims, providing more and better-quality health care, modernizing our
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information technology (IT) systems, and ensuring that we have the necessary staffing
with the right skills to deliver on our promise to Veterans.

FY 2025 Budget and FY 2026 AA Request

VA's total 2025 request is $369.3 billion (mandatory and discretionary, including
collections and the Recurring Expenses Transformational Fund (RETF)), which is a
$32.9 billion or 9.8% increase above the 2024 level. This includes a discretionary
budget request of $134.0 billion (with $4.4 billion from medical care collections and
$307 million from RETF), an $8.9 billion, or 8.2%, decrease from 2024. The 2025
mandatory funding request is $235.3 billion, with $24.5 billion from the Toxic Exposures
Fund (TEF), an increase of $41.8 billion, or 21.6%, above 2024.

The decrease in discretionary funding of $8.9 billion from 2024 reflects the Fiscal
Responsibility Act of 2023 (P.L. 118-5), which set overall non-Defense discretionary
budgetary ceilings. Nevertheless, we project that the 2025 request will provide the
necessary resources to meet VA’'s commitment to deliver timely access to world-class
health care and earned benefits to Veterans. The request fully funds over 9.1 million
enrolled Veterans, including the continued operation of the largest integrated health
care system in the United States and support for care delivered through community
providers consistent with the MISSION Act. In 2025 it will also provide disability
compensation benefits to nearly 6.9 million Veterans and their survivors and administers
pension benefits for over 224,000 Veterans and their survivors. The 2026 Medical Care
AA request includes a discretionary AA of $131.4 billion, plus a mandatory advance
appropriation request of $22.8 billion for the TEF. The 2026 mandatory AA request is
$222 .2 billion for Veterans benefits programs (Compensation and Pensions,
Readjustment Benefits, and Veterans Insurance, and Indemnities).

PACT Act

As of March 23, 2024, VA has received more than 1.3 million PACT Act-related
claims and completed over 1,149,000 claims. Using the new PACT Act authorities, VA
has granted service connection for over 10,000 terminally ill Veterans. VA will continue
to award disability compensation to those Veterans who were subject to a presumption
of service connection from the PACT Act. At the same time, in accordance with Title H
of the PACT Act, VA is exercising the new presumptive decision process by studying
acute and chronic leukemias and multiple myeloma as potential presumptions due to
exposure to particulate matter in Southwest Asia. VA is also evaluating other conditions
and exposures that may require formal reviews in the future.

In calendar year 2023, more than 361,000 Veterans were newly enrolled into VA
health care, an increase of more than 73,000 from FY 2022. Our 2023 health care
enroliment efforts focused primarily on bringing in Post-9/11 combat Veterans during a
one-year special enroliment period created by Section 111 of the PACT Act. This
targeted effort contributed to one of the largest health care enrollment growth periods in
VA history. The special enroliment period for combat Veterans ended in September
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2023 and, in that month alone, we enrolled 48,763 Veterans in VA health care. In
comparison, the prior year's monthly enroliment total around that same time was about
26,000 Veterans.

VA expects our enroliment to continue to grow with the expedited implementation
of Section 103 of the PACT Act. Originally planned to be phased in over several years,
VA made this new health care eligibility effective in its entirety as of March 5, 2024. That
means that toxic-exposed Veterans and those who supported certain overseas
contingency operations will be eligible for care earlier than expected, affording our
heroes with the world-class health care they have earned sooner.

Investing in Our People

Providing world-class service is only possible with employees who are the best
and brightest in their respective fields. We are focusing on improving the employee
experience so that they, in turn, deliver exceptional care and benefits to Veterans and
their families, caregivers, and survivors, We are increasing the use of incentives for
recruitment and retention, maximizing the use of existing pay and scheduling authorities
as well as the new authorities recently enacted by Congress in the PACT Act,
expanding scholarship opportunities, and providing more education loan repayment
awards than ever before. From October 1, 2021 through March 23, 2024, we have hired
14,447 new VBA claims processors — growing our claims processing workforce by
approximately 58% — and increased the total size of VBA to more than 33,900
employees, resulting in a record level of claims processing. As a result, VBA has
completed 1,030,089 rating benefit claims in FY 2024, as of March 5, 2024, 35%
greater than this point in FY 2023. Also, the disability compensation and pension claims
backlog (comprised of claims pending for longer than 125 days) as a percentage of all
claims received is at 38% as of March 5, 2024, compared to 70% in 2013, which is the
last time the rating claims inventory was nearly this high. Forecast modeling continues
to show VA remains on track to bringing the claims backlog to 100,000 claims or fewer
by the end of 2025. Likewise, the Veterans Health Administration (VHA) hired nearly
62,000 new staff in FY 2023 and, together with substantially improved retention rates,
grew the health care workforce by 7%.

During 2023, VHA administered 4,845 scholarships for clinical education to
employees and increased the number of new Education Debt Reduction Program
(EDRP) awards to 3,398, which brought the total active EDRP participants to over
9,000. Additionally, the percentage of staff receiving recruitment, retention, and
relocation incentives (3R) increased from 12% to 18%. At rural facilities, the use of 3Rs
continued to climb in FY 2023, increasing from 19% to 20%. In addition, for some critical
shortage occupations, such as medical technicians (18% to 33%) and police (13% to
29%), the use of 3Rs increased even more dramatically. These incentives reduced
losses for critical shortage occupations and helped VA successfully compete for health
care and entry level staff. Additionally, VHA adjusted over 1,700 special salary rates,
resulting in a 10% average increase in salaries impacting nearly 41,000 health care
workers in support of PACT Act implementation. VHA also authorized critical skills
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incentives for over 28,000 employees in 37 different occupations as of the beginning of
FY 2024. The average critical skills incentive amount received by these employees was
approximately $7,900.

Thanks to the robust hiring efforts in 2023, VBA and VHA are well-positioned fo
serve Veterans and need not continue the staff growth of 2022 and 2023 in 2024.
Consistent with the 2025 budget, VA will strategically focus its hiring in key areas, to
include mental health providers and front-line health care workers in regions with
shortages.

Focusing on Wellbeing of Veterans

The FY 2025 budget provides the resources that support Veterans’ overall health
and economic well-being. The FY 2025 request includes $4 billion in discretionary
funding for the VBA General Operating Expenses account, $136 million more than the
2024 President’s Budget. This includes funds for increased overtime funding for the
timely processing of claims and investments in artificial intelligence to improve key
processes.

The President’s Budget provides disability compensation and survivor benefits to
over 7 million Veterans and their families, delivers education and job training benefits to
1.1 million Veterans and qualified dependents, guarantees 433,000 home loans, and
funds 5.6 million total lives insured for Veterans, Service members, and qualified
dependents.

VA remains steadfast in our commitment to assist Veterans, active-duty Service
members, and eligible surviving spouses in retaining their homes and avoiding
foreclosure, having assisted over 145,000 borrowers to retain their homes in FY 2023.
VA has leveraged a suite of fraditionat and COVID-19 related loss mitigation options to
aid borrowers who have trouble making mortgage payments. To address the needs of
Veteran borrowers still experiencing the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic in a rising
interest rate environment, or other economic shocks, VA plans to launch the Veterans
Affairs Servicing Purchase program on May 31, 2024. This program will provide
Veterans an affordable, scheduled monthly mortgage payment that reduces the debt
owed over time at a rate much lower than the current market interest rate while
eliminating the uncertainty resultant from balloon payments and payoffs.

Preventing Veteran Suicide

Suicide prevention requires a comprehensive public health approach. With a
focus on evidence-based clinical interventions and community-based, evidence-
informed prevention strategies, we aim to reach all Veterans—both those inside and
outside of our system with life-saving interventions.

Suicide is a complex public health and national security issue. In addition to
mental health risk factors for suicide, the evidence indicates that we assess a broader
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array of socio-economic and socio-cultural risk factors. With no single cause, there is no
single solution, and we must be comprehensive in our approach as we know some
Veterans may not receive any services from VA. To support this nationwide effort, the
budget specifies $583 million for suicide prevention outreach programs, in addition to
$2.7 billion in suicide prevention-specific treatment. Additionally, the budget plans to
spend $17.1 billion in FY 2025 for mental health care, a critical component of suicide
prevention.

Our 10 year National Strategy on Preventing Veteran Suicide (2018) has been
codified through VA's Suicide Prevention 2.0 Initiative, Suicide Prevention Now
initiative, new laws including the 2020 Commander John Scott Hannon Veterans Mental
Health Care Improvement Act, the Veterans Comprehensive Prevention, Access to
Care, and Treatment Act of 2020, the National Suicide Hotline Designation Act of 2020,
and emerging innovations like Mission Daybreak, combined with research and program
evaluation. These efforts together help VA to reach all Veterans, not only those
engaged in VA services. For example, in September 2023, the Staff Sergeant Parker
Gordon Fox Suicide Prevention Grant Program (SSG Fox SPGP) awarded $53 million
to 80 community-based organizations across 43 States, the District of Columbia, Guam,
and American Samoa. These organizations provide or coordinate the provision of
suicide prevention services for eligible individuals, including Veterans and their families.
VA pricritized grants to rural communities, Tribal lands, Territories of the United States,
areas with medically underserved groups, areas with a high number or percentage of
minority Veterans or women Veterans, and areas with a high number or percentage of
calls to the Veterans Crisis Line. Twenty-one grantees serve Tribal lands including the
Navajo Nation, Cherokee Nation, Choctaw Nation, Alaskan Native Tribes, and others.
VA published the Notice of Funding Opportunity for the SSG Fox SPGP on January 26,
2024, for a third year of services.

Increasing Access to Mental Health Care

Telehealth, especially video mental health care including substance use disorder
treatment, has played a crucial role in improving access to mental health services.
Video mental health care now constitutes 33% of total mental health care visits,
showcasing the significant role of telehealth during and beyond the pandemic. In FY
2023, over 1 million Veterans benefited from nearly 6 million video telemental health
(TMH) care visits, marking a 5% increase in Veterans and a 1% increase in visits
compared to FY 2022; 96% of these TMH visits occurred in a Veteran's home or offsite
location, emphasizing the convenience and accessibility of the service. Because most
mental health visits can be conducted using TMH, it increases the available options for
providing mental health care to all Veterans, no matter where they or their providers are
in the U.S. This helps increase health care equity and access. Telehealth offers
Veterans greater choice and removes their individual barriers to care—barriers such as
stigma, transportation, distance to facility, childcare, financial constraints, logistical
issues, and lack of access to in-person specialists who can deliver evidence-based
interventions. Telehealth has become a primary consideration for Veterans seeking
mental health care, with those in rural areas using video services at rates comparable to
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others. With plans to increase telehealth support staff and specialized providers, VA is
continuing to enhance its nationwide TMH network so even more Veterans can access
mental health care virtually.

Among the risk factors for suicide, substance use disorder (SUD) is strongly
implicated. In addition, drug overdose fatalities have escalated. The President’s Budget
includes $254 million to improve VA’s opioid safety initiative and to continue our joint
work with the Department of Defense (DoD) in the field of pain management, consistent
with the requirements of the Comprehensive Addiction and Recovery Act of 2016 (P.L.
114-198, Title IX, Subtitle A, §§ 911-912, the Jason Simcakoski Memorial and Promise
Act). VA is also expanding evidence-based SUD treatment and harm reduction
initiatives consistent with the Biden-Harris Administration’s National Drug Control
Strategy. The President’s Budget includes $264 million to support VA initiatives that
address Veteran specific needs, including employment, case management for Veterans
experiencing housing instability, peer support, as well as in-patient, residential, and out-
patient SUD care, delivered in-person and via telehealth, inside and outside specialty
care settings.

Furthermore, VA’s budget continues to support expansion of its Psychotropic
Drug Safety initiative to address the growing number of Veterans with stimulant use
disorder and crisis of overdose fatalities associated with illicit stimulant use. This
initiative increases Veterans’ access to evidence-based treatments for stimulant use
disorder and overdose prevention, while also ensuring the safe and appropriate
prescribing of stimulant medications. Evidence-based treatments for stimulant use
disorder include cognitive-behavioral therapy and contingency management, both of
which are recommended by the 2021 VA-DoD Clinical Practice Guidelines (CPG) for
the Management of SUDs.

Health Care Budget Request

Providing Veterans access to the soonest and best care is at the core of our
mission. At a time when VA is expanding access to health care for millions of Veterans
and delivering record numbers of appointments, VA is laser-focused on making sure
that Veterans have access to world-class health care whenever and wherever they
need it. In 2025, planned obligations for VA health care, including TEF, are projected to
be $149.5 billion, an increase of 5.4% above the 2024 budget.

VA offers affordable, timely, and high-quality health care for the Nation’s
Veterans. In 2023, ,nearly 70% of VA hospitals receiving 4 or 5 stars in the annual
Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services Hospital ratings, compared to just 41% of
non-VA hospitals. VA hospitals outperformed non-VA hospitals in all 10 core patient
experience metrics in Medicare’s latest survey of patients and, most importantly, more
than 91% of the Veterans we serve trust VA with their care, a level unmatched
anywhere in the private sector.
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VA will ensure that every eligible Veteran has a chance to access VA care,
including community care. We can now offer Veterans VA care at almost every turn,
whether that is through an in-person appointment, telehealth appointment, placement in
our community living centers, or another option. And that is exactly what we want to do.

Women Veterans’ Health Care

In 2023, VA celebrated 100 years of providing health care to women Veterans.
The budget requests $264 million for women’s health and childcare programs. This
funding level supports $210 million for the Women's Health Innovation and Staffing
Enhancement Initiative (WHISE). VA is strategically enhancing services and access for
women Veterans by hiring women’s health personnel nationally to fill any gaps in
capacity across all Veterans Integrated Service Networks. Through WHISE, VA is
funding over 1,000 women's health personnel including: primary care providers,
gynecologists, mental health providers and women'’s health care coordinators, including
maternity care coordinators. VA is also using WHISE funding to purchase needed
clinical equipment such as new or replacement mammography equipment, exam tables
designed for women with low mobility, and breastfeeding privacy pods.

Among eligible women Veterans receiving VHA care, more than half have at
least one mental health condition and many struggle with multiple mental health
concerns, medical comorbidities, and psychosocial challenges. These include gender-
specific conditions, such as premenstrual dysphoric disorder, postpartum depression,
and perimenopausal depression, all of which are associated with heightened suicide
risk. VA has implemented numerous initiatives to ensure that women Veterans seen at
any VA medical facility have access to mental health clinicians with the knowledge and
skills to treat gender-specific mental health conditions, including reproductive mental
health concerns. Examples include the National Reproductive Mental Health
Consultation Program, comprehensive training in reproductive mental health across the
lifespan, evidenced-based treatments tailored for women Veterans (as recommended
by 2023 VA- DoD CPG for the Management of Pregnancy), and at least one designated
Women's Mental Health Champion at each VA medical center (VAMC).

Women Veterans often feel a sense of connection and trust with peer specialists
who can relate to their experiences in the military. Evidence shows that peer support is
effective for alleviating some conditions unique to a woman’s experience, such as
postpartum depression. The President’s Budget includes $2 million to support
expanding peer support services for women Veterans. VHA is committed to honoring
women Veterans’ specific needs and treatment preferences by implementing national
peer support training initiatives and disseminating novel, gender-tailored peer support
interventions. These interventions are developed to be delivered both in person and via
TMH to ensure greater access for women Veterans who often report barriers due to
caregiving responsibilities.

Homelessness Programs
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The 2025 budget provides $3.2 billion for Veterans’ homelessness programs,
with the goal of ensuring every Veteran has permanent, safe, sustainable housing with
access to high-quality health care and other supportive services to end and prevent
future Veteran homelessness. The budget includes funds to assist with designing and
developing expanded services for aging and disabled Veterans, a growing need and
area of focus for the Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) — VA
Supportive Housing (VASH) program. In addition, funds will be used to provide a
medical home model and population tailored approach to provide in-home primary care
and wrap around services to Veterans actively enrolied in the HUD-VASH program,
provide additional resources to increase outreach and community engagement efforts,
as well as the expansion of Veteran justice services, such as treatment courts and
Veteran-focused criminal justice initiatives. Funding will also support the VA Grant and
Per Diem program to increase per diem rates to community partners actively supporting
VA's effort to end Veteran homelessness.

On December 15, 2023, HUD, released the 2023 Point-in-Time Count, the
annual effort to estimate the number of Americans, including Veterans, without
permanent housing. Data show that on a single night in January 2023, 35,574 Veterans
experienced homelessness in the U.S. Although this reflects a 7% increase in the
number of Veterans experiencing homelessness from 2022, VA and our Federal
partners have reduced Veteran homelessness by more than 52% since 2010. During
calendar year 2023, VA permanently housed 46,552 homeless Veterans, surpassing
the goal to house 38,000 Veterans by more than 22%.

Research

The 2025 budget requests a total of $927 million for research, which includes
$59 in mandatory through the TEF funding. These resources will improve Veterans'
health and well-being through basic, translational, clinical, health services, rehabilitative,
genomic and data science research; apply scientific knowledge to develop effective
individualized care solutions for Veterans; attract, train, and retain the highest-caliber
investigators and nurture their development as leaders in their fields; and ensure a
culture of professionalism, collaboration, accountability, and the highest regard for
research volunteers' safety and privacy.

In 2025, the Office of Research and Development will coordinate with
environmental exposure focused programs as part of the implementation of the PACT
Act by building capacity (including the number of researchers funded to conduct military
exposures research) and strengthening inter-governmental partnerships. This includes
continuing to implement an interagency workgroup on toxic exposure research, called
for in section 501 of the PACT Act, to identify evidence gaps and craft a strategic plan to
address gaps. The budget invests $59 million in 2025 for military environmental
exposures research, an increase of $13 million from the current estimate for 2024.

Caregivers
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The budget recognizes the important role of caregivers in supporting the heaith
and weliness of Veterans and offers support and services through the Program of
General Caregiver Support Services to family members and friends caring for a Veteran
as well as through the Program of Comprehensive Assistance for Family Caregivers
(PCAFC) to family caregivers caring for Veterans who meet specific eligibility
requirements. The $2.9 billion included in the budget supports staffing, stipend
payments, training, education, and other services to empower caregivers of Veterans.
VA is currently undertaking a broad programmatic review of PCAFC to ensure it meets
the needs of Veterans and their family caregivers. While this review is underway, VA
has suspended annual reassessments for PCAFC participants. While the current
eligibility criteria are examined, VA will not discharge or decrease stipends or support to
PCAFC participants and their family caregivers, based on an annual reassessment. VA
is also expanding services to family caregivers, to include specific suicide prevention
training, mental health services, and respite services.

Connected Care

The 2025 budget includes $440 million for the Connected Care program and
supports the ongoing expansion and enhancement of telehealth services directly to
Veteran homes (e.g., video-to-home services); goals to standardize the availability of
digital services for all Veterans,; expansion of regional telehealth hubs, novel access and
experience innovations; and the need to sustain previous expansion efforts funded with
the support of the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security Act and the American
Rescue Plan funding. VA delivered over 11.6 million telehealth episodes of care to
Veterans in the last fiscal year. This includes over 9.4 million episodes of care to
Veterans in their home or other locations and more than 2.9 million telehealth episodes
of care to rural Veterans. Overall, VA provided telehealth services to over 2.4 million
unique Veterans, representing about 40% of Veterans served in VA,

Aging Veterans

Because they make up a significant portion of the Veterans we serve, aging and
older Veterans must be a significant priority now and in the future. Veterans over the
age of 65 represent about 50% of all VHA enrollees. Currently, VA is expanding home-
and community-based services. This expansion includes programs such as Veteran
Directed Care, Medical Foster Home, and Home-Based Primary Care programs. All are
aimed at enabling Veterans to age in place with the necessary support and services. VA
is focused on implementing the VHA Institute for Healthcare Improvement’'s Age
Friendly Health Systems initiative and VA’s Geriatric Emergency Department
Accreditation from the American College of Emergency Physicians initiative to prepare
VA facilities and staff with the leading evidence-based care practices. VA is on a strong
path to become the largest integrated age-friendly health system in the world. As of
January 8, 2024, 132 VAMCs have earned formal Age-Friendly recognition in 305 care
settings. The new 2024 VA Age-Friendly Health System initiative action community has
projects registered for another 410 teams from 126 facilities. As of December 2023, 68
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of the VA's 111 Emergency Departments earned Geriatric Emergency Room
accreditation and others are actively in the process for 2024.

Infrastructure

The President’s 2025 Budget includes $2.8 billion for construction requirements,
including $2.5 billion in Major and Minor Construction appropriations and an estimated
$307 million from the Recurring Expenses Transformational Fund (RETF) for VHA
Minor Construction requirements. This request is $593 million greater than VA’s
discretionary 2024 request.

Funding for two major medical facility projects includes the West Los Angeles
New Critical Care Center, Central Utility Plant, Demolition, and Renovations to Building
500 and Dallas Clinical Expansion for Mental Health, Expansion of Parking Facilities,
and Land Acquisition, together supporting over 400,000 Veteran enroliees. The 2025
budget also includes $45 million in Major Construction funds for a gravesite
development project at Fort Logan National Cemetery in Denver, Colorado. The budget
requests $687 million for Minor Construction, inclusive of RETF. This amount includes
$174.1 million in Minor Construction funds to address gravesite expansion and
columbaria requirements to keep existing national cemeteries open as well as address
infrastructure deficiencies and other requirements necessary to support national
cemetery operations. In addition, VHA’s Medical Facilities account includes $2 billion for
non-recuring maintenance.

Also included in the 2025 budget are nine major medical facility leases totaling
over 1.9 million square feet of space supporting a workload of over 2.3 million outpatient
visits and bed days of care per year. These leases are key to modernizing VA's clinical
points of care and increasing access for the increasing number of Veterans anticipated
to access VA care because of benefit expansion offered by the PACT Act.

Further, VA is aggressively working to pursue implementation of the goals of
Executive Order 14057, which creates a broad set of challenging goals and
requirements for Federal agencies to eliminate their carbon footprint and make their
operations more sustainable and resilient. In support of this, VA’s 2025 budget request
includes Minor Construction funding totaling $7 million for the National Cemetery
Administration (NCA) and VBA electric vehicle charging requirements,

Information Technology Serving Veterans

The 2025 budget provides $7.6 billion for VA IT systems and telecommunications
support, including $6.2 billion in base discretionary funding and $1.4 billion in TEF,
reflects the Office of Information and Technology's efforts to deliver modern, innovative,
secure, and efficient solutions for the Nation's Veterans. To increase Veterans' access
to VA information and services, strategic IT investments through the limited, controlled
expansion of modernization, cybersecurity, and T workforce, will allow VA to make key
investments in Federal initiatives, including Zero Trust Architecture, Artificial
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Intelligence, and improved access for Veterans with certain disabilities through Section
508 Compliance.

To create a 21st Century VA focused on meeting the demands of Veterans in the
digital age, IT modernization is critical in achieving digital transformation goals. The
2025 budget sustains the increased investments made in the 2024 budget and supports
the continued operations and maintenance of VA’s existing aging and legacy systems.
VA continues to expand critical modernization initiatives bolstering the Department’s
ability to serve the Veteran including: the Infrastructure Readiness Program to reduce
technical debt, Financial Management Business Transformation (FMBT) to enable
compliance with financial management legislation and improve stewardship of
resources, and Supply Chain Management to provide cost-effective logistics and ensure
the delivery of world-class health care and benefits to Veterans.

When Veterans leverage technology to access VA services, they trust that the
underlying digital ecosystem is safe, reliable, and secure. The 2025 budget invests
$670 million in cybersecurity and VA's Zero Trust Architecture acceleration effort will
deliver a robust and resilient security posture for the nine million Veterans that use VA
for care and benefits and the hundreds of thousands of VA employees and contractors
spanning over 600,000 connections to the network.

Investing in the IT workforce makes VA an attractive employer for top talent that
can better deliver services to Veterans. The 2025 budget supports the Special Salary
Rate authorized in 2023 for IT technical positions under PACT Act authorities. VA will
maximize these incentives for targeted expansion of IT services — including Artificial
Intelligence — to VA employees and Veterans during a period by record growth in health
and benefits delivery. This investment is critical for VA to continue delivering world-class
IT products and services to millions of Veterans, their families, and caregivers.

Electronic Health Record Modernization

As part of an Electronic Health Record Modernization Program Reset (Reset)
announced in April 2023, VA deferred work on future deployments of the Federal
electronic health record (EHR), the sole exception being the successful joint VA and
DoD deployment at the Captain James A. Lovell Federal Health Care Center (North
Chicago, HHlinois) in March 2024, while the Department prioritizes improvements at the 6
sites and 22 clinics that currently use the Federal EHR. The purposes of the Reset are
to: optimize the current state of the Federal EHR, closely examine and address the
issues that clinicians and other end users are experiencing, and position VA for future
deployment success. VA is seeing incremental, but accelerating progress as it
addresses the issues that clinicians and other end users are experiencing and as it
optimizes the current state of the EHR system to ensure the enterprise-wide foundation
is in place for success when deployments resume. The FY 2025 budget of $894 million
supports the Reset and sustainment/maintenance of the six sites. VA acknowledges
that an updated deployment schedule is critical to demonstrating commitment to
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providing the Federal EHR to end users across the enterprise and will provide that
schedule to the Committee once it has been determined.

Financial Management Business Transformation (FMBT)

The 2025 budget includes $313 million for FMBT, a program that is improving
VA's fiscal accountability and enhancing analytic and resource management capabilities
for our employees who serve Veterans. Deployment of the Integrated Financial and
Acqguisition Management System (iFAMS) is taking place in phased implementations
across VA Administrations and Staff Offices. Looking ahead, iIFAMS will be
implemented for VBA’s Loan Guaranty Service, and the program recently initiated the
first VHA implementation.

Honoring Veterans’ Legacies

The President’s 2025 Budget includes $495 million for NCA’s operations and
maintenance account, an increase of $15 million (3%) over the 2024 budget. These
funds will ensure Veterans and their families have access to exceptional burial and
memorial benefits including expansion of existing cemeteries as well as new and
replacement cemeteries. With these funds, NCA will provide for an estimated 137,440
interments, the perpetual care of over 4 million gravesites, and the operations and
maintenance of 158 national cemeteries and 35 other cemeterial installations in a
manner befitting national shrines.

While every eligible Veteran may be interred at any one of VA’s open national
cemeteries and a significant majority of the 122 VA grant-funded Veterans cemeteries,
VA realizes that proximity to a cemetery is an important consideration in whether
Veterans and family members choose a VA-funded cemetery for their final resting
place. For this reason, NCA is committed to providing 95% of the Veteran population
with access to first interment burial options (for casketed or cremated remains, either in-
ground or in columbaria) in a national or state Veterans cemetery within 75 miles of the
Veteran’s place of residence. VA has made continuous, significant progress towards
meeting that target. In 2025, an estimated 94% of the Veteran population will be served
with such access. The 2025 budget also includes $60 million for the Veterans Cemetery
Grants Program to continue important partnerships with states and tribal organizations.
The grants program plays a crucial role in NCA achieving its strategic target of providing
95% of Veterans with reasonable access to a burial option.

Additionally, the 2025 budget continues NCA’s implementation of the Veterans
Legacy Memorial (VLM), the Nation's first digital platform dedicated to the memory of
nearly 10 million Veterans interred in VA's national cemeteries and VA grant-funded
state, territorial, and tribal Veterans cemeteries. VLM allows family, friends, and others
to preserve their Veteran's legacy by posting tributes. In November 2023, VLM’s
website had its largest expansion yet with the creation of nearly 5 million pages for
Veterans in private and other cemeteries who have received a headstone, marker, or
medallion from NCA since 1996.
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Conclusion

Chairman Tester, Ranking Member Moran, thank you for the opportunity to
appear before you today to discuss our progress at the Department and how the
President’s FY 2025 Budget and FY 2026 Advance Appropriations Request will serve
the Nation’s Veterans.
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Senate Committee on Veterans’ Affairs
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Chairman Tester, Ranking Member Moran and Members of the Committee:

On behalf of The Independent Budget veterans service organizations (IBVSOs)—DAV (Disabled
American Veterans), Paralyzed Veterans of America (PVA), and the Veterans of Foreign Wars
(VFW)—thank you for the opportunity to present our recommendations to properly fund the
Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) for fiscal year (FY) 2025 and FY 2026 advance appropriations,
and to comment on VA’s recent budget request for those years.

For more than 30 years, the IBVSOs have developed and presented recommendations to ensure that
VA remains fully funded and capable of carrying out all aspects of its mission to serve our nation’s ill
and injured veterans, their caregivers, surviving spouses and children—both now and in the future. Qur
detailed recommendations are contained in “The Independent Budget: Fiscal Years 2025 and 2026 for
the Department of Veterans Affairs,” which we submit for the record. Our testimony below contains an
overview of the most significant funding recommendations and a comparison with VA’s recent budget
request.

At the outset, we note that VA’s full-year appropriation for the current fiscal year (FY 2024) was not
enacted for over five months after the start of the fiscal year due to continuing political disagreements
that seem to grow worse every year. Although advance appropriations ensure VA can provide
uninterrupted medical services and benefits in the event of a government shutdown, the threat of lapses
in funding causes uncertainty and anxiety for veterans and complicates VA’s ability to focus on its
core mission. Further, the routine use of continuing resolutions that limit spending to prior year levels
undercuts VA’s advance appropriations for health care and prevents VA from expanding programs and
services to more veterans. Congress must ensure that VA receives timely, adequate funding to meet the
needs of veterans, their families, and survivors. Although conflicts and wars may draw to a close, the
responsibility to these men and women is part of the cost of waging them and must remain a sacred
national obligation.

A joint project
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VETERANS HEALTH ADMINISTRATION
Veterans Medical Care

VA recently reported that more than 400,000 veterans had enrolled in the Veterans Health
Administration (VHA) over the preceding 365 days, 30% more than the prior year, We project this
trend will continue through next year as more veterans are enrolling and receiving higher priority
eligibility as a result of the Honoring Our PACT Act. To meet this rising demand for care, adjust for
inflation and a pay raise, and invest in critical health services, the IBVSOs recommend that VHA be
provided a total of $152.8 billion for FY 2025, a 6.6% increase over FY 2024. Since VHA already
received $21.5 billion in mandatory appropriations from the Toxic Exposure Fund (TEF) as provided
in the Fiscal Responsibility Act (P.L. 118-5), we recommend a discretionary appropriation of $131.3
billion for VHA for FY 2025,

Long-Term Care

The fastest-growing segment of the veteran population are veterans over the age of 85, and the number
of veterans eligible for nursing home care is projected to increase 535% over the next 20 years. To
meet this coming silver tsunami, the IBVSOs recommend a $1 billion plus-up for the full spectrum of
VA’s long-term care programs, from skilled nursing care to home and community-based services.

Dental Care

1It’s long past time for VA to recognize that dental care is health care. Poor dental health has been
linked with a number of serious medical conditions, including heart disease, diabetes, cancer,
dementia, and Alzheimer’s disease, and can have serious negative consequences for veterans” overall
health outcomes. In order to begin expanding dental care eligibility to all enrolled veterans, the
IBVSOs recommend a plus-up of $590 million in FY 2025 to grow VA’s in-house capacity, as well as
additional resources for community care coverage.

Mental Health and Suicide

Over recent years, we have supported a number of landmark laws passed by Congress to address
suicide, yet VA’s most recent 2023 National Veterans Suicide Prevention Report noted veteran suicide
is not decreasing. To strengthen VA’s efforts to address the crisis of veteran suicide, the IBVSOs
recommend a plus-up of $150 million for FY 2025 to add 1,000 additional mental health personnel.
The funding will also help VA to continue recruiting and retaining mental health providers, care
coordinators, and administrative support staff.

Women Veterans

With more than 650,000 women veterans now enrolled in VA health care, there have been significant
improvements in gender-specific care over the past decade. To continue this progress, and address gaps
that still exist, the IBVSOs recommend a plus-up of $160 million for VA to recruit and train more
providers in gender-specific care for women veterans; increase the number and quality of peer support
specialists; expand maternity care coordinators; and strengthen the Office of Women’s Health and the
Center for Women Veterans.
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Medical Research

VA’s Medical and Prosthetic Research program generates discoveries that measurably contribute to
improving the health of veterans and all Americans. The research program also supports VA’s
recruitment and retention of health care professionals and clinician scientists. For FY 2025, the
IBVSOs recommend a total of $1.05 billion for VA research. With $59 million in mandatory TEF
funding already approved, we recommend $946 million in new discretionary appropriations.

Health Care Infrastructure

There are over $130 billion in backlogged infrastructure projects, and the backlog is growing every
day. Yet, appropriations for construction and maintenance of health care facilities in recent years has
been woefully inadequate. Unless VA and Congress begin making serious investments in health care
infrastructure, the VHA system will increasingly struggle to maintain high-quality, accessible care that
our veterans have earned.

For FY 2025, the IBVSOs recommend $5.2 billion for VA Major Construction, more than four times
the current year’s funding level. For Minor Construction, the IBVSOs recommend $910 million, a 30%
increase over FY 2024. We also call for a plus-up of $900 million to address the serious backlog of
nonrecurring maintenance projects throughout VA’s medical facilities. In addition, the IBVSOs
recommend an increase of 350 full-time employees (FTE) so that each of VA’s major medical centers
or other appropriate regional locations have personnel to plan and oversee construction projects.

VETERANS BENEFITS ADMINISTRATION

Due in large part to the passage of the PACT Act, veterans submitted over 2.4 million claims in FY
2023 for benefits, primarily disability compensation, which is 39% higher than the prior year. The
Veterans Benefits Administration (VBA) processed 1.9 million benefits claims in FY 2023, surpassing
the previous all-time record by 16%. To address the rising workload that is expected to continue
through next year, the IBVSOs recommend a total of $6.2 billion for VBA in FY 2025, 2 9.1%
increase. This total includes plus-ups of $130 million for additional overtime to process claims and $75
million to improve VA’s mail processing with new technologies. Since $1.4 billion in mandatory TEF
funding is already approved, Congress would need to provide $4.8 billion in new discretionary
appropriations for FY 2025.

BOARD OF VETERANS’ APPEALS

The Board of Veterans’ Appeals (BVA) continues to resolve more appeals in recent years, yet at the
start of FY 2024, there were still over 200,000 appeals pending; 72,000 of those were awaiting
hearings. For FY 2025, the IBVSOs recommend $333 million for BVA, a 14% increase over the FY
2024 appropriation from all sources. With $62 million in mandatory TEF funding already approved,
the IB recommends $271 million in new discretionary appropriations, which includes a plus-up of 220
new FTE to address rising workload.



55

NATIONAL CEMETERY ADMINISTRATION

With the demand for burial space increasing as the nation’s veteran population is aging, the IBVSOs
recommend $626 million for the National Cemetery Administration (NCA) in FY 2025, a 30%
increase over the FY 2024 level. This funding includes plus-ups of $60 million for accelerated
expansion and maintenance of national cemeteries; $50 million for the National Shrine and Legacy
Memorial programs; $10 million to expand outreach for awareness and utilization; and $5 million for
an innovative pilot program to train and employ homeless veterans. Although NCA does not get the
same level of attention as VHA and VBA, it provides a final benefit and tribute to the men and women
who served and should receive the appropriate level of resources to match its commitment.

ANALYSIS OF VA’S FY 2025 BUDGET REQUEST

Overall, the Administration’s FY 20235 VA budget request takes another positive step forward to help
fulfill our nation’s obligations to America’s veterans. Compared to the IBVSOs’ recommendations, the
VA request meets or comes close to meeting our recommendations for a number of VA programs.
However, the level of funding requested for infrastructure continues to be a major concern for the
future of VA health care. There are also some trends that raise concems, particularly VA’s use of
alternate means of funding, the reduction of health care personnel, and the continued over-reliance on
community care rather than investing in VA’s internal capacity.

Alternate Sources of Funding Health Care

The Independent Budget is developed based on projecting the total need for resources to be provided
through the annual appropriations process. The IB did not take a position on the creation of the TEF
and its mandatory funding mechanism, but those resources are taken into consideration in our budget
recommendations. However, we do have significant concerns with VA’s increasing reliance on
alternate streams of funding in lieu of new discretionary appropriations. In addition to the mandatory
TEF funding ($24.4 billion) in VA’s budget submission, there is the Medical Care Collections Fund
(MCCF) ($4.4 billion) and a planned carryover of $12.7 biilion that would come from unspent FY
2024 appropriations.

In the past, VA has often over-estimated the impact of alternate streams of funding, such as the MCCF,
which can result in a shortfall of funding, usually manifesting late in a fiscal year. Unless the VA
requests, and Congress approves, a supplemental appropriation, the gap in funding will have to be
made up by cutting back on VA programs and services for veterans.

In its current budget submission, VA has proposed to carryover virtually the entire unobligated balance
projected to be available at the end of FY 2024 in lieu of seeking new FY 2025 discretionary
appropriations. This appears to be part of an effort to keep the Administration’s overall discretionary
appropriations request under the negotiated caps imposed by the Fiscal Responsibility Act. We are
concerned about whether this could result in VA constraining its spending this year to meet that target,
irrespective of veterans’ actual need for medical care and other services. If the substitution of $12.7
billion in carryover funding for new appropriations is approved by Congress, but the available
unobligated balance ends up being less, we are concerned that in the current political fiscal and
political environment, it will be difticult to enact a supplemental appropriation to fill that funding gap.
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VA-Provided Care vs. Community Care

Over the past decade, VA’s reliance on and spending for purchased medical care services from
community providers has risen dramatically, significantly faster than spending on VHA’s in-house
medical care programs. While the FY 2025 VA budget submission does request an overall 6.6%
increase in medical care resources, it does not allocate that funding to expand VA’s capacity to provide
care, and thus, reduce its reliance on community care providers. Instead, VA’s budget submission
would grow annual spending for community care at a faster rate than VA-provided care through at
least FY 2026. Specifically, according to VA’s budget submission, obligations for Medical
Community Care would rise 12.9% this year, 10.7% in FY 2025, and 10.7% in FY 2026, compared to
VA care increases of 8.4%, 5.1%, and 4.0%, respectively. This trend must be stopped and reversed.

While the IBVSOs agree that veterans must have options whenever and wherever VA is unable to
provide timely, accessible, and high-quality care, research continues to show that the quality of care
provided by VA is better than the private sector on average. There is also abundant evidence that the
majority of veterans who enroll in the VA health care system prefer to be treated by VA, not the
private sector. The best way to ensure optimum health care outcomes for veterans is to maintain VA as
the primary provider and coordinator of veterans’ health care, a position supported by current and past
VA Secretaries and Under Secretaries of Health serving in administrations of both political parties.
However, there is growing concern that out-of-control spending on community care could threaten the
long-term viability of VHA’s direct care system for veterans who need and rely on it—particularly
service~disabled and catastrophically injured and ill veterans.

In fact, earlier this year, Under Secretary Elnahal convened a panel of nationally recognized health care
experts to independently analyze and assess VA’s community care program. This “Red Team” review
resulted a report entitled, “The Urgent Need to Address VHA Community Care Spending and Access
Strategies,” which the IBVSOs were able to review. The report included a number of concerning
findings, including the following:

“Roundtable members were in unanimous agreement that VA urgently needs to take action to
control community care utilization and spending if the direct care system is to continue to be
available to serve the diverse, specialized, and often highly complicated health care needs of
enrolled Veterans.”

“Absent additional new funding to pay for rising VCCP costs, VHA will likely be forced to
consider eliminating VHA direct care services or closing VA facilities. Since so many health
system expenditures are fixed costs, the ability to incrementally reduce spending is limited.”

“Increasing numbers of Veterans referred to community providers and rising costs of the VCCP
threaten to materially erode the VA’s direct care system and create a potential unintended
consequence of eliminating choice for the millions of Veterans who prefer to use the VHA
direct care system for all or part of their medical care needs.”

The “Red Team” report also includes a number of recommendations to reduce unnecessary spending
on private sector care, ensure veterans receive the highest quality of care, and better educate veterans
to make informed decisions about their care, while continuing to ensure there is a robust community
care program, particularly for veterans who live in rural and remote areas of the country. The IBVSOs
look forward to hearing VA’s reaction to this report and plans to implement its recommendations.
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Investing in Personnel and Infrastructure to Build VA Capacity

In order to expand VA’s health care capacity in the future, the IBVSOs’ recommendations include a
$2.8 billion Medical Care plus-up to fill approximately 25% of VA’s health care vacancies. By
contrast, VA’s FY 2025 request would result in a reduction of 10,000 health care FTE. Among the
positions eliminated would be about 600 physicians, 2,400 nurses, 500 non-physician providers, and
over 2,000 health care technicians. According to VA’s most recent Section 505 Vacancies Report for
the first quarter of FY 2024, there are a total of 66,000 vacancies in VHA, which include 3,200
physicians and 16,000 nurses, practical nurses, and nursing assistants.

The IBVSOs are also concerned about growing anecdotal evidence that many VA facilities have
stopped hiring and are removing vacancy announcements due to a shortage of funding to fill those
positions. Although VA has significantly increased its staffing in recent years, the number of veterans
who enroll, use, and rely on VA for their medical care continues to grow thanks to important new
legislation like the PACT Act. Congress must provide sufficient resources to fully fund VA’s staffing
needs, without offsetting those increases by cutting other veterans programs, services, or benefits.

The IBVSOs’ recommendations also include a $4.4 billion (266%) increase in Major and Minor
Construction to repair, modernize, and replace VA health care facilities. Regrettably, VA has requested
a total of only $2.8 billion for Major and Minor Construction, even though VA’s own Strategic Capital
Investment Plan indicates there needs to be an average of $8.5 billion invested for each of the next 10
years to maintain VA’s health care infrastructure. In fact, VA’s FY 2025 request for Major and Minor
Construction from all sources (including TEF and the Transformation Fund) is actually 33% lower
than what VA requested last year.

We also note that VA’s request for the State Home Construction Grant Program is just $141 million,
$30 million less than VA received this year, despite a backlog of approved projects that have a federal
matching share of approximately $1.3 billion. The IBVSO recommendation for FY 2025 is $600
million, which would fund about half of these already-approved Priority 1 construction projects. Since
State Veterans Homes provide more than half of all VA-supported nursing home beds for aging and
disabled veterans, there would be fewer options in the future if Congress does not adequately support
this important program.

Budget Caps and PAYGO

Finally, given the fiscal and political challenges that seem to be increasing, the IBVSOs believe it is
time for Congress to make additional reforms to the budget and appropriations process for veterans
programs, benefits, and health care. Although VA funding has fared well in recent years, the long-term
impact of budget caps on discretionary spending levels has increasingly put pressure on VA and
Congress to limit funding for veterans programs. While one of the reasons asserted for creating the
mandatory Toxic Exposure Fund was to relieve pressure on VA’s discretionary appropriations, the
budget caps enacted by the Fiscal Responsibility Act last year have clearly constrained VA’s most
recent budget submission, which underfunds some critical priorities, including infrastructure, medical
research, VA health care, and VBA claims processing.

In addition, Congressional PAYGO (“pay-as-you-go™) budget rules continue to limit expansion and
improvement of many critical VA benefits and services for veterans, particularly disabled veterans.
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Most recently, the Congressional Budget Office has determined that PAYGO offsets will be increased
for any programs that are in part funded by the TEF, creating even more fiscal obstacles that must be
overcome to provide veterans the care they deserve.

The IBVSOs call on Congress to exempt veterans programs, services, and benefits from both statutory
and congressional PAYGO (and “Cut-Go”) rules, sequestration, rescissions, and budget cap deals.
Keeping our promises to the men and women who served is a sacred obligation that should never be
leveraged against other veterans or other national responsibilities. America’s veterans have already
“paid” enough through their service and sacrifice to the nation, which includes the service and sacrifice
of their families, caregivers, and survivors.

Mr. Chairman, that concludes our testimony, but the complete details of the IB Budget
Recommendations for FY 2025 and FY 2026 can be found at www.IndependentBudget.org. We would
be pleased to answer any questions that you or members of the Committee may have about VA’s
budget for FY 2025.
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VETERANS OF FOREIGN WARS.

Kristina J. Keenan
Deputy Director
National Legislative Service
Veterans of Foreign Wars of the United States

Kristina Keenan is the Deputy Director for the National Legislative Service of the Veterans of
Foreign Wars of the United States. Her portfolio covers legislative advocacy related to disability
assistance and memorial affairs, including toxic exposures.

Kristina grew up in Northfield, Minn., and joined the Minnesota Army National Guard in 1999
as a Counterintelligence Agent. She deployed in 2003 with the 34th Infantry Division to Tuzla,
Bosnia, as part of the Stabilization Force (SFOR), a NATO peacekeeping operation, under
Operation Joint Forge. Immediately following her deployment, Kristina volunteered for a second
deployment to Bosnia, working in both Sarajevo and Mostar as a Tactical Human Intelligence
Team Leader with an allied military intelligence battalion. She finished her military service in
2005 with the rank of Sergeant.

Following her discharge, Kristina completed a bachelor’s degree in Political Science at the
American University of Paris in France. She later earned a master’s degree in Human Rights and
Humanitarian Action from the Institut d'études politiques de Paris (Paris Institute of Political
Studies, commonly known as Sciences Po). Kristina completed a 10-month internship in 2008 at
NATO’s Supreme Headquarters Allied Powers Europe (SHAPE), in Mons, Belgium, where she
was an intelligence analyst on counternarcotics issues in Afghanistan. Kristina then returned to
Paris and worked at the American University of Paris in alumni affairs, communications, and
fundraising from 2009 to 2018.

Kristina has been advocating for the VFW’s legislative priorities since 2018 and most recently
was involved in passing the Honoring our PACT Act, providing the largest expansion of veteran
benefits in American history. Her legislative victories also include passage of the Global War on
Terrorism Memorial Location Act and the Alexander Lofgren Veterans in Parks (VIP) Act. She
continues to advocate for improvements to the VA disability claims process to include all toxic
exposures, military sexual trauma, survivor benefits, and cracking down on predatory companies
seeking to make a profit off veterans’ benefits.

Kristina’s advocacy work in 2022 earned her place as one of the country’s Top Lobbyists,
recognized by both the National Institute of Lobbying and Ethics (NILE) and Washington DC
publication, The Hill.
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BIOGRAPHY FOR
ROSCOE G. BUTLER
Senior Health Policy Advisor
Paralyzed Veterans of America

Roscoe currently serves as PVA’s Senior Health Policy Advisor. He reviews and
analyze health policy matters impacting veterans with spinal cord injuries and
disorders, develops written products to disseminate information about health
policy issues to stakeholders, and serves as liaison between PVA’s Government
Relations and Medical Services Division.

Prior to accepting a position at PVA, Roscoe was the Deputy Director for Health
Policy at The American Legion where he worked for six years in various leadership
positions. Roscoe served three years in the United States Army from May 1974 to
May 1977. After his honorable discharge from the United States Army, he was
employed by the Department of Veterans Affairs in October 1977. Throughout his
VA career, he worked at six Department of Veterans Affairs Health Care facilities
before transferring to VA Central Office in 1992. He is a graduate of the Veterans
Health Administration Health Care Leadership Institute, Class of 2008, and a life
time member of the Interagency Institute for Federal Health Care Executives.

After 37 years of federal service, Roscoe retired from the VA in December 2011,
where he served as the Deputy Director for Policy in VA Central Office, Veterans
Health Administration, Chief Business Office.

PVA.org « @ ParalyzedVeterans « B B PVA1946
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SHANE LIERMANN
Deputy National Legislative Director
DAV (Disabled American Veterans)

Shane Liermann, a service-disabled Marine veteran, was appointed deputy
national legislative director in May 2020 for the more than 1 million-member
DAV.

From DAV’s Washington Headquarters in Washington, D.C., Liermann
provides expertise on issues regarding veterans benefits, advocates to advance
legislation and policies critical to disabled veterans and their families, and
works to safeguard current benefits and services for veterans from erosion.

A Nebraska native, Liermann joined DAV’s professional staff as a national service officer apprentice

in 1998. In 2003, he was promoted to assistant supervisor of the DAV Denver National Service Office.
Liermann served as assistant supervisor in Cleveland before being promoted to supervise DAV national
service offices in Fort Snelling, Minnesota, and Nashville, Tennessee.

In 2011, Liermann relocated to Washington, D.C., to accept the role of assistant supervisor of DAV’s
National Appeals Office at the Board of Veterans Appeals, where he served until he was appointed
assistant national service director in June 2016. In that capacity, he was responsible for drafting DAV’s
responses to VA regulatory changes as well as enhancing, writing and digitizing the organization’s
16-month apprentice training program and 36-month structured and continuing training program for
DAV’s 260-plus national service officers.

Liermann is a life member of Chapter 10 in Arlington-Fairfax, Virginia, where he currently serves as the
adjutant and as a volunteer to clean the American Veterans Disasbled for Life Memorial. He currently
serves as the Chair of the Independent Budget Benefits Working Group.

In 2019, at the U.S. Court of Appeals for Veterans Claims Fourteenth Judicial Conference, Liermann
served an as an expert on the Toxic Exposure Panel. In 2022, he was a panelist at the Distinguished

Speakers Series at Harvard Law School on toxic exposures and burn pits.

Liermann resides in Dumfries, Virginia, with his wife Lynn and son Grayson.
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DAV (Disabled American Veterans) empowers veterans
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organizations (IBVSOs)—DAV (Disabled American

Veterans), Paralyzed Veterans of America (PVA),
and the Veterans of Foreign Wars of the United
States (VFW)—have developed unbiased estimates
of funding that the Department of Veterans Affairs
(VA) will require in fiscal year (FY) 2025, and advance
appropriations for FY 2026, in order to fulfill our
nation’s obligations to those who have served, their
families, and survivors. In this report, the IBVSOs
provide our recommendations for VA’s authorized
programs, as well as additional funding required for
expanded and new programs, services, and benefits.

TThe Independent Budget veterans service

The passage of the Honoring Our PACT Act (Public
Law 117-168) has greatly increased the number

of disability claims filed, as well as the number of
veterans eligible for VA health care. The benefit of the
PACT Act’s provisions to veterans, their families, and
survivors was evident during FY 2023 and into the first
quarter of FY 2024. Although the PACT Act and other
authorities have resulted in increased VA healthcare
staffing, we continue to call for expanded funding in FY
2025 to fill remaining vacancies. In addition, VA must
have increased funding to meet the needs of veterans
newly enrolled in the healthcare system and those
who moved to higher priority groups due to approval
of their PACT Act-related claims. We also support
significant funding increases to expand long-term
services and supports, as well as making long-overdue
investments in VA's infrastructure.

The PACT Act’s Toxic Exposure Fund (TEF) provides
VA with mandatory funding to pay for services
previously funded solely through discretionary
accounts. Historically, the Independent Budget’s (IB)

3 The Independent Budget

recommendations addressed only VA’s discretionary
funding needs. In keeping with our past practice, the
IBVSOs’ recommendations for FY 2025 and FY 2026
advance appropriations are focused on ensuring VA
receives adequate funding to meet total demand for
care and benefits, regardless of whether the source of
that funding is mandatory or discretionary. Since VA
has already received mandatory TEF appropriations for
FY 2025 and FY 2026 (Public Law 118-5), the IBVSOs’
recommendations take those TEF funds into account,
as shown in the funding recommendations and tables
throughout the document.

Finally, continuing disagreements over federal
government funding levels have resulted in ongoing
concerns about whether VA will be able to meet

the needs of veterans, their families, and survivors.
Although VA has continued to be insulated from
significant budget cuts, the threat to VA’s budget

that looms each October 1 causes anxiety for many
veterans, their families, and survivors. In addition,
Congress has failed once again to pass VA’s budget in a
timely manner, and the use of continuing resolutions
have hampered VA’s ability to meet increased demand
for care and benefits. Although advance appropriations
ensure VA can provide uninterrupted medical services
and benefits, the threat of lapses in funding causes
uncertainty and anxiety for veterans and complicates
VA's ability to focus on its core mission.

Congress needs to make sure that VA receives timely,
adequate funding to ensure the needs of veterans,
their families, and survivors are met. Although conflicts
and wars may draw to a close, the responsibility to
these men and women is part of the cost of waging
them and must remain a sacred national obligation.
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Veterans Health Administration

Total Medical Care

FY 2025 IB Discretionary Appropriations Recommendation

$130.4 Billion

FY 2025 Enacted TEF Mandatory Appropriations

$21.5 Billion

FY 2025 IB Total Resources Recommendation

$151.8 Billion

FY 2025 Projected Advance Appropriations $112.8 Billion
FY 2025 Estimated MCCF Appropriations $4.4 Billion
FY 2025 Enacted TEF Mandatory Appropriations $21.5 Billion
FY 2025 VA “2nd Bite” Discretionary Appropriation Request S$-- Billion
FY 2025 VA Total Resources Request $-- Billion

FY 2024 Projected Total Resources $142.4 Billion

Since the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, funding for
the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) health care
has increased significantly, both to address the impacts
of COVID-19, as well as to expand the department’s
internal capacity to provide care. In addition,
enactment of the Honoring Our PACT Act (Public Law
117-168) has expanded the pool of veterans who

will be eligible for VA health care and moved many
veterans to high priority groups, which has the effect of
increasing utilization of and reliance on VA care.

The Independent Budget veterans service organizations
(IBVSOs) recommend approximately $151.8 billion in
total resources for VA medical care for fiscal year (FY)
2025 appropriations. With $21.5 billion in mandatory
Toxic Exposure Fund (TEF) funding already approved,
the IB recommends $130.4 billion in discretionary
appropriations. The FY 2025 recommendation primarily
reflects the increased funding baseline for all Medical
Care programs established over the past three years,
continuing enrollment increases, continuing inflation, a
federal pay raise, and increased workloads. The IBVSOs
also make several recommendations to begin new

or expand existing health care initiatives, which are
detailed below.

NOTE 1: The Independent Budget (IB) does not include
projected receipts from the Medical Care Collections
Fund (MCCF) in its budget recommendations, since
MCCF funds are used to replace new appropriations.
Instead, the IBVSOs’ recommendations present
estimates of VA’s total need for medical care funding,
regardless of source. If the total MICCF funds received
by VA are less than what was previously assumed,
Congress must approve, supplemental appropriations
to ensure full Medical Care funding for each year.

Toxic Exposure Fund (TEF)

The IBVSOs neither supported nor opposed the
creation of the TEF due to concerns about possible
unintended consequences, such as the Congressional
Budget Office (CBO) determination that legislation
expanding discretionary VA programs or services
related to toxic exposures would require PAYGO
offsets. As a result, congressional approval of critical
legislation strengthening and expanding VA care and
benefits has become more difficult. Congress must
work to remove these unintended obstacles, while
remaining vigilant that the solution does not itself
create additional negative unintended consequences.

7 The Independent Budget > Budget for Fiscal Years 2025-26
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Medical Services

FY 2025 IB Discretionary Appropriations Recommendation $80.1 Billion
FY 2025 Enacted TEF Mandatory Appropriations $10.3 Billion
FY 2025 IB Total Resources Recommendation $90.4 Billion
FY 2025 Projected Advance Appropriations $67.5 Billion
FY 2025 Estimated MCCF Appropriations $3.5 Billion
FY 2025 Enacted TEF Mandatory Appropriations $10.3 Billion
FY 2025 VA “2nd Bite” Discretionary Appropriation Request $-- Billion
FY 2025 VA Total Resources Request $-- Billion

| FY 2024 Projected Total Resources | 578.6 Billion

NOTE 2: Because the IBVSOs do not take a position on the
use of mandatory TEF funding to replace discretionary
funding, the IB budget recommendations are based on our
estimates of the total resource needs for VA’s programs,
services and benefits. Last year, Congress appropriated
mandatory TEF funds through Public Law 118-5, the Fiscal
Responsibility Act of 2023: $20.268 billion in FY 2024

and $24.455 billion in FY 2025. Therefore, the IB budget
recommendations are broken out to show total resource
needs, the amount of mandatory TEF funding already
provided, and the amount of new discretionary funding
required for each line budget item.

Medical Services Appropriations for FY 2025

For FY 2025, the IBVSOs recommend approximately
$90.4 billion in total resources for Medical Services.
With $10.3 billion in mandatory TEF funding already
approved, the IB recommends $80.1 billion in
discretionary appropriations. This estimate primarily
reflects increases based on rising workload (see
below), continuing inflation and a 5.2 percent federal
pay raise for all VA employees in 2024. The IBVSOs
also estimate a two percent increase in VA health care
utilization due to the PACT Act and increased reliance
on VA by high-priority enrolled veterans.

New Users (+$2.3 Biltion)

The IBVSOs estimate growth in patient workload based
on a projected increase of approximately 130,000

new unique patients, which includes approximately
109,000 new priority groups 1-6 veterans, a decrease
of 25,000 priority groups 7 and 8 veterans, and an
increase of 47,000 nonveterans. This increase is a
conservative projection based on enrollment data over
the past five years, coupled with a modest increase as
a result of new PACT Act eligibility. The IBVSOs estimate
the total cost of new unique users in FY 2025 to be
approximately $2.3 billion.

Filling Health Care Vacancies (+5$2.8 Billion)

The Veterans Health Administration (VHA) far exceeded
its hiring goals for FY 2023 and retained healthcare
workers at levels it hasn’t seen in several years. However,
despite these successes, VHA is still facing shortages

of mental health care professionals across the country
and in rural areas. Additionally, while the department
exceeded its hiring goals for registered nurses, it fell
short of its targets for Licensed Practical Nurses (LPNs)
and Certified Nursing Assistants (CNAs). CNAs in
particular are considered the backbone of nursing.
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Working together with RNs and LPNs, these healthcare
workers often provide the majority of hands-on patient
care duties that include assisting patients with bathing,
grooming, dressing, walking, transfers from one place to
another, turning bed-bound patient position, feeding,
toileting, and many other essential activities of daily
living commonly termed ADLs. The department must
hire 45,000 nurses over the next two years to keep up
with attrition and growing demand for veteran care.
The VHA must continue to make use of the workforce
provisions Congress has approved in recent years to
achieve that goal, with greater emphasis being placed on
targeting hiring for needed LPNs and CNA positions. For
FY 2025, the IBVSOs recommend the VHA continue its
aggressive hiring strategy and attempt to fill at least 25
percent of pending clinical care and support vacancies,
which would be approximately 19,000 new full-time
employees (FTE) at a cost of about $2.8 billion.

Dental Care (+$340 Million)

VA projects expenditures required to provide dental
services to enrolled veterans are expected to grow in
both FY 2024 and 2025, primarily due to the transition of
enrollees into higher priority groups and inflation. There
are 9 million veterans enrolled in VA health care, with
approximately 1.5 million of those enrolled eligible for
comprehensive dental care.

The enactment of the PACT Act has provided an
opportunity for veterans who were not initially entitled
to receive dental benefits. The growth of the dental
program has increased by 11,000 veterans or 10
percent each month. VA’s Dental Clinics would benefit
from additional staff, specifically dental hygienists,

but limited space to include leasing and expansion of
dental facilities has resulted in VA having to refer many
veterans to the community for dental care. With VISNs
6,7, and 17 down approximately 600 dental hygienists,
the IBVSOs recommend VA increase FTE by at least 600,
which would require approximately $90 million in FY
2025. The IBVSOs also recommend additional funding to
expand infrastructure and utilize leasing authority, which
is included in the Minor Construction section of this
document.

In addition, the IBVSOs support efforts to expand
dental care to all enrolled veterans and recommend
that $500 million be included in the FY 2025 to begin
that expansion: $250 million in the Medical Services
account and $250 million in the Medical Community
Care account. It’s time to recognize dental care is health
care and is linked with heart disease, diabetes, cancer,
dementia, Alzheimer’s, and overall health outcomes.
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Long-Term Care (+$1 Billion)

As reported by the VA, the fastest-growing segment

of the veteran population are those veterans over the
age of 85. Further, the number of veterans eligible for
nursing home care is projected to increase 535 percent,
from 62,000 to 387,000, over the next 20 years. The
current cost to the VA for nursing home care alone is not
sustainable. Alternative home care supports and assisted
living offer significant cost savings for veterans who don’t
require a high level of medical care.

A 65-year-old today has almost a 70 percent chance

of needing some type of long-term care services and
supports in their remaining years and will need it for an
average of three years. Twenty percent are projected to
need long-term care for five years or more.

For those who will need long-term care, costs will
average $138,000 annually for these services. These
projections are especially concerning for those aging
veterans who are unprepared financially. Nearly 4 in 10
people mistakenly expect to rely on Medicare to pay for
their long-term care needs, and 1 in 3 have done little to
no planning for their own care needs.

The VHA operates 134 Community Living Centers and
VHA’s Spinal Cord Injuries/Disorders (SCI/D) system of
care operates six SCI/D long-term care facilities, with
only one such SCI/D facility west of the Mississippi at the
Long Beach VA Medical Center. VHA also provides home
and community-based care services (HCBS), referred

to as non-institutional care, which includes programs
like Homemaker and Home Health Aide Care, Skilled
Home Health Care, Home Based Primary Care, Veteran-
Directed Care, Adult Day Health Care, Respite Care,
Palliative Care, and Hospice Care.

Additionally, VA supports State Veterans Homes Per
Diem Rates to provide care and services for veterans
who are residents in State Veterans Homes. As the

need for nursing home care continues to grow and VHA
continues to expand HCBS across all VA Medical Centers,
as well as implement Section 165 of Public Law 117-328,
which authorized VHA to pay for Medical Foster Home
Care, these programs must be fully funded to ensure

veterans can receive comprehensive long-term care
supportive services that meet their health care needs.

Unfortunately, funding has not kept pace with the
demand for these essential services or inflation. Last
year, the IBVSOs recommended the long-term care
budget be increased by $1 billion. Since the need for
these services will continue to remain in high demand,
the IBVSOs believe that a similar $1 billion FY 2025
request is strongly warranted.

Caregiver Support Programs

On September 16, 2022, the VA published an interim rule
extending the discharge date to September 30, 2025, for
legacy applicants and legacy participants in the Program
of Comprehensive Assistance for Family Caregivers
(PCAFC). This extension provided an additional three
years so VA can complete their reassessments.

Since phase Il of the PCAFC expansion started, the
number of caregivers has grown significantly. The IBVSOs
applaud VA for extending the discharge date for legacy
applicants and legacy participants, but doing so will
require more resources than previously anticipated.
VA's FY 2024 budget request included $2.4 billion for
the Caregiver Support Program (CSP), an increase of
approximately $500 million (30 percent) above the FY
2023 funding level. VA plans to issue new regulations
to amend its current PCAFC regulations by June 2024.
Without knowing the details of those regulations, or
the impact on the number of veterans and caregivers
who will be added to, remain in, or discharged from
the program, the IBVSOs have no way of accurately
determining if VA will need additional funding over

and above VA's FY 2025 request. However, once the
regulations are proposed and promulgated, Congress
must be prepared to adjust funding to meet the need if
and when it arises.

Mental Health and Suicide Prevention (+$150 Million)
VA’s top clinical priority is reducing veteran suicides
and is accomplishing this by continuing to provide
multiple paths to access care, including outpatient,
residential, and inpatient mental health services

and additionally expanding mental health services
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to include a veteran’s family and care for treatment-
resistant depression. The VA’s 2023 National Veteran
Suicide Prevention Annual Report noted an increase
in veteran suicide by 414 in 2021.

The enactment of the PACT Act has also increased
veterans’ enrollment into VHA care for mental health
services and further strained VHA's ability to provide
timely access and high-quality mental health services in
a competitive medical market. Therefore, the need for
mental health services has increased and warrants the
continuation of competitive merit awards and salaries,
a hybrid work environment, and pay incentives for in-
person mental health care. These are forward-thinking
concepts for VA to accommodate the current and future
veterans’ mental health needs.

To ensure adequate mental health staffing, the IBVSOs
recommend VA continue to rigorously recruit and
retain providers, care coordinators, and administrative
support staff. For FY 2025, the IBVSOs recommend
1,000 additional mental health personnel, which should
include an increase of 25 FTE for the Behavioral Health
Peer Support Specialist and Social Workers.

Women Veterans Health Care (+$160 Million)

The VA requested $1.2 billion for gender-specific
health care for women veterans in the FY 2025
Advanced Appropriation. As we did last year, the
IBVSOs again recommend investing additional funding
to keep up with the needs of this growing population,
as detailed below. In addition, we recommend $10
million for non-recurring maintenance to address
infrastructure deficiencies and needed minor
construction modifications in women'’s health clinics
as described in the Medical Facilities and Minor
Construction sections of this document.

* $100 million for VA to recruit and train more
clinical providers with expertise to deliver high-
quality, gender-specific care to women veterans.
Additional resources are necessary to address
attrition, meet increasing demand for services, and
to improve access to care. Training more providers
to serve in rural communities and recruiting clinical

leaders and highly specialized gynecologists for
surgery and treating complex health conditions

is essential to ensuring comprehensive health
care for women patients. There should be a
Women'’s Primary Care Health Provider at every
VA Community-Based Outpatient Clinic, and all
VA Medical Centers should have a gynecologist on
staff, even if part-time.

$6 million to support increased staffing in the
Office of Women'’s Health (30 FTE) and the Center
for Women Veterans (10 FTE) for strategic planning
to better meet the needs of women veterans.
Continuing efforts to raise awareness about VA health
care, benefits, and services available to women
has led to increased program growth. Additional
staffing is necessary to evaluate all service lines in
the VHA and to make appropriate adjustments in
programming to meet women veterans’ unique
clinical and supportive service needs.

$45 million to increase the number (300 FTE)

and quality of peer support specialists and care
navigators to assist women veterans. Peer support
specialists have been effective in helping veterans
with mental health challenges, including those
dealing with the aftermath of military sexual
trauma, post-traumatic stress disorder, and
substance-use disorders, which could assist in
reducing the number of veteran suicides. Similarly,
maternity care navigators can provide valuable
assistance to women veterans with highly complex
medical conditions, such as cancer, chronic pain
management, and post-partum maternal care.

$9 million to expand VA’s dedicated Reproductive
Mental Health Consultation Program (10 FTE)

and maternity care coordinators (50 FTE) to assist
with managing the care of veterans throughout

and after the maternity cycle. These funds would
support VA's efforts to provide women veterans with
access to comprehensive wrap-around services,
including help with housing, employment, food
insecurity, interpersonal violence, and mental
health and prosthetic support. Reproductive mental
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health issues are prevalent for many service-
disabled women veterans and require specialized
clinical support. VA is wholly dependent upon its
community care network providers to provide

data on quality and information on outcomes of
maternity care. Specialized program managers can
more effectively influence outcomes by enhancing
services for women and improving coordination and
communication between these programs.

Minority Veterans (+5$10 Million)

The IBVSOs recommend $10 million be added to the VHA
budget to continue training on diversity and inclusion

for all medical staff and ensure adequate resources for
minority veteran coordinator assignments and peer
support specialists. Additional funding is also needed to
support the PACT Act and STRONG Veterans Act (Public
Law 117-328) expansions that include minority and
underserved veterans.

Virtual Health Care (+$100 Million)

The VA is leading the way in telehealth innovation to
provide veterans additional options and access when
and where they need it. VA Telehealth Services has
transformed how veterans access high-quality VA care
from their home, the clinic, or the hospital. VA telehealth
technologies make it easier for them to connect with
their VA care team.

A veteran’s ability to access their VA care team is
important for their health. However, scheduling
appointments and traveling to the provider’s office can
be difficult. As an option, telehealth at home offers
services that work with veterans’ care plans, fits their
lifestyles, and helps them stay healthy and independent.
Telehealth technology in the VA clinics brings specialty
staff and services closer to home. It allows veterans to
connect with VA health specialists at medical centers
nationwide from their community clinic. Telehealth
technologies help physicians and medical professionals
discuss matters related to veteran’s care. Together, they
can develop a care plan that works best for the veterans.

The IBVSOs recommend an increase of $100 million in
FY 2025 to expand VA telehealth, including tele-primary
care, real-time video telehealth, tele-mental health, tele-
ICU, tele-stroke, Store-and-Forward telehealth, specialty
care, and telerehabilitation, to meet the needs of all
veterans and to address timely care access needs.

Homeless Veterans Programs (+$60 Million)

In 2022, veteran homelessness decreased by 11

percent, and VA permanently housed over 40,000
homeless veterans. In January 2023, on a single night,
the Department of Housing and Urban Development
conducted a Point-in-Time Count that found 35,574
veterans experiencing homelessness, which is a
7.4-percent increase from 2022. The IBVSOs recommend
a continued emphasis on the Supportive Services for
Veterans Families program, which has been able to
provide homelessness prevention and rapid rehousing
assistance to veterans through shallow subsidies in every
state across the nation.
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However, VA's homeless program is not only in need of
affordable housing, but also special adaptive housing.
Housing vouchers do not cover the cost of adaptation of
the extremely injured and ill veterans’ adaptive needs.
Inadequate homes put a burden on our severely injured
or ill veterans to have a high quality of life. Lastly, the
IBVSOs recommend additional funding to accommodate
the nationwide expansion of this program and the
increase rental subsidies be resourced and supported

to aid in program flexibility and usability. The IBVSOs
recommend additional funding of $50 million for the
adaptation of homes.

To further assist the homeless program, VA needs
additional funding for the Veteran Justice Program

to focus on jail diversion and treatment courts for
veterans, post-incarceration and community re-entry for
veterans, and special topics and subgroups. The IBVSOs
recommend additional funding of $10 million to focus on
jail diversion and treatment courts for veterans.

Emergency and Urgent Care (+$250 Million)
Although VA operates 110 emergency rooms (ER) care
units and contracts ambulatory services, there is a critical
need for more emergency care provided directly by

VA. The IBVSOs recommend an increase in funding of
$150 million to provide funds to expand ER services and
to purchase, operate, maintain, and staff the needs of
ambulatory services.

Additionally, VA currently provides urgent care at only

30 facilities out of more than 1,000 hospitals and clinics.
While VA allows enrolled veterans to seek urgent care

a limited number of times each year at designated
private urgent care centers, the IBVSOs believe that VA
must expand its own urgent care capacity in scope and
accessibility. VA's directive requires that medical facilities
with an urgent care need meet minimal requirements

to ensure veterans have access to high-quality urgent
care services. The directive requires sufficient leadership,
staffing, telehealth, environment of care, safety, comfort,
mobility design, equipment, devices, and supplies. The
IBVSOs recommend an increase in funds of $100 million
to begin expanding urgent care to all VA medical facilities.

Last year, the IBVSOs noted that VA must begin fully
implementing the Wolfe v. Wilkie court ruling, which

will require significant additional funding to reimburse
veterans for previously provided non-VA emergency care.
The IBVSOs continue to support legislation that would
mandate VA begin processing and reimbursing veterans
for emergency care and, if enacted, it will require
significant new appropriations in FY 2025.

Advance Appropriations for FY 2026

For FY 2026 advance appropriations, the IBVSOs
recommend approximately $97.7 billion in total
resources for Medical Services, which reflects estimated
continuing inflation and federal pay raises. The new
workload is based on projections of roughly 84,000

new priority groups 1-6 veterans, 25,000 fewer priority
groups 7 and 8 veterans, and an increase of 47,000
nonveterans. The IBVSOs estimate the cost of these

new unique users to be approximately $1.8 billion. The
IBVSOs’ recommendation also includes the continuation
of several crucial medical program initiatives to eliminate
VHA vacancies, grow long-term care options, and expand
dental health care to all veterans.
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Medical Support and Compliance

FY 2025 IB Discretionary Appropriations Recommendation $12.6 Billion
FY 2025 Enacted TEF Mandatory Appropriations $1.0 Billion
FY 2025 IB Total Resources Recommendation $13.6 Billion
FY 2025 Projected Advance Appropriations $0.0 Billion
FY 2025 Enacted TEF Mandatory Appropriations $1.0 Billion
FY 2025 VA “2nd Bite” Appropriation Request $-- Billion
FY 2025 VA Total Resources Request $-- Billion

| FY 2024 Projected Total Resources | $13.2 Billion

For Medical Support and Compliance, the IBVSOs
recommend $13.6 billion in total resources for FY
2025. With $1 billion in mandatory TEF funding
already approved, the IB recommends $12.6 billion
in discretionary appropriations. The IB increase
primarily reflects growth in current services based

on the impact of inflation and a federal pay raise.
Additionally, for FY 2026 advance appropriations, the
IBVSOs recommend $14.0 billion for Medical Support
and Compliance, which primarily reflects inflationary
increases in current services from the FY 2025 advance
appropriations level.
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Medical Facilities

FY 2025 IB Total Discretionary Appropriations Recommendation | $11.0 Billion |

FY 2025 Projected Advance Appropriations $9.8 Billion
FY 2025 VA “2nd Bite” Appropriation Request $-- Billion
FY 2025 VA Total Discretionary Resources Request $-- Billion
FY 2024 Projected Total Resources $9.8 Billion

For Medical Facilities, the IBVSOs recommend a total
of $11 billion for FY 2025 and $10.5 billion for FY

2026 advance appropriations, which includes funding
for Non-Recurring Maintenance (NRM) and leases,
including $10 million dedicated for women veterans as
detailed below. VA uses leases to address access needs
and space deficiencies to quickly respond to health
care advances and changing technology when a lease
is better aligned with the department’s overall capital
strategy.

Women Veterans Health Care Modifications

(+510 Million)

The IBVSOs recommend $10 million for non-recurring
maintenance to continue addressing deficiencies in
VA health care facilities to ensure the privacy, dignity,
and security of women veterans. These funds will
also provide for such items as furniture, curtains,
kiosks, and supplies to redress deficiencies and create
welcoming spaces.

Nonrecurring Maintenance Contracts ($900 Million)
Routine assessments for safety and effectiveness are
conducted at each national cemetery facility and are
provided a grade from “A - F” based on deficiencies.
The National Cemetery Administration tries to address
existing problems annually, and while many are not
more than $300,000, multiple deficiencies are pending.

To correct the facilities with safety grades of D and

F, would cost $190 million alone. Historically, these
nonrecurring maintenance contracts are not a high
priority for the budget; however, the IBVSOs feel that
safety and effectiveness concerns at these facilities
should elevate these issues to be a higher priority and
recommend a total of $900 million.
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Medical Community Care

FY 2025 IB Discretionary Appropriations Recommendation $26.7 Billion
FY 2025 Enacted TEF Mandatory Appropriations $10.1 Billion
FY 2025 IB Total Resources Recommendation $36.8 Billion
FY 2025 Projected Advance Appropriations $20.4 Billion
FY 2025 Estimated MCCF Appropriations $0.9 Billion
FY 2025 Enacted TEF Mandatory Appropriations $10.1 Billion
FY 2025 VA “2nd Bite” Discretionary Appropriation Request $-- Billion
FY 2025 VA Total Resources Request $-- Billion
FY 2024 Projected Total Resources $37.4 Billion

VA Medical Community Care has grown significantly
over the past five years due to enactment of the VA
MISSION Act (Public Law 115-182), the COVID-19
pandemic, and enactment of the PACT Act. While

the IBVSOs expect the need to continue high levels

of community care to help provide veterans with
timely access to care, significant investments in the
VA health care system during the past few years have
expanded VA’s internal capacity to provide care —
particularly increased clinical staffing, IT infrastructure
modernization, and telehealth medicine. This growth
should significantly mitigate the need for VA to rely on
community care as more veterans return to VA for their
care. The IBVSOs believe Congress must continue to
make significant new investments in VA’s health care
infrastructure to continue meeting veterans’ demand
for care in its own facilities.

For Medical Community Care, the IBVSOs recommend
$36.8 billion for FY 2025, which reflects decreased
utilization of community care, as impacted by
continuing medical inflation. With $10.1 billion

in mandatory TEF funding already approved, the

1B recommends $26.7 billion in discretionary
appropriations. For FY 2026 advance appropriations,
the IBVSOs recommend $37.7 billion for Medical

Community Care based on the increased cost of
current services and continued increases in utilization.

Dental Care Expansion (+$250 Million)

As discussed above, the IBVSOs support expanding
dental care to all enrolled veterans and call for an
additional $250 million for Medical Community Care in
FY 2025. Additional funding increases for dental care
expansion are included in the Medical Services section
and the Minor Construction section.

|
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Medical and Prosthetic Research

FY 2025 IB Discretionary Appropriations Recommendation

$946 Million

FY 2025 Enacted TEF Mandatory Appropriations

$59 Million

FY 2025 IB Total Resources Recommendation

$1.05 Million

FY 2025 Enacted TEF Mandatory Appropriations $59 Million
FY 2025 VA Discretionary Appropriations Request $-- Million
FY 2025 VA Total Resources Request $-- Million
FY 2024 Projected Total Resources 5984 Million

VA’s Medical and Prosthetic Research program
generates discoveries that significantly contribute to
improving the health of veterans and all Americans.
The research program also supports VA’s recruitment
and retention of healthcare professionals and clinician
scientists. For FY 2025, the IBVSOs recommend

a total of $1.05 billion for VA research. With $59
million in mandatory TEF funding already approved,
the IB recommends $946 million in discretionary
appropriations. This funding level would cover the
cost of inflation and increase investments to address
veterans’ health disparities, clinical trial access,

and veterans’ mental health needs. The value of
cutting-edge research has never been demonstrated
more clearly than over the past three years, and as

a national leader, VA must continue to aggressively
grow this program.

To retain and attract well-qualified scientists and
assure a high-quality research program, VA must also
have access to state-of-the-art technology, which
includes the ability to collect, store, and manipulate
large databases. It must also have safe and hygienic
laboratories and administrative facilities. Investing in
the development of enterprise-wide business functions
will also ultimately assure cost-effective and efficacious

processes that allow VA to more successfully participate
in large-scale efforts, such as nationwide clinical trials,
across multiple sites. ¢
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General Operating Expenses

Veterans Benefits Administration

FY 2025 IB Discretionary Appropriations Recommendation $4.8 Billion
FY 2025 Enacted TEF Mandatory Appropriations $1.4 Billion
FY 2025 IB Total Resources Recommendation $6.2 Billion
FY 2025 Enacted TEF Mandatory Appropriations $1.4 Billion
FY 2025 VA Discretionary Appropriation Request S$-- Billion

FY 2025 VA Total Resources Request $-- Billion

FY 2024 Projected Total Resources $5.7 Billion

The Veterans Benefits Administration (VBA) account

is comprised of seven primary service lines: 1)
Compensation; 2) Pension and Fiduciary; 3) Insurance;
4) Education; 5) Home Loan Guaranty; 6) Veteran
Readiness and Employment; and 7) Transition and
Economic Development.

For fiscal year (FY) 2025, the Independent Budget
veterans service organizations (IBVSOs) recommend
approximately $6.2 billion for all the VBA's operations,
an increase of roughly $500 million over the projected
FY 2024 appropriations from all sources. With $1.4
billion in mandatory Toxic Exposure Fund (TEF) funding
already approved, the IBVSOs recommend $4.8 billion
in discretionary appropriations. This reflects increases
for inflation and federal pay raises, as well as increased
workloads due to the Honoring Our PACT Act (Public
Law 117-168), and other initiatives to reduce claims
processing times.

Due in large part to the passage of the PACT Act, in

FY 2023, veterans submitted over 2.4 million claims,
which is 39 percent more than in 2022. VBA processed
1.9 million benefits claims in FY 2023, surpassing the
previous all-time record by 15.9 percent. They were
provided $100 million in overtime funding in FY 2023,
which enabled them to process a large number of
claims. However, VBA will not be able to produce as

many claims decisions in FY 2025 without an increase in
mandatory overtime funding.

Passed into law in August 2022, VBA began
implementation of the PACT Act in FY 2023, which
includes 20 presumptive disease groups that translate
to approximately 300 different diseases due to burn
pit exposure. Additionally, the law adds two new
presumptive diseases associated with Agent Orange
exposure, concedes six new countries for Agent
Orange exposure, and adds three new radiation risk
activity locations.

Claims Backlog (+$130 Million)

The IBVSOs recommend an additional $130 million

for overtime in FY 2025. We acknowledge that TEF
resources are available, however, that only applies to
PACT Act-related claims. In order to effectively address
the increasingly large amount of non-rating claims, non-
PACT Act-related claims, VBA will need increased funding
for overtime for all claims. If it is not provided, and the
VBA continues to receive the estimated one million
claims, the backlog will grow at a staggering rate.

VA Mailing Functions (+575 Million)

To handle the increased volume of claims, VBA must
make significant improvements to current Department
of Veterans Affairs (VA) mail processing, which has not
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been effectively updated given the reliance on digital
technology. The IBVSOs recommend an additional
$75 million specifically for the outdated VA mailing
processes and dedicated use of technology.

Minority and Underserved Veterans (+$10 Million)
The IBVSOs recommend an additional $10 million be
added for the Center for Minority Veterans (CMV) to
continue their efforts with the Veterans Experience
Office and PACT Act expansions. The additional funds
would also help the CMV to expand regional outreach
programs across the country to help increase awareness
about VA services and benefits available to underserved
minority populations. The CMV should also use the
funding to increase staffing levels to 15 full-time
employees (FTE) and produce an updated National
Veteran Health Equity Report. All veterans should
receive health care tailored to their individual needs.

Veteran Readiness and Employment (VR&E)

(+$6 Million)

The passage of the PACT Act increased access to
health care and benefits to millions of veterans.

With increased enrollment at the VA there has been
an unprecedented number of applications to the
Veteran Readiness and Employment (VR&E) program.
This year saw 40 percent more applicants than

the previous year. VR&E employs more than 1,000
Vocational Rehabilitation Counselors (VRCs) that assist
disabled veterans with education and employment
support. Current funding levels address the mandated
ratio of one counselor per every 125 veterans. The
IBVSOs recommend increasing funding for VR&E by
approximately $6 million to hire about 40 new VRCs
to lower the staffing ratio to 1:120 for improved
timeliness and support for disabled veterans.

Technical Support for VR&E Counselors (+$40 Million)
Last year, the IBVSOs suggested the creation and hiring
of 300 administrative support staff to help reduce

the administrative burden on VR&E counselors. This
would provide one support position for every three
counselors. While some offices are maintaining the
1:125 caseload required in statute, others are not,
especially with increased applications this year. The

IBVSOs recommend $40 million to hire an additional
300 FTE which would increase capacity for counselors
and decrease the administrative burden they face,
allowing them to focus their time and energy on the
veterans they serve.

Education Call Center Support (+5$4 Million)

With the modernization efforts through the Digital

Gl Bill campuses, students may find themselves in

need of support until they become familiar with the
current system. VA education call centers are invaluable
resources for campus staff, student veterans, and
dependents using VA education benefits. As further
upgrades occur and with the passage of legislation
impacting benefits delivery to students, more FTE will be
needed to staff the Education Call Centers. The IBVSOs
recommend $4 million to hire an additional 30 FTE.
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General Administration

FY 2025 IB Discretionary Appropriations Recommendation $571 Million
FY 2025 Enacted TEF Mandatory Appropriations $19 Million
FY 2025 IB Total Resources Recommendation $590 Million
FY 2025 Enacted TEF Mandatory Appropriations $19 Million
FY 2025 VA Discretionary Appropriation Request $-- Million
FY 2025 VA Total Resources Request $-- Million
FY 2024 Projected Total Resources $565 Million

VA’s General Administration account is comprised of
10 primary divisions. These include: the 1) Office of the
Secretary; 2) Office of the General Counsel; 3) Office
of Management; 4) Office of Human Resources and
Administration; 5) Office of Enterprise Integration; 6)
Office of Operations, Security and Preparedness; 7)
Office of Public Affairs; 8) Office of Congressional and
Legislative Affairs; 9) Office of Acquisition, Logistics,
and Construction; and 10) Veterans Experience Office.

For FY 2025, the IBVSOs recommend approximately
$590 million, an increase of about $25 million over the
projected FY 2024 level. With $19 million in mandatory
TEF funding already approved, the IB recommends
$571 million in discretionary appropriations. This
increase primarily reflects an increase in current
services based on the impact of continuing inflation
and the 5.2 percent federal pay raise across all of the
General Administration accounts.
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Board of Veterans’ Appeals (BVA)

FY 2025 B Discretionary Appropriations Recommendation $271 Million
FY 2025 Enacted TEF Mandatory Appropriations $62 Million
FY 2025 IB Total Resources Recommendation $333 Million
FY 2025 Enacted TEF Mandatory Appropriations $62 Million
FY 2025 VA Discretionary Appropriation Request $-- Million
FY 2025 VA Total Resources Request $-- Million
FY 2024 Projected Total Resources | $291 Million

The Board of Veterans’ Appeals’ (Board) mission is

to conduct hearings and decide appeals properly
under its jurisdiction. In its final FY 2023 quarterly
report, there are 208,155 appeals pending at the
Board, with over 72,000 of those awaiting hearings,
which is a decrease from the 74,000 hearings pending
a year ago. Additionally, in FY 2023, the Board
conducted 19,434 hearings, which is approximately
11,000 less than those held in FY 2022. At the end

of FY 2023, there were 1,054 legacy hearings and
71,411 hearings pending, for a total of 72,465 appeals
awaiting hearings.

For FY 2025, the IBVSOs recommend approximately
$333 million for the Board, an increase of
approximately $42 million over the projected total
FY 2024 appropriations from all sources. With $62
million in mandatory TEF funding already approved,
the IB recommends $271 million in discretionary
appropriations, which primarily reflects current
services with increases for inflation and federal pay
raises, as well as staffing increases to address the
growing hearings backlog.

Reducing Appeals Backlog (+$29 Million)

The Appeals Modernization Act (AMA) (Public

Law 115-55), effective in February 2019, has
dramatically changed how veterans appeal decisions
on claims for benefits from VBA, the Veterans

Health Administration, and the National Cemetery
Administration. At the Board, appeals are separated
between legacy appeals, those pending prior to AMA,
and AMA appeals.

The Board employs Veterans Law Judges (VLJs) to
conduct hearings and render decisions. Each VLJ
requires support from attorneys and administrative
staff. The Board currently has 983 decision writing
attorneys and selected 20 new VLJs. Despite these
gains, the Board has an attrition rate of 7.4 percent.
The Board needs to put in place a plan to handle the
current rate of attrition in order to maintain current
staffing levels.

For FY 2025, the IBVSOs recommend an additional
20 VLJs and an additional 200 FTE in other positions
to assist in driving down the backlog. The estimated
cost for the 220 new FTE would be approximately
$29 million. ¢
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Department Administration and
Miscellaneous Programs

Information Technology Systems (IT)

FY 2025 IB Discretionary Appropriations Recommendation $5.6 Billion
FY 2025 Enacted TEF Mandatory Appropriations $1.4 Billion
FY 2025 IB Total Resources Recommendation $6.9 Billion
FY 2025 Enacted TEF Mandatory Appropriations $1.4 Billion
FY 2025 VA Discretionary Appropriation Request $-- Billion
FY 2025 VA Total Resources Request $-- Billion
FY 2024 Projected Total Resources | $7,644 Million

The Department of Veterans Affairs’ (VA) Office of
Information Technology provides day-to-day support
and development for all of VA’s IT needs, including
those of the Veterans Health Administration (VHA),
the Veterans Benefits Administration (VBA), and the
National Cemetery Administration (NCA). VA has a
separate appropriation account for Electronic Health
Record Modernization (EHRM), which primarily
covers the costs for VA and Oracle Cerner to make
this massive generational transformation. [See
below.] However, VA must continue to support its
current electronic health record (EHR) system—VistA
— until the conversion is complete, as well as provide
adequate development and sustainment of all other
VHA, VBA, and NCA programs and services.

For fiscal year (FY) 2025, the Independent Budget
veterans service organizations (IBVSOs) recommend
approximately $6.9 billion for the administration of VA’s
IT program to meet current services; to sustain VistA;

to fund other critical IT programs for the VHA, the VBA,
and the NCA; and to fund specific additional IT initiatives
described below. With $1.4 billion in mandatory Toxic
Exposure Fund (TEF) funding already approved, the
Independent Budget recommends $5.6 billion in
discretionary appropriations.

Veterans Benefits Administration (VBA) and Board of
Veterans' Appeals IT Needs (+$70 Million)

To manage the increase in disability claims at VA, the
Veterans Benefits Administration (VBA) and the Board
of Veterans’ Appeals need funding and resources to
develop new IT systems and reprogram existing ones.
The VBA's IT systems are overdue for a significant
update, which will require substantial investment and a
clear action plan. The IBVSOs recognize that increasing
overtime funding will not reduce the backlog and we
recommend $60 million to enable the VBA to keep pace
with Veterans Benefits Management System upgrades,
create more digital tools and infrastructure projects.
Similarly, an investment of an additional $10 million
would help support the Board’s IT concerns

Digital GI Bill (+$150 Million)

The Digital Gl Bill (DGIB) and various modernization
efforts have improved the infrastructure and supports
for Gl Bill users as well as staff who work with student
veterans. Large IT efforts take planning, testing, and
manageable releases. Several roll outs of the DGIB
modernization have already been implemented but
continued support and resources for future phases and
fixes are critical. As contract extensions are discussed
between VA and contractors, additional resources may
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be needed to ensure continuity and success of the
platform and systems. The IBVSOs recommend $150
million for DGIB operations, including claims processing
and development.

Medical Research IT Needs (+$25 Million)

To support VA research programs more effectively,

the IBVSOs recommend $25 million be added to

the IT budget and designated for the research

program to support the purchase and maintenance

of IT infrastructure, increase data storage and

access capabilities, increase data security, increase
interoperability with affiliated partners, and transition to
more robust and functional cloud computing platforms.

Veterans Electronic Health Record (EHR)

FY 2025 1B Recommendation $1.3 Billion
FY 2025 VA Budget Request $-- Billion
FY 2024 Projected Appropriation $1.3 Billion

Implementation of VA’s new EHR has been difficult at
best. The five sites where the EHR has been deployed
have experienced patient safety issues. In May 2021,
VHA deployed a National Center for Patient Safety
team to Mann-Grandstaff VA Medical Center. The
patient safety team identified 60 safety concerns. One
of the concerns with the highest patient safety risk was
described as the “unknown queue.” In May 2022, VA's
Office of Inspector General reported that VA’s new EHR
had negatively impacted patient safety. In July 2022, due
to patient safety concerns, VA announced that future
deployments of the new EHR would be halted while VA
prioritized improvements at the five sites that currently
use the new EHR, as part of a larger program reset.

While the reset has been welcomed by Congress,
veterans service organizations, and other interested
parties, Congress has raised serious concerns about
whether the new EHR is worth the investment. Although
VistA has served VHA for over three decades, a new 21st
century, state of the art, modernized EHR is needed.

It is unsure if the reset will be completed in FY 2024.
However, this information is critical in determining the
EHR budgetary needs for FY 2025.

For FY 2025, the IBVSOs recommend approximately
$1.3 billion, the same funding level expected to be
approved for FY 2024. After the reset is completed, it
will reveal VA’'s EHR FY 2025 budgetary needs and VA
may need to request a “second bite” or a supplemental
at the appropriate time. Moving forward, VA must not
underestimate their financial requirements to fully
implement a new EHR.

National Cemetery Administration

FY 2025 IB Recommendation $626 Million
FY 2025 Admin. Budget Request $-- Million
FY 2024 Appropriations Enacted 5480 Million

The NCA manages and maintains 155 cemeteries in 42
states and Puerto Rico. Additionally, NCA maintains 34
soldier’s lots and monument sites. More than four million
Americans have been honored with burials ina VA
national cemetery. The NCA is charged with maintaining
nearly 23,000 acres across the country.

For FY 2025, the IBVSOs recommend $626 million for the
NCA, an increase of $146 million over the projected FY
2024 level. With increased labor costs, increased inflation,
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projected expansions as well as increased resources for
programs within the NCA, the IBVSOs feel this increase in
funding is critical in ensuring our nation’s veterans receive
an appropriate resting place that honors their service.

Cemetery Expansion & Maintenance (+$60 million)
The demand for burial space is increasing as the
nation’s veteran population ages and the NCA is facing
unprecedented costs at every step of the interment
process. Cemetery activations, expansions, and
maintenance are larger pieces of the NCA although
several other programs and services are critical to

their mission. With two new activations in FY 2024

in Nebraska and Nevada, along with sustained costs
for maintenance, and rising labor costs, the IBVSOs
recommend an additional $60 million to ensure proper
maintenance, increased utilization, and to address other
necessary costs.

National Shrine Initiative & Legacy Memorial
(+$50 Million)

Burial is not the final need for interned veterans,
there are continued costs in maintaining markers and
headstones, as well as the grounds of the increasing
number of cemeteries NCA oversees. The IBVSOs
recommend an additional $50 million for the National
Shrine Initiative and Legacy Memorial programs.

Utilization and Awareness (+$10 Million)

Awareness of the services and supports offered by

the NCA have been increasing over the years thanks

to concerted efforts. With the implementation of the
pre-need burial eligibility determination more and

more veterans are learning about their eligibility for VA
cemeteries. The IBVSOs recommend $10 million in order
for the NCA to continue its outreach and engagement to
veterans about their eligibility for burial.

Homeless Veteran Training Program (+$5 Million)
Homelessness is a complex issue with several factors
that impact our nation’s veterans. The NCA has been
operating a pilot program that provides on the job
training to homeless veterans that trains them to work
at various cemeteries across the country. The program
is small but has had a positive impact on the lives of
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several veterans that were previously homeless. The
IBVSOs recommend a $5 million investment into this
program to help combat homelessness among veterans.

Office of the Inspector General

FY 2025 |1B Recommendation $309 Million
FY 2024 Admin. Budget Request $-- Million
FY 2024 Project Appropriation $296 Million

The Office of Inspector General (OIG) performs
audits, inspections, investigations, and reviews

to improve VA programs and services’ efficiency,
effectiveness, and integrity. For FY 2024, the IBVSOs
recommend approximately $284 million for the OIG,
an increase of approximately $11 million over the FY
2023 appropriations level, which primarily reflects
current services with increases for inflation and
federal pay raises. ¢
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Construction Programs

Total Infrastructure Budget

FY 2025 1B Recommendation $7.0Billion
FY 2025 VA Budget Request $-- Billion
FY 2024 Projected Appropriation $1.8 Billion

There are over $130 billion in backlogged infrastructure
projects, and the backlog is growing every day. Last
year, the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) requested
a total of $4.1 billion for the entire infrastructure
account. However, VA Capital Infrastructure’s backlog of
projects continues to grow faster than VA can address
them. Neither VA’s Office of Construction and Facilities
Management nor the individual VA facilities have the
staff to oversee the amount of work necessary to keep
up with the growing backlog, much less decrease it.
Investing in the oversight and completion of these
critical projects will save VA money in the long term
and potentially save lives if done correctly. The VA

must request almost triple the amount of money and
hire additional full-time employees (FTE) to oversee all
infrastructure projects. Adding personnel to an office
of strategic planning and increasing the personnel at
individual major facilities to oversee local projects is
critical to decreasing the backlog.

Major Construction
FY 2025 1B Recommendation $5.2 Billion
FY 2025 VA Budget Request $-- Billion
FY 2024 Projected Appropriation $881 Million

In fiscal year (FY) 2023, the VA requested and Congress
appropriated mandatory and discretionary funding for
major construction projects for a total of $3.01 billion.
Although these funds will allow VA to begin construction
on some key projects, many previously funded sites still
lack the funding for completion. Some of these projects
have been on hold or in the design and development
phase for years. Many of VA’'s recommendations for
expansion and construction of new healthcare facilities,
as well as repairs and maintenance of existing ones, are
widely supported and merit funding. VA must request $9
billion for Major Construction in order to keep up with
and begin reducing the backlog.

Seismic Corrections (+$1 Billion)

Another longstanding critical infrastructure problem for
VA is the almost $7 billion gap in outstanding seismic
corrections on VA’s priority lists. These are potential life
safety issues that cannot be overlooked. VA needs to
ensure all seismic and life safety issues are placed at the
top of the Strategic Capital Investment Plan (SCIP) list
and remain at the top until they are rectified. Having
seismic deficiencies on the SCIP list year after year is
unacceptable and could lead to catastrophic events if left
unresolved. VA must begin making these corrections as
quickly as possible. The Independent Budget veterans
service organizations (IBVSOs) recommend Congress
appropriate an additional $1 billion in FY 2025 and each
year thereafter until this backlog is eliminated.

Research Infrastructure (+$100 Million)

For decades, VA construction and maintenance
appropriations have failed to provide the resources
VA needs to replace, maintain, and upgrade its aging
research facilities. A 2012 congressionally mandated
report found a clear need for systematic infrastructure
improvements for VA research laboratories. VA
completed a Phase Il assessment in 2020 of fewer than
one-third of sites inspected in Phase | and provided

a status update to House and Senate appropriators.
Phase Il findings show that, while certain projects
have received funding, significant deficiencies

remain. It was estimated that over $200 million was
needed to correct all deficiencies identified in the
Phase Il report, including $99.5 million in Priority 1
deficiencies, representing immediate needs, such as
life safety hazard corrections. The IBVSOs recommend
an additional $100 million for VA research facilities to
address the most pressing repairs.

Managing Infrastructure Projects (+$53 Million)

VA Capital Infrastructure’s backlog of projects continues
to grow faster than VA can address them. Neither VA's
Office of Construction and Facilities Management nor
the individual VA facilities have the staff to oversee the
amount of work necessary to decrease the backlog.
Investing in the oversight and completion of these
critical projects will save VA money in the long term
and potentially save lives if done correctly. VA must
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hire additional FTE to oversee infrastructure projects.
Adding personnel to an office of strategic planning and
increasing the personnel at individual major facilities

to oversee local projects is critical to decreasing the
backlog. The IBVSOs recommend an increase of 350 FTE
($53 million) to plan and oversee construction projects,
with new personnel assigned to each of VA’s major
medical centers or other appropriate regional locations.

Minor Construction

FY 2025 IB Recommendation $910 Million
FY 2025 VA Budget Request $-- Million
FY 2024 Projected Appropriation $680 Million

To ensure VA funding keeps pace with current and future
minor construction needs, the IBVSOs

recommend Congress appropriate $3.1 billion for minor
construction projects. It is important to invest heavily

in minor construction because these are the types of
projects that can be completed faster and have a more
immediate impact on services for veterans.

To improve planning, management, and oversight of
minor construction projects, the IBVSOs recommend
removing the current funding limits for minor
construction and using a model that assigns projects
based on the scope of work. Project management
should be performed by personnel familiar with

the scope of projects and not be moved to different
personnel solely because of cost. Similar minor
construction projects should be overseen by personnel
familiar with the scope of the project regardless of the
total dollar value.

Women Veterans Health Clinics (+$30 Million)

The Veterans Health Administration must develop

plans for women veterans’ health clinics to address
capital infrastructure issues. The IBVSOs recommend an
additional $30 million to create comprehensive women’s
clinics and appropriate space and accommodations to
comply with environment of care standards for women
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veterans. This will include projects such as creating
secure and private patient consultation areas, separate
entryways or waiting areas, and lactation centers.

Expanding Dental Care Capacity (+$50 Million)

VA’s current dental care program is constrained by

both lack of clinical personnel and lack of treatment
space, which has required increased spending on
community dental care contracts. In line with the IBVSOs
recommendation in the Medical Services section to
increase staffing to meet VA's currently authorized
programs and to expand dental care to all enrolled
veterans, the IBVSOs recommend Congress appropriate
an additional $50 million for Minor Construction to
expand and modify treatment space in existing VA
facilities, as well as support additional leased space.

Nonrecurring Maintenance Contracts

Although Non-Recurring Maintenance (NRM) is part of
the Medical Facilities appropriation, it is important to
understand that the failure to address NRM issues on

a timely basis results in increased minor construction
needs. Routine assessments for safety and effectiveness
are conducted at each national cemetery facility and
provide a grade from “A - F” based on deficiencies.

The National Cemetery Administration (NCA) tries to
address existing faults annually, and while many are not
more than $300,000, multiple deficiencies are pending.
To correct the facilities with safety grades of D and F,
would cost $190 million alone. Historically, these NRM
contracts are not a high priority for the budget; however,
the IBVSOs feel that safety and effectiveness concerns at
these facilities should elevate these issues to be a higher
priority and recommend $900 million, which is included
in the Medical Facilities recommendation.
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State Home Home Construction Grants

' State Cemeteries Construction Grants

FY 2025 1B Recommendation $600 Million FY 2025 IB Recommendation $300 Million
FY 2025 VA Budget Request $-- Million FY 2025 VA Budget Request $-- Million
FY 2024 Projected Appropriation $164 Million FY 2024 Projected Appropriation $60 Million

Grants for state extended care facilities, commonly
known as State Home Construction Grants, provide up
to 65 percent of the cost of construction, rehabilitation,
and repair of state veterans’ homes, with the state
providing at least 35 percent in matching funds. VA’s
State Home Construction Grants Priority List for FY
2023 included 73 Priority 1 Group requests by states,
those who had secured state matching funds, with

a total federal share over $1 billion. Unfortunately,
Congress appropriated just $150 million for FY 2023,
less than 15 percent of the federal share, which
allowed funding for only six projects to move forward.
With states continuing to provide matching funds

for additional State Home Construction projects,

the backlog will continue rising, with the federal

share for FY 2024 expected to be over $1.2 billion.
Unfortunately, Congress is poised to appropriate just
$164 million for FY 2024, which would be only about
13 percent of the total federal share. With the need for
long-term care services for veterans continuing to rise
as the population ages, it is imperative that Congress
increase funding to catch up and eliminate the backlog
of federal funding, which may require supplemental
funding in FY 2024 to make real progress. For FY 2025,
the IBVSOs recommend at least $600 million for the
State Home Construction Grant program.

The State Cemetery Grant Program is a critical
resource that allows states to expand options for
veteran internments. Partnerships between the NCA
and tribal, state, and local cemeteries are critical in
ensuring that veterans have a burial selection within
75 miles of their homes. Local cemeteries can expand
veteran burial options by raising half of the funds
required to establish or expand a veterans’ cemetery,
work with local government agencies and zoning
commissions, and complete the grassroots steps
needed for the expansion and the Veterans Cemetery
Grants Program grants provide the remaining
funding. With a growing project list and increased
costs, the IBVSOs recommend $300 million, which
will allocate the necessary resources to approve all
approved grant proposals.

Other Discretionary Programs

FY 2025 IB Recommendation $334 Million
FY 2025 VA Budget Request $ -- Million
FY 2024 Projected Appropriation $320 Million

Other VA discretionary programs include the
Veterans Housing Benefit Program Fund, the
Vocational Rehabilitation Loans Program, and the
Native American Veterans Housing Loan Program.
For FY 2025, the IBVSOs recommend approximately
$334 million for these other discretionary programs,
an increase of approximately $14 million over the
projected FY 2024 appropriations level, which
primarily reflects current services with increases for
inflation and federal pay raises. ¢
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For nearly 40 years, The Independent Budget veterans service
organizations (IBVSOs)—DAV (Disabled American Veterans),
Paralyzed Veterans of America [PVA), and the Veterans of Foreign
Wars of the United States (VFW)—have worked to develop and
present concrete recommendations to ensure that the Department
of Veterans Affairs remains fully funded and capable of carrying
out its mission to serve veterans and their families, both now and
in the future. Throughout the year, the IBVSOs work together to
promote their shared recommendations, while each organization
also works independently to identify and address legislative and
policy issues that affect the organizations’ members and

the broader veterans’ community.

DAY IPVA WFW
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Department of Veterans Affairs (VA)
Questions for the Record Submitted to
The Honorable Denis McDonough, Secretary of Veterans Affairs
Committee on Veterans’ Affairs
United States Senate
“Hearing on the Fiscal Year 2025 Veterans Affairs Budget Request”

May 1, 2024

Questions for the Record from Marsha Blackburn:

Question 1: As military personnel move from the DoD to receiving care at the VA,
the significance of having a unified electronic health record (EHR) that
accompanies the veteran to the VA or any other care provider becomes
increasingly crucial. Regarding the Federal Electronic Health Record
Modernization (EHRM) program, it is great to hear some of recent successes
including the March deployment at the joint DoD VA facility in north Chicago,
progress towards getting out of the reset, and DoD now being completely
deployed. Given the fact that it will take close to a year to be able to ramp back up
to VA's next site deployment, will you commit to a new deployment schedule?

VA Response: Yes, VA is committed to developing a new deployment schedule.

Historically, VA requires a 15-month lead time to prepare for site deployments. Moving
forward, the series of investments we have made previously at future go-live facilities
will help prepare those facilities to eventually go live in the future when we restart
deployments.

We are currently working to define meaningful, measurable, and actionable metrics that
would allow VA leadership and stakeholders to assess our progress during the EHR
reset phase. Ultimately, these metrics will aid VA leadership in decision-making
regarding transitioning out of this phase and resuming deployment activities at pace.
The metrics are currently under review by VA leadership for finalization and will be
shared with Congress once approved.

VA will release a new deployment schedule and resume pre-deployment activities in
fiscal year (FY) 2025 with greater confidence in the readiness of both the Federal EHR
system and the VA health care system to successfully navigate this important change.

Question 2a: What is the current VA remote work policy for employees?

VA Response: The current VA remote work policy is outlined in VA Directive and
Handbook 5011, Hours of Duty and Leave, dated December 9, 2022. In accordance
with VA policy, remote work arrangements may be approved for a variety of business
reasons, including, but not limited to: (1) Retaining high-performing employees who
must move for personal reasons and would otherwise leave the VA, (2) Recruiting
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employees with specialized skills, who may not want or be able to relocate for personal
reasons; (3) Achieving VA Administration or Staff Office real estate cost savings, or
other business cost reductions (e.g. utility costs or reduction in leased space); (4)
Reducing costs associated with filling vacancies when employees must relocate; and
(5) Increasing employee work-life balance, resulting in increased morale.

Remote work is not an employee entitlement. All remote workers must receive training
and remote agreements are subject to annual review. Remote work agreements may be
terminated by management with adequate prior advance notice to the employee when
necessary due to changing business or organizational needs, or other mission or
business-related reasons.

In addition to the remote policy in VA Handbook 5011, as cited above, in December
2023, VA implemented a change to establishing, filling, or converting a remote position
aligned to the National Capital Region for non-bargaining unit employees. The guidance
was revised in May 2024 to include bargaining unit employees. Specifically, criteria
were established for approving remote work arrangements and requires approval from
either the Deputy Secretary or Under Secretary/Assistant Secretary/Other Key Official,
based on the type of position and the reason for requesting a remote work exception.

Question 2b: Please specify if there are different remote work expectations for
different departments within the VA and how many employees are eligible for
remote work.

VA Response: The only employees excluded from working remotely are political
appointees and senior executives, who are expected to report in-person several times
each pay period. All other employees are expected to follow the procedures in VA
Handbook 5011 when requesting to work remotely. Within the National Capital Region,
requests to establish a new remote position must be approved by the Deputy Secretary.
Requests to backfill or convert an existing position may be approved by the Under
Secretary, Assistant Secretary, or Key Official. For field positions, requests may be
approved by the supervisor.

VA is not able to provide the number of employees eligible for remote work. While VA's
system of record shows that approximately 214,000 employees are in telework-suitable
positions, this does not correlate to all positions being suitable for remote work. Such
eligibility determinations are made on a case-by-case basis, by each VA Administration
and Staff Office. In rendering a decision to grant a remote work arrangement,
management must consider VA's mission-related requirements and the impact on VA
operations.

Question 2¢: Do you see a lack of collaboration and communication among VA
employees who work remotely compared to those who don’t?

VA Response: VA has not found any evidence of a lack of coliaboration or
communication among VA employees working remotely in comparison to employees
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who do not. VA's 2024 All Employee Survey (AES) data show the group with the highest
score on workgroup collaboration is remote workers (4.07), which is an increase of 0.04
from 2023. The groups reporting the iowest scores for workgroup collaboration are
employees not approved to telework (3.62) and those unable to telework (3.76).
Similarly, AES data on workgroup communication show the group with the highest score
is remote workers (4.26), which is an increase of 0.02 from 2023. The groups reporting
the lowest scores for workgroup communication are the employees not approved to
telework (3.72) and those unable to telework (3.78).

Questions for the Record from Senator Boozman:

Question 1a: The University of Arkansas for Medical Science (UAMS) has formally
expressed interest in participating in the external provider scheduling (WeliHive)
program. | have received word that the Little Rock VA and VISN 16 are supportive
of this request. While | understand that the CAVHS is not in a phase of
deployment yet, is there a possibility of adding them to Phase 3?

VA Response: The Veterans Health Administration (VHA) is restructuring the phased
rollout plan of the External Provider Scheduling (EPS) platform. The approach for FY
2025 will involve a limited number of Veterans Integrated Service Networks (VISN) that
have been recommended based on market factors, digital presence of the providers,
progress with onboarding providers to the platform, and facility factors. The approach
will also include regular updates to VHA leadership relative to determinations of
additional expansions. While at this time a rollout of EPS at Central Arkansas VA
Healthcare System (CAVHS) is not planned within FY 2025, VHA remains enthusiastic
about eventually expanding to all sites, including the opportunity to implement at
CAVHS in the future.

Question 1b: If not, what is the best way for UAMS to go about seeking inclusion
into the external provider scheduling program?

VA Response: In FY 2025, VA is focusing EPS in six VISNs. VA will continue to monitor
the program and make decisions about future expansion.

Question 2: Veterans depend on the dialysis providers who are available under
VA’s national dialysis services contracts. These contracts were expected to come
to an end in September but are now expected to be extended for fiscal year 2025
based on the latest VA guidance. Without a long-term, sustainable dialysis care
network for fiscal year 2025 and beyond, the majority of the over 18,000 veterans
who are authorized for community dialysis care will be in limbo. Can you please
explain how you see the future of dialysis care in the VA?

VA Response: The Nationwide Dialysis Services Contracts (NDSC) provide critical
health care services to Veterans who are unable to receive dialysis care from VHA. The
NDSCs are essential to accomplishing VA's mission of delivering dialysis services to
over 18,000 Veterans, and VHA will ensure the continuity of contractual coverage for
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this critical health care service. VA is coordinating a comprehensive approach to
optimize Veteran choice and deliver the soonest and best dialysis care to include the
following:

¢ VA awarded nine bridge contracts for NDSC as VA continues work on the
follow-on procurement. The NDSC bridge contracts have a start date of
October 1, 2024, to March 13, 2025, with one additional option to extend from
April 1, 2024, to September 30, 2025.

¢ VAis also in the pre-solicitation phase for the contracts to replace the NDSC
contract and is conducting market research, reviewing contract requirements,
and evaluating lessons learned.

o VA will utilize resources within the direct care system as appropriate and
utilize the Community Care Network (CCN) in accordance with the VA
Maintaining Internal Systems and Strengthening Integrated QOutside Networks
Act of 2018 (MISSION Act).

+ VA issued a Request for Information (RF1) on the draft NDSC Performance
Work Statement (PWS) on March 11, 2024, to sam.gov, which included draft
contract requirements including an updated reimbursement model that would
align the dialysis contracts with MISSION Act requirements.

VA has reviewed responses to the March 11, 2024, RFI and is preparing the final PWS.
VA will release a draft Request for Proposal during the early months of FY 2025 to
further engage with industry, so they are prepared for the final posting later in the fiscal
year.

Question 3: From 2010 to 2019, the rate of opioid related overdose deaths among
veterans increased by 93.4 percent. This statistic, and others like them, indicate
those who have served our country would benefit from access to alternative
medicines to opioids to treat their acute pain. Now that alternatives are close to
FDA approval, it is important that there are policies in place to ensure that our
nation’s veterans have access to these opioid alternatives when they are
approved and that they do not have to pay more for non-opioid medications than
they would for a generic opioid. What actions are needed to ensure this group
has access to prescriptions for nonaddictive opioid alternatives for both acute
and chronic pain?

VA Response: The VHA National Formulary Committee makes evidence-based
decisions for the use of medication throughout the system. All medications are available
within the VA either on the VA national formulary or through the non-formulary process
with clinical justification. No additional action is needed as all Food and Drug
Administration approved new molecular entities are reviewed under the existing
processes.

Questions for the Record from Bill Cassidy, MD:

Question 1: Update on Prior Authorization Process:
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During your testimony, you mentioned that the VA has made progress in updating
the prior authorization process. Could you provide the most current updates on
these improvements, detailing any specific changes that have been implemented?
Please include updates on services beyond dental as well.

VA Response: VHA is initiating approaches to enhance quality of care coordination and
determine appropriateness of care provided in the community through standardized
episodes of care (SEOC) modifications. SEOCs are used to authorize care in the
community and consist of a bundle of care. SEOCs allow clinicians to add these
bundles to a community care referral in a standardized fashion. The SEOCs project
team will implement narrowed SEOCs at selected pilot sites by focusing on cardiology
and orthopedic specialties. By removing complex cardiac and orthopedic procedures
from SEQCs for routinely utilized procedures and requiring community care providers to
submit a new request for complex procedures, VA will have sooner touch points with
Veterans for care coordination reviews, empower them with all their care options, and
allow VA to conduct a review for clinical appropriateness. Thus, this approach is similar
to an authorization management tool used by many payors. The results of the pilot will
guide the expansion of the SEOC narrowing process. Additionally, VA is developing a
long-term plan to implement Utilization Management (UM) for community care and has
sought industry feedback on potential strategies
(https://sam.gov/opp/Oefb6d38a4db4019a78625080a085200/view#general). A
workgroup has been established to design a more robust UM program in the next 2
years.

Question 2: Intensity of Services in Community Care vs. VA Direct Care:

Has there been any analysis to determine if there is a greater intensity of services
provided for similar diagnoses in Community Care compared to VA Direct Care?

o If so, in which setting is intensity greater or lesser?

¢ Is there a subset of Community Care settings which there are greater than
or equal two standard deviations out in intensity of services for a given
diagnosis code?

VA Response: There has not been any analysis to determine if there is a greater
intensity of services provided for similar diagnoses in Community Care compared to VA
Direct Care. Such an analysis would be difficult given the unique nature of treatment
plans, individual patient needs, and differences in case-mix of the Veterans receiving
care in the VA direct care system or the community. This may be further complicated
because VA facilities utilize community care to augment services they do not provide or
do not have the capacity to perform. Preliminary research (performed in the VHA Office
of Quality and Patient Safety) has demonstrated that Veterans undergoing a new
comprehensive cardiovascular evaluation in the community are more likely to undergo
initial and duplicative tests for cardiovascular disease in the community compared to
similar patients treated in the direct care system. In response to these findings, VHA is
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making changes to our current authorization processes for some cardiovascular tests
and developing a more robust utilization management program.

Question 3: Average Occupancy Rates:

Please provide the average occupancy rate of each hospital. Provide the number
of patients related to the overall capacity of the hospital and the number of
staffed beds.

VA Response: The attached datasheet provides, within the tab AVERAGE, a
breakdown of the average occupancy rate of each hospital from 2018 through June
2024. The datasheet tool allows for filtering by location and time period. For example,
for June 2024, Augusta, Maine averaged 77% for staffed beds.

The attached datasheet also provides, within the tab TOTALS, a breakdown for average
patients including averaged staffed and VistA beds, by month and by hospital, to show
overall capacity.

“Staffed Beds” indicate all active beds available for use, including all needed resources.
“VistA Beds” indicates the defined number of beds open in VistA that are configured in
the Bed Management Solution (BMS).

There are other reasons, in addition to staffing, beds may not be available for use, such
as construction. These beds are not included in staffed beds. This is reflected in
differences in average VistA beds, and average staffed beds, including the associated
occupancy rates. These data include all available hospital-wide beds and are not
restricted to acute beds such as Medical/Surgical and Intensive Care Unit (ICU) beds.

Of note, acute bed types were one of the primary bed types used during Coronavirus
Disease 2019 (COVID-19), which may account for differences in occupancy rates,
based on care needed during COVID-19. Increased patient length of stay based
COVID-19 iliness severity and restriction in the number of patients in larger rooms also
reduced beds available and occupancy rates.

Question 4: Occupancy Rates Pre and Post-MISSION Act:

Please provide the average occupancy of each hospital before and after the
implementation of the MISSION Act, detailing any changes (increases or
decreases) in patient numbers.

VA Response: The aitached datasheet provides VHA enterprise-wide average
occupancy rate percentage for each hospital for the period before and after the
MISSION Act was enacted (June 2019).

VHA's National COVID-19 response and support (represented in the line graph)
impacted bed utilization post-MISSION Act. In the extract, there is an average
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occupancy rate of 69.6% pre-MISSION Act, and an average occupancy rate of 64.9%
post-MISSION Act, reflecting an enterprise change of -4.7% occupancy.

Questions for the Record from Angus King:

Question 1: As we discussed during the hearing, it is troubling to see a proposed
cut to staffing levels at a time when the VA is providing great service to so many
veterans—and increasing the number of veterans served each year. | want to
ensure that forward momentum is maintained, and | worry that staffing cuts could
undermine the services we provide to our veterans. Additionally, | understand you
need to make tough decisions to meet the parameters of the Fiscal Responsibility
Act as agreed to in June 2023.

1a. Can you please share more details as to how the VA is going to reach
its stated goal of net zero FTEs during fiscal year 2025? Specifically, where
are the cuts of 10,000 FTEs going to be coming from: are these cuts to
doctors and nurses? Are they reductions that occur from streamlining and
automating claims processing? Or are they coming from somewhere else?

VA Response: Please see the response to Question 1b.

1b. If these cuts are going to impact VHA, can you detail what facilities will
be impacted? So far, | have heard from VA Maine that there have been no
changes to their current approaches to hiring and staffing, but do they
need to be worried that change is coming?

VA Response to 1a and 1b: VHA is requesting additional funding to support a staffing
level achieved in June FY 2024 plus an additional 5,250 staff (approximately 5,000
cumulative FTE) for a growth rate of approximately 1.8% {o support strategic hiring in
several key areas, such as mental health care and locations with ongoing increases in
health care enrollees. After phenomenal staffing growth in FY 2023 (7.4%) and
additional growth in FY 2024 (2.1%), the additional funding requested for FY 2025 will
support a more modest growth rate of 1.8% and will require that local leaders make
prudent decisions regarding staffing while still supporting critical needs. Local leaders
are empowered to make decisions about their workforces, and we are constantly
communicating with local VA leaders to make sure that we have the staff we need to
best serve the Nation's Veterans.

Question 2: As | mentioned during the hearing, an issue I’ve been focused on
related to aging in place is falls prevention. Every year, falls send more than 3
million people to emergency rooms for treatment and more than 800,000 of those
folks end up hospitalized. Falls cause more than 300,000 hip fractures annually
and too many co-occurrences of traumatic brain injuries. We should be doing
more to upgrade homes to prevent falls and allow folks to age in place—it seems
like a win-win that will save us money on medical expenses from injuries and will
save money in nursing home costs.
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I’'m preparing to introduce legisiation that would direct the VA to focus on this
issue by establishing an Office of Falls Prevention and creating a falls prevention
coordinator position, requiring VA to develop veteran-specific research for
evidence-based falls prevention programs, publishing a report on falls prevention
initiatives the Department is undertaking, and more.

2a. Can you go into more detail about how shifting the focus from
addressing injuries, which too frequently prove fatal, to taking preventative
steps would help veterans stay in their homes longer?

VA Response: Preventing falls with injury has been a focus of VHA'’s patient safety
efforts for many years. Comprehensive fall prevention and management services are
available to all enrolled Veterans. Actions targeted at preventing major injury are
intended to avoid the most catastrophic outcomes for Veterans, including death.

VHA provides a comprehensive range of services and resources to both Veterans and
employees to reduce falls. Fall prevention practices are implemented through the entire
continuum of Veteran care, including fall risk assessments and screening,
communication, documentation, and team meetings to discuss and implement fall
prevention strategies for each Veteran served. VHA has developed toolkits, provided
clinical education, and established a Safe Patient Handling and Mobility program (see
attachments). Fall prevention services available to Veterans beyond the facility setting
(e.g., home and community) include, but are not limited to, providing assistive
technologies, durable medical equipment, safe patient handling and mobility devices,
home modifications, and vehicle modifications. Both VHA and the Veterans Benefits
Administration (VBA) are involved in providing these products, modifications, and
associated services. VHA is utilizing this collaborative model to identify and implement
innovative approaches to prevent Veteran falls.

VHA recently established a project team to identify best practices in fall prevention used
by private sector health care organizations and determine how VHA could better
integrate its existing services and resources into a single integrated program.

Many Veterans wish to remain at home for as long as possible and to maintain their
highest level of independence. This can be accomplished by being proactive and
utilizing all VA resources to prevent fall-related injuries from occurring.

Proactive approaches to fall prevention include the following:

+ National-level collaborations and development of staff education opportunities
that focus on shifting the emphasis from falls prevention to mobility promotion
are key and require a whole person, whole team approach so that the focus is
expanded beyond risk minimalization. Focusing solely on risk mitigation can
lead to iatrogenic effects like mobility restrictions.
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* Assuring the appropriate transition of care planning (i.e., home to outpatient,
inpatient to home).

» Completing an individualized mobility improvement and fall improvement plan
at every transition of care.

+ Completing a whole person assessment that includes Veteran goals, values,
preferences, and routines.

* The Office of Nursing Services’ Field Advisory Committee for Fall Prevention
is developing standardized Veteran and caregiver education to include
hospitalization as well as promotion of safety in the home following discharge.

2b. Similarly, how would shifting from addressing injuries to prevention
impact cost of services for the Department, and therefore your overall
budget?

VA Response: The successful application of fall prevention strategies to avoid major
injuries potentially decreases costs related to emergency department visits,
hospitalization, surgeries, other medical interventions, and long-term care required after
an injurious fall. Findings of the research being conducted by the project team
mentioned above will contribute to a better understanding of the potential cost impact of
an integrated falls management program.

Questions for the Record from Jerry Moran:

Question 1: Your written testimony provided top-level numbers about the record
number of claims submitted to, and completed by, the Veterans Benefits
Administration (VBA) in fiscal year 2023. | continue to hear from veterans facing a
variety of challenges as they undergo the claims process, including but not
limited to:

+ Traveling far distances for disability exams;

+ Receiving inadequate disability exams;

« Difficulty scheduling disability exams, especially with contract
examiners;

» Receiving confusing and misleading information and correspondence
from VBA about where their claim is in the process of being decided,
including whether the claim is “ready for decision;”

* The overdevelopment of claims; and

» Appeals being remanded by the Board of Veterans Affairs because of
inadequate exams or improper claims development by VBA.

The number of concerns | hear from veterans, survivors, and their
representatives about these issues indicate widespread systemic changes are
needed to improve the claims process and the VBA customer experience. How
will the FY 2025 budget request improve:

1a. outreach to veterans and survivors about the claims process
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VA Response: VBA's mission is to serve as a leading advocate for Service members,
Veterans, their families, and survivors.

VBA continues to identify ways to enhance outreach activities to Service members,
Veterans, their families, and survivors, VBA's Qutreach, Transition, and Economic
Development (OTED) provides training to Outreach Coordinators including the Military
Sexual Trauma (MST) National Training Symposium. The training symposium is focused
on improving support for Veterans who have experienced MST by fostering trauma-
sensitive interaction and to increase communication during outreach events that will
facilitate the claims process and limit additional stress on MST survivors. Additionally,
OTED continues to enhance benefit and claims administration by conducting Economic
Development Initiatives in Rural and Unaffiliated Qualified Opportunity Zones. These
events are enhanced by on-site Claims Clinic components and facilitated by VBA's
Medical Disability Exam Office Mobile Units to provide comprehensive examinations to
support the conditions being claimed. The FY 2025 budget request will allow VBA to
continue providing outreach to Veterans and survivors about the claims process.

The FY 2025 budget request will also assist VBA’s Office of Administrative Review
(OAR) with technology upgrades that will improve automation and allow for a more
Veteran-centric decision review process. For example, OAR is in the process of creating
a self-scheduling system for Veterans, claimants, and representatives to reserve the
time and date for informal conferences in a more streamlined and effective manner.

VBA's Office of Survivors Assistance (OSA) conducts virtual and in-person outreach
targeted at the survivor population. The goal of the outreach is to facilitate an
understanding of benefits available and ensure, to the maximum extent possible, that
the survivor population has access to such benefits. OSA partners with other VA offices
(such as OTED) to hold Virtual Symposia throughout each year to reach the largest
survivor population possible. OSA will continue to provide new outreach opportunities,
create new resources for survivors, and refine current resources based on the survivor
population and their needs.

In addition to OSA's dedicated outreach, VBA is actively engaging with stakeholders and
partners to refine development and notification letters to reduce confusion, enhance
clarity, and mitigate overdevelopment of claims. Some efforts associated with this
project will include system enhancements, technology modernization, contract revisions,
and engagement with stakeholders to validate the changes to notification and
development letters meet the needs of VBA's customers.

1b. access to timely and high-quality disability exams
VA Response: The FY 2025 budget will ensure VBA can increase contract exams in a
more timely and efficient manner. The requested funding levels will ensure that VBA

improves Veteran access {o timely and high-quality disability exams. The budget
includes funding for initiatives that will reduce exam processing time, support Veterans
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with rideshare services to help transport them to exams, increase VBA's oversight as it
relates to vendor exam locations, and fund improvements to the Veteran experience as
VBA works to improve its customer service program. The budget will also support VBA
program processes to ensure that contract exams are completed with the highest level
of quality.

Additionally, OAR is coliaborating with the Board of Veterans’ Appeals (Board),
Compensation Service, and the Medical Disability Evaluation Office to evaluate the root
causes of remands and potential mitigation efforts. The working group identified exams
and medical opinions as a significant contributor to remands and is devising solutions to
improve and streamline VBA's development actions, Board remand instructions, and
exam sufficiency.

1c. training for claims processors and examiners

VA Response: VBA continues to monitor the effectiveness of new-hire and journey-
level employee training to ensure proper development of claims and adequacy of
examination requests. With the FY 2025 budget, VBA will undergo training
modernization efforts aimed at improving learner engagement, retention, and
effectiveness of training. Funding for these enhancements will assist in reducing
overdevelopment, increasing accuracy, and improving the customer and employee
experience.

1d. the quality of claims decisions by VBA?

VA Response: VBA continues to monitor the accuracy of claims processors at the
national and local levels through quality review processes. These processes allow for
additional opportunities for quality improvements through the identification of specific
error trends. With the FY 2025 budget, VBA will continue to improve claims processing
accuracy through automation efforts, enhancements to the Veterans Benefits
Management System, and improved notification letters. Funding for these
enhancements and reviews will assist in reducing overdevelopment, increasing
accuracy, and improving the customer and employee experience. Additionally, the FY
2025 budget request will allow VA to maintain the ratio of Quality Review Specialists to
claims processors appropriate to meet the demand for individual quality reviews and
associated quality functions.

Question 2: Grant-funded state and tribal veterans’ cemeteries supported by the
Veterans Cemetery Grant Program (VCGP) are essential to reaching VA’s strategic
goal of providing 95% of American veterans with burial options within a 75-mile
radius of their home. The FY 2025 budget request for VCGP is $60 million.
However, in FY 2024, VCGP’s Grants Priority List included conforming pre-
applications totaling nearly 5 times that amount. One third of those applications
were Priority 1 requests totaling $102.7 million, which is 1.7 times the total
requested amount of funding. Given that discrepancy, please explain why you
believe that the $60 million request for this program is appropriate and sufficient
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to meet the needs of State and tribal partners and continue to expand burial
services to veterans and their families.

VA Response: The Veterans Cemetery Grant Program (VCGP) budget request was
considered along with other Department-wide priorities during the budget formulation
process. While it is accurate that the FY 2024 Grants Priority List has 69 conforming
projects totaling over $295 million in grant opportunities, and that 26 of those are for
Priority Group 1 expansion/improvement projects, not all of these projects will be ready
for a grant award in FY 2025 and their costs have not been finalized. The projects on
this list conform with regulatory requirements for submission of the preapplication,
including authority to construct, and initial funding availability (to be later reimbursed by
VA grant); however, the scope, timing, and final cost of these pre-applications have yet
to be validated by VA. In addition, grant requirements for the projects have not
necessarily been met. As such, the priority list provides a sense of the current demand
for cemetery grants, but it is not a definite validated list of actual demand for cemetery
grants. VCGP’s project managers collaborate with prospective grantees to determine
the project’s final scope and estimated cost. The validated estimate provides future
direction for the grant opportunity for selected prospective grantees.

After the Priority List is set at the beginning of the fiscal year, projects may not address
an immediate depletion need and will be ranked lower on the list or grantees may
decline or withdraw a grant opportunity allowing VA to offer grants to projects with a
lower priority ranking. For example, in 2023, while the appropriation for the VCGP was
$50 million, the FY 2023 Priority List had included 52 conforming projects totaling $173
million in grant opportunities. That year, five states with Priority Group 1 projects for
expansion of existing cemeteries declined grant opportunities to expand their
cemeteries. No other Priority Group 1 projects were ready for award. As a result, the
National Cemetery Administration (NCA) was able to move down to Priority Group 2 and
award two grants to establish new state Veterans cemeteries in Lubbock, Texas, and
Grand Island, Nebraska. Due to this type of dynamic within the VCGP, we believe that
while the $60 million request for this program carries some risk, there is sufficient
funding to address the highest Priority Group 1 expansion grant opportunities in FY
2025.

Question 3: As NCA closes in on its strategic goal of providing 95% of American
veterans with burial options within a 75-mile radius of their home, it must also
balance effective management of its existing 158 national cemeteries and 35
other cemetery installations across the country. However, the FY 2025 budget
request includes no funding to address NCA's inventory of deficiencies rated “D”
or “F” during the most recent Facility Condition Assessment. These ratings
indicate code or safety violations, or facilities in poor or failing conditions. Why is
there no funding requested to address these serious deficiencies?

VA Response: NCA's 2025 Budget request includes funds in both the Operations and

Maintenance and Minor Construction appropriations to address infrastructure repairs
that are deemed critical to safety, code, or operational needs and are assessed at a “D”
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or an “F” Facility Condition Assessment (FCA) rating. The 2025 Operations and
Maintenance budget includes $6.3 million in baseline funding, the same level as 2024,
for FCA remediation projects to correct deficiencies that do not qualify as recurring
maintenance and repair or minor construction projects. FCA remediation projects
estimated to cost more than $400,000 are funded from the Minor Construction
appropriation. Within VA's Minor Construction request for FY 2025, there is $174.1
million that is planned for allocation to support NCA's Minor Construction requirements
to include FCA deficiencies.

Question 4: In implementing the Sergeant First Class Heath Robinson Honoring
our Promise to Address Comprehensive Toxics Act of 2022 (the PACT Act) and
working to deliver quicker and more transparent presumptions of service
connection for toxic-exposed veterans through VA’s Presumptive Decision
Process, how is VA gathering input from veterans and their advocates about
potential exposures they may have encountered during military service and are
you confident that VA can meet the needs of toxic-exposed veterans through the
current funding levels for the Veterans Exposure Team-Health Outcomes Military
Exposures (VET-HOME) program and VA’s Office of Research and Development?

VA Response: Section 202 of the PACT Act of 2022, which codified a new

subchapter VIl in chapter 11 of title 38, U.S.C., provides what VA must do to consider
locations and exposures that have had potential negative outcomes on the health of
Veterans in the pursuit of establishing presumptions between military service and those
outcomes.

VA established the Military Environmental Exposures Sub Council, co-chaired by
leaders from VHA and VBA, to provide a framework to analyze, review, and provide
policy recommendations prior to formal evaluation regarding service-connection
presumptions based on military environmental exposures. When the Secretary of
Veterans Affairs approves plans for a formal evaluation of conditions and their potential
relationship with environmental exposures, VA will publish a notice in the Federal
Register that includes a solicitation for public comment. After formal evaluation, if the
Secretary decides that a presumption or presumptions are warranted, VA will engage in
rulemaking to establish these presumptions. If the Secretary decides that no
presumption or presumptions are warranted, a notice will be published in the Federal
Register stating this and explaining VA's reasons for reaching this conclusion.

VA solicits input on conditions to be reviewed from external stakeholders, including
Veterans and their families and caregivers, Veterans Service Organizations (VSO),
Congress, and the public at large. In addition to the annual Federal Register Notice
required by PACT Act Section 202, VA also solicits input from stakeholders through
regular engagement such as quarterly PACT updates to Congress, quarterly PACT
updates to VSOs, and during outreach events with Veterans and their families. VA also
reviews media coverage of current hot topics and proactively engages Veterans and
stakeholder groups identified in those articles to learn more and provide assistance. in
addition, VA conducts ongoing studies and surveillance of known exposure issues and
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health outcomes that include communication with impacted Veteran cohorts. VA
leverages many different methods to gather information to deliver quicker and more
transparent presumptions of service connection for toxic-exposed Veterans.

Regardiess of location or time periods served in the military, VA encourages Veterans to
apply for health care and to file a claim for disability compensation if they believe a
health condition(s) is related to their service.

Question 5: Many of the offices within Human Resources and
Administration/Operations, Security, and Preparedness have levels of requested
funding that are either flat or only modest increases that are blunted by inflation.

5a. Is VA doing enough to resource VA Police Officers and make certain VA
facilities are secure environments?

VA is actively working to enhance the resourcing of VA Police Officers in the Veterans
Health Administration and ensuring that VA facilities have proper protocols in place to
maintain secure environments. At the Department-level, VA hired additional staff to
perform police program field inspections and conduct oversight. VA also invested in a
new Infrastructure Survey Tool, which aligns with industry-standard evaluation tools.
This tool enables VA to identify physical security vulnerabilities across VA facilities and
build solutions, thereby, bolstering overall security measures.

Moreover, there has been a concerted effort to strengthen security in critical areas such
as emergency departments, which are now manned by VA Police 24 hours, 7 days a
week. This continuous police presence ensures immediate response capabilities and
enhances safety for staff and patients.

In addition to physical measures, VA has implemented body-worn cameras for every VA
Police Officer, aligned with Federal standards. This significant initiative enhances
transparency, accountability, and professionalism within the force, contributing to
improved public trust and operational effectiveness.

Looking forward, VA is exploring the implementation of screening equipment at
entryways, where logistically appropriate. This proactive approach aims to further fortify
facility security by preventing unauthorized access and enhancing screening protocols.

Overall, these initiatives underscore VA's commitment to resourcing its police officers
adequately and ensuring secure environments across its facilities. By leveraging
advanced tools, increasing officer presence, embracing transparency through
technology, and exploring innovative security solutions, VA is making significant strides
towards safeguarding its personnel, patients, and visitors.

5b. Please explain how the FY 2025 budget request will ensure that VA is

secure against risks, both physical and digital, and is able to quickly hire
and onboard qualified and well-trained security personnel.
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VA Response: The VA FY 2025 budget places paramount importance on the mitigation
of both physical and digital security risks, while also streamlining the onboarding
process for highly qualified security personnel. VHA's budget plan is poised to achieve
these objectives through the effective allocation of the following resources:

1. Enhanced Physical Security Measures: The budget includes provisions for
upgrading physical security infrastructure across VA facilities. This may involve
investments in advanced surveillance systems, access control technologies,
perimeter security enhancements, and the implementation of physical security
countermeasures identified through comprehensive assessments.

2. Recruitment and Onboarding of Security Personnel: The budget includes
provisions for streamlined recruitment processes and accelerated onboarding
procedures. This may involve funding for recruitment campaigns, competitive
salary packages to attract top talent, and investments in training programs to
ensure that new hires are well-equipped with the necessary skills and
knowledge.

3. Training and Professional Development: The budget allocates resources for
continuous training and professional development opportunities to enhance the
skills and knowledge of security personnel. This ensures that they remain
updated on the latest security protocols, technologies, and best practices,
thereby, enhancing their effectiveness in safeguarding VA facilities against
evolving threats.

4. Collaboration and Partnerships: The allocated funds will foster collaborative
efforts with external partners, such as law enforcement agencies and
cybersecurity experts, to leverage their expertise and resources in enhancing
overall security posture.

Additionally, VA hired and onboarded qualified, well-trained security personnel for the
five additional FTE positions received in FY 2024 for HRA/OSP’s OSLE.

Overall, the FY 2025 budget request reflects a comprehensive approach {o ensuring VA
is secure against physical and digital risks. By investing in state-of-the-art security
measures, prioritizing recruitment and onboarding of qualified personnel, and promoting
continuous improvement through training and partnerships, VA aims to maintain a
secure environment for Veterans, staff, and visitors across its facilities.

Question 6: The Veterans Health Administration (VHA) issued a memo to Veterans
Integrated Service Network Directors in November 2023 asking whether any VA
Medical Centers (VAMCs) allow optometrists to perform ophthalmic laser surgery
in VAMCs in violation of VHA Directive 1121 which specifies “therapeutic laser
eye procedures in VHA are currently performed only by ophthalmologists and
ophthaimology residents.” How will VA assure compliance with this directive and,
if VHA learns that optometrists are furnishing laser eye procedures in VAMCs,
what action will VA take to inform impacted veterans and take appropriate
accountability actions and corrective measures?
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VA Response: VHA Directive 1121(2), VHA Eye and Vision Care, amended August 18,

2020, is the governing policy for Eye Care and laser surgery. This includes an update to
Appendix G on Credentialing and Privileging requirements for ophthalmologists related

to laser eye procedures:

“Therapeutic laser eye procedures in VHA are currently performed by only
ophthaimologists and ophthaimology residents. To independently perform
laser eye procedures, ophthalmologists must have completed an
accredited ophthalmology residency approved by the Accreditation
Council for Graduate Medical Education or the American Medical or
Osteopathic Association, have appropriate training and experience in
therapeutic laser procedures in accordance with the credentialing and
privileging procedures at the VA medical facility, and be board-eligible or
board certified by the American Board of Ophthalmology. Physicians who
perform laser surgery must maintain currency in laser safety fraining
provided within VA Talent Management System (TMS Laser Safety
Training item #3870739) for initial granting of and maintenance of laser
privileges.”

The current policy explicitly authorizes only ophthalmologists to perform laser eye
procedures. Despite this policy, optometrists may have been privileged to perform these
procedures, if licensed by their state to do so. As of October 2023, 11 states permit
optometrists to perform certain laser eye procedures under their state license, although
state laws vary in terms of which procedures are permissible. These include: VISN 6
(Virginia), VISN 9 (Kentucky), VISN 10 (Indiana), VISN 12 (Wisconsin), VISN 16
(Arkansas, Louisiana, and Mississippi), VISN 19 (Colorado, Oklahoma, and Wyoming),
and VISN 20 (Alaska). Despite this state authorization, VHA policy explicitly authorizes
only ophthalmologists to perform laser eye procedures and does not permit the practice
of laser eye procedures by optometrists.

In November 2023, VHA issued an Assistant Under Secretary for Health Memorandum:
For Action: Data Call: VHA Optometrist Currently Performing Certain Laser Eye
Procedures, to all VISNs and VAMCs. This memo clarified VHA Directive 1121(2), as
stated above, required all VAMCs to report if any Optometrists were performing laser
eye surgery, and clarified that as of November 6, 2023, VA Optometrists could no
longer perform laser eye procedures at any VAMC.

VHA reviewed each potentially affected VISN and found that optometrists performed
laser eye procedures in one facility. A third-party clinical review of patients who received
these procedures is ongoing. Upon review completion, VHA will determine if patient
contact is needed. Currently, no patients have requested follow-up care. VHA will
continue to take appropriate action as necessary.

Question 7: For more than ten years, VA has successfully provided timely access

to high quality dialysis services through community providers under the
Nationwide Dialysis Services Contracts (NDSCs). With the passage of the
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MISSION Act in 2018, Congress acknowledged that Medicare rates may not
always be sufficient for creating an adequate network and encouraged VA to
continue utilizing NDSCs. Dialysis care is highly specialized and NDSCs have
proven successful in providing care to a vulnerable population of

veterans. Moving forward, what are your plans for the future of the NDSCs and
how will you continue to assure the success of the contract vehicle?

VA Response:

o VAtakes a comprehensive approach to optimize Veteran choice and deliver
the soonest and best dialysis care.

¢ VA anticipated the need to continue NDSC beyond the September 30, 2024,
contract expiration and awarded nine NDSC bridge contracts that are in
effect, October 1, 2024, to March 31, 2025, with one additional option to
extend from April 1, 2024, to September 30, 2025.

e VAis currently in the pre-solicitation phase for new NDSC and is conducting
market research, reviewing contract requirements, and evaluating lessons
learned.

o VA utilizes existing resources within the direct care system as appropriate and
utilizes the Community Care Network in accordance with the MISSION Act.

e VAissued a RFI on the draft NDSC PWS on March 11, 2024, to sam.gov
(https://sam.gov/opp/a53e96e557954269ae2bb6eb7cf9dcbe2/view), which
included draft contract requirements including an updated reimbursement
model that would align the dialysis contracts with MISSION Act requirements.
VA has completed its review of the industry feedback and is finalizing PWS
requirements. VA will post a draft RFP in the first quarter of FY 2025.

The NDSC provides critical health care services to Veterans who are eligible to receive
dialysis care in the community under the Veterans Community Care program. The
NDSCs are essential to accomplishing VA's mission of delivering dialysis services to
over 18,000 Veterans, and VA's Office of Integrated Veteran Care will ensure the
continuity of contractual coverage for this critical health care service. VA awarded nine
bridge contracts for NDSCs as VA continues work on the new long-term procurement.
The NDSC Bridge contracts are in effect through March 31, 2025, with one additional
option to extend from April 1, 2024, to September 30, 2025.

Question 8: State Veterans Homes (SVHs) play an important role in caring for
aging veterans and are a critical partner for VA. | am concerned that, in FY 2025,
VA is only requesting $141 million - 14% less than FY 2024 - for Grants for the
Construction of SVHs when the current SVH priority list includes over 100
projects with a total VA cost share of nearly $1.8 billion. At current funding levels,
many SVH projects will languish on the priority list for years, despite states
already appropriating matching funds and investing in project planning.

8a. How does the FY 2025 budget request for SVH construction grants align
with the stated need in VA’s SVH priority list?

17 of 24



112

VA Response: The 2025 budget request, matched with state funding, is based on the
2024 construction projects priority listing for projects ranked with highest priority in
accordance with 38 C.F.R. § 59.50 and will support essential life-safety renovation
projects to help ensure quality care for Veterans and also ensure SVHs at a minimum
meet the code requirements for the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA). Any
remaining funds will be used to support new construction projects and non-life safety
renovation projects.

8b. And what is your plan to find solutions for quicker construction of
these projects moving forward?

VA Response: Generally, the account’s discretionary budget request funds the
estimated requirements to address safety projects that threaten the lives and safety of
residents of an existing facility and that will support essential life-safety renovation to
help ensure quality care for Veterans and also ensure SVH facilities at a minimum meet
the code requirements for the ADA. If there is a deviation from that budget formulation
approach in future President’s Budget requests, the corresponding Congressional
Justification chapter for the Grants for Construction of State Extended Care Facilities
chapter in VA's budget volumes will note accordingly. Any action plan to finds solutions
for quicker construction of projects is dependent upon increased appropriations.

Question 9: Given your stated goal of reducing both community care referrals
and VHA staff by approximately 10,000 while increasing enroliment in the VA
healthcare system for toxic-exposed veterans and other vulnerable populations,
how will you make certain that wait times for veterans do not increase in FY
20257

VA Response: VA remains focused on reducing the time it takes to process and
schedule both direct and community care appointments for Veterans through efforts
related to staffing, improved processes, and technology enhancements. Additionally, VA
continues to optimize direct care delivery to assure that Veterans have access to care
when and where they need it. VA takes a holistic approach to reducing the time it takes
to schedule appointments, as we have several initiatives underway to strengthen our
overall performance and the Veteran experience. These initiatives include the following:

¢ Modernizing and reducing the number of information technology (IT) systems
used by VHA schedulers to schedule appointments in the community.

* Expanding availability of VA Health Connect, a highly successful
modernization of VA's clinical contact centers that provides 24/7
access to virtual care.

« Providing more options for Veterans to receive telehealth when clinically
appropriate, to potentially reduce overall wait time for care for acute episodic
needs.

18 of 24



113

« Improving upon the existing Referral Coordination Initiative, which optimizes
the referral process and seeks to reduce the time it takes to schedule a
community care appointment.

¢ Optimizing clinical practice management, which standardizes and streamlines
the way Veteran decisions about their care are captured and used in
providing care.

s Strengthening and refining the next set of CCN contracts; and

+ Streamlining and standardizing the care coordination process between VA's
direct care system and community care systems.

Additionally, VA has developed an ongoing strategy with multiple, large-scale initiatives
aimed at providing soonest and best care {o Veterans, improving access for new
patients, and giving Veterans the option to come back into the direct care system
through optimizing health care delivery. One of these initiatives, conducted from
September 2023 through February 2024, delivered more care to Veterans within VA,
resulting in an overall 11% increase in new patient appointments, 12% decrease in new
patients waiting more than 20 or 28 days, and 14% decrease in new patients waiting for
community care (due to wait time eligibility).

Question 10: Last month, the VA Inspector General published two alarming
reports about the Office of Integrated Veteran Care (IVC). In these reports, the IG
found that IVC failed to identify and exclude providers that should have been
barred from participation in VA’'s community care programs and that IVC failed to
appropriately oversee the adequacy of VA’s community care networks and the
performance of VA’s Third-Party Administrators. Improving how community care
serves veterans and fits into VHA's overall system of care has to start with VHA
leaders. What actions are you taking as the Secretary to address these findings
and improve IVC’s work?

VA Response: Recently, IVC has developed a ticketing system for facility staff to utilize
to document recurring network access issues and to escalate concerns in relation to the
availability of network providers. A desk guide was developed for stations to assist with
training and questions regarding the ticketing system. Additionally, IVC regional network
analysts serve as liaisons between the facilities and the Third-Party Administrators
(TPA) to address any ongoing concerns. IVC streamlined processes for documenting
and reporting the need for additional providers for the network, including through the
development of reporting tools to help monitor the CCN network.

IVC also believes strongly in ensuring the facilities can access the network needed to
support Veterans receiving care in the community and that access is dependent upon
the facilities being able to report, track, and trend challenges with the network. As such,
IVC maintains an active training program, available upon request from the VA facility
staff, that focuses on the utilization of reporting tools, ticketing system usage, and basic
network adequacy standards and definitions.
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More specifically, IVC took action to address the OIG findings and implemented several
mechanisms to prevent ineligible providers from joining the network, which include the
following:

¢ IVC receives the provider exclusion list bi-weekly from Workforce
Management and Consulting, forwards it to the TPA, and reviews providers
on the list with the TPA bi-weekly. The exclusion list includes providers who
meet the criteria for exclusion found in section 108 of the VA MISSION Act of
2018 and section 144 of the Joseph Maxwell Cleland and Robert Joseph Dole
Memorial Veterans Benefits and Health Care Improvement Act of 2022. The
list contains providers from 2013 to current who were removed from service
from VA. The TPAs then update their system files, which will update VA's
Provider Profile Management System (PPMS), inactivating the providers and
showing a Workforce Management terminated.

+ VA’'s PPMS automatically matches a provider's National Provider identifier
(NP1 with the List of Excluded Individuals and Entities (LEIE) list and the
System for Award Management (SAM) exclusion listing for CCN and Veteran
Care Agreement (VCA) providers. When a match is found, the PPMS system
automatically deactivates the provider.

¢ The TPAs continuously monitor the LEIE or SAM exclusion and any other
provider issues (i.e., State Licensure issues and Medicaid exclusion). Any
adverse findings are shared with VA for the provider’s deactivation.

¢ VC conducts a monthly audit through a random sample of CCN providers in
the PPMS. The results of the random sample and the PPMS check are
shared with the TPAs for review and deactivation of providers.

o IVC also validates VCA providers’ NP through individual and group searches
in both SAM and LEIE.

Question 11: As you recognized during the hearing, responses to questions for
the record from this Committee from the FY 2024 budget hearing sent in May 2023
were received the day before this hearing on the FY 2025 budget request in April
2024. If this budget request is enacted, how will it improve the timeliness of VA's
written testimony and responses to Congressional letters, requests for
information, and questions for the record?

VA Response: Enactment of the President’s Budget for FY 2025 will ensure ongoing
efforts to improve the timeliness of VA correspondence to Congress, including
testimony, letters from Members and post-hearing inquiries. The Office of Congressional
and Legislative Affairs (OCLA) and VA leadership strive to consistently maintain open
and transparent communication with Congress, including implementing reforms to the
concurrence process for all Congressional letters in FY 2024 and now working through
subsequent forms of correspondence on the next effort. VA continues to see a high
volume of inquiries from Congress, including 71 hearings in FY 2024, and the ability to
respond to these inquiries and engagements requires significant coordination effort
across VA to connect experts and staff across the enterprise to provide the relevant
information needed. The President’'s FY 2025 Budget reflects the level of staffing
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needed in key program offices and administrations, especially at the Central Office as
an essential coordinator, to ensure that we continue ongoing efforts to improve on
efficacy and efficiency in all processes for Congressional correspondence. Any
diminished funding level that potentially results in staffing reductions in the offices that
OCLA frequently works with will hinder that effort and ability to improve in areas where
recent performance is not meeting the mark, including Questions for the Record. In the
last year alone, OCLA has hired three Program Analysts to help facilitate
correspondence efforts with program offices and administration at VA as well as VHA
SES have added timely correspondence to their yearly performance metrics for annual
reviews.

Questions for the Record from Sen. Dan Sullivan:

It’s very clear from the budget that you have concerns about community care
degrading the VA direct care system. VA data from March 2024 that was presented
to the Committee shows that 51% of Community Care users qualify for
community care because they met the “drive time” standard. This means that
they were more than 30 minutes’ drive from primary care, mental health care, or
non-institutional extended care or 60 minutes’ drive from specialty care. This
access standard seems very fair to me and is especially relevant in places like
Alaska, where a flight time likely exceeds 60 minutes. VA’s data also shows that
another 24% of Community Care users qualify for community care because the
services they require are not offered in the VA.

Your team has made it clear that Alaska is the most expensive state to deliver
community care. | understand this. | also understand that your concern is that
expanded community care could lead to privatization of the VA. That’s not what
I’'m advocating for. What | am advocating for is patient-centered care. Patient-
centered care is the gold standard of health care delivery and requires that we
consider the patient first.

In addition to patient-centered care, the VA needs community care to ensure there
is a adequate network of providers available to care for veterans. Alaska has
significant provider shortages, in and out of the VA system and doesn’t have
enough providers to meet the needs of the veteran community in Alaska without
community care. And network adequacy is incredibly important because, without
it, VA cannot ensure sufficient access to care.

| want to be very clear; community care is incredibly important in Alaska. Without
it, many rural veterans, which is most of the state, wouldn’t have access to care
without significant inconvenience. Community care allows veterans to stay in
their communities and homes rather than fly to Anchorage to receive care at our
very impressive hospital.

I know you have been to Alaska, and you have experienced the vast frontier
nature of the state. Without community care in Alaska, the VA would not be able
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to provide adequate access to care, and more importantly, veterans would not
have choice.

Question 1: What are you doing to support and expand community care in states
that need it, like Alaska?

VA Response: Our top priority is to ensure Veterans can access world-class care when
and where they need it. It is VA's policy and practice to offer community care as a care
option for Veterans who are eligible in accordance with the MISSION Act of 2018. In
accordance with the MISSION Act of 2018, Veterans who reside in Alaska are offered a
choice to receive care from community providers. IVC continues to collaborate with the
Alaska VA Medical Center (VAMC) to evaluate and oversee the Community Care
Network (CCN).

As barriers are identified in CCN, they are reported to the Third-Party Administrators
(TPAs) for resolution. Should demand for care in the community increase, the TPAs are
required to expand the network in that locality as needed to meet the Veterans’ needs.
Additionally, VAMC facilities and IVC work closely with each TPA during their monthly
network adequacy meetings to address any gaps, additional needs present or future in
the network. If additional providers are needed and currently unavailable in the network,
VAMC facilities will work with the Veterans Experience Officer to communicate the need
with the TPA. The TPA facilitates outreach and begins the recruitment process.

VA completed updates to the VA Indian Health Services (IHS) and Tribal Health
Program (THP) Reimbursement Agreements. The new IHS and THP Reimbursement
Agreements expanded reimbursable services to include Purchased Referred Care and
Contracted Travel. VA signed the new Reimbursement Agreement with IHS on
December 6, 2023. All Alaska THP agreements were signed and executed on
September 26, 2024.

Question 2: During the hearing, you referred to the importance of JBER for VA
health access and specifically mentioned how important it is for surgery. Do you
think that requiring veterans to fly to Anchorage for surgery when they could get
surgery in their local community through community care is patient-centered?

VA Response: Per the 2018 MISSION Act, Alaska Veterans may elect to receive care
from community providers. VHA and Defense Health Agency (DHA) collaborate to share
clinical resources at Joint Base Eimendorf-Richardson Department of Defense (DoD)/VA
Joint Venture (JBER JV) Hospital to provide greater access for inpatient, surgical, and
various specialty care services in Anchorage. Alaska Veterans continue to have the
opportunity to seek the services available in their local communities with the additional
option to travel to Anchorage for the high-quality, Veteran-centric care, provided at

JBER JV Hospital.

Question 3: What would access to care look like in the VA health system in Alaska
without taking Alaska’s community care provider network into account?

22 0of 24



117

VA Response: Without CCN, it would be difficult to manage the health care of Veterans
with complex specialty needs who are not eligible for travel benefits or medically able to
travel long distances.

Alaska VA Healthcare System would require support from Tribal and DoD partners to
assist in care closer to the Veteran’s home. Bed capability and specialty care may be
limited, as these partners may not be able to fully support the demand.

Even with Tribal, DoD options, and VA Video Connect (VVC), Alaska Veterans would
require out-of-state visits for major surgical specialties and oncological care. This may
lead to financial hardship for many Veterans and increase medical costs to the VA
health care system.

The Alaska VA Medical Center is not an inpatient facility and relies heavily on JBER for
acute inpatient care; however, there are limitations with this arrangement, which
excludes high acuity patients not within the scope of JBER. These patients
(approximately 250 Veterans per month) are admitted to community care hospitals
throughout the state. Without the CCN option, Veterans who are not service-connected
would bear the costs of medivacs or non-emergent transfers out of state to the nearest
VA facilities that could manage the care, and Veterans who are not eligible to travel
utilizing VA benefits may experience hardship with arranging alternate care.

For example, as of July 2024 in FY 2024, community care processed 3,465 unique
consults to community care chiropractors in Alaska. With the CCN, many of these
Veterans can be scheduled within their local communities. In absence of the CCN,
many of these Veterans would have to forego care, experience treatment delays, or
travel out of state for these services. This may result in an increase in the average cost
of care, to include travel and lodging costs, per Veteran.

Question 4: What percent of Alaskans receive care in the community in 20237
What percent of Alaskan veterans received care in a VA facility in 20237 What
percent of Alaskans used a mix of both in facility and community care in 20237

VA Response: At the end of FY 2023, there were approximately 35,000 enrolled
Veterans residing in Alaska. Out of the enrolled Veterans, 69% (24,200) utilized VA care,
50% (17,380) used community care, and 41% (14,350) used both VA and community
care.

Question 5: | understand that the VA is working to reduce their overall staffing by
10,000 employees. | certainly understand the need to right-size the staff of the VA,
however, Alaska has a significant workforce and provider shortage. | think our
10,000 referral backlog alone makes that clear. How are you ensuring that the VA
is staffing up in states with shortages, like Alaska, while you right-size the VA?
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VA Response: In FY 2023 and 2024, the Department hired additional staff to prepare
for an increase in VA health care enroliment among Veterans under the Honoring our
PACT Act of 2022. in FY 2023, VHA exceeded our hiring goals, bringing in nearly
62,000 external new hires and growing at the fastest rate in 15 years (7.4%). In FY
2024, VHA hired nearly 39,000 external staff and grew by 2.1%. VA's retention efforts
also led to a 20% decrease in turnover rate among VHA employees from 2022 (11.0%)
to 2023 (8.4%) and a further decrease in 2024 (7.3%, pending finalization). We are now
able to deliver more high-quality care to more Veterans than ever before in the Nation’s
history due to these efforts.

In Alaska, staffing has not been reduced. Local leadership meet weekly to review,
discuss, and prioritize hiring to meet local Veteran needs and national VA initiatives.

For FY 2025, VHA is requesting additional funding to support a staffing level achieved in
June FY 2024 plus an additional 5,250 staff (approximately 5,000 cumulative FTE) for a

growth rate of approximately 1.8% to support strategic hiring in several key areas, such
as mental health care and locations with ongoing increases in health care enrollees.

Department of Veterans Affairs
November 2024

Attachments
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