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Maryland

And the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs

· General:  The Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) offers a wide variety of programs and services for the nation’s 25.6 million veterans.  In 2002, more than 4.2 million people were treated in VA health-care facilities, 3.3 million veterans and survivors received VA disability compensation or pensions, 464,000 veterans and their families used GI Bill education benefits, nearly 2.9 million owned homes purchased with GI Bill home loan benefits and more than 89,000 veterans and family members were buried in VA’s national cemeteries.

VA spent more than $836 million in Maryland in 2002 to offer services to about 495,000 veterans who live in the state.  Last year, 59,350 people received health care in VA facilities and 56,838 Maryland veterans and survivors collected disability compensation or pension payments.  Approximately 9,500 veterans and their families received GI Bill payments for their education, 113,876 owned homes purchased with VA home loan guarantees and 214 were interred at the state's three national cemeteries.

· Health Care:  One of the most visible of all VA benefits is health care.  VA has 162 hospitals, more than 850 ambulatory care and community-based outpatient clinics, 206 Vet Centers, 132 nursing homes, 43 domiciliary facilities and 73 comprehensive home care programs.  Due to technology and national and VA health care trends, VA has changed from a hospital-based system to a primarily outpatient-focused system over the past seven years. With 22,000 fewer employees in 2002 than in 1995, VA provided care to 1.6 million more veterans across the country.

In Maryland, the Baltimore and Perry Point VA medical centers, and the Baltimore VA Rehabilitation & Extended Care Center, work together to form a comprehensive health care delivery system.  Health care services were provided to 50,414 Marylanders in fiscal year 2002.  There were 9,170 inpatient admissions and 557,866 outpatient visits last year.  Services include medical, surgical, rehabilitative, neurological, primary and mental health care on both an inpatient and outpatient basis.

The health care system employs approximately 2,500 professional, technical, administrative and support personnel, augmented by over 1,600 community volunteers.  Additionally, the VA Maryland Health Care System operates six community based outpatient clinics in Cambridge, Fort Howard, Glen Burnie, Charlotte Hall, Loch Raven and Pocomoke City.  These clinics offer a full array of primary care services for veterans in the communities where they live and work.

As a leader in education, the VA Maryland Health Care System prides itself on an active affiliation with the University of Maryland School of Medicine at Baltimore and other local colleges and universities.  Over 1,000 residents, interns and students from various disciplines are trained each year.  Most physicians hold dual appointments at the VA Maryland Health Care System and the University of Maryland School of Medicine, providing veterans the latest clinical practices and procedures.
Maryland has three community based Vet Centers located in Silver Spring, Baltimore and Elkton, as well as offices in Aberdeen and Cambridge.  These sites provide outreach services to reach those underserved veterans.  The Vet Centers provide counseling, job assistance and referral, case management, and substance abuse screening and counseling.  Counseling is also available to sexual trauma survivors who experienced sexual harassment or assault while in the military.  Each center employs a team leader, office manger and several counselors.  Many of the counselors are combat veterans.  For three consecutive years, the Vet Centers have received a 99 percent satisfaction rating from the veterans they serve.  Vet Centers continue to "Keep the promise," to veterans by welcoming them home with compassionate and specialized care. 
· Geriatric Care:  Long-term care is a critical issue for America’s veterans.  Approximately 38 percent of living veterans are 65 years old or older, compared with 12 percent of the general population.  The challenge to care for these 9.1 million men and women is met through a variety of programs, including more than 132 nursing home care units in medical centers, adult day care, home health aide services and community residential care, contracts with 2,500 community nursing homes and support to 114 state veterans homes.  Additionally, VA conducts nationwide research on the causes and treatment of Alzheimer’s disease and other dementias and funds 21 geriatric research, education and clinical centers, each focusing on a major geriatric problem(s).

The Baltimore medical center is home to one of VA’s Geriatric Research, Education and Clinical Centers, helping to increase basic knowledge of the aging process and share that knowledge with other health care providers.  Its primary focus is to examine the hypothesis that functional declines in cardiovascular disease with aging are predominately related to the influence of sedentary lifestyle, environmental factors and disease instead of biological aging.  The secondary focus of the program involves the evaluation of the effectiveness of exercise rehabilitation on the functional capacity and quality of life of older veterans who have suffered from a stroke.  One of the center’s most notable studies included analyzing cardiovascular risk factors for retired professional athletes compared to non-athletes as they age.

Maryland operates one state veterans home supported by VA funds, which is located in Charlotte Hall.  It has 100 domiciliary beds and 278 nursing care beds.  

· Research:  To provide the highest quality of health care to the nation’s veterans, VA conducts a vast array of research on some of the most difficult challenges facing medical science today.  Not only is VA a world leader in research areas such as aging, prosthetics, spinal-cord injury and blind rehabilitation, but VA has also contributed greatly to women’s health care and treatment of AIDS, post-traumatic stress disorder, Gulf War illnesses and mental health issues.  VA researchers led the way in developing the cardiac pacemaker, the CT scan, magnetic source imaging and improving artificial limbs.

In Maryland, researchers at the Baltimore medical center were awarded $38.5 million to conduct research projects this past year.  In addition to being one of the top-funded facilities in the nation for VA research, the Baltimore VA Medical Center is also ranked in the top five nationally in research funding for grants provided by the National Institutes of Health, VA and other government and private agencies.  With 166 investigators throughout Maryland and 582 active projects, researchers are studying the causes, prevention and treatments of some of today’s most prevalent medical problems. These include Alzheimer’s and Parkinson’s diseases, cardiovascular disease, prostate cancer, mental illness, diabetes, obesity, bacterial infections, environmental pollution with Pfisteria, AIDS, Gulf War illnesses and the effects of depleted uranium.

In fiscal year 2002, the VA Maryland Health Care System was awarded a $4 million grant to establish a national coordinating center for multiple sclerosis (MS) care.  The MS center will facilitate clinical care, research and education for MS patients in the eastern United States.  With MS affecting 350,000 Americans, 22,000 of whom are veterans enrolled for VA care, it is hoped that this new MS center will help make a difference.
· Disabilities and Pensions:  Not all of the problems of military service end when people are discharged from active duty.  About 2.4 million veterans receive monthly VA disability compensation for medical problems related to their service in uniform.  VA pensions go to about 346,000 wartime veterans with limited means.  Family members of about 538,600 veterans qualify for monthly VA payments as the survivors of disabled veterans or pension recipients.

VA's Baltimore Regional Office serves veterans and their survivors in Maryland who are seeking VA financial benefits.  In fiscal year 2002, the regional office processed 8,088 disability compensation claims.  The total includes 2,850 veterans applying for the first time for disability compensation.  During fiscal year 2002, the office acted on 5,238 cases where veterans reopened a claim, usually to seek an increase in their disability rating for larger payments.  Because of the complexity of many cases, plus legal requirements and the need to obtain military records, the application process can take several months or longer.  Streamlining the process and reducing backlogs are two of VA’s highest priorities.
· Homeless:  Nearly 25 percent of homeless adults are veterans, and many more veterans who live in poverty are at risk of becoming homeless. VA is the only federal agency that provides substantial hands-on assistance directly to the homeless.  It has the largest network of homeless assistance programs in the country.  More than 7,000 transitional and permanent beds are available for homeless veterans throughout the states.  VA aggressively reaches out to veterans on the street, conducts clinical assessments, offers needed medical treatment, and provides long-term shelters and job training.  More than $150 million is dedicated to specialized homeless programs to assist homeless veterans, including grants and per diem payments to 300 public groups.

From shelters and abandoned buildings to prisons and soup kitchens, Maryland VA staff have reached out to homeless veterans since 1994. The homeless programs at the Baltimore and Perry Point medical centers focus on helping veterans in Baltimore City, as well as Baltimore, Howard, Carroll, Anne Arundel, Harford and Cecil counties, the Eastern Shore and parts of Delaware.  Providing assistance in obtaining discharge papers, birth certificates, substance abuse treatment and medical and psychiatric health care are among the benefits of the program. Maryland’s Domiciliary Care for Homeless Veterans (DCHV) program is designed to rehabilitate veterans for re-entry into the community where they can ultimately have healthy and productive lives. 

· Memorial Affairs:  Most men and women who have been in the military are eligible for burial in a national cemetery, as are their dependent children and usually their spouses.  VA manages the country’s network of national cemeteries with more than 2.4 million gravesites at 120 national cemeteries in 39 states and Puerto Rico, as well as in 33 soldier’s lots and monument sites.  Last year, nearly 85,000 veterans were buried in VA's national cemeteries.  Additionally, in 2002, VA provided nearly 350,000 headstones and markers and nearly 290,000 Presidential Memorial Certificates to the loved ones of deceased veterans.  VA-assisted state veterans cemeteries provided more than 15,400 interments.

The Baltimore and Annapolis national cemeteries bury eligible family members and cremation remains.  Loudon Park National Cemetery buries only family members.  In 2002, Baltimore had 210 burials, Annapolis had one and Loudon Park had three.  Maryland has five state veterans cemeteries that received VA grants.  Cheltenham Veterans Cemetery had 825 burials; the cemetery at Crownsville had 691; the Eastern Shore Veterans Cemetery, Hurlock, had 235; the Garrison Forest Veterans Cemetery, Owings Mills, had 1,298; and the Rocky Gap Veterans Cemetery, Flintstone, had 152.  VA provided 6,085 headstones and markers for the graves of veterans in Maryland.

· Fort Howard Mission Change:  On Tuesday, June 20, 2000, former Secretary of Veterans Affairs Togo D. West Jr. approved the plans to change the mission of the Fort Howard VA Medical Center, shifting all inpatient programs at Fort Howard to more modern facilities located throughout the VA Maryland Health Care System, while maintaining an outpatient clinic on the campus to continue to serve the primary care needs of area veterans. 

By September 10, 2002, all of the inpatient programs at the Fort Howard VA Medical Center were successfully relocated to other VA facilities.  A newly renovated Fort Howard VA Outpatient Clinic opened on the campus at the end of September 2002 to continue to serve the local veterans.

In March 2003, a Request for Proposal (RFP) was released to solicit plans for the development of a retirement community on the Fort Howard campus using Enhanced-Use legislation.  The RFP will allow private developers to submit their plans for leasing the property to construct and run a continuing care retirement community at Fort Howard that will give discounts and preferences to veterans.  

For additional state summaries see: http://www.va.gov/opa/fact/statesum/index.htm. 
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