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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 26 million veterans.  In 2003, more than 4.8 million people were treated in VA health-care facilities, 3.4 million veterans and survivors received VA disability compensation or pensions, 473,000 used GI Bill education benefits and nearly 2.7 million owned homes purchased with GI Bill home loan benefits. About 90,000 veterans and family members were buried in VA’s national cemeteries and nearly 345,000 headstones and markers were provided for veterans’ graves worldwide.
VA spent more than $1 billion in Louisiana in 2003 to serve nearly 374,000 veterans who live in the state.  Last year, 85,513 people received health care and 60,223 veterans and survivors received disability compensation or pension payments from VA in Louisiana.  More than 8,841 veterans, reservists or survivors used GI Bill payments for their education, 40,764 owned homes with active VA home loan guarantees and 368 were interred in Louisiana’s three national cemeteries.  

· Health Care:  One of the most visible of all VA benefits is health care.  VA has 158 hospitals, 858 ambulatory care and community-based outpatient clinics, 206 Vet Centers, 133 nursing homes, 42 residential rehabilitation treatment programs and 92 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 eight years.
In Louisiana, VA operates three major medical centers in Alexandria, New Orleans and Shreveport.  Overall, VA facilities in Louisiana admitted nearly 13,400 inpatients and provided more than 899,000 outpatient visits last year.

The VA Medical Center in New Orleans is renowned for its state-of-the-art outpatient and inpatient services for a diverse 23-parish region.  The 354-acute bed facility delivers primary, secondary and tertiary care to more than 38,000 veterans throughout southeast Louisiana, Mississippi and the Florida panhandle.  An active ambulatory care program supports almost 412,000 outpatient visits annually and provides a number of clinical services, such as cardiac surgery, geriatric and extended care, women veteran services, hemodialysis, spinal cord injury, coronary intensive care and post-traumatic stress disorder treatment.  The New Orleans VA Medical Center also operates an outpatient clinic in Baton Rouge and recently opened a community-based outpatient clinic (CBOC) in Houma.  More than 1,700 health care professionals and 600 volunteers support the medical center and clinic.  The New Orleans facility operates with a budget of more than $182 million.

The Alexandria medical center provides a 334-bed acute care and nursing home facility.  Employing more than 900 health care professionals, Alexandria specializes in long-term care, psychiatric care and primary care.  The medical center also operates outpatient clinics in Jennings and Lafayette, serving veterans in the Lake Charles and Lafayette areas.

The Shreveport medical center provides 112 beds for care in medicine, surgery, neurology and psychiatry, plus a broad spectrum of primary and specialized outpatient and ambulatory care services.  The facility has begun emergency inpatient psychiatric care for Barksdale Air Force Base and for pre-discharge physicals for active duty personnel.  The Shreveport medical center is affiliated with Louisiana State University School of Medicine, providing an important training site for residents and medical students.  Other academic training affiliations include nursing, pharmacy, social work, respiratory therapy and numerous other health and health-related fields.  The Shreveport medical center employs more than 1,102 health care professionals, with an annual budget of $147 million.  The center also provides convenient access to care for more than 15,000 veterans at community-based outpatient clinics in Monroe, La., and Longview, Texas and Texarkana, Ark.  

· Geriatric Care:  Long-term care is a critical issue for America’s veterans.  Approximately 38.5 percent of living veterans are at least 65 years, compared with 12.4 percent of the general population.  The challenge to care for these 9.5 million men and women is met through a spectrum of home and community-based programs such as home-based primary care, homemaker and home health aide services, home respite and hospice and adult day care health.  VA also provides home and domiciliary care for veterans who can no longer be safely maintained in non-institutional settings.  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.

In Louisiana, 17,757 veterans aged 65 or older received health care from VA in 2002.  The New Orleans medical center offers extended care services, which include a geriatric evaluation clinic, home-based primary care and the Lindy C.  Boggs Transitional Care Unit that offers extensive rehabilitative and restorative care.  The Shreveport medical center supports the War Veterans Home in Monroe and is planning a War Veterans Home in the Shreveport-Bossier City area.  The medical center also supports the home-based primary care, homemaker-health aide program and the respite program and is affiliated with the Caddo Council on Aging Program.

The Alexandria VA Medical Center provides extended care services to in-patients in the intermediate care and geriatric evaluation units and residents in the nursing home care units.  Services are also provided to outpatients through contractual and referral programs such as community nursing homes, community adult day care, community home health and homemaker and home health aide programs.
· 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.  
VA is teaming up with the Department of Defense to track the health of military personnel.  The Millennium Cohort Study, one of many collaborative research projects between VA and the Department of Defense, is the largest study of its kind ever conducted.  Researchers will follow as many as 140,000 military personnel for up to 21 years to track changes in their health.  The effort began in 2001 and to-date has enrolled more than 79,000 service personnel.  The study will help answer questions about the health effects of military service.  In particular, the researchers will examine how deployment affects the incidence of chronic diseases and other health conditions.  Findings will help guide DOD and VA policy on health care and benefits.  For more information visit the study’s website at www.millenniumcohort.org.

Teaching and research are central to VA’s mission in Louisiana.  Through its long-standing partnership with both Louisiana State University in New Orleans and Tulane University School of Medicine, the New Orleans medical center is a primary teaching facility.  It provides training to more than 500 medical residents, trainees and fellows annually in more than 30 specialties in both clinical and administrative areas.  VA’s research program in New Orleans supports more than 100 active projects in such diverse areas as hypertension, heart disease, kidney disease, prostate cancer, schizophrenia, post-traumatic stress disorder and Alzheimer's disease.

The New Orleans medical center research staff includes world-renown Dr.  Andrew V.  Schally, a Nobel Prize winner in medicine and physiology and recipient of the prestigious Middleton Award, the highest award VA offers for research accomplishments.  The medical center also is involved in multi-center clinical trials looking at antibiotics to treat specific symptoms for Gulf War illnesses and a major National Institutes of Health study that began in 1994.  The Shreveport medical center also supports an active research program that includes three merit reviews, eight cooperative studies and numerous oncology studies.  Shreveport has 139 active research projects in multiple basic and clinical sciences.  This facility has 20 active investigators.

· Disabilities and Pensions:  Not all of the problems of military service end when people are discharged from active duty.  About 2.5 million veterans receive monthly VA disability compensation for medical problems related to their service in uniform.  VA pensions go to about 341,000 wartime veterans with limited means.  Family members of about 533,000 veterans qualify for monthly VA payments as the survivors of disabled veterans or pension recipients.

VA's New Orleans Regional Office serves veterans and their survivors in Louisiana who are seeking VA financial benefits.  In fiscal year 2003, the New Orleans office processed 12,662 disability compensation claims.  The total includes 3,122 veterans applying for the first time for disability compensation.  During fiscal year 2003, the New Orleans office acted on 9,540 cases where veterans reopened a claim, usually to seek an increase in their disability rating for larger payments.
· Homeless:  Nearly 23 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 10,000 transitional and permanent beds have been authorized for homeless veterans throughout the country.  VA aggressively reaches out to veterans on the street, conducts clinical assessments, offers needed medical treatment, and provides long-term shelters and job training.  Nearly $179 million is dedicated to specialized homeless programs to assist homeless veterans, including grants and per diem payments to more than 300 public groups.

VA homeless programs in Louisiana are based in Alexandria, Shreveport and New Orleans.  In all three cities, non-profit organizations were awarded VA grants and per diem payments to establish transitional housing and provide other benefits for homeless veterans.  The homeless health care program in New Orleans maintains an active, daily caseload of 300 homeless veterans and provides crisis intervention, temporary shelter, treatment and referrals, residential treatment and housing assistance.  In addition, a team of physical and mental health professionals provides street and shelter outreach weekly and basic health care services such as screening for hypertension, diabetes, oral and foot problems.  Each year, the facility hosts Make a Difference, an outreach to homeless veterans.  The facility is accredited.

Last year, the Shreveport medical center participated in Operation Stand Down, which provided services to more than 100 homeless veterans.  Several aggressive outreach initiatives were used to reach veterans not already in the system.  Operation Stand Down is tied into the community through the Community Homeless Coalition.  The street outreach for homeless veterans has expanded and Shreveport is affiliated with the local “Hope for Homeless” coalition.  The president of this homeless organization is also the chief of social work at Shreveport.  

The Alexandria Healthcare for Homeless Veterans Program provides outreach, physical and psychiatric exams, treatment, referrals and ongoing case management to veterans in central and southwest Louisiana.  In 2003 the Alexandria VA Medical Center played an integral part in the first ever community-wide stand down, which was a joint effort of various state, local and federal agencies.  

· 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 2.5 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, about 90,000 veterans were buried in VA's national cemeteries.  Additionally, in 2003, VA provided nearly 345,000 headstones and markers and 254,600 Presidential Memorial Certificates to the loved ones of deceased veterans.  VA-assisted state veterans cemeteries provided more than 18,000 interments.

VA has three national cemeteries in Louisiana.  Port Hudson National Cemetery in Zachary had 309 burials in 2003.  Alexandria National Cemetery in Pineville, and Baton Rouge National Cemetery bury eligible family members and cremation remains.  Alexandria had 48 burials and Baton Rouge had 11.  Louisiana plans to build state veterans cemeteries at Ft. Polk and Shreveport.  VA provided 5,386 headstones and markers for the graves of veterans in Louisiana.

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