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Texas
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 about $4.8 billion in Texas in 2003 to serve nearly 1.7 million veterans who live in the state.  Last year, 347,341 people received health care and 275,152 veterans and survivors received disability compensation or pension payments from VA in Texas.  More than 38,392 veterans, reservists or survivors used GI Bill payments for their education, 290,500 owned homes with active VA home loan guarantees and 9,768 veterans were interred in Texas’s six 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 Texas, VA operates 10 major health care centers in Houston, Dallas, Temple, Waco, San Antonio, Amarillo, Big Spring, Bonham, Kerrville and El Paso.  In addition, VA has nearly 70 community-based outpatient clinics that serve a large rural population.  

VA Heart of Texas Health Care Network

The VA Heart of Texas Health Care Network is comprised of three integrated health care systems.  The VA North Texas Health Care System has facilities in Dallas and Bonham.  The VA Central Health Care System has facilities in Waco, Marlin, Temple and Austin.  The South Texas Veterans Health Care System facilities are in San Antonio and Kerrville.  In 2003, it had 32,416 inpatient admissions and 2,172,363 outpatient visits.
These three integrated systems form a wide-ranging network providing primary, secondary and long-term care to more than one million veterans living within the network boundaries.  Programs include spinal cord injury centers in Dallas and San Antonio, nursing homes in seven locations, three domiciliaries, an organ transplant program, burn center, homeless program and women's health care.

The three health care systems are augmented by 58 outpatient clinics ranging from large, VA-staffed outpatient clinics in Fort Worth, Austin, Marlin, Corpus Christi and McAllen to small, contract clinics in rural areas such as Alice and Eastland.  In addition, each of the health care systems is affiliated with major universities, including the University of Texas and Texas A&M University.  Dallas and San Antonio are host to major research investigations and enjoy close collaboration with the Department of Defense (DoD) through a host of sharing agreements, particularly in San Antonio, which is host to five military installations and two premier DoD hospitals – Wilford Hall USAF Medical Center and Brooke Army Medical Center.

The VA North Texas Health Care System (VANTHCS), headquartered in Dallas, is one of the most complex and largest health care systems in VA. With more than 3,300 employees and an annual operating budget of approximately $400 million, VANTHCS provides health care services to more than 85,000 veterans in 38 north Texas counties and two counties in Oklahoma.  VANTHCS provides a full continuum of clinical services and programs to patients at every level of care, including acute inpatient tertiary care, primary and specialty outpatient care, nursing home care, domiciliary care and inpatient and outpatient mental health care.  VANTHCS also serves as a regional and national referral center for spinal cord injury, open-heart surgery, cardiac catheterization, electrophysiology cardiac testing and comprehensive cancer treatment.

In addition, VANTHCS is the host to a number of national programs, including a central dental lab, a consolidated mail outpatient pharmacy, a national clozapine center and a national toxicology screening program.   The dialysis program is a VA center of excellence.  Some recent accomplishments include activation of a 30-bed inpatient and outpatient Spinal Cord Injury Center, a $108 million clinical addition, the Fort Worth outpatient clinic, home based primary care and spinal cord injury telemedicine programs, a 23-bed assisted living unit and a methadone clinic in Fort Worth. Additionally, eight community-based clinic contracts were established at 17 sites.

The Dallas medical center provides training to 147 medical residents from the University of Texas Southwestern Medical Center and three dental residents from Baylor College of Dentistry.   In addition to medical school affiliates, VANTHCS has more than 111 affiliation agreements with universities, colleges and other institutions in areas including nursing, physical therapy, physician assistants, social work and allied health science and administrative programs.  Annually, approximately 2,000 trainees from these programs rotate through VANTHCS.

South Central VA Health Care Network
The Michael E. DeBakey Veterans Affairs Medical Center (MEDVAMC) in Houston, one of the largest and most complex medical centers in the VA system, is a member of the South Central VA Health Care Network.  Located on a 118-acre campus and built in 1991, the Houston medical center is a state-of-the-art facility with 352 hospital beds, a 40-bed Spinal Cord Injury Center, and a 120-bed transitional care center for long-term care. The transitional care unit includes five palliative care beds. An automated, computer-controlled transport system delivers food, laundry and supplies throughout the building. The six-story granite building is designed with four exterior sections and four atriums that contain patio gardens, wheelchair basketball courts and a rehabilitation pool.

The Houston medical center serves as the primary health care provider for more than 103,000 veterans in southeast Texas.  In fiscal year 2003, there were 557,360 outpatient visits at the Houston facility, 49,389 outpatient visits at the Beaumont outpatient clinic and 44,454 outpatient visits at the Lufkin outpatient clinic. During the same period, 10,744 veterans were admitted as inpatients and 265 veterans were admitted to the transitional care center.

Veterans from around the country are referred to the Houston medical center for specialized diagnostic care, radiation therapy, surgery and medical treatment including cardiovascular surgery, gastrointestinal endoscopy, ophthalmology, nuclear medicine and treatment of spinal cord injury and diseases. Many of the Houston medical programs have received local and national awards and honors. 

The Houston medical center is home to a Mental Illness Research, Education, and Clinical Center; a post traumatic stress disorder clinic; an award-winning cardiac surgery program; and one of the VA’s six Parkinson’s Disease Research, Education, and Clinical Centers.
Nearly 3,000 health care professionals provide high-quality care and services to our veterans. The Houston medical center is widely recognized for the education of health care workers. For more than 50 years, MEDVAMC staff has provided clinical training for health care professionals through affiliations with the Baylor College of Medicine and 85 other educational and research institutions. Hundreds of health care students from fields such as nursing, dietetics, social work and physical therapy receive training at the Houston medical center each year. As a member institution of the Texas Medical Center (TMC) since 1985, Houston staff members serve on various TMC oversight committees that contribute to improved patient care and hospital operations. The majority of Houston medical center staff physicians are also faculty members of the Baylor College of Medicine.
VA Southwest Health Care Network

VA Southwest Health Care Network covers 352,000 square miles of highly diverse geography across the southwestern United States. The network service area includes Arizona, New Mexico, the western portion of Texas, as well as bordering counties in Colorado, Kansas and Oklahoma.  In Texas, it operates the Amarillo VA Health Care System (AVAHCS), West Texas VA Health Care System (WTVAHCS) in Big Spring, and El Paso VA Health Care System.  In 2003, it had 3,760 inpatient admissions and 517,663 outpatient visits in Texas.

The Amarillo VA Health Care System is an acute care facility that provides a broad range of inpatient and outpatient health care services. In 2003, the facility treated 28,231 patients.  Outpatient care is also provided at five community-based clinics located in Lubbock, Childress and Stratford; Clovis, N.M.; and Liberal, Kan.   AVAHCS provides acute, primary and long-term care in the areas of medicine, surgery, cardiology, mental health, physical medicine care and rehabilitation, neurology, oncology, dentistry and geriatrics.  The facility has 69 acute hospital beds, 120 nursing home care unit beds and operates an outpatient substance abuse residential rehabilitation treatment program.  The facility is affiliated with the Texas Tech University Health Sciences Center Schools of Medicine and Pharmacy.  Other affiliations with Northeastern University School of Optometry, West Texas A&M University and Amarillo College provide a variety of educational opportunities in optometry, nursing and various allied health programs.

The West Texas VA Health Care System consists of 25-operating beds in intermediate care, intensive care and medicine.  Extended geriatric care is provided in a 40-bed extended care and transitional unit.  WTVAHCS has VA staffed Community Based Outpatient Clinics (CBOCs) in Abilene, Odessa and San Angelo, Texas; and Hobbs, N.M.  Contract CBOCs are located in Fort Stockton and Stamford, Texas.  In fiscal year 2003, the WTVAHCS served 16,630 veterans.

WTVAHCS is a tertiary care facility.  It is a teaching hospital, providing a full range of patient care services, with state-of-the-art technology as well as education.  Comprehensive outpatient health care is provided in areas of medicine, surgery, psychiatry, physical medicine and rehabilitation, oncology and dentistry.  Inpatient care is provided in medicine and extended care, with referrals to other West Texas VA Health Care System facilities and community services.  WTVAHCS has active affiliations with the University of Texas Tech University Health Sciences Center in Lubbock.  Nursing affiliations are established with Howard College in Big Spring; Odessa Campus of Texas Tech; Angelo State University in San Angelo; New Mexico Junior College at Hobbs; and New Mexico State University at Carlsbad.  Other affiliations include dietetic intern, Texas Tech University; medical lab technology, Howard College and Odessa College; physical therapy, Odessa College; and radiology technology, Scenic Mountain Medical Center. 

The El Paso Health Care System operates a modern ambulatory care center that provides primary care, mental health services, social work, audiology, radiology, ophthalmology, podiatry, orthopedics, dental, cardiology, dermatology, urology, laboratory services, pharmacy and ambulatory surgery.  It has some of the most current medical equipment in the southwest, including an automated prescription-filling machine, a filmless radiology system and the latest in ultrasound and CT technology.  El Paso is a VA and DoD joint venture site and has extensive sharing agreements with William Beaumont Army Medical Center.  El Paso also serves the second largest city in New Mexico with its community-based outpatient clinic in Las Cruces, New Mexico.

· 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.

With one of the largest geriatric veteran populations in the country, VA in Texas provides a full array of programs, both inpatient and outpatient.  Last year in Texas, the VA Heart of Texas Health Care Network cared for more than 83,451 vets age 65 or older.  VA Southwest Health Care Network cared for 33,000.  In Houston, 28,293 veterans age 65 or older received VA health care.  VA has nursing-home units at each of the 10 inpatient sites have more than 1,300 beds, plus major domiciliaries at six sites.  A Geriatric, Research, Education and Clinical Center (GRECC) operates in San Antonio.

Besides inpatient care, VA offers many outpatient and home-based programs to support geriatrics.  These include home-based primary care, homemaker and home health aides, contract home care, adult day health care, day hospital, day treatment center and psychogeriatric day programs.  The Home Based Primary Care Program at Dallas is recognized as a Center of Excellence by VA.

South Texas VA has embarked on an innovative service called the Lower Rio Grande Valley Initiative, which allows for non-emergency, short-stay hospitalizations at local facilities so elderly veterans and their families do not have to drive to San Antonio, which can take up to six hours.  In addition, South Texas VA has established a "snow birds" community-based outpatient clinic in McAllen to deal with the influx of retirees to the area during the winter months.

In addition, four state veterans homes were recently built with the assistance of VA.  The state homes in Bonham and Temple are co-located on VA medical centers' campuses and the third is a short distance from the San Antonio medical center.  A fourth is located about two miles from the Big Spring medical center.  There are plans to construct a state veterans home a short distance from the Amarillo medical center in 2006.
· 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.

VA funds numerous research projects in Texas, including efforts to enhance care for people suffering from Parkinson’s disease, heart disease, AIDS, pneumonia and a host of other illnesses that affect veterans and non-veterans alike.

San Antonio is home to investigators conducting research on aging, cardiac surgery, cancer, diabetes and more.  The facility houses the only National Institute of Health (NIH)-sponsored research program in VA and one of 16 Geriatric Research, Education & Clinical Centers (GRECC), which recently was cited as a “Center of Excellence” by the National Institute on Aging.

Supported with more than $19 million annually, research conducted by Houston medical center staff ensures veterans access to cutting-edge medical and health care technology. The Houston Research & Development (R&D) program is an integral part of the medical center’s mission and plays an important role in the health care veterans receive. The production of new knowledge, techniques and products has led to improved prevention, diagnosis, treatment and control of disease. The Houston medical center R&D program has four components: biomedical laboratory research and development, clinical science research and development, rehabilitation research and development, and health services research and development. Collectively, these services support research covering biomedicine, clinical trials, rehabilitation and health services. Additionally, Houston medical scientists are giving new hope to patients with spinal cord injuries. Through the supported treadmill ambulation training research program, veterans are retraining their spinal cord reflexes and learning to walk again. Research plays a very important role in the health care veterans receive at the Houston medical center.

At the Amarillo VA Health Care System, research physicians are conducting research in such areas as oncology, infectious disease, immunotherapy and smoking cessation.  In FY 2003, the facility’s research program had four projects with a budget of $87,000.

During fiscal year2003, there were 85 active research principal investigators and 287 active research projects at the Dallas medical center, with research funding from VA, the National Institutes of Health and industry sources totaling more than $7 million.  The Dallas VA research is in areas including diabetes, heart disease, hypertension, AIDS, Alzheimer’s disease and prostate cancer.  As a major research center, VANTHCS offers veterans state-of-the-art care and access to the latest technology.  One investigator has been named to the National Academy of Sciences, with four investigators receiving the prestigious Middleton Award, the highest VA award for research accomplishment.  

The Temple research program is emerging from a start-up phase and entering a period of rapid growth.  Researchers at the Temple medical center cooperate with researchers from Texas A&M, Scott and White Memorial Hospital to increase funding.  Current projects include research on nerve regeneration and cardiac microcirculation.  Additionally, a new Cardiovascular Research Institute was just dedicated at Temple VA, which should one day be a world-class research facility.  This institute is a joint venture between VA, Texas A&M Health Science Center and Scott and White Memorial Hospital.

The Waco medical center has a research program in neuroscience that is studying schizophrenia, PTSD and Alzheimer’s disease.
· 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 regional offices in Houston and Waco serve veterans and their survivors in Texas who are seeking VA financial benefits.  In fiscal year 2003, they processed 63,215 disability compensation claims.  The total includes 17,505 veterans applying for the first time for disability compensation.  During fiscal year 2003, these offices acted on 45,710 cases where veterans reopened a claim, usually to seek an increase in their disability rating level 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 Texas are based in Houston, Dallas, San Antonio, Amarillo and El Paso. VA actively assists homeless veterans by providing referrals to shelters, halfway houses and domiciliaries.

The Dallas and Bonham medical centers support homeless domiciliaries, complemented by the Veterans Industries and Therapeutic Residences, Social Security assistance and VA's Health Care for Homeless Veterans (HCHV) program.  VA's mission is to help homeless veterans rejoin society as productive citizens.  A major component has been the Veterans Industries sheltered work-for-pay program that employs veterans through contracts with private sector businesses.

Throughout the state, VA provides housing, medical care and counseling for chronically mentally ill and veterans with substance abuse problems.  The Compensated Work Therapy (CWT) Program finds veterans jobs and homes in the community.  Texas also sponsors stand downs that provide medical screening, food, clothing, dental care, job services, spiritual counseling, referrals for substance abuse treatment, mental health treatment and legal advice to the homeless.

The VA North Texas Health Care System, headquartered in Dallas, was the first in VA to establish a comprehensive homeless program, which helps mentally and physically ill homeless veterans rejoin the community as productive citizens.  This program includes Veterans Industries and CWT, the day resource veterans rehabilitation program and the domiciliary care program.  CWT and Veterans Industries are therapeutic work programs that provide vocational retraining in a compensated work environment, whereby homeless veterans prepare to re-enter the workforce while earning income.  The day resource veterans rehabilitation program combines compensated work therapy with substance abuse treatment.  The domiciliary care program is a comprehensive assessment, treatment and rehabilitation program specifically for homeless veterans.
· 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 six national cemeteries in Texas.  Dallas-Ft. Worth National Cemetery had 2,355 burials in 2003; Houston National Cemetery had 2,544; Ft. Sam Houston National Cemetery, San Antonio, had 3,542; and Ft. Bliss National Cemetery had 1,326.  Kerrville National Cemetery, which buries only eligible family members, had one burial last year.  San Antonio National Cemetery buries family members and cremation remains and had no burials.  Texas is seeking a VA grant to build a state cemetery at Mission.  VA awarded a grant in 2004 for a state veterans cemetery at Killeen.  VA provided 22,470 headstones and markers for the graves of veterans in Texas.
· Additional Initiatives: MEDVAMC Accomplishments

On February 4, 2004, the Michael E. DeBakey Veterans Affairs Medical Center (MEDVAMC) in Houston received a special award from the National Veterans Affairs Surgical Quality Improvement Program (NSQIP) executive committee for having consistently low mortality rates in general surgery, all surgery, and all non-cardiac surgery four years in a row. The Houston medical center is the only VA facility to receive this commendation this year.

MEDVAMC’s Mental Health Care Line placed in the top 2 percent in VA-wide inpatient satisfaction scores in 2003.  
The medical knowledge company, Best Doctors, Inc., listed 82 MEDVAMC physicians as some of the best doctors in the nation for the year 2003.
The MEDVAMC was recently selected as one of nine VA medical facilities in the United States to participate in a cooperative study examining radial artery versus saphenous vein grafts in coronary artery bypass grafting.
Vascular surgeons at the MEDVAMC are on the cutting-edge when it comes to treating vascular disease. They are treating patients with a new, minimally invasive abdominal aortic aneurysm procedure, called “endovascular stent grafting.”  In an effort to evaluate the best treatment options for patients with life-threatening aneurysms involving the thoracic (chest) aorta, the body's largest artery, the MEDVAMC in conjunction with Baylor College of Medicine and the Methodist Hospital are participating in an FDA-approved clinical trial of a thoracic stent graft system. This trial is limited to 35 sites across the country and the MEDVAMC is the only participating VA facility. MEDVAMC doctors also are performing a new procedure to prevent strokes. This technique involves the application of balloon angioplasty and stenting of the neck artery, also known as the carotid artery. The MEDVAMC is among the first hospitals in the country to use cryoplasty to open clogged leg arteries and improve blood flow to the lower extremities. This is good news for veterans who suffer from peripheral arterial disease of the lower extremity.

The MEDVAMC is one of only 30 sites in North America, and the only one in Texas, implanting a cardiac support device (like a net) around the hearts of patients with congestive heart failure. The objective of the cardiac support device is to support the lower chambers of the heart in a way that effectively reduces the muscle stretch and wall stress resulting from the heart enlarging. MEDVAMC physicians hope this cardiac support device might halt the progressive enlargement of the heart, improve its function, and encourage a reduction in size.
The MEDVAMC has completed the installation of automated external defibrillators throughout the hospital and its outpatient clinics in Beaumont and Lufkin. This makes the MEDVAMC one of the first hospitals in the city of Houston to have such a program in place in compliance with recommendations of the American Heart Association and the International Liaison Committee on Resuscitation. 
For additional state summaries see: http://www.va.gov/opa/fact/statesum/index.htm.  
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