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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.
In 2003, VA spent nearly $147 million in Vermont to care for more than 59,000 veterans who live in the state, plus veterans from neighboring New Hampshire who use the White River Junction VA Medical & Regional Office Center.  Last year, 13,740 people received health care and 6,830 veterans and survivors received disability compensation or pension payments from VA in Vermont.  More than 547 veterans, reservists or survivors used GI Bill payments for their education and 2,100 owned homes with active VA home loan guarantees.

· 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 fiscal year 2003, VA facilities in Vermont had 2,691 inpatient admissions and provided for 173,133 outpatient visits.  In Vermont, VA operates the White River Junction VA Medical Center and a satellite Regional Office Center.  The medical center has 60 operating inpatient beds and offers a full range of general medical, surgical and psychiatric services.  Additionally, the medical center provides diagnostic and therapeutic services such as CT radiography, angiography, nuclear medicine, oncology, vascular laboratory and respiratory care.  Also located at the facility are the National Center for Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder, the National Quality Scholars Program and VA’s Veterans Health Administration’s Center for Learning and Improvement of Patient Safety.  The medical center is affiliated with Dartmouth Medical School and the University of Vermont College of Medicine.  Annually, the medical center rotates more than 180 Dartmouth and University of Vermont residents through more than 40 positions in 17 specialties.  To augment the medical center, VA operates community based outpatient clinics in Bennington, Colchester and Rutland, Vt., and Littleton, N.H.  The medical center has a substance abuse site at Wilder.

· 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 Vermont, 10,439 people age 64 and older (almost half of the veterans cared for) received medical care from VA during fiscal year 2003.  The medical center offers home based primary care, community nursing home, adult day health care, home health aid and respite care.  The focus is to maintain veterans in their homes and communities.  Future efforts will explore use of home telehealth.
· 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.

In fiscal year 2003, the White River Junction medical center received more than $6.4 million in research funds from both VA and non-VA sources.  A 47,000-square-foot research building houses 14 laboratories, conference rooms and office space.  The center focuses on research in areas such as cancer, arthritis, liver disease related to environmental toxins and heart disease.  It is the only facility in Vermont and New Hampshire where HIV research is conducted.

The White River Junction center plays a significant role in a number of major VA national cooperative studies ranging from reducing body iron to screening for colon polyps.  The White River Junction VA Outcomes Group collaborates with colleagues at the Dartmouth Medical School’s Center for Clinical and Evaluative Sciences (CECS).  The Outcomes Group’s research focuses on patient decision-making, health economics, regionalization of surgery and screening for disease.

The VA Outcomes Group functions in a collaborative environment.  It pools faculty from the Quality Scholars, CECS, Patient Safety, Ambulatory Care Fellowship and two career development awardees.  The two-year, two-fellowship Ambulatory Research Program provides core fellowship stipends.

· 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 White River Junction VA Medical and Regional Office Center serves veterans and their survivors in Vermont who are seeking VA financial benefits.  In fiscal year 2003, the White River Junction facility processed 1,693 disability compensation claims.  The total includes 413 veterans applying for the first time for disability compensation.  During fiscal year 2003, the White River Junction office acted on 1,280 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 Vermont are based in many locations including Rutland, Brattleboro and Burlington.  The medical center's homeless coordinator works closely with Vermont and New Hampshire homeless shelters and their coordinators.  Through coordinated efforts with community groups and state and local agencies, VA reaches out to homeless veterans and their families to provide housing, health care, employment and legal assistance.

· 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.

Vermont has no national cemeteries.  The state veterans cemetery in Randolph Center received a VA grant and had 101 burials last year.  The state also has a veterans home cemetery that received no federal development funds.  VA provided 944 headstones and markers for the graves of veterans in Vermont.

· Additional Initiatives: 

Awards: The White River Junction VA Medical Center and Regional Office Center was a 2002 winner of the VA’s Robert W.  Carey Quality Achievement Award.  The medical center repeated as a Carey Achievement Award winner in 2003.  In addition, the medical center was the sole recipient of the 2003 Vermont Governor’s Award for Performance Excellence.  Though regional in its pool of applicants, the Governor’s Award is broad in its review of candidates and is based on criteria established by the Malcolm Baldridge National Quality Award.

CARES:  The most significant impact of the Capital Asset Realignment for Enhanced Services (CARES) initiative is to resolve the space deficit in the medical and surgical specialty care clinics.  A project has been proposed to construct an additional floor to a building that currently houses the primary care clinics.  This would improve veteran access to specialty care and coordination of overall care.  To close the gap in the projected need for inpatient beds, plans call for renovation of the inpatient wards and possibly contracting for care within the community.  Efforts to place mental health outreach services in the community based outpatient clinics are underway.

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