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National Commander (Francisco) Ivarra; Mr. (Jess) Quintero (Washington representative);members of the Executive Board; fellow veterans; ladies and gentlemen.  Good morning, everyone.  Thank you, Commander Ivarra, for that kind introduction.  And thank you all for that warm reception.

America’s Hispanic Veterans have made an outstanding contribution to the defense of the United States.

Hispanic American Veterans have fought in every one of our nation’s wars, and on both sides of the Civil War.

Thirty-eight Hispanic Americans have received the Medal of Honor for their exceptional service to our nation;

Many of the defenders of Bataan were Hispanics from New Mexico;

And the small town of Silvis, Illinois, where “Hero Street, USA.” is located, has sent more than 110 of its Hispanic residents into combat since World War II. 

The Department of Defense believes that no other street of comparable size has sent as many men and women into military service as this small block of Hispanic Americans.

A wise observer once said: “Latinos weren’t braver than anyone else, they just had more opportunities to be brave.”  Hispanic American servicemembers and veterans have certainly used their opportunities well.

Dr. Hector Perez Garcia founded the American GI Forum more than fifty years ago to combat problems of discrimination and inequities faced by Hispanic veterans and all Hispanics.  You have remained true to his vision—and I thank you for all you have done.

VA, too, is dedicated to serve our nation’s Hispanic American veterans.  

Our department has taken active steps to improve the representation of Hispanic Americans in our workforce.  We work with the Hispanic Association of Colleges and Universities and the National Association of Hispanic Federal Executives to identify, attract and retain qualified Hispanic men and women who are interested in making a career of serving veterans.

We have translated important VA documents into Spanish, such as the booklet describing VA Benefits for veterans and their families.

We have begun to locate community based outpatient clinics in places where many Hispanics live, such as a new one we’ve just opened in Central Texas.

We have encouraged our facilities to make bilingual personnel available to veterans who need them; and

We are funding research projects on issues such as prostate cancer, diabetes mellitus and post-traumatic stress disorder, with an emphasis on their prevalence and their effects on those of Hispanic descent.

Our Advisory Committee on Minority Veterans has five Hispanic members—one third of the entire committee—and your National Commander is the Vice Chair.  Commander Ivarra is also one of the members of the planning committee for the first VA National Minority Veterans Summit, which is scheduled to convene in the spring of 2002.

Our nation’s Hispanic veterans have earned the benefits a grateful nation has offered to them.

I will insist, as Secretary of Veterans Affairs, that they be provided those benefits in a way that does honor to the service they have given our nation—and recognizes their special needs.

This is one of the challenges I face as Secretary.  But it is certainly not the only one. 

I have now been back at the Department of Veterans Affairs for two and one half months.

And I have learned a few things since I returned.

I have learned that VA still employs some of the most committed and innovative people in public service;

I have learned that the challenges I face as Secretary are every bit as daunting as I had expected before I was confirmed;

And I have learned that, as I suspected, each of those challenges can be overcome.  And they will be overcome.

This is a critical time for the Department of Veterans Affairs.  It is a time when many veterans have lost faith in VA’s ability to fairly and promptly decide their claims for benefits.

It does take long—much too long—to decide a claim.  And the error rate remains too high—much too high.

If nothing is done, we will soon have a backlog of 600,000 pending claims.  And the average time it takes to process a claim will soon reach nine months.

I was recently talking about this issue with a judge from the U.S. Court of Veterans Claims, which reviews our work in this area.  And he said that it is becoming almost routine that his law clerks will come into his chambers and tell him that they can take two more names off the docket, because they are World War II veterans—and they have passed on.

This cannot stand.  This must not stand.

We are now required, once again, to assist all veterans in the preparation of their claims, whether they are considered well grounded or not.  We should never have stopped doing this in the first place.

This is a good change.  It is something that never should have been changed.

But it will require the immediate review of 342,000 claims, which will not help our backlog.

And, rightfully so, we have now added diabetes mellitus to the list of illnesses that are service connected for Vietnam Veterans because of their exposure to herbicides.

This, too, is a good change.  But we estimate that it will generate 100,000 new claims within the next nine months.

My highest priority as Secretary will be to take immediate steps to reduce the extraordinary backlog we now face—while improving the quality of our decisions.

If we use hard work, and ingenuity, we can do it.  And there are people who possess that level of ingenuity within the Department of Veterans Affairs.

I will find them.  I have to.  This mission is too important to the veterans we serve for us to accept less than the best.

Every month, more than 2.3 million disabled veterans and 300,000 survivors will receive VA disability or survivors payments.

To some, this is a dry statistic.

But every one of these people is a real veteran or someone who loved that veteran: someone who was disabled in the service of our country, or someone who waited patiently at home for that veteran to return safely, only to be disappointed. 

They do not deserve to wait nine months for a decision, or to be on a waiting list of six hundred thousand.  We must change that.

I am in the process of commissioning a broad-based and inclusive task force to examine VA benefit processing from top to bottom.  The charter of this commission will be narrow.

I want solutions that are practical.  Solutions that work within the law as Congress has written it.   Solutions that will succeed.  I do not want abstract theories of veterans benefits.  I want to know how to get the backlog down.

In my testimony before Congress, I said that it may be time for VA to declare its own war—a war on claims processing times.  And we will have to bring all our resources to bear in the campaign to win the war.

Our department has a great history.  

VA was formed to meet President Lincoln’s Civil War challenge to America: “to care for him who shall have borne the battle, and for his widow, and his orphan;”
VA helped to create today’s America by administering the first GI Bill for 16 million World War II veterans;

And VA contributions to medical knowledge have won VA scientists many prestigious awards, including two Nobel Prizes;

We have made history before.  We will make it again.

We know what the goal is.  We want every servicemember and veteran who has a disease or injury incurred while in the defense of our country to receive the disability and other benefits to which he or she is entitled.  We want their claims decided accurately and quickly.

Many of you know the World War II poster of a worker looking defiant, with her sleeves rolled up, ready to go to work.  The poster’s message was a simple one.  It said: “We can do it.”

I have rolled up my sleeves.  And I have that same spirit.  I know VA can do it.  And with your help, members of the American GI Forum, we will.  We must be partners in this great effort.

By working together, we will improve processing time and reduce errors.  Our veterans deserve no less.

VA’s challenges are not limited to prompt and accurate decisions on disability claims.

I know that many veterans are skeptical of VA’s ability to provide them with quality health care. 

I believe that, over all, VA does provide high quality health care. We can be proud of that.  

But that kind of care requires constant attention at every level of the Department, and we will provide that attention.

As Secretary, my bottom line will be access to care for veterans.  This will be particularly true for those veterans who do not have other health care options.

Who come to us in their weakest and most vulnerable moments: either because they need the specialized services we provide in spinal cord injury, blind rehabilitation, substance abuse, Post-traumatic stress disorder, and mental health; or because their circumstances require them to look to VA as their only source of health care.

The President has asked that our health care system will be reviewed—from top to bottom—and we will do this.

And we will look at the barriers that are hindering veterans’ access to care, and they will be removed.

Finally, we face the challenge, and the opportunity, of new technology.  New technology offers VA new opportunities.  It also imposes great challenges.

We spend about $1.4 billion a year on technology, and it is almost always complex.  Effective application of complex technology to already complex processes, such as VA’s, frequently requires rethinking and rebuilding from the ground up.

Information technology offers a means to break down the bureaucratic barriers that interfere with quick and efficient service to veterans.  It also can break down the walls that divide VA from other Federal agencies; and even the barriers that are found within VA itself.

In the recent past, VA has absorbed billions of dollars allocated to improving its ability to collect, process and communicate data.  I frankly do not see improvements that are proportional to the resources the department has consumed.

I do not now have a solution to VA’s information technology problems.  I do know that I intend to find one.  And I know that in my search for a solution I will not be constrained by the way VA has always done things.  That path is a dead end.  It has not worked.

Just over a month ago, President Bush released his budget for Fiscal Year 2002. 

The President has a strong commitment to the men and women who serve our nation on the ramparts of freedom today, and to those who fought to preserve our freedom throughout our great history.  

His commitment is reflected in this budget, which improves the quality of life of our troops and their families, and begins the transition to a 21st century force.

The budget proposed by President Bush will provide VA with more than $51 billion for veterans’ benefits and services: $28.1 billion for mandatory entitlements and $23.4 billion in net discretionary budget authority, $1 billion more in discretionary authority than in 2001.

The budget represents a 5.2% increase in total discretionary spending.  This is a percentage increase 62% greater than the 3.2% average increase during the previous administration.

For Medical Care, the budget will provide a 4.8% increase, a percentage increase 14% greater than the 4.2% average increase requested during the eight years of the last Administration.

VA’s budget request is a strong one; especially in comparison to other Cabinet departments.

But the budget process only began with the announcement of the President’s budget.  The proposed Budget Resolution approved by the House Budget Committee would increase that amount by another $700 million.  Of course, there is still a long way to go before the President signs an appropriations bill.

No matter what the outcome, VA must ensure that we make the best possible use of the resources entrusted to us. 

This is the responsibility the President has given me.  It is one I welcome.

I am honored that the President has looked to me to embody his commitment to those who have served our nation in uniform;

I am honored to be the leader of more than 200,000 dedicated VA employees who have chosen careers of service to veterans.

I am humbled that 25.5 million veterans and their families will look to me for the benefits and services they have richly earned and richly deserved.

And I am honored to once again have the opportunity to work with this great organization, and with the leadership and membership of all our nation’s veterans service organizations.

Sometime this summer, at about the time we will gather in Chicago for your 53rd National Convention, the United States Navy will launch its newest ship.

The ship will be the seventh in a class of 950-foot-long roll-on/roll-off sealift ships.  It will be capable of coming forward in a vital way when America calls for reinforcement of its combat needs around the world.

The ship will bear a proud name: the name of a great American hero.  It will be called the USNS Benavidez, in honor of the late Army Master Sergeant Roy Benavidez.  It is an apt name—because when his comrades and his country needed him, Sergeant Benavidez, too, came forward.

On May 2, 1968, Sergeant Benavidez helped to save the lives of eight of his Army Special Forces comrades during a firefight with the North Vietnamese west of Loc Ninh.  

He suffered a broken jaw and 37 bullet and bayonet wounds in the fight.  He was so badly injured that his commanding officer thought he wouldn’t live long enough to receive a Medal of Honor, and nominated him for the Distinguished Service Cross instead, so he would get it before he died.

But Sergeant Benavidez lived, and received the Medal of Honor from President Reagan in 1981.  He served as a role model to many young Hispanics, encouraging them to make the military a career.  He also encouraged thousands of boys and girls of all backgrounds to stay in school and get a good education.

He died in 1998, thirty years after his great act of heroism.  I am proud that the United States Navy, in which I served, has chosen to recognize his selfless service.

In his book, Medal of Honor, Sergeant Benavidez wrote about his life after receiving the medal:  “I was determined to keep my life focused and disciplined so that I could continue to serve my country and honor all those soldiers who had died that others might be free.”
I am grateful that the leadership of the American GI Forum has shown the same focus and discipline—and that you have honored all our nation’s men and women in uniform through your continued service to veterans.

I pledge to you today that VA will work with you to insure that Hispanic Veterans, and all American veterans, continue to receive the benefits and services they are entitled to, in the manner they have earned.

Thank you all for your service to America.

And thank you for what you have done, are doing, and will do in the future for our nation’s Hispanic population, its veterans—and for all Americans.

May God bless all of you.
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