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Good morning, everyone.  I’ve always wanted to be on the bridge of the Enterprise—not the one that bobs up and down in the Ocean, but the one that deals with Klingons.

You know, when I attended Star Fleet Academy, back when it was known as the Naval Academy, I spent a lot of time watching Star Trek and Captain James T. Kirk.  It’s possible that if I would have spent more time studying thermodynamics instead my class standing would have been higher.  But I did learn some very, very important lessons watching Star Trek. 

First: that humans, especially Congressional humans, are highly illogical.

Second:  When you deal with the Office of Management and Budget, always make sure your phasers are set on stun.

And third: Space truly isn’t the final frontier—the Appropriations Committees are!

Ladies and Gentlemen it’s a great honor and privilege to be with you, and I thank Bob Roswell for that kind introduction. 

President Abraham Lincoln, my hero, influenced American history and America’s character more profoundly than any other person who ever lived.  

When Lincoln was President, he often worshipped at The New York Avenue Presbyterian Church—just a short three blocks from Central Office.

The President visited that church because he enjoyed the sermons of the pastor—a man named Dr. Phineas Gurley.  

At one service, the President was accompanied by one of his aides.  On the walk back to the White House—they walked then--Lincoln was asked how he liked the day’s sermon.

The President replied, “the content was excellent…it was delivered with eloquence…Dr. Gurley worked hard on his message…”

“Then you thought it was an excellent sermon?” the aide asked.

“No,” President Lincoln answered.

“But, Mr. President, you said that the content was excellent, it was delivered with eloquence and it showed much work, “ the aide said.

“That’s true,” the President said.  “But Dr. Gurley forgot the most important ingredient.  He forgot to ask us to do something great.”

Every one of us in this room today, ladies and gentlemen, was personally asked by President Lincoln to do something great:  

“With malice toward none; with charity for all; with firmness in the right, as God gives us to see the right, let us strive on to finish the work we are in; to bind up the nation's wounds; to care for him who shall have borne the battle, and for his widow, and his orphan--to do all which may achieve and cherish a just and lasting peace, among ourselves, and with all nations.”
We in this generation have chosen to fulfill our sixteenth President’s sacred promise, made in the name of all of our fellow citizens, to care for those who have borne the battle.

Giving life to President Lincoln’s vision for veterans means that we must be great at our work, not just good;

That we must offer exceptional service to the men and women we are privileged to serve; 

And that those of us who accepted the responsibility to direct others in caring for America’s veterans must demonstrate the extraordinary leadership abilities necessary to honor the service and sacrifices veterans made so that the rest of us might in freedom.

I know that President Lincoln would be very proud of your response to his historic call for greatness in accomplishing our sacred mission.  

Your dedication to duty, and willingness to go the extra mile on behalf of the men and women you dedicated your careers to serve, set you apart as some of our nation’s most outstanding public servants. 

I have always believed that public service is one of the highest expressions of patriotism.  

There are few greater callings for Americans, short of donning the uniform of our armed services in defense of America.
Public service gives us an opportunity to make an impact on people’s lives, and to make an impact on public policy to better our society, our world, and our future.
I have been fortunate to see government from several different perspectives; from my years at VA and the Pentagon, in my years in the Navy, and from my work as a member of the Senate staff.  I can tell you that VA’s people and our mission are the finest and most noble in government.

Thanks to Dr. Roswell’s strong leadership and that of his leadership team, in Central Office and throughout the nation, we are creating an outstanding health care system for the 21st century, and you should be very proud of that.  

Bob is a great resource to me, and a great asset to our Department.  We are all very fortunate to have him as Under Secretary.

In this generation, I believe that we are the captains of VA’s fate, and we are the architects of VA’s destiny. 

It is a responsibility we cannot relinquish; it is a challenge each of us, as leaders, should welcome.  Why?  Because we have it in our power to make a difference in people’s lives.

As President Lincoln said: “Let us strive on to finish the work we are in.” 

Let us ensure through our actions that the next generation of VHA leaders will know that on our watch we embraced change—not for the sake of change, but because we identified and implemented the changes that are critical to our mission and our future success; progress that will keep us on the leading edge of medicine in the 21st century, not the century gone by.

Let us assure those who follow us that we made the difficult decisions and took the necessary actions when it was our turn to stand up and be accountable for the stewardship of the superb institution bequeathed to us by our predecessors, and by the generosity of the American people;

Let us also assure tomorrow’s leaders that we protected the magnificent legacy of service to veterans, their families, and America embodied in the Department of Veterans Affairs.

And let us strive on to build a new generation of leaders who reflect the diversity and character of our great nation.   Leaders who will propel VA to greatness in the 21st century.

I once read a magazine article asserting there are three variables every health care system must manage: quality, access, and cost.  

The writer argued that a good health care system leader can keep any two of these three variables under control—but that no one can control all three.

By that definition, ladies and gentlemen, this is a room full of precedent-setting health care leaders—because we are simultaneously making historic improvements to quality, providing access to care for a record number of patients, and keeping the cost of our care under control.

Our reputation for world-class quality is hard won, and we must defend it at all costs.  

We must not rest until VHA is the standard of excellence by which all other health care organizations are measured.  

Thanks to your efforts, that goal is within reach.

But we must also understand that quality health care requires constant vigilance at every level of our Department.  

We must hold to a steady course that allows for no deviation.

Recently, we learned that VA patients who suffer heart attacks have a higher mortality rate than Medicare patients.  

We did not discover this problem by accident.  The media did not bring it to our attention.  We discovered it through a study we commissioned ourselves.  

In my mind, one hallmark of any great organization is its willingness to measure itself against others.  

We may have been disappointed with the study’s findings, but we quickly took bold and decisive action to put our cardiac care program squarely on the road to excellence, to safeguard the health of the veterans we serve, and to reinforce our reputation for highest quality care.  

Prompt, decisive action to correct problems is the second hallmark of a great organization.

We may have to take similar actions if future studies uncover other deficiencies in our care and I’m absolutely confident we shall do so.  

I am certain that by continuing these systematic reviews, and by confidently addressing the issues they raise, our entire system will be stronger—and our review process will serve as a model for the rest of the health care industry in this country.

Research is another pillar of our health care system’s quality.  I am very proud of the work of our life-changing research program, which has revolutionized the practice of medicine in VA, in America, and throughout the world.

I am gratified to see VA at last—at last--receive the credit it rightfully deserves for the pathbreaking work of some of the finest researchers anywhere in this nation.

However, in recent years, aspects of our research program have struggled.  

Veterans have participated in research protocols without full knowledge of the meaning of their participation; 

Others have had their health—even their lives—unnecessarily endangered by our research.

I am looking to you as leaders to understand and oversee the research programs at your facilities, to provide the strong leadership necessary to ensure that our veterans are safe in our hospitals, and to ensure that our researchers are accountable for the vast funding we entrust to them.  

Every veteran participating in a VA research project must fully understand the implications of his or her participation.  Informed consent means exactly that. 

As leaders, we have no higher responsibility than protecting the well-being of those who trust us to restore their health.  

Let us ensure that our research programs, like our other health care programs, are models of quality—and safety.

And I ask you to ensure that our research program must complement our primary mission of patient care.  Research should focus on the medical care needs of the veterans who come to us in their weakest and most vulnerable moments.

Hundreds of millions of dollars of medical care appropriations are used to support our research program.  And I support that support, but let us be mindful that tens of thousands of veterans have been denied access or face long waiting lists to see a physician and that is important as well.

Access to care is the second variable every health care provider must address—and an issue of particular concern to our Department.  

Today, we are experiencing what I call the “perfect storm”—a storm with waves higher than any that could possibly be found off the Newfoundland coast.  

A combination of eligibility reform, a generous prescription drug benefit, improved access to care through our community based outpatient clinics, vast improvements to our quality and customer service, exacerbated by an allocation model that incentivizes growth.

The result of this confluence of forces has been a profound, staggering increase in the number of patients treated—from 2.9 million in 1996 to almost five million today.

I believe that most health care systems in this nation would have collapsed under the burden.  VA did not.

I am very proud of our recent budget increases.  They are unprecedented—even historic.  

The $30.2 billion in discretionary funding in our proposed budget for Fiscal Year 2004 represents the greatest percentage increase for any department in government.

Since 2001, our budget has grown from $48 billion to soon to be $64 billion—a 33 percent increase, but I know it is not enough, and we need to continually fight for additional resources.

Our MCCF collection rate is steadily increasing, and I thank you in the business office and around the country for all you are doing to improve our MCCF collection rate, but it, too, is not enough.  

And unfortunately Congress has not shown any willingness to impose even the most moderate enrollment fees on veterans who can most afford to pay them and have no service-connected disabilities.

The result—you know it better than I--has been waiting lists for care in many parts of our country.  

For this reason I made the decision to suspend new enrollment for category eight veterans; to offer priority care to seriously disabled veterans, the veterans I believe VA was created to care for many, many years ago; and to fill prescriptions written by non-VA physicians for veterans who, on July 25, had been waiting more than 30 days for an appointment.  

With regard to my category 8 decision, the politically expedient option would have been to allow more veterans to enroll and just put them on waiting lists, but sometimes—as in this case--leadership calls for making the tough decisions, not the easy ones.

As the architects of VA’s destiny in this generation, and for the next, we have the responsibility to make the difficult decisions—and to act on them.  We also have an obligation to look beyond our immediate horizons.

There is an old Indian fable about six blind men who were taken to “see” an elephant.  Each one felt a different part of the beast, and thought that he understood the whole animal, when in fact he had only touched a small part.

Although you may only touch a part of our great system, I ask you to remember that we are indeed one, and the whole is greater than the sum of its parts.  We are a great national system.  

I ask you to look at issues not only from the perspective of your network or facility but also from the perspective of your role as an integral part of our health care system.  

I also look to you, as leaders, to ensure that all VA employees, full time and part time, share our dedication and our commitment to exceptional service to the men and women it is our privilege to serve.  

With hundreds of thousands of veterans on waiting lists, I look to you to insure that every employee, including part time physicians, serves veterans in the manner we expect and fulfills the responsibilities for which they are compensated;  

That your staffing ratios are appropriate for your facility; 

And that your contracts are let in the most cost effective and competitive way possible.

I ask for nothing more and our veterans and the American people who support our healthcare system deserve nothing less!

VHA is a magnificent tapestry of individuals—physicians, nurses, administrators, researchers, and others joined in a sacred bond of service to veterans—and we must always be mindful that one loose thread can cause the entire fabric to unravel.  

I need you to lead and inspire all the men and women with whom you work to achieve new heights of dedication and new heights of accomplishment.

As leaders, however, we must do more than just lead: we must work together to aggressively manage the resources entrusted to us.  

We must balance our inpatient and outpatient workloads.  

We must safeguard our system, and pass on to our successors a better VHA than the one we inherited.

You all know that in 1999, GAO testified that VA could avoid $1 million a day in unnecessary costs by identifying and making better use of underused or vacant space.  I don’t know if the $1 million a day is accurate but I know there’s a certain amount that we are spending that we don’t need to.

$1 million a day, or whatever figure, that could be better spent providing veterans with additional health care services.  

CARES is the path we chose to find those savings and transform them—and I think that’s important, to transform them--into the resources we need for 21st century healthcare.

VA’s health care system is the finest anywhere, and I would hold it up to anyone, but its foundation does have serious cracks.  

I know how difficult it is to change a hospital’s mission or to consolidate facilities, but I believe that we will fail in our mission, and we will fail our veterans, if we do not take the necessary steps to rationalize our infrastructure to the revolutionary advances in 21st century medicine and the demographics of our veteran population. 

Finally, the third variable every health care system must attempt to manage is the ability to control its costs.  

I am proud that together, we are demonstrating to this government and the American people that we can manage our cost of doing business.  

I am grateful to you for the progress you have made in managing our Department more efficiently and effectively.

I am particularly proud of VA’s pharmacy management benefits program, which I often cite as a model for the nation and for Medicare reform.  

Clinicians, pharmacists, procurement specialists and managers working together created a program providing veterans with pharmacy services with no equal anywhere in this country in terms of quality, consistency and cost effectiveness.  

Just last month, I was gratified to see in USA Today that we are controlling drug costs in ways unequalled in private or public health care in the United States—by leveraging our purchasing power.   

But we need to take our ability to achieve economies of scale in pharmacy benefits and replicate it across the entire system in everything we do and buy, and in all the services that we perform.

Our Procurement Reform Task Force provided recommendations to improve all aspects of our procurement processes.

The Task Force’s sixty-five recommendations included leveraging our purchasing power in medical-surgical supplies and hi-tech equipment--through standardization, large volume procurements, developing a comprehensive database to track what we buy and from whom, and improving our organizational effectiveness, our program managers, and our procurement management systems.

By making these changes, I believe that we can reduce prices and administrative costs, make more effective purchasing decisions, and generally improve our overall procurement performance—and we can achieve significant savings that will expand both the reach of our health care services, and the impact of the resources entrusted to serve America’s veterans.   

Ladies and gentlemen, the Veterans Health Administration does great things for great people.  

By almost every measure, today’s VA is head and shoulders above private and other government health care providers in our ability to offer world-class health care at a reasonable cost.  

Our success is due to visionary planning and strong management, the dedication and commitment of Dr. Roswell and VHA’s 180,000 employees, our partnership with our affiliated medical schools--and it is also due, in no small part, to you and your leadership skills and your commitment to VA.

In closing, let me tell you about a recent visit I made to Bethesda Naval Hospital and Walter Reed Army Hospital to visit some of the young soldiers and marines who were wounded in Iraq and recently returned home.

While at Bethesda, I went into a room and saw a young marine who was lying alone with no family around.  So I went over to spend a little time with him, to try to comfort him as best I could.

He was very badly wounded at the battle of Nasiriya, and he couldn’t talk very well.  A young corporal, eighteen years old—I tried to spend as much time with him as I could.  And as I was leaving his bedside I gave him a book, and I said to him I’d like you to read this book when you’re better, because you’ve earned every benefit that’s in it.  And he nodded and smiled, and said that he would.

Then I went on to the next Marine in his room and his parents were with him, and they were grieving because he was pretty badly wounded as well.  And I talked with them a little bit, thanked them, and thanked the Marine for everything he had done for America, and all he sacrificed.

And then as I was getting ready to leave thee room, I noticed that the first young Corporal had managed to pick up the book and was reading it.  And I wanted to go over and tell him how happy I was to see that he was taking my advice.  He couldn’t speak very well, but he pointed to a provision in the book and he said, “That’s all I want.”

And I looked at the book and the words he pointed to, and it was the provision that would allow him to become a United States citizen.

It’s pretty hard not to get emotional about that, or not to well up, as I did.  I assured him that would happen at some point, and again, I thanked him for serving and wished him well.  

Well, the rest of my day at Bethesda I was distracted by that young Marine, and how all he wanted was to become a citizen of the United States.

And I thought to myself how very blessed America is to have young men and women in its service who were born and raised in every community in this country and those who come to our shores from distant lands who are willing to sacrifice their lives for the right to be called American citizens.  

And I thought and reflected how fortunate we are as VA employees to serve such magnificent—truly magnificent—men and women like these, to aid in their transition to civilian life, and if they’re wounded or become ill like this young marine, to do everything in our power to make them whole again.

That wounded Marine may someday, maybe even on this day, be treated for his wounds at one of our medical centers.

The Marine in the hospital bed next to him may receive physical therapy at one of our clinics.  They both have a buddy who may come back and enroll in college on the Montgomery GI Bill.  And someone in this unit—and regrettably every day we learn of more casualties—will lie buried in one of our National Cemeteries. 

Our broad shoulders bear the profound responsibility, and the opportunity, to transform the words of countless Veterans Day speeches into the benefits and services these men and women earned while in our service.  

There is a very happy ending to the story of the young Marine who only wanted to be a citizen.  I talked to the President.  He became somewhat emotional, and two days later went out to Bethesda, and with tears in his eyes, swore him in as a United States citizen.  So the system does work, sometimes.

The great American poet Robert Frost wrote:

“The woods are lovely, dark and deep.

But I have promises to keep.

And miles to go before I sleep.

And miles to go before I sleep.”

As leaders in this wonderful Department, we too have promises to keep—and we still have many miles to go before we sleep, before we have satisfied our nation’s debt to these men and women.  

Our success in creating, and maintaining, the world’s best health care organization confirms to me that you, too, see the road ahead, and that you are committed to honoring the promises we are entrusted to keep.

Thank you, from the bottom of my heart, for your daily contributions to success in our mission of service to veterans.

And thank you for boldly daring to go where no health care organization has gone before—along a path of excellence in providing increased access to comprehensive, highest-quality, cost-effective, health care.

May God bless the United States and the men and women who defend her.
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