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Chairman and Mrs. Johnson, President and Mrs. Ryan, MOAA State leaders, ladies and gentlemen.

Good evening, everyone.  Thank you, Admiral Johnson, for that kind introduction.  And thank you all for that warm reception.  

Let me take just a moment before I begin to greet my old friend and Naval Academy classmate Admiral Norb Ryan.  

Last October, Admiral Ryan completed thirty-five years of commissioned service to the United States Navy.  

By continuing to serve our nation, its men and women in uniform, and America’s veterans as President of the Military Officers of America Association, Admiral Ryan builds on a legacy of service that is a special source of pride to his classmates—and to all who have worn the uniform of America’s armed forces.

Norb, best wishes on your new career.  Ladies and gentlemen of MOAA, congratulations on selecting this inspired leader to represent you.

As I speak, hundreds of thousands of America’s finest citizens are putting their lives on the line to disarm Iraq of weapons of mass destruction and to free the Iraqi people.

The Department of Veterans Affairs has no greater mission—no more sacred responsibility—than to care for those who have borne the battle.

No more important duty than to make whole again in mind and body those who are wounded and sick.

No more pressing task than to devote all our efforts to enable ill and injured servicemen to resume their lives at the point where they were interrupted when America once again answered a brutal dictator’s challenge to peace.


Our troops are conducting themselves in the highest traditions of the American military.  They are doing their jobs with skill and bravery and competence.  The future of peace and the hopes of the Iraqi people depend on them.  

It has now been nearly thirty-six years since Norb and I graduated from the United States Naval Academy and were commissioned as officers in the Navy.  

The friendships I made; the spirit of teamwork, discipline, leadership and character building I Iearned; were what my life was all about during my time in uniform, and it is still what my life is all about today.

I remember how proud I was to be sworn in as an officer at graduation.  I soon came to know the special bond I shared with others who were given the unique authority and responsibility to lead and manage America’s armed forces—the men and women who make up the membership of The Military Officers of America Association.  

Thank you for your service to our nation; for your continued dedication to keep America strong, and for your commitment to preserve the benefits officers and those they command have earned through their service to our nation. 

 
Our survival as a Republic, since the dawn of history, has rested on men and women with the character and leadership skills to enable them to take their place among the long line of heroes who can proudly claim the distinction of being officers in the United States Armed Forces.

Historians report that in 1781, the officers of Lord Charles Cornwallis surrendered their arms to the Continental Army.   At the surrender, the British Army band played a tune that was popular then, called "The World Turned Upside Down."  

To the once-proud army of the mightiest empire in Europe it certainly must have seemed as if the world indeed, had been turned upside down by men they dismissed as a ragtag rabble in arms, but who we now proudly claim as the progenitors of the American Armed Forces.

Today, two hundred and twenty-two years later, their descendents, Americans in uniform, are standing watch over the world.  All day, every day, the men and women of our Army, Navy, Air Force, Marines and Coast Guard do their duty.

The benefits and services our nation provides them in recognition of their service are insignificant in comparison to the commitment they made to us when they donned our nation's uniform—and in comparison to the world we would inherit were it not for their service.


America is very blessed to have heroes in uniform who have emerged from amongst us to inspire and to spur America to victory in war, and these Americans in uniform are a constant reminder that the righteousness of our destiny overarches the anguish of our losses.


The veterans who look to our department for benefits changed the world, and in serving them, VA changes the world, as well, in truly revolutionary ways.  


It is no exaggeration to assert that VA played a key role in creating the modern middle-class through the World War II GI Bill, one of the greatest social pieces of legislation in the history of our republic.


In 1944, home ownership for many was just a dream.  The GI Bill changed all that, and ensured that every veteran could look forward to affordable home ownership, and out of that vision grew a revolution in the housing finance industry that has made low or no downpayment mortgages widely available, and transformed America into a nation of homeowners.

In 1944, a college education was out of reach for most Americans, and certainly the opportunity to attend the best universities in America, the Stanfords, the Harvards, the Columbias, were preserved for the wealthiest of the wealthy.  


The GI Bill changed all that, and 16 million service members returning from the war were ensured that they, whether rich or poor, black or white, could attend the best schools in America limited only by their aspirations and ability.  Rooted in the 16 million GI’s who returned from the war, and the VA who administered the benefit, a generation of leaders were born that would propel America.  Americans liked what they saw with the GI Bill, and this led the way to federal financial assistance for higher education.


In 1946, the VA entered into a historic partnership with our nation’s medical schools, and a major step was taken in expanding both the depth and the breadth of medical research.  


Forty percent of the doctors practicing medicine today received all or part of their training in a VA Medical Center.  And VA has led the way in medical research in such areas as developing the CT scan, and the first drugs to treat schizophrenia and hypertension. 


The first treatment for Tuberculosis was developed in a VA hospital, and the modern Seattle Foot, the prosthesis that lets men and women who have lost a leg walk, run, and jump was not developed by DuPont Plastics, but rather by VA researchers in a VA Medical Center.


VA also has the responsibility to provide back-up health care support for our service men and women in wartime, and for the general public, as we did on September 11, 2001—and as we prepared to do today should the Department of Defense need our help.  

Overall today, the Department of Veterans Affairs is the second largest of fourteen cabinet departments.  Our budget is larger than the entire defense budget of the Nation of Great Britain.  It reflects the tremendous gratitude of the American people for the 25 million men and women who have served their nation honorably in uniform.  

On the first of every month more than 2.7 million disabled veterans receive a disability compensation check from the Department of Veterans Affairs.  

VA is the third largest insurer in America, administering life insurance policies to more than five million active duty servicemembers, reservists, veterans, and their families with more than $750 billion in insurance coverage.

Each working day, VA will guarantee over 1,000 home loans for veterans entering the ranks of America's homeowners.  Seventeen million home loans have been made since the program’s beginning.

This year, close to half a million members of the Armed Forces and veterans will attend school on the GI bill, and nationwide almost 64,000 disabled veterans will receive vocational rehabilitation training to prepare them for successful civilian lives.

And sadly, this year more than eighty-eight thousand veterans will be laid in honored rest in one of our 120 National Cemeteries.  Regrettably, the number goes up every day with the aging of the World War II and the Korean population.  Over 1,100 World War II veterans die every day.

VA has nearly 223,000 employees, and our Fiscal Year 2003 budget is $63.6 billion.  

One of our greatest management challenges is to improve our benefits decision process.  I came into office as Secretary with a firm belief: that those who served our country in uniform deserve timely, accurate decisions when they file a claim for disability benefits or a pension.   Sadly, that was not the case.

Last year, our inventory of pending disability claims peaked at 432,000.  Today, the number stands at 311,000, even though we receive an additional 60,000 new or reopened claims every month, and we are on target to reach our goal of 250,000 by the end of this fiscal year.  

To achieve that progress, we increased the average number of claims decided every month from 40,000 to 66,000 while maintaining the quality of our decisions.

Nothing stung me more than the accusation that VA delayed decisions in the hope the veteran would die and render the claim moot.  I don’t accept the premise about motive, but the reality of some of our outcomes was unavoidable and unacceptable.  

That is why I commissioned the Cleveland Tiger Team to focus on the oldest cases of the oldest veterans.  I take my reward in the nearly 21,000 veterans who now have an answer on their claims from the Tiger Team and the additional 55,000 who got their answers from the resource centers.

Last March, it took an average of 233 days to process a claim.  Today, it takes less than 200 days.  By October 1, our average should reach 100 days—and once that standard is met, it will be maintained!


On the health care side of the house, we are the victims of our own success.  This is not my father’s VA, believe me.  
This is a highly modern, technologically advanced health care delivery system that you can all be very, very proud of.


Our computerized patient record system, where all of our hospitals are paper free, is the model for the private sector.  


And we won the Harvard University and Ford Foundation Innovation in Government Award for our patient safety program.  


We are making great strides, but the bad news is, veterans are coming to us in record numbers, numbers like we’ve never seen before.  And I think they're coming to us for many, many reasons.    

Open enrollment … the increase of the eligible population of veterans with access to comprehensive care from VA … combined with 664 outpatient clinics we’ve opened in the past eight years across the United States, … adds to the demand for VA medical care.   

In 1998, VA treated 2.9 million veterans.  In Fiscal Year 2002, we treated about 4.5 million … and the number of outpatient visits also increased— from 26 million to 46.5 million.  We also dispensed more than 191 million prescriptions; filled more than 6.4 million requests for new prosthetics; and admitted 565,000 veterans to our 162 medical centers around the country.

Our workload is staggering.  And we expect it to continue to increase in Fiscal Year 2003!  Today, 6.8 million veterans have enrolled for VA health care.  Last year, we added almost 900,000 new veterans to our enrollment to our system. 

The 1996 eligibility reform legislation passed by Congress, however, clearly contemplated that more veterans may seek care than VA can provide for with the resources available to us.  


The statute established and defined seven priority groups.  Last year, they added an eighth priority group—and directed me as Secretary to make an annual enrollment decision on which of the priority groups can be provided VA care with the resources made available to me in appropriation acts.

Now, the politically easy course for me would be to continue unconstrained open enrollment fully knowing that we had a waiting list of some 200,000 veterans who are currently enrolled who have not been able to get in and see their primary care physician.  

But taking that course would result in ever-increasing waiting lists, and it would threaten the quality of our care as our health care workers labored to care for overwhelming numbers of veterans.  I simply cannot be part of such a course. 

It would be an injustice to sick veterans, for whom enrollment would hold out the false promise of timely high quality care.  I therefore suspended new enrollment for priority group 8 veterans.  


In the meantime we will get a handle on the current workload, and eliminate the waiting list so veterans would never have to wait for more than 30 days for primary care appointments and somewhat longer for specialty care appointments.   The list is now down to about 106,000.

Early in my tenure as Secretary I decided to establish an Enterprise Architecture that would enable us to harness the promise of information technology—while insuring that any new funds we spent would bring us the maximum “bang for the buck.”

Along with my IT managers, I set out to put three things in place: first, an overarching architecture for systems, data, and applications; second, clear, comprehensive standards for all our IT systems; and third, a strict process of analysis, approval and oversight for every IT initiative our Department undertakes.

We have centralized our IT program responsibilities; and made comprehensive changes in the way we manage our IT projects to ensure they deliver high quality products, meet performance requirements, and are delivered on time and within budget.

We are bringing discipline and integration to our telecommunications capabilities to increase security, performance, and value.  We are establishing command and control capabilities to support the Department and the nation in future emergencies such as those that followed the September 11, 2001 attacks. We are enhancing our abilities to use the Internet to improve service delivery and knowledge sharing to benefit veterans, while protecting the privacy of that information.  And we are redefining our IT workforce to ensure we have the proper skill sets to support our programs’ needs.


When I became Secretary, I not only promised the President that we would improve our procurement processes in order to use all of our taxpayer dollars entrusted to us, efficiently and effectively.    I put together a high level task force of experts.  


They submitted a report with 65 very sound recommendations on leveraging our size and purchasing power by establishing more national contracts; standardizing our procurement requests; creating a database about what we buy, why, and from whom; improving our organizational effectiveness; and ensuring we have a sufficient and talented VA acquisition workforce.  


We now see significant cost avoidance as a result of our work.  And we are also working with the Department of Defense to better leverage our joint health care purchasing power.  


Between our two organizations, we spend well over $10 billion a year in the procurement and acquisition of health care services.  If we can save only five percent a year as a result of working together, the additional savings would be very substantial.

In 2001, President Bush chartered a Presidential Task Force to Improve health care delivery for our nation’s veterans.  The Task Force’s goal is to help VA and DoD better integrate our health care systems, so that we can maximize the use of our resources, improve access to care for those we serve—and save the taxpayers money.  

The Task Force’s final report is due soon—and Secretary Rumsfeld and I hope and expect that their thoughts will lead to improved care for both active duty servicemembers and veterans.

We are also working with the Department of Defense to ensure that the men and women who now fight for Iraq’s freedom in the Persian Gulf receive appropriate health care and compensation in return for their service.  

DoD is documenting the health care provided to forces deployed in the Gulf, monitoring the environment in which our forces are deployed, and will document which servicemembers were exposed to danger in the event toxic exposure is detected, much like Khamisiyah.

DoD will also provide us with rosters of service members who have separated from military service, and will work with us to develop processes to share information including individual assignments data, unit location data, environmental surveillance data and medical surveillance data.   This information will help make a seamless transition for today’s servicemembers as they become tomorrow’s veterans.

Together, our two departments will ensure that our brave men and women now serving in the Gulf will be cared for with the dignity and respect they deserve

And VA health care will be made available to those who are serving in a combat theater of operations, including Reservists and Guardsmen, for two years after their separation so they can receive the care they deserve.  They earned it, and they will receive it without delay. 


I am sure all of you know that when President Bush signed the National Defense Authorization Act last December, he created a new category of Special Monthly Compensation for retirees.  Military retirees who received the Purple Heart or who were severely disabled in combat related incidents can now receive that corresponding portion of their retirement pay in addition to their full VA disability benefits.


Caring for those veterans whose injuries and illnesses were due to combat seems to me a sensible compromise—one that provides additional compensation for those veterans who are most deserving of that compensation, while at the same time protecting the taxpayer’s interests.  It’s an important beachhead, focusing on veterans who are most deserving of compensation.  I compliment MOAA for your advocacy on this issue, especially for Prisoners of War and seriously injured veterans.  I hope you will continue to make your voice heard.


As I conclude, let me share with you one final thought.  Tonight, as we share a festive dinner, young men and women in uniform are sharing MRE’s in the cities, towns and deserts of Iraq.


The heaviest burden any president must face is the decision to commit the lives of soldiers, sailors, airmen and Marines to battle.  Our brave men and women in the Gulf are fulfilling the commitment they made when they signed up to serve—to go into harm’s way to defend America’s interests.


Some of these brave young men and women have already paid the ultimate price so that all of us may be free of the deadly threat Iraq’s leadership poses to the world’s people.  Others have been wounded; a few have been taken prisoner by the enemy.


The President knows the cost of war is not expressed in dollars, but in lives.  Even as he is heartened by the gains we have made in our fight, he is saddened by every death; every injury; every prisoner taken.  


Every policy we at VA implement, every improvement to our business processes, every action our Department takes, every decision I, myself, may make, ensures that we will be prepared to serve those who have been called upon to defend our freedom with their bodies and their lives when they return home.

During the Civil War, President Lincoln wrote: 

“Fellow Citizens, we cannot escape history.  We of this Congress, and of this Administration, will be remembered in spite of ourselves.  No personal significance or insignificance can spare one or another of us.  The fiery trial through which we passed will light us down in honor or dishonor to the latest generation.  We, even we here, hold the power and bear the responsibility… We shall nobly save or meanly lose the last best hope of earth.”


Today, we of this administration, and of this generation, face our own fiery trial.  We must win our war against Iraq, and against all who envy us our freedoms so much that they would destroy our way of life, rather than to improve their own.  


Our President is determined that our nation will be remembered for our resolve, to stand up for what is right.  And that our efforts, like Lincoln’s, will be remembered with honor by generations to come, for indeed, America is still the last best hope of earth.


God bless our great country and the men and women who defend her.
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