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Good Morning, and thank you for that kind introduction.

On April first, over 2.3 million disabled veterans will receive a disability compensation check from the Department of Veterans Affairs. 

On any given day, over 56, 000 veterans are inpatients in VA medical facilities or nursing homes 

and over 107,000 veterans will receive medical care on an outpatient basis.  

Each working day, VA will guarantee over 700 home loans for veterans entering the ranks of America's homeowners.  

This year, almost 400,000 veterans will attend school on the GI Bill and almost 64,000 disabled veterans will receive vocational rehabilitation training to prepare them for civilian careers. 

This year, eighty-eight thousand veterans will be laid in honored rest in a National Cemetery. 

       These facts reflect one revolutionary force of military veterans on the evolution of our society.  

They also reflect our society's response to the return of millions of men and women to civilian life following military service.   

The first duty of any society is to provide for the safety and security of its people. 

In a world of conflicting interests and values, conflict is an unpleasant but inescapable reality.  Even pacific nations require warriors for their defense.  

The consequences of war are vast, even for the victors.  Not the least of those consequences are found in the ranks of those who return from the battlefields to the societies they served.  These men, and until very recently almost all the individuals in military service were men, who had endured hardship and risk in their nation's service could represent either an asset or a threat to the society they serve.  History is littered with governments destabilized by masses of veterans who believed that they had been taken for fools by a society that grew rich and fat at the expense of their hardship and suffering.

One purpose of benefits for veterans can be found in the need to ensure that veterans of war are treated equitably so that they will be satisfied citizens in peace.

And, no nation can afford to loose the productive civilian service of the citizens it had sent to war.  A second purpose of veterans' benefits is to provide the means for our nation to take full advantage of the unique attributes (discipline, motivation, teamwork, skills) acquired during military service.

American programs of veterans' benefits evolved from the need to provide some sense of equity, to make the distribution of sacrifice and prosperity between those who serve and those who remain behind more "fair" and to mitigate the actual wounds of war.

In the early agrarian days of our Republic, patriotism, supplanted by grants of land, generally served that purpose.  The Congress frequently supplanted these benefits with pensions awarded long after the conflict as veterans enter the ranks of the aged.  

The World War I veterans' "Bonus March" during the Great Depression was a wakeup call that a relatively passive response approach to returning veterans would no longer suffice in an industrial age.  America, for the first time, faced the possibility that veterans might become a source of active unrest, if not revolution.

During World War II, the Congress remembered the events of the decade before and, facing the prospect of reintegrating a demobilizing army into a peacetime society, responded with what has come to be known as the GI Bill of Rights.  The provisions of that legislation, combined with the drive and talent of the sixteen million Americans who served during World War II initiated a revolution of a different sort.

Scenarios of alternate histories are by their nature speculation, but I think it fair to say that much of what we now think of as normal in middle class America is rooted in those GIs ------- and the veterans' benefits they used to transform our country.

Prior to World War II, a college education was, for the most part, available only to a few Americans.  Only a small percentage of high school graduates went on to college and, of those who did, few outside the wealthy and well connected went to schools considered to be "elite".  

The GI Bill and the veterans who put it to use changed all of that.  The World War II GI ensured that every veteran, be they rich or poor, could attend the best schools to which they could be admitted.  The promise of higher education, limited only by ability and ambition, unleashed a generation of men and women and transformed both America --------- and Americans' expectations for ourselves. 

Prior to World War II it was difficult to finance a home purchase on credit.  A long-term no-down-payment home loan was unknown and, for most, homeownership was nothing but a dream.  The GI Bill changed all that, and in doing so created suburban America.  The effects of that transformation have been revolutionary.  To our economy, to our environment, to our society.

Another aspect of veterans' benefits may be less familiar to you.  In 1946, the VA healthcare system entered into a partnership with America's medical schools.  The fruits of that partnership revolutionized medical education and research.  It is estimated that 40% of the physicians practicing today received at least part of their training in the VA healthcare system.  VA pioneered the development of clinical psychology.  VA medical research led the way to successful treatment for tuberculosis.  VA researchers developed some the earliest drugs for the treatment of schizophrenia and hypertension.  VA played a central role in the development of the CAT scan and MRI.  Two researchers have been awarded Nobel prizes for their work with VA.  In partnership with NASA, one VA researcher took her work into orbit as an astronaut.    VA's revolutionary medical research has improved the lives of millions of Americans.  And, by demonstrating the value of research in days after World War II, I believe we set the stage for today's enormous Federal commitment to research.  

In many ways, veterans have been the point men in the revolutionary expansion of Federal involvement in the lives of Americans.

Congress, the American people, and America's universities looked at what the GI Bill provided ------- and liked what they saw.  Veterans' education benefits led the way to Federal financial assistance for higher education.  

Congress, the American people, and America's real estate industry looked at what the GI Bill provided for veterans ---- and liked what they saw.  And out of that vision grew a revolution in the housing finance industry that has made low or no down payment mortgages widely available and transformed America into a nation of homeowners.

Not all veterans' benefits have become universal.  At one time, the idea of a guaranteed minimum income as a social safety net enjoyed some currency in discussions of public policy.  Wartime veterans who later become disabled, after their service and due to non-service-connected causes, have enjoyed that benefit since the 1950s.

Government provided medical coverage is a perennial entrant on the stage of public policy discussion.  Every veteran is eligible for VA medical care and about  4.8 million of the 25 million veterans in America have enrolled with VA.

Every revolution contains the seeds of a counter-revolution.  In the case of post World War II veterans' benefits, the counter revolution has not taken the form of opposition.  Rather it has takes the form of imitation.   

When long-term low-down-payment home loans were rare, veterans enjoyed a real benefit as a reward and mitigation for their service.  Today, both private sector and government programs open the door to home ownership on easy terms.  The veterans' benefit is no longer unique.

When government assistance for higher education was unknown, veterans had a real advantage in their pursuit of the education that would help them establish civilian careers and help them catch up with their non-veteran peers who went to school or started their careers rather than going into the service.  Today, the Federal government and the states compete with each other to provide all citizens with financial assistance.  Veterans no longer have an advantage.  In fact, if you consider the fact that servicemembers must "contribute" $1200 in order to qualify for benefits and the fact that the amount of the GI education benefit covers only a fraction of the cost of a higher education, the veterans' education program has lost much of its allure.  The fact that veterans' education benefits are taken into account when computing financial need for programs such as Pell Grants means that veterans may have no advantage at all.

Access to the VA healthcare system, even on a space available basis, was more valuable to veterans before Medicare was established to provide care for older Americans and Medicaid was established to provide access to care for the poor.

The value of veterans' benefits, compared to programs available to all Americans, became more important when the United States abandoned the draft and went to an all volunteer military.   In that environment, veterans' benefits took on a new mission in addition to the traditional missions of equity and transition.  Veterans' benefits have also come to be seen as part of the remuneration package for service members.


That additional mission doesn't change the challenges VA will face as we prepare for the century to come.


America's challenges may profoundly change how we live.  

In the long run, America must face the challenges of the aging baby boom generation.  VA faces the challenges of the aging World War II generation of veterans, today.  VA's innovations in non-institutional long-term care and end-of life care have the potential to revolutionize how our society meets the challenges of an exploding population of the very old.


Recent reports by the Institutes of Medicine on patient safety and the quality of medical care document the problems faced by the American medical care system.  Those reports make recommendations that could revolutionize the practice of medical care in this country.  Many of those recommendations are derived from practices already implemented by VA.  VA's systematic analysis of the quality of care and identification of practices or procedures affecting patient safety may set the standard of care for our nation.


In a world of steadily increasing health care costs, VA's efforts to maximize the amount of healthcare it can deliver on a fixed budget have the potential to set the pace for the cost-effective delivery of quality health care. 


In a world increasingly conscious of the possible health effects of the chemicals we introduced into our environment, VA's efforts to come to grip with the expectations of veterans who may have been exposed to radiation or herbicides have lessons to teach decision makers in both government and commerce.


In a world in which citizens are increasingly intolerant of bureaucratic responses to their problems, VA's efforts to break down the barriers impeding the flow of information to and from VA and the Department of Defense and the Social Security Administration have illuminated many of the problems, and I hope some of the solutions, to effective public service in an increasingly complex world.


As we leave this room, I ask each of you to reflect on the likelihood that scholars would be able to gather and freely discuss questions of public policy were it not for the millions of men and women who responded to our Nation's call to arms.  Our debt to the Private Ryans who avenged Pearl Harbor and extinguished the scourge of Nazi Germany is clear and incalculable.  But, our debt does not end there.  For half a century, young men and women entered our Nation's armed forces and served on the front lines of freedom.  The wars in Korea, Vietnam and the Persian Gulf were "little wars" only in comparison to the global war of World War II ----- or to the World War III we did not fight.  Nothing is so destructive to a society's ability to address the problems of its citizens as a war.  There is no greater threat to civil liberties or to the free exchange of ideas than a war.  I would argue that the legacy of the generations of veterans whose service deterred global war is measured in the intensity and openness of debate on any issue you might chose, in this city or in any part of our country.  


That legacy lives on.  Today, as we enjoy our lunch and contemplate whatever policy questions our respective callings place before us, I remind you that it is night on the Korean DMZ.  And some GIs are now standing a cold and lonely watch to deter the garrison state that may be the world's last legacy of Stalinism from plunging the world once again into war.  This afternoon, as we go about our business, sailors and airmen will be on duty in the Persian Gulf, standing by to ensure the free flow of the oil necessary to fuel the economy upon which the Wilson Center and all America depend.  This evening, as we go to bed, soldiers will be waking up in the Balkans to another day of stabilizing the cauldron from which the winds of war have all to often enveloped first Europe and then the United States.  Today, as in every day, the men and women who embody our nuclear deterrent are standing watch over the world.  Their very presence ensuring that they will never have to fight the unimaginable battles for which they are trained.  All day, every day the men and women of the 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 to us made when they donned our nation's uniform and in comparison to the world we would inherit were it not for their service.


It was of another land and another century when Rudyard Kipling wrote:


"For it's Tommy this, an Tommy that, an' Chuck him out, the brute!


But it's ‘Savior of ‘is Country' when the guns begin to shout;


And it's Tommy this, an Tommy that, an' anything you please;


An Tommy ain't a bloomin' fool – you bet that Tommy sees!


Every American has an interest in ensuring that our "Tommys", the men and women upon whom we depend in peace -------- and upon whom we will count should we face a war, see that our nation values their service.  Those servicemembers will see whether or not they will have the means to create a civilian career when they put their uniforms aside.  They must know that they and their families will be taken care of should their commitment to put their bodies, and their lives, on the line on our behalf results in their injury or death.


Every servicemember has made an unlimited commitment to our country.  The Department of Veterans Affairs has been entrusted with the mission of transforming our nation's reciprocal commitment to them into the reality of benefits and services.  The midwives of our 225-year-old national experiment in democracy were the men of the Revolutionary Army.  The revolution they set in motion continues today and, just as it did then, depends upon the willingness of individual Americans to put country ahead of self.  I believe that we must honor that commitment with a reciprocal commitment to take whatever revolutionary steps are necessary to welcome them back to civilian life when they exchange their uniforms for civilian cloths and assume the honored title of "veteran".


I hope our discussion today will help increase your understanding and support for this vital mission.


Thank you.
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