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When we started this conference, we outlined a number of expected outcomes.  We expected you to leave here with a better understanding of what is meant by One VA.  How many believe that we achieved that outcome?  Would you raise your hands, please?  OK. That’s a good majority.  


We also said that we hoped we would, that you would, develop strategies and actions for providing veterans seamless services. How many believe that we have achieved that outcome?  Raise your hands, please.  


Okay, let’s do something different. Those who don’t believe we did, raise your hands. (pause) We are going to miss you!  (laughter, applause)


We also wanted to develop a sense of individual commitment for creating One VA.  How many believe that we have accomplished this outcome?  Thank you.  

Lastly, we wanted you to leave this conference prepared to communicate the One VA story and vision upon returning to your respective locations. Can I see the hands of those who feel you are prepared to go back and lead the One VA team and let your co-workers know what we accomplished here and that we are very serious about One VA?  Can I see a show of hands? Thank you.  

I have to tell you that I am very, very pleased. As usual, we in Central Office underestimated you.  I expected we would come here and would accomplish a little bit and maybe get the ball rolling -- that somebody would start talking about One VA and we would move the ball a little bit toward the goal line.  But I didn’t realize that you folks were going to do a quick kick on me and were going to go all the way to the goal line.  I want to thank you for that because it has been my feeling ever since I began working with veterans that we have to be One VA because it is good for the veterans.  

I want to thank all of you for what you have done -- your enthusiasm, the morale, the craziness, the rap songs, Roger Rapp singing.  All the great things that have occurred here have been very inspiring. I hope that you recognize that we from Central Office didn’t just come and stick our heads in here and say hello. We stayed with you because this is very, very important to us, and leadership must be involved.  

You heard all three under secretaries this morning, without any prodding from me, get up here and commit themselves to One VA.  I like the way they phrased their message from CO -- “Just do it.”  Just Do It!  You can do it.  You are going to make mistakes, but so what!  If you don’t make mistakes you are not learning; you are not trying anything different.  You are doing the same old stuff.  So I encourage you to keep going and I want to thank all of you.  

You can’t do a conference this large without a lot of dedicated people who were working long before we got up, and long after we went to bed.  Months of planning have gone into this conference.  It is a big logistical operation, and it just doesn’t occur accidentally.  I have not seen one misstep.  We owe a debt of gratitude to these folks and I would like to recognize some of them.  

The men and women from VALU (The VA Learning University) led by Stan Sinclair and Bob Means, including those who have been responsible for the audio and video portions of the conference.  Also, when you do a conference like this, you can bring in people from all over but you have to have somebody at the firebase to support you, the local folks.  The people from the Phoenix VA Medical Center and VA Regional Office who provided most of the logistical support, step forward and raise your hands, please.  Members of the Design and Implementation Team are scattered throughout the room but I ask them all to stand for recognition.  Our Public Affairs team worked long into the night to provide you your morning newspaper,  the “One VA Voice.”  Will they stand, please?  And some of the folks that I laid this heavy responsibility on some time ago, representatives from the Office of Planning and Analysis.  Stand, please. 

Management consultants always say that if you want to succeed, surround yourself with giants.  Dennis Duffy and Gary Steinberg are just lucky enough to be surrounded by three such people -- Gwen Young, Christy Fick and Shirley Arico.  Would you stand? 

A special thanks to Steve Klink, who kept us on track. Beth Bloomfield, our facilitator, did a great job.  We also have to recognize the News Chief, Jim Deykins from St. Louis.  Jim, you did a terrific job.  You fit the part and I look forward to seeing you at the next conference in Atlanta and hopefully the other conferences.  

Final thoughts.  Everything good that happens in VA is because of you folks, the folks at the grass-roots level.  We must continue what we are doing and I like the idea that we are going to have more of these meetings.  I think that you have to involve everyone -- our stakeholders, the veterans we serve, the veterans service organizations, our union partners.  We all work for the same person as you heard me say before -- the veteran. 

If you know when something exciting happens out there, I want to know about it.  Just e-mail me.  I promise to read every one of my e-mails and get right back to you.  I want to keep this going.  Don’t let it die.  

We will be busy when we get home.  Our desks will be filled and we will have our jobs to do, but let’s not put One VA on the back burner.  I promise you -- I commit to you -- that I will keep it on my front burner.  I promise that I will do everything I can to make sure that you have the resources you need to keep this going.  I encourage you to stay geared up, because the people who will gain from this are our veterans -- the veterans we serve.  

Political appointees like me come and go.  The reason I am so geared up about One VA is because when I go back to Arkansas, when I go to the VA Regional Office or to the VA hospital there; when I walk into the VA office and someone greets me and says “Good morning sir, can I help you?” and treats me with dignity and respect, and acts like they enjoy their job and want to work for the VA because VA is One VA and it is their employer of choice, then I will say, “You know I remember when that started.”  We already have the ingredients that we really need to make this thing work.  That’s you, the folks right out there in this audience and those scattered across this country who are on the job today working and serving veterans.  You are the people who can make it happen.  You are the careerists. You are going to be here. This is your VA.  

You are going to be here and if we can get the VA moving as One VA, then it doesn’t matter who comes in later.  They won’t be able to change it because it will be like a brush fire.  It will be raging and One VA will be a reality and it will make us a better organization.  It will make us do what we are supposed to do and what you have tried so hard to do, and the person that gains is the veteran you and I both work for.  

It has been a great conference and I want to thank all of you for everything you put into it.  I assure you that there is not one suggestion you made that we will not seriously consider.  We will go down the list and those items that we can implement immediately, we will do so. Everyone can’t be an expert, but we can all have general knowledge of the others.  I talked to some folks this morning, and one lady was telling me that she had only been with VA about three years and knew nothing about the benefits side.  She works at a hospital.  She said, “Now I know the benefits side, and I know how to help veterans.”  That is what this conference is all about.  Please don’t keep it to yourselves.  Let’s not keep our knowledge under a bushel basket so that the light can’t shine out.  Let’s take the basket off and share the light with everyone we work with. Talk up One VA and wear your One VA pin.  Let people ask you what it is all about.  Was it just another conference where you heard a lot of talking heads?  Tell them what One VA is all about and whom it is for.  It is for the veterans! 

I promise and I commit that we will continue to work for you at Central Office.  Your enthusiasm was wonderful.  It was contagious.  It was a wonderful experience for me, and I consider it a personal triumph that we were here and One VA was received like this.  You folks made it all happen.  Thank you for making the One VA dream come true.  
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