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Commander Silvano, Executive Director Gallant, Director Tomsey, National Service officers, State directors of Veterans’ Affairs, fellow veterans, ladies and gentlemen.  

Good morning, and thank you, Tom, for that very warm introduction. 

 I thank the Military Order of the Purple Heart for inviting me this morning.  It is a privilege to speak to you for you represent the heart of America.  

 Your elected leaders … your national service officers … and your members represent, and put into action, a vision that guides Military Order of the Purple Heart’s unswerving commitment to your comrades-under arms, and to all the men and women who earned the right to wear the Nation’s oldest decoration for “… meritorious act[s] of essential service.”
The Military Order of the Purple Heart’s charitable programs, your National Service Foundation, your scholarships, the Purple Heart Trail...and your selfless outreach to homeless veterans are fueled by the same spirit of camaraderie that bound you together as a band of brothers while you were in uniform.  

One of the reasons I hold so much respect for you is because of the content of the character that undergirds the uniforms you proudly wore…the same uniforms worn with pride today in the heat of battle, on the long and lonely patrols along the Korean DMZ, and all across America in defense of our homeland. 

As I stand before you, I am reminded of one of my great heroes … a three-times wounded veteran of the Civil War … a great American philosopher … an esteemed jurist of the United States Supreme Court— Oliver Wendell Holmes.  

At a regimental reunion thirty years after the guns fell silent, Justice Holmes said to his comrades:  “As I look into your eyes, I feel as I always do, that a great trial of your youth made you different … made all of us different from what we could have been without it.  It made us feel the brotherhood of man.  It made us citizens of the world and not of a little town.  And best of all, it made us believe in something else besides doing the best for ourselves and getting all the loaves and fishes we could.”
And I think that’s still very typical of the magnificent young men and women who proudly serve in our armed forces today … be they fighting a war on terrorism in Southwest Asia … or keeping a precarious peace elsewhere around the globe. 

The generation now wearing America’s uniform is bound to you by the cordon of duty and honor defining military service given in Freedom’s name.  
 In the wake of the Civil War and its horrific toll in casualties, President Lincoln called on America “…to care for him who shall have borne the battle, and for his widow and his orphan.” 

Those words stand today as our enduring mandate … and ever-noble mission of the Department of Veterans Affairs.  

 I am proud to tell you VA is keeping Lincoln’s vow.  We are stronger today than in the history of all the Federal Government’s efforts to redeem America’s debt to her veterans.

We are well-positioned to meet the needs of our young men and women who are returning home from the war on terrorism, and from their duties as ‘watch-keepers’ and ‘peacekeepers,’ here at home and around the globe.  They will receive compassionate care and justly-earned benefits befitting their sacrifices.

Today, VA social workers and VA claims representatives are on duty at Walter Reed Army Medical Center and the National Naval Medical Center at Bethesda to ensure wounded or injured servicemembers are enrolled for VA care when they are released and leave for home … and to initiate the process for granting disability benefits if they are leaving active duty.  

Social workers help newly wounded soldiers, sailors, airmen and Marines plan a future course of treatment for their injuries after they return home, and if these heroes are discharged from the service because of their disabilities, we will link them and their DoD medical records with the VA medical center that will continue to provide care after their discharge.  

We are also better prepared to provide our Vietnam and Gulf War veterans with health care second to none, and compensation benefits recognizing many of the unique health threats they encountered during their service.  

And of course we continue to meet the needs of our World War II and Korean War veterans with the finest in geriatric health care, compassionate and common-sense prescription delivery, and accelerated claims decisions. 

VA’s one and only cause is America’s veterans, and our only mission is to redeem Lincoln’s promise to them and their families.  

It means never losing sight of the core of that mission—to care for veterans who incurred wounds and disabilities in defense of freedom. 

 For me and my department’s 218,000 employees that means providing timely access to quality health care, and well-earned benefits. It means delivering services when and where they are needed. 

Over the past 10 years VA transitioned from a hospital-centric health care system to a patient- focused health care system, bringing health care closer to the patient. 

 Our cause requires reinforcing our partnership with the Department of Defense – across a range of many issues – to provide seamless service and reduce problems encountered by previous generations of veterans.  

Separating servicemembers should not have to climb high walls to gain entry to VA. The walls separating VA and DoD must come down once and for all. 

 I often visit Walter Reed Army Hospital and Bethesda Naval Hospital to talk to the young men and women back from Iraq and Afghanistan recovering from their injuries. 

So many of their lives are changed forever by the severity of their wounds…disabling injuries that will require years of rehabilitation and painful perseverance. 

 The Military Order of the Purple Heart knows just what lies ahead for these wounded warriors—you know what it will take to give them hope and encouragement to begin down the road to recovery.  

I don’t want to see any barrier between DoD and VA hindering wounded veterans transitioning from military care to VA care. Their path will be tough enough without having to endure needless paperwork and red tape. 

 VA must also be a good steward of the resources provided to us by a grateful nation. 

I am proud of the fact that VA has earned the accolades of health-care industry watchdogs—not only for the quality of our care, but for our attention to the safety of our patients and the management of our resources. 

 We have many challenges ahead of us; we live in difficult times. But I am confident that with your help we can overcome any challenge. At the same time, I am proud of our accomplishments.

As you know, Congress recently passed, and the President signed, legislation allowing, for the first time in over a century, concurrent receipt of military retired pay and VA disability benefits. 

This is an enormous step forward, and to my mind, it represents the right thing to do for the men and women who served their country well, and whose disabilities are red badges of sacrifice, worthy of fair and uncompromised repayment. 

Retired Purple Heart recipients who are not immediately eligible for concurrent receipt are also eligible for both Combat-Related Special Compensation and VA disability compensation when their disabilities are related to the performance of duty.
 VA’s budget has increased dramatically over the past three years. 
If the 2005 budget request is approved, our health care budget alone will have increased over 40% since I became Secretary.  VA has not grown this much in the past 50 years! 

And I can tell you we are making significant progress day-in and day-out to improve our programs and services.

 Because of our progress, we are better serving America’s veterans... 

And America’s veterans are coming to VA in ever-greater numbers. Enrollment for VA health care has grown to almost 7.6 million veterans, up from 6 million in just four years. 

 Last year, we dispensed the equivalent of over 200 million 30-day prescriptions—up from 142 million in the year 2000—and we furnished 50 million outpatient visits, up from 38 million the year before I became Secretary.  

We have worked hard to reduce waiting times for veterans.

The number of veterans waiting with appointments more than six months has declined from 300,000 to approximately 30,000. But we have much work to do to ensure all primary care appointments are 30 days or less.

To ensure service-connected veterans are seen in a timely manner, I have established priority access to health care for severely disabled veterans and veterans seeking care for their service-connected disabilities.

I’ve established a program to fill non-VA prescriptions for veterans we can’t schedule for a timely appointment.

Homeless veterans are a special concern, and we launched a $35 million program in collaboration with HUD and HHS to provide permanent housing, health care and other supportive services to those experiencing chronic or long-term homelessness.

In 2003, for the first time, VA provided homeless grants to providers in all 50 states.
 In 2001 our health care facilities provided medical treatment to 3.8 million veterans. Last year, that number increased to 4.5 million veterans … And next year it’s expected to reach almost 4.8 million.
Again, I salute the members and leaders of the Military Order of the Purple Heart for your advocacy. You help make these gains possible by reinforcing the commitment of the Congress and the President to America’s veterans.
Each month, our Benefits Administration sends a compensation check to 2.5 million disabled veterans and to more than a half-million widows, widowers, and children. 

Until recently, VA’s response to veterans’ claims for their hard-earned benefits was unacceptably slow. That has changed. 

 From the outset, my number-one priority as Secretary was to restore timeliness and quality to our disability claims decisions. 

Nothing stung me more than the accusation that VA purposefully delayed decisions … in the hope a veteran would give up, or worse yet, die and render the claim moot.  

Shortly after I came into office, we convened a Claims Processing Reform Task Force to identify needed changes. I brought in Admiral Cooper and he has done a marvelous job. His people at every level of VBA pulled together, demonstrating that a large federal bureaucracy can, in fact, accomplish its mission when they all believe that it’s important to do so. 

With new processes, new people, dynamic leadership, performance standards, and accountability, I think we have really done veterans a great service.

 For example: When I came to office, there were 6,000 requests for military medical records that had been pending for more than a year at the St. Louis military records center…today there are about 100.  

That, by any measure, is success. 

The President and the Congress also gave us more people to decide claims. 

We hired and trained 1,300 people, and we now have wonderful ratings specialists out there. 

By the end of last fiscal year, we reduced our inventory of waiting-related claims to 253,000, down from a high of 432,000; notwithstanding the fact that we get about 60,000 new claims in each and every month. 

The percentage of veterans waiting more than six months for a decision on their claims has dropped from 48 percent to 18 percent.  

Our inventory went back up after a court decision in September of 2003 prevented us from acting on many claims. But we’re back on track to decide those claims.  And our inventory, in terms of timeliness and size, should be coming back down.

It’s interesting to note that the number of veterans receiving service connected disability compensation is projected to increase to 2.6 million, up from 2.3 million in 2001, reflecting in part our increased productivity as well as our implementation of decisions to automatically service connect veterans with diseases associated with exposure to herbicides like Agent Orange.  

We still face challenges, for example, with remands and appeals, but we are making significant headway in meeting our obligation to America’s disabled veterans.

We also honor our veterans in their final rest. Last year, our cemetery system paid tribute to almost 100,000 veterans through burial in one of our 120 national cemeteries.  

In addition to the new cemetery we recently dedicated in Oklahoma, five others will be open in Florida, Georgia, Pennsylvania, Michigan, and California  by the end of 2005.

VA’s new budget funds advance-planning for six more cemeteries in California, Alabama, Florida, Pennsylvania, and South Carolina.  

When construction is completed, this Administration will have expanded the National Cemetery System’s capacity by 85%, almost doubling it in size.  That is the largest expansion since the Civil War.  

In closing, let me again turn to Lincoln, who during his life, often expressed his heartfelt appreciation to individual soldiers, officers, and military cadres for their service.  

In a speech in Washington, DC in the closing months of the Civil War, he observed—

“… it has been said, all that a man hath will he give for his life; and while all contribute to their substance the soldier puts his life at stake, and often yields it up in his country’s cause.  The highest merit, then, is due the soldier.”

Whether in the Civil War or the war on terrorism, the greatest tribute belongs to the American soldier … sailor … airman … marine … and coastguardsman whose indomitable spirit, buoyant optimism, and unwavering courage are the lifeblood of American democracy.  

They—you who proudly wear the Purple Heart, and all our veterans— made the blessings of Freedom possible … for America and for others.

My Department has no greater cause—no more sacred responsibility—than to serve those who have so courageously borne the battle.  I want to assure every service member returning from the war against terrorism … and every veteran – no matter when or where they served – that VA will be there for them.  

We will leave no American fighting man or woman on the field of battle.  Nor will we leave them stranded when they return home seeking VA health care and their hard-earned benefits. 

VA and the Military Order of the Purple Heart are linked by unbreakable bonds of mutual respect, friendship, and a shared noble purpose … I continue to be proud of our enduring partnership on behalf of America’s veterans.  We are faithfully pledged to succeed in our mission if we are to leave as our legacy the honor of a redeemed promise to those who serve our Nation so well.  
Thank you.
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