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National Commander Santos; National Adjutant Spanogle; distinguished officers and fellow members of the American Legion; America’s finest—the young men and women in uniform here today; honored guests, ladies and gentlemen.  Good morning, everyone.

Thank you, Commander Santos, for your kind introduction.  And thank you for your great leadership over the past year.  Your valued advice and counsel has helped me guide VA … and my Department and the veterans we are privileged to serve are the better for it.

Thank you, also, for inviting me here today.  It’s always a special joy to be among my fellow Legionnaires.

Before I begin, let me say just a few words in tribute to my distinguished predecessor Jesse Brown, who passed away a short time ago.

Jesse Brown was the veteran’s veteran.  He was a leader of tremendous foresight and vision; a tireless crusader for the rights of veterans, and a man of enormous physical and moral courage.

American’s have lost a great leader and an outstanding comrade.  I have lost a good friend.  God bless the soul of Jesse Brown.

Eighty-three years ago last March, a group of battle-hardened Americans who fought and won the war they prayed would be the war to end all wars gathered together for God and Country in Paris, France.  

The organization they formed changed their lives, the lives of their fellow veterans; and the lives of generations of veterans and other Americans yet unborn.

Brave men who boldly marched behind Old Glory on the bloodstained battlefields of France associated themselves to uphold and defend the Constitution, whose revolutionary principles they so ably represented;

Proud men who defended freedom through a haze of poison gas took a clear vow to consecrate and sanctify their comradeship through the new union they just created;

And strong men who survived hailstorms of bullets and bombs pledged to safeguard, at all hazards, the principles of justice, freedom, and democracy and to transmit them to posterity.

Fellow Legionnaires, we are the heirs to the dedication and foresight of the history-making patriots who met in Paris in 1919.  We—and all Americans—are the beneficiaries of their extraordinary vision.

President Harry Truman once said: “The American Legion shall live forever in the hearts of all those who love justice, and of all those who seek the triumph of freedom and the right.”   For eighty-three years, those who look for the meaning of duty, honor and country have found it in the American Legion.

Thank you for turning America’s young people into responsible leaders, voters and parents through your support of the Boy Scouts, Boys State, Boys Nation, American Legion Baseball, and the National High School Oratorical Contest.  

By introducing students to the best traditions of our country, you insure that when future generations are called upon to defend freedom on far-flung battlefields, America will never be found wanting.

Thank you for your Service Officers program, which helps veterans cut through the red tape and get the compensation they so richly deserve.

Thank you for donating eight million dollars to charities, four million dollars to scholarships, and more than a million and a half-hours of volunteer time to help our comrades in VA hospitals—just in the past year alone.

And thank you for donating nearly 100,000 pints of blood to support our troops as they fight to rid the world of terror and terrorism, and to heal our fellow citizens injured in the attack on our nation on September 11.

Ladies and gentlemen, I have been fortunate to be able to accomplish many things over the course of my life.  But I am especially proud of three things.

I am proud to be a citizen of the greatest country in the world.

I am proud to have earned the honored title of American veteran, one who has served in combat.  

And I am proud to be a Legionnaire.  

God bless the American Legion: our leadership, our membership, and all who support or benefit from our organization’s good works.

This past May, I accompanied President Bush to Normandy to commemorate Memorial Day in a place where so many Americans consecrated hard-won soil with their lives. 

I had an opportunity to stand on Omaha Beach where, 58 years ago, our nation’s best young men faced the ultimate challenge, knowing full well their lives were expendable.  

The cliffs facing Omaha Beach looked daunting to me, standing there on a calm spring morning in 2002.  I can only imagine what they must have looked like to 17-, 18-, or 19-year-olds loaded down with gear and taking heavy fire from an entrenched enemy. 

Our boys did not cut and run. They did not shirk from their duty. They did not allow fear to overwhelm them.

With one objective in mind they proceeded to take those cliffs. With one goal squarely before them, they faced their challenges and overcame them – and the value of the freedom we enjoy today is measured in the price they paid that morning on June 6. 

The true mettle of those who love liberty more than life is tested in such moments – and not one American was found wanting of courage, determination, and sacrifice that day on Omaha and Utah beaches.

In World War II, as in each of America’s struggles, heroes in uniform, ordinary GI’s, emerged from among us to inspire America on to victory.  They remind us that the righteousness of our destiny overarches the anguish of our losses.

It is my great privilege to lead VA in the spirit of the men and women of our Armed Forces who took on extraordinary challenges with no thought of giving in to the hardships and sacrifices they faced. 

The citizen-soldiers who stood the lonely watches on freedom’s ramparts…or who took up the sword of liberty and selflessly placed themselves in harm’s way…are today’s veterans. 

They are you and the 25 million men and women who earned the right to be honored and respected by VA’s doctors, nurses, and researchers, and our VA benefits professionals, our National Cemetery team, and our leadership in Washington.

If VA is going to properly redeem America’s debt to you and your comrades, we must face full-on the challenges of providing the best care and services under very demanding conditions. 

I don’t want to be too dramatic and attempt to equate the challenges facing VA with the challenges facing American Rangers at Pointe du Hoc, but there is a similarity inasmuch as VA also has a tough climb in front of us…and our climb is only a beginning.  

There will be much more we will have to do once we have successfully achieved our initial goals.

We must first fix a sound base of operations— a rallying point for the next push … In June 1944 it wasn’t enough just to spike the guns atop the Point du Hoc … The entire beach-head had to be secured before the final assault on Berlin could get underway. 

So it is with our efforts in 2002 to achieve victory over disability claims backlogs and the time it takes VA to process claims. We must make a good beginning and sustain our effort through the long run.

Admiral Dan Cooper, VA’s Undersecretary for Benefits, has his team working with intensity and focus to reduce the backlog.  

I am pleased to report that Dan has created a base of operations that will sustain us for the rest of our mission.

As I look at reports from the front where we are advancing, I can tell you that we have made serious forward progress in our Compensation and Pension workloads.

By virtually any measure, the trends in rating decisions are all up…we are taking more and more ground against the size of the claims backlog and we are cutting down on the time it takes to process claims as well. 

The inventory of pending rating related actions – decisions regarding the origins or severity of a disability claim – is showing a marked decline and a continuing downward trend.  

We began this year with the total number of pending ratings peaking at 432,000.  By March of this year, we had taken that number down to 400,000, and by August 1, that number had fallen to 370,000.

And these decreases in our backlog are occurring as we receive an average of 60,000 new claims each and every month.

Our claims processing times are also declining … moving in the right direction finally with every passing day.  From March to August 1, we reduced processing time from a peak of 233 days to 224 days.

A nine-day improvement doesn’t sound like much.  However, timeliness in claims processing is marked from the day a claim is received to the day a decision is made.  VA’s average processing times still reflect our priority on deciding our oldest claims first … claims that have been languishing in VA regional offices for one year, two years, three years or longer.  

So the measure of nine days lags our true progress, which is considerable.  

Once we have cleared our backlog of cases we have had on hand for long periods of time, we expect to show much more rapid improvement as we aim for my goal of no more than 100 days to process any claim.

Last year, as you know, I initiated a Tiger Team to focus on the claims of veterans over the age of 70 whose claims had been languishing for more than a year. They are making remarkable progress in this effort and I thank the American Legion National Service Officers in Cleveland and other locations across the country for making this a possibility. 

My goal for the Tiger Team was to work no fewer than 1,300 claims of veterans over age 70 each and every month. I can tell you that we have exceeded that goal and will continue to do so every month going forward. 

I believe that Admiral Cooper and the dedicated people at our regional offices are helping us build a legacy of service.  And I cannot stress enough how vital that is to VA’s health, and most importantly, to our credibility among veterans. 

Our legacy is not yet secure … if we have taken the cliffs along some of the coastline … we are still making our way up others that keep us from proceeding to our final goal.  

I want you to know that we will stay the course with strong leadership, focus, discipline and accountability.

Benefits are only one of the fronts upon which veterans look for VA progress … 

The Veterans Health Administration is experiencing its own daunting ascent up very slippery cliffs of service.

Along the health care front, we are facing an almost vertical challenge of demands for care from veterans who are coming to VA in record numbers.  Numbers like we've never seen before. Perhaps we are the victims of our own success.

And I think they're coming to us for many, many reasons.  

Our system is renowned not only for the quality of our care, but also for the care that produces our quality.  We have worked hard to insure that our system is designed with our patients’ needs – and our patients’ safety – in mind.  

Open enrollment … the increase of the eligible population of veterans with access to comprehensive care from VA … combined with relatively new 850 outpatient clinics across the United States … adds to the demand for VA medical care.   

From 1994 to 2001, while the number of hospital beds declined, we increased the number of patients we treated from 3 million to more than 4 million today … and the number of outpatient visits also increased— from 26 million to nearly 43 million today.  

We cannot look on these numbers without also being extremely concerned about their effect on the quality of our care and on our ability to succeed in our core mission … to care for service-connected disabled veterans, low-income veterans, and those who need our specialized services like spinal cord injury, blind rehabilitation, mental health and extended care. 

Our prescription drug program, a premier model of pharmaceutical management, experienced a stunning explosion in popularity over the past 6 years—from $750 million in prescription costs to more than $4 billion today. 

Since 1996, the number of Category Seven veterans we treat, veterans who are non-service connected and have slightly higher incomes, has risen 500 percent.

The number has grown from 200,000 in 1996 to over a million today, and Category Sevens will comprise close to 45 percent or more of our workload by the end of the decade.  

Without a dramatic increase in spending authority by the Congress, or the ability to manage our workload, we will be left with a recipe for failure.  Let me give you a vivid example of what I mean.

I became so concerned about what was happening to some of our veterans that I asked Gordon Mansfield, my Assistant Secretary for Congressional and Legislative Affairs, to go out and make unannounced visits to our outpatient clinics and enroll for VA health care. 

Gordon is a 100% combat disabled veteran of the Vietnam War, having fought in the Ia Drang and taken a bullet in the spine during the Tet Offensive.  He’s been in a wheelchair for 32 years.  

Gordon visited eight outpatient clinics across the country.  In six of those clinics he was turned away.  In one clinic, they told him he’d have to drive close to 100 miles to receive his care.  In the last clinic, a clerk told him all veterans are created equal.

Ladies and gentlemen, this is unacceptable.  Service-connected disabled veterans are the very reason VA exists.  Our every action must focus on their needs.

That is why I am proposing a priority for scheduling treatment for veterans who are 50% or more service connected and for veterans who need care for their service-connected disabilities.  

I don’t want to see veterans who are seeking appointments and other health-care services pinned to the side of the cliff and facing a field of fire of increasing demand from below, and limited resources from above, with no relief in sight.

Veterans waiting weeks, months or years for an appointment are not impressed by praise from the Institute of Medicine for the quality of our care or media accounts of improvement in service.

If they can’t get in to see a doctor, the cliff of service they face appears unclimbable.

Although we are devoting a considerable amount of time to solving the problems of explosive demand, we are also finding other methods to improve the care we provide. 

Two years ago, in Milwaukee, then Governor Bush spoke at the Legion’s 82nd National Convention.  

That day, he promised Legionnaires that he would convene a Veterans Health Care Task Force to focus on initiatives to improve health care for America’s veterans.

And he kept that promise.

Under the able leadership of Dr. Gail Wilensky and former Congressman John Paul Hammerschmidt, and I’m pleased to say the President appointed our own National Adjutant, Bob Spanogle –they are looking at ways to enhance health care for veterans.

They are considering a broad array of options including, Medicare subvention, which the Legion has endorsed for many years; whether there should be health care entitlement; and, very importantly, how our partnership with the Department of Defense can be strengthened 

I am convinced that access to VA and DoD health care can be enhanced … and hundreds of millions of dollars better utilized annually … if VA and DoD tear down the walls that separate our Departments.  

We have worked very closely with members of the Task Force, and I am looking forward to receiving their report early next year.

I would like to say a word about VA’s budget.  I know you are concerned that the President did not release $275 million in supplemental funding for this Fiscal Year.

Please, let me briefly explain the circumstances of this decision.  Back in the early Spring, the President requested a $142 million supplemental appropriation for VA health care because of long waiting times.  Congress generously added another $275 million to that appropriation.  

Unfortunately, the supplement lay dormant on Capitol Hill for many months and we were not able to hire additional physicians and nurses nor expand our clinic space.

Just a few weeks ago, the supplemental finally cleared Congress and went to the President.  So, the good news is that we received the $142 million that the President had originally requested in early April.  But Congress tied the $275 million additional for VA to a $5.1 billion supplemental that the President had not requested.  And Congress told the President he had to spend the entire $5.1 billion or none of it would be available. 

Unfortunately, the $275 million was tied to that $5.1 billion and the President decided not to add $5.1 billion to the deficit.

Fortunately, as I said, we did receive the $142 million dollars and are making good use of it around the country.  

The President has asked for a $6.1 billion increase in VA funding for Fiscal Year 2003 — an increase of more than 7 percent in discretionary spending over last year’s funding level.  

VA’s challenges are not limited to our budget, health care, or benefits.  Our National Cemetery Administration faces its own set of challenges, as well.   

Maintaining our National Cemeteries as National Shrines – improving our properties, opening up five new cemeteries and preparing plans for the future of the system as more and more of our aging veterans pass on – are challenges we must surmount to provide final resting places for those who have earned the dignity to be buried in a National Cemetery.

VA and the American Legion share a belief in the sanctity of our veterans’ sacrifices.  Since 1919, the American Legion has never wavered in its personal or professional support for the men and women who have borne the battle or who have stood the long and dangerous watch.

Fifty years ago today, on August 27, 1952, a senator from Illinois spoke at the Legion’s thirty-fourth annual convention.  His name was Adlai Stevenson, and at the time, he was a candidate for President of the United States.  

Senator Stevenson told that convention things worth remembering today, on the fiftieth anniversary of his memorable speech.  He said:

“The central concern of the American Legion—the ideal which holds it together—the vitality which animates it—is patriotism.  

Men and women who have offered their lives for their country know that patriotism is not the fear of something; it is the love of something.  Patriotism with us is not the hatred of another country; it is the love of this republic and of the ideal of liberty of man and mind in which it was born, and to which this Republic is dedicated.

I say to you now that there is work to be done, that the difficulties and dangers that beset our path at home and abroad are incalculable.  Perhaps the goal of peace is not even for us to see in our lifetime.

But we are embarked on a great adventure.  Let us proclaim our faith in the future of man.  Of good heart and good cheer, faithful to ourselves and our traditions, we can lift the cause of freedom, the cause of free men, so high no power on earth can tear it down.  Living, speaking, like men—like Americans—we can lead the way to our rendezvous in a peaceful, happy, world.”

Today, the American Legion is still faithful to the causes and traditions our founding fathers set out for us.  Together, VA and the American Legion have made certain that those for whom our veterans risked their lives do not forget the cause of America’s veterans.  

And through our love for our fellow veterans we are giving those patriots the rewards for their service they have earned– hope for cures, compassionate care, reason to hope, and the true devotion of a grateful nation.

Yes, my fellow Legionnaires, there is work to be done to insure that our veterans receive the benefits they are entitled to, just as there has always been. 

That spirit, ladies and gentlemen, is very much alive at VA.  I see it every day, at every VA facility I visit; and it is the spirit that will lead us to ultimate success. 

VA is beginning to take the cliffs that face us…cliffs of new demands for health care…cliffs of claims that must be scaled on behalf of our aging veterans who don’t have any more time to wait…and cliffs of limited resources that threaten to slow our assault on every other front.  And I know the American Legion’s voice will be a loud one for the resources that our Department needs.

I stood on Omaha Beach…I saw the cliffs that American soldiers gave their lives to climb…and I know that if they had the courage and the patriotism to face their mortality head on with such selfless sacrifice, then we at VA can and must take our own cliffs in tribute to their last full measures of devotion. 

I am honored to lead the way on behalf of the VA and our 223,000 employees.  

I thank the American Legion for all its support.  Thank you, and may God bless this great nation. 
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