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Commander Klumpp, distinguished members of the American Ex-Prisoners of War, my fellow veterans, friends and guests:

Good morning, and thank you, John (Klumpp), for that very kind introduction.

It is a great honor for me to address the American Ex-Prisoner’s of War. It is also humbling. 

It is an honor because I know I am in the presence of veterans whose service to America rose above and beyond the call of duty; and it is humbling because your ordeals as prisoners of war far surpass anything I and the vast majority of your fellow citizens can imagine.

You and I and the Nation’s 25 million living veterans all took the same oath to protect and defend the United States, and we were trained to prepare ourselves for what might be the worst we could face. 

Many of us saw combat – and as bad as it got, that was the worst we saw.

Many of us were wounded – and as bad as the wounds were, that was the worst that happened to us;

Many of us lost friends on the battlefield – and as deep as those losses were, that was the worst, and our most heart-wrenching, loss.

In every instance – the worst we faced was tempered by our return to the familiar and comforting sight of an American flag.  It might have been flying over a firebase…maybe it was waving above a rear-area hospital…perhaps it was painted on the side of an evacuation aircraft…or it was hoisted aloft on a troop ship bound for America…In any event, it was snapping in the wind in the hometowns that greeted us when our tours were over. 

Thank God, for most of us, preparing for the worst was as close as we got. 

But you – and the fewer than 50,000 other Ex-POW’s still living and the 100,000 more who have gone on – know what that “worst” can be;

You know the worst of deprivation;

You know the worst of isolation;

You know the worst of frustration;

And you know the worst of man.

But your captors soon learned that no deprivation, no isolation, no frustration, no iron bond or shackle of hatred forged by a tyrant can restrain the spirit of an American POW, and it was that spirit that brought forth the best of humanity in you and your fellow prisoners – and I am humbled to know such men.

Dwight Eisenhower once said, “Americans, indeed all free men, remember that in the final choice, a soldier’s pack is not so heavy a burden as a prisoner’s chains.”
You have borne both the pack and the chains…and you bore them with unquenchable faith, unrelenting resolve, and unquestionable courage.

You never gave up on America. You didn’t give in to the hate and the torment that washed over you on a daily…even hourly basis.  You stood firm in the face of your jailers. And you stood up for each other.

From Stalags in Germany to slave labor camps in the Philippines and in North Korea, to the infamous Hanoi Hilton and the Zoo in Vietnam…you suffered the blows and endured the pain as individuals and as a band of patriots.  You proved time and time again – From World War I to Somalia – that the spirit of the American warrior cannot be broken.

Many of you know the story of Frank Bigglow – captured at Corregidor, subjected to the Death March, forced into labor in a mine that collapsed on his legs. His buddies had to amputate one of Joe’s legs to get him out of the mine, and the enemy offered no anesthesia. 

I tell this story often…and every time, I have to ask myself, “What kind of man can go through that ordeal and, like Frank Bigglow, survive to come home one day and make a new life?”

The answer is right here in this room. The answer is right here in front of me. The answer is you. You and every man and woman who has known the cruel barbed wire of a prison camp, the sunless days and moonless nights spent in a cold and wet cell, and the pitiless isolation of solitary confinement.

Your special brand of heroism is your ability to endure the unendurable one moment at a time…and then one moment more.

Your special brand of patriotism is your ability to raise the Stars and Stripes up high in the hearts of your fellow captives even as your captors sought to tear you down in body and mind.

It is because you have given so much for America by never giving up on America, that all Americans know for certain that the righteousness of our destiny is written in the indelible mixture of blood and tears of America’s ex-prisoners of war.

As your captors were vanquished and their prison gates were opened, a grateful Nation welcomed you home.

For most of you, five decades or more have passed since you took that cleansing breath of freedom and returned to the waiting arms of loved ones and a chance to get back to the basics of life in America. 

For many POWs, the transition from imprisonment to repatriation to life-as-you-knew-it, was a matter of fact…it was accomplished with little fanfare and, as is typical for POWs, with great humility.  You asked only what any soldier asks, and that is to be made whole so that you could enjoy fully the benefits of the liberty you served to protect.

POWs who suffered physically and mentally at the hands of the enemy needed all the care and consideration our Nation could muster on their behalf…and laws were passed, and programs put in place to meet our obligation to you whose liberties were suspended for days, weeks, months, and years.

Did we do enough?  Did we meet our obligation to you with all the honor and dignity your sacrifice deserved? 

I don’t believe we did, and I am committed to press harder for just and timely benefits improvement for America’s ex-POWS.  I pledge to you today that I will not let up in my efforts to support compensation and DIC reform for ex-POWs, and I will pursue every avenue to meet your health care needs.  

I know you are concerned about dental care for POWs incarcerated for less than 90 days…and I’m aware of the bills pending on Capitol Hill addressing a variety of conditions afflicting POWs and, particularly, elderly veterans.  

President Bush and I are no less committed to making sure your health care is protected and championed by my leadership team at VA.

I am also committed to clearing the disability claims road of the backlogs that were slowing down our ability to process your claims in a timely and responsible manner.     

At the beginning of my tenure as Secretary, I declared war against the size of our claims backlog.  Today, I am pleased to report to you we are coming closer than ever to achieving our objective.

Last year, I initiated Tiger Teams to speed the process of resolving the long-standing claims of our oldest veterans.  They are making remarkable progress in this effort, resolving more than 1,300 claims a month.

For America’s ex-POWs, the claims numbers are showing even more progress. In February of this year, we had 1,666 total pending claims from ex-POWs, and more than 900 of those were 6 months old or older. As of September 20, the total pending claims from ex-POWs was down to just over 1,100, and we’ve cut the 6-months claims down to 380 – a nearly two-thirds reduction!

I am heartened by our efforts on your behalf.

I’ve received many letters from World War II veterans whose claims for disability compensation had been languishing for years.  

One wrote  “God and the government have been so good to us.  I thank everyone who has helped.”

Another wrote: “I am very pleased and happy for all that you’ve done for me.”  And a third wrote: “Now I won’t have to be a burden for my family.”

I am deeply touched by those letters, and pleased we have been able to do so much for you and your comrades who honorably served our nation.  

We have to do more.

I commit to you we shall stay the course with strong leadership, focus, discipline and accountability.

Along the health care front, we are facing a challenge of demands for care from veterans who are coming to VA in record numbers.  Numbers like we've never seen before.

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

We cannot look on this trend without also being extremely concerned about its effect on the quality of our care and on our ability to succeed in our core mission…to care for veterans who are service-connected, poor, or who need our specialized services. 

Service-connected disabled veterans and former prisoners of war are the very reason VA exists.  Our every action must focus first on your needs.

Ex-POWs should not have to wait in line for VA care – you waited in Germany; you waited in Japan; you waited in Korea and Southeast Asia…on my watch, I don’t want you to wait in a VA line, either for health care or benefits.  That is one reason why I directed VA to suspend active marketing VA healthcare to veterans not now enrolled.  We are not serving well our core veterans, including former POWs, when we invite new veterans into the system at a time when we have already exceeded our capacity to provide care.

I also don’t want you to wait any longer for results from health-care studies that might provide additional presumptive relief for former POWs. I am thinking specifically of epidemiological studies of stroke and other cardio-vascular disabilities. I am frustrated, as I am sure you are, that these studies go on and on without resolution.  You want answers and I want you to have them, and I will continue to push for definitive, and timely, results.

I encourage all our POW coordinators in our Regional Offices and our Medical Centers to reach out to ex-POWs – to work with you and your colleagues to maximize your benefits and your health care services.  

Some of our coordinators, like Tom Toczek (Toe-zek) in Chicago, who has been on the job for 18 years, are striving every day to make sure you and your families receive all you are due. 

Like so many of his VA colleagues, Tom logs in more time on behalf of our veterans than his check reflects…but he does so because he, like the 220,000 men and women across VA, believes that we can never fully repay our debt to you.

I know one of your frustrations is that some of our coordinators seem to rotate into and out of their posts before you can even get to know their names; I will work with VA’s POW Advisory Board, VHA, and VBA, to shore up our coordinator services so you will not be lacking for a familiar, friendly, and dedicated advocate. 

I also encourage you to call me in Washington to tell me what more I can do for you. I want to know what VA needs to do to best serve your needs…what we can do better, or what we should do that we are not doing…to meet our obligation to the Nation’s 40,000 former POWs.  

VA’s challenges are not limited to health care and 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 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 the men and women who have so nobly earned the right to a honorable tribute to their lives.

Your service to America did not end when you walked or were carried out of your prisons…you continue to this day to teach the lesson of freedom, in how you live your lives and through your dedication to the lives of the next generation.

America’s Ex-Prisoners of War have a well-earned reputation for inspiring and stimulating America’s youth to become worthy citizens of our country. I cannot think of a mission more important than helping foster and perpetuate Americanism by offering yourselves as living examples of the best America can be.

You who have given so much merit the highest praise from a Nation exalted by your service and humbled by your sacrifices.

It is my great privilege to lead VA for 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 VA’s leadership in Washington.

VA is going to properly redeem America’s debt to you and your comrades, and we will not fail in our responsibility to face full-on the challenges of providing the best care and services. 

I am always inspired by the gathering of the American Ex-Prisoners of War.  Though your numbers are diminishing at a disheartening rate…15 of your colleagues pass on every day…the brilliance of the light you cast across our Nation never dims, nor will it ever be extinguished.  
Just when America seems to be reeling from the blows of war or the winds of terror…just when it seems that fear of the next assailant is about to engulf us, and every shadow portends disaster…you come forward to assure America that heroes live among us…that through all our generations, the seeds of greatness are sown among our young …and that courage and sacrifice endure in the heart of a righteous Nation.

This is not a time of fear. This is a time of hope and vision – a vision of America as the Founders intended. You protected that vision…you stood up to the full force of tyrants; you offered your bodies to fend off their brutal blows against your country. And through all your trials, your vision never failed.

In his book, Profiles in Courage, John Kennedy wrote, "Without belittling the courage with which men have died, we should not forget those acts of courage with which men...have lived. The courage of life is often a less dramatic spectacle than the courage of a final moment; but it is no less a magnificent mixture of triumph and tragedy."
The courage with which you lived – your triumph of faith over the tragedy of captivity – was, indeed, magnificent. Your devotion to America...your dedication to your fellow prisoners...your commitment as liberty's warriors to resist at all costs...upheld the highest standards of citizenship in our great country. 

What was magnificent then, is magnificent today, and your legacy of selfless service will be forever written in the highest halls of honor as a triumph for human dignity and freedom. 

Through your courage, and your steadfast belief in the great goodness of our Democracy, you tore down the walls of your prisons and emerged into the bright light of a peaceful world that we will forever dedicate to your sacrifices.

Thank you, and may God bless you and the United States of America.
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