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Mr. Chairman and members of the Committee, good morning.  Thank you for inviting me here today to testify on H.R. 801, the Veterans Opportunities Act of 2001, and to comment on VA’s implementation of Section 601 of Public Law 105-368, which established the Pilot Program for VA Guaranteed Loans for Multifamily Transitional Housing for Homeless Veterans.

First, Mr. Chairman, are VA’s views on H.R. 801.  Many of the changes in this bill, although modest in reach, appear significant and beneficial in their purpose.

Nevertheless, HR 801 would result in additional benefit costs that, if not fully offset in accordance with the pay-as-you go provisions of the Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act of 1990, would trigger a sequester.

Section 101 of the bill would increase, from $2,000 to $3,400, the maximum allowable annual scholarship a participant in the Senior Reserve Officers Training Corps can receive and still be eligible for benefits under the Montgomery GI Bill.  We support this amendment.

Section 102 would increase VA work-study program opportunities by expanding the types of services that can be authorized.  We support this amendment as well.

Section 103 amends the definition of “educational institution” to include any entity that provides, directly or under agreement, training required for a license or certificate in a vocation or profession in a technological field.

The law does not now permit VA to award benefits for courses offered by commercial enterprises whose primary purposes are other than providing educational instruction.  

We believe that providing educational benefits for pursuit of these courses is fully consonant with the purpose of the Montgomery GI Bill. And we believe the bill’s conditions on approving the courses provide adequate safeguards against potential abuse.  Consequently, we support this provision.

Section 104 would expand the special restorative training benefit provided under the Survivors and Dependents Educational Assistance program to include certain disabled spouses or surviving spouses.  We support this.

Section 105 would permit eligible veterans to receive VA education benefits while pursuing non-college degree courses that are offered through independent study by institutions of higher learning, such as distance education programs.

As a safeguard to help assure the merit of such training, approval of courses offered by independent study and leading to a certificate should be limited to those offered by an accredited institution of higher learning.

We would support this section with that modification.

Section 106 would add several technical amendments.  We support each of them.  These amendments are crucial to implementation of the provisions affected and should be enacted separately should passage of this bill be delayed.

Section 201 contains three provisions that would affect VA’s Transition Assistance Program responsibility.  The first would require VA to provide aid and assistance to service members as part of their Transition Assistance Programs.

This amendment, in effect, would mandate what VA now is doing by interagency agreement.  We are concerned that the provision, as drafted, creates an independent mandate for VA that could limit our flexibility in providing TAP services in conjunction with our other partners in this effort, the Department of Labor and the Department of Defense.  

We would be pleased to work with committee staff to clarify the intent of this provision.

The second provision requires VA to establish offices on military installations outside of the United States as our Department deems necessary.  Currently, we provide transition assistance services to overseas active duty personnel through our Overseas Military Services Program.

Although we have no objection to being given express statutory authority to maintain offices on Armed Forces installations overseas, we find that the mandatory language of this provision does not allow us sufficient discretion in our use of resources.

Again, we would be pleased to work with your staff to draft appropriate language that would allow us to meet your objectives.

The third provision of Section 201 would clarify VA’s authority to station VA personnel on military installations to provide counseling and outreach services to veterans and other eligible persons.  

We believe existing statutes already give us this authority.  Thus, this provision would not seem necessary.  Nevertheless, we have no objection to the addition of this explicit authority in title 38.

Section 202 is a matter within the purview of the Department of Defense.  We therefore defer to DOD on this provision.

Section 203 would require each State approving agency to conduct outreach programs and provide outreach services to veterans and eligible persons about education and training benefits available to them under federal or state law.  Many state agencies are already doing this.  We support this provision.

Section 204 would expand VA’s responsibilities in providing outreach to potential beneficiaries who are eligible dependents of veterans.

The provision would also add a new section for the stated purpose of ensuring that the needs of eligible dependents are fully addressed.  We agree with the objective of this provision, but VA already has undertaken such outreach efforts.

Section 205 would also expand VA’s outreach responsibilities by requiring that whenever a veteran or a dependent first applies for any VA benefit the Secretary provide to that applicant information concerning VA benefits and health care services.

We agree that outreach to veterans and their dependents is an important part of our mission. We note, however, that this section would require us to provide information to a veteran or dependent on benefits and health care services when that person first requests burial or burial-related benefits.

Because this is a very sensitive time for family members, we do not believe that this is the appropriate time to provide a veteran or a dependent information on eligibility for other benefits and services.  We would appreciate the ability to use discretion in the timing of this outreach.

Section 301(a) would increase the burial and funeral-expense allowances payable for service-connected deaths from $1,500 to $2,000 and for non-service connected deaths from $300 to $500.  

Section 301(b) would increase, from $150 to $300, the plot allowance payable for veterans buried in State or private cemeteries.  

Under Section 301(c), these amounts would be indexed to increases in Social Security benefits. 

The adequacy of the current rates must be judged in the context of the overall package of burial benefits available to veterans.  

The Government has responded to veterans’ burial needs in recent years by establishing several new National Cemeteries.  

The State Cemetery Grants program now provides up to 100 percent of the costs of construction associated with the establishment, expansion or improvement of state veterans’ cemeteries.

Given the expanding availability of burial options within both National and State veterans cemeteries, and the competing demands for VA resources, we can at this time only support that portion of Section 301 that would increase to $2,000 the burial and funeral expense allowance for service connected deaths.  The last such increase occurred in 1988.   

The greatest obligation is owed to the families of those who have paid the ultimate price for their service, and we believe such an increase is warranted in their case.

Section 302 would add a new section to title 38 to provide automatic Servicemembers’ Group Life Insurance coverage to the spouses and certain children of insured, full-time, active-duty servicemembers.

VA defers to the Department of Defense regarding the need to offer family SGLI coverage to this group.  We do have a few technical concerns with the section as drafted that relate to VA’s administration of the SGLI program.  Those technical concerns are described in detail in my written statement.

Section 303 would increase, from $8,000 to $9,000, the amount of monetary assistance VA may provide to certain disabled veterans to facilitate their purchase of automobiles.  This monetary allowance was last increased in 1998.  

We believe the proposed increase is reasonable, and we support it.

Section 304 would increase the grants authorized to veterans with qualifying service-connected disabilities.  These grants help eligible veterans make adaptations to their homes that are needed because of the nature of the veterans’ disabilities.  

The bill would raise the Specially Adapted Housing Grant from $43,000 to $48,000, and the Special Housing Adaptation Grant from $8,250 to $9,250.

Based on our initial research, we believe that the proposed increase in these grant amounts is necessary and appropriate to keep pace with increased costs.

Section 305 would revise standards for determining net worth for purposes of veterans’ entitlement to nonservice-connected disability pension.  

The applicable provision of law would be amended to include a requirement that, in determining the corpus of the estate of a veteran, the value of the veteran’s and the veteran’s spouse’s real property would be excluded if the property were used for farming, ranching, or similar agricultural purposes. 

Because this provision could result in disparate treatment for similarly situated claimants, we do not support it.

Section 306 would make needed technical amendments to section 107 of title 38, to reconcile and clarify recent amendments that affect the rate of payment of burial benefits and compensation to certain Filipino veterans.  

As with those technical amendments noted under section 106, these amendments too are crucial to implementation of the provisions affected and should be enacted separately should passage of this bill be delayed.

Mr. Chairman, you requested a status report on VA’s implementation of the new guaranteed loan program for multifamily transitional housing projects for homeless veterans.  

This pilot loan program was established by Public Law 105-368.  Under this new program, VA is authorized to guarantee up to 15 loans with a maximum aggregate principal balance of $100 million.  

As you are aware, Mr. Chairman, the Office of Management and Budget recently agreed to waive Executive Branch policy contained in OMB Circular A-129 and permit VA to provide a 100 percent guaranty on these loans.  

We are now able to resume our preparations for selecting the first projects to be financed under this program.  We are hopeful that this selection process will be well under way by the last quarter of the current calendar year.

While this issue was being resolved, however, VA continued with the planning process.  Our efforts are described in my written testimony.

This is a limited pilot program, and a maximum of 15 loans may be made under its provisions.  We do not believe it is feasible, at least initially, to fund more than two or three projects.  

After the initial projects are well under way, we plan to review the process and make necessary administrative alterations before proceeding with the next round of projects.  

Mr. Chairman, that concludes my testimony.  At this time, I would be pleased to answer any questions you or members of the subcommittee may have.
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