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Thank you for a very, very kind introduction, and good afternoon, everyone, distinguished head table guests, distinguished guests all, my fellow veterans -- and certainly I see many of my fellow VA employees. Thank you for being here.

 Less than 24 hours ago our nation observed Memorial Day, a time for Americans to reflect on their history and their core values by honoring those who gave their lives for the very ideal that we cherish as a nation. 

More than a million service members died in the wars and conflicts our nation fought since the first colonials took up arms in 1775 to fight for our independence. Each soldiers, sailors, airmen, Marine or Coast Guardsman was a loved one, cherished by their family and their friends, and each was a loss to their community and our nation. 

The silent markers on veterans' graves speak eloquently to the price that some Americans paid so that the rest of us may live in freedom. And we owe it to those who died on our behalf to honor them by using wisely the gifts of freedom and opportunity that they purchased for us at the cost of their very lives. 

American men and women in our armed forces still watch over the ramparts of freedom, ready to add their names to the roll call of honor if need be. Yesterday, even as we joined together throughout America to remember the sacrifice of those who answered our nation's call, we added yet another name to the list of heroes who have given the last full measure of devotion to rid the world from the threat of a cruel dictator. And, unfortunately, this morning's news tells us two more brave young men were killed in our continuing battle to rescue the Iraqi nation and liberate the Iraqi people. 

It is our sacred duty to keep the legacy of our nation's patriots forever fresh in the memories of future generations. We are bound by honor to do so. They gave up their own hopes and dreams to preserve our opportunities to realize our own. 

Memorial Day is a day of opportunity for all Americans to give thanks for all of our blessings. It is also a day we rededicate ourselves to our country and to America's living veterans and their families in memory of the sacrifices that they and others have made. For the Department of Veteran Affairs it is a time to reflect for us on our sacred mission, first articulated by a great president in some of the greatest words ever written by an American citizen: 

"With malice towards none, with charity for all, with firmness in the right as God gives us to see the right, let us strive on to finish the work we are in, to bind up the nation's wounds, to care for him who shall have borne the battle and for his widow and his orphan, to do all which may achieve and cherish a just and lasting peace among ourselves and with all nations." -- Abraham Lincoln. 

At this moment the Department of Veteran Affairs has no greater mission, no more sacred responsibility, than to prepare to serve the hundreds of thousands of America's finest citizens who put their lives on the line to free the Iraqi and Afghan people.

Let me depart from my prepared words to tell you about a story about my visit recently to Bethesda and Walter Reed Army Hospital. And while at Bethesda I came upon a young Marine who was severely wounded in Iraq -- could barely talk -- and tried to comfort a young Marine, hold their hand for a few moments -- he didn't have any family with him. And before I left I gave him a book about all of the benefits that a grateful nation has given to those who serve their nation in uniform, and I told him when he got better to take the time to read the book, because he had earned every benefit in the book. 

And I went on to the next Marine in his room and spent a few minutes with him and his parents. And then as I was leaving I noticed that this young Marine was indeed reading the book. And I went over to him, and I told him how pleased I was to see that he was taking the time to read through the book. 

And he was pointing -- couldn't speak very well -- he was pointing to one provision, and he said, "That's all I want." And I looked down the book and where he was pointing, and it was the provision that entitles him to become an American citizen. And of course at that point I welled up and broke down. And I thought to myself how very fortunate we are to have young men and women who not only grew up in this country but those who came to this country and were willing to give up their lives to become American citizens. 

How indeed blessed we are to have such magnificent men and women. But to aid in their transition to civilian life, and if they were wounded or became ill, like this Marine, to make them whole again, but we must also and at the same time have the responsibility to meet the needs of veterans of the wars of the last century. 

Every time our nation commits the men and women who embody our armed forces to action, VA leaders must look at our entire system from top to bottom to determine what we must do to meet the needs of new generations of heroes. 

Americans have always honored and rewarded those who have borne the battle on their behalf. But the benefits and services a grateful nation offers its defenders but evolve to meet the needs of veterans of every new conflict. 

Going back to the Continental Congress, one of the first acts after proving the Declaration of Independence was to create a compensation system for patriots disabled while serving in the glorious cause, offering grants of land and later creating a pension system for Revolutionary veteran who could no longer earn a living because of disabilities unrelated to their service. 

When the Civil War ended in 1865, two million Union soldiers joined the ranks of 80,000 living war veterans at the time. To meet their needs the American government began crafting the prototype for today's VA program of disability compensation, a national cemetery system, and the first national homes for disabled soldiers, the starting point for today's VA health system. 

Fifty years later, nearly five million dough boys went "over there" during World War I, and our nation responded by building 44 new hospitals between 1922 and 1941, offering low-cost life insurance and creating new and unprecedented programs of vocational rehabilitation. 

Then World War II came about and 16 million Americans went to war. And to reintegrate this enormous demobilizing army into our peacetime society, Congress did something revolutionary and passed the GI Bill of Rights. It fell then on my predecessor, General Omar Bradley, just as it falls on me today, to transform the promise of the dry words of the statutes books into the benefits and services that transform both lives and America. Every veteran, rich or poor, black or white, could attend the best schools to which they could be admitted. 

Higher education limited only by ability and aspiration unleashed a generation of men and women, and transformed America and America's expectations for ourselves. Veterans could purchase homes with no down payment, and the great suburbs of America were born, the Levittowns. 

In the three years after World War II, the VA hired more new positions than they had on staff before the war, and three times as many nurses. And to meet this sudden demand for trained personnel, VA established a partnership with America's medical schools, and in the process revolutionized medical education, medical research, and set the stage for today's enormous federal commitment to research. 

The balancing act of continually reinventing VA while remaining true to the veterans of prior wars continues to present day. Years after the Vietnam War ended, VA's leadership finally learned the difficult and painful lesson that environmental hazards of the battlefield can be as deadly as bullet wounds and sabre cuts, a lesson reinforced after Operation Desert Storm. 

One reason for our balancing act between generations is the fact that while wars may be of relatively short duration, their echoes reverberate for decades, even centuries. Veterans live a lifetime after their service, so our benefits and services must ensure they are cared for throughout their lifetimes and beyond. The last pension check based on the Revolutionary War service was issued to a veteran's child in 1911, in the 135th year of our nation's independence. 

The last pensioned Civil War veteran died in 1959, and the last pensioned widow of the Civil War died just last year. And there are still a dozen dependent children on our Civil War rolls. 

As many as 500 World War I veterans still embody the unrealized hope of a war to end all wars. It is a good bet that we will still be paying pensions to spouses and dependent children of World War II veterans well into the latter part of this century. 

Today we must not only gear up to care for the young men and women who faced down the enemy in Iraq, but we must also find new and more cost effective ways to serve our World War II veterans, now in their 80s, and turning to our health care system, as Tammy indicated, in ever increasing numbers. 

We must properly memorialize and honor Korean War veterans on the 50th anniversary of the end of their war; continue to provide special outreach and other services to Vietnam War veterans, and increasingly monitor their health as they began to age. I hate to say that, but it is indeed happening -- and respond to the concerns of veterans of the first Gulf War, and try to find answers to Persian Gulf Syndrome. 

And as we do this we must strive to fairly and promptly decide every veteran's claims to benefits -- and historically, we have not done that very well; improve all veterans' access to quality health care under the great demands that are being placed upon us, growing from 2.9 million in 1998 to 7 million enrolled today -- almost 5 million coming to us for health care every year; restore our national cemeteries as national shrines. 

Harness the promise of modern information technology to deliver our services faster and more efficiently; and improve our stewardship of the dollars entrusted to us by the American people, the American taxpayer -- indeed they send us a lot of money every year, almost $60 billion. 

One of the most dramatic changes we have made to ensure a successful homecoming for today's service members is the creation of an atmosphere in which VA and the Department of Defense work together in new and creative ways to benefit America and the men and women who defend her. Our two agencies have missions that are now and forever interwoven. 

Secretary Rumsfeld and I share responsibility for the welfare of the same men and women, just at different points in their lives. Our servicemen and women have surmounted barriers thought impossible to overcome, scaling the cliffs above the beaches of Normandy, climbing the heights of Mount Surabachi, liberating Baghdad, a city of 5 million, in hours -- not days. 

They should not have to overcome high barriers, high walls, between federal agencies in order to receive the benefits they've earned through their service and their sacrifices. 

When the young men and women who are now defending our freedom in the foreign corners of the globe put down their uniforms and assume the honored title of veteran. 

They have every right to expect VA to pick up their health care needs seamlessly, move records more efficiently from active duty status to VA electronically; share critical medical information through coherent and timely transfers of medical information electronically; and process benefit claims as if DOD and VA were for all intents and purposes one shared system. 

Today we are not, and we need to do better. Together we have made progress in our ability to protect the health troops stationed in areas where environmental hazards pose a real or possible threat. We do not now know if our troops will return ill from exposure to environmental hazards on the battlefield, as they did after the first Gulf War, as they did after Vietnam. 

But thanks to the cooperation and coordination of Secretary Rumsfeld and his staff, I believe that we are better prepared than ever to identify and to treat whatever health care issue might arise. DOD is documenting the health care provided to forces deployed to the Gulf, monitoring the environment in which our forces are deployed, and will document which service members were exposed to danger in the event of a toxic exposure, if one was detected.

 DOD will also provide us with rosters of service members who have separated from military service; and is working with us to develop processes to share information including individual assignment data, unit location data, environmental surveillance data, and medical surveillance data. And together our two agencies will monitor and document the health of service members when they return home from the combat theater, as they are doing today.

 For two years after separation, every military service member, including Reservists, Guardsmen, women now serving in the theater of operations are eligible for VA health care on a priority basis. Some service members will return to our shores wounded, ill or injured. Treating veterans with service-connected disabilities is the primary reason VA exists. 

To care for those who become ill as a result of their service and those who have been wounded in combat, VA must be there for them, and we must offer highly modern, technologically advanced health care delivery. Our computerized patient record system, where all of our VA hospitals are paper-free is the model for the private sector. And recently VA won the Harvard University and Ford Foundation innovation in government award for our patient safety program. 

In the last six years we have transformed VA from a collection of in-patient hospitals, characterized by a limited number of specialized facilities, often far from a veterans home, to a health care system based on an out-patient model, with more than 1,300 sites and veterans communities across the nation. Besides priority scheduling for their care, veterans who were wounded or who became ill during Operation Iraqi Freedom are eligible for other benefits and services their predecessors may envy. 

To help service members file for and receive service-connected disability compensation more quickly than in the past, VA has established a benefits delivery at discharge program at more than 125 military bases, where VA rating specialists and physicians are actually on the military base, and that young Marine or soldier can walk across the street from their barracks and file a claim for a disability compensation.  

He or she can get the medical evaluation, and have that claim evaluated within days -- not months or years -- so that they know what benefit they will be entitled to the moment they are separated from military service, rather than having to go through that process and starting at the beginning after they separate from military service. 

I really think that's what putting people first is all about, and it's just a wonderful program, and we need to expand it hopefully in the years ahead throughout the military establishment, both at home and abroad where service members may be discharged from overseas assignments. 

Our goal with the discharge program is to provide answers to veterans within 30 days. And, by comparison, our national average processing time is 178 days for all types of claims requiring rating. The benefits delivery at discharge program enables us to truly, truly put people first. But what bout the hundreds of thousands of soldiers, sailors, airmen, Marines and Coast Guardsmen who were not wounded in service, who come back whole? 

Those who are successfully completing their enlistments and are contemplating the transition to civilian life when they return home, we must be there for them as well to help them in that transition. 

Today's veterans have education benefits that will not only allow them to pursue a degree for 36 months or four years, the equivalent of a four-year education, but also a credentialing, a professional credentialing certificate -- flight training, apprenticeship training and correspondence courses. 

As of October 1st, a veteran who is a full-time student with three years of service credit will be eligible for a stipend of $985 a month, enough for tuition and room and board at most state colleges and universities. It wasn't always that way. The cost of education far exceeded the benefit that was provided. 

We now offer work study programs and tutorial assistance available for eligible students. And we can accelerate payments for students whose education will lead to employment in high technology areas, where the educational program might only be six months but very costly. 

We can now accelerate the payments so that they can have that entire educational program paid for rather than just a monthly stipend that may only cover a portion of their benefits. We'll also pay for certification examinations for veterans who need to prove that the skills they learned in the military meet the professional standards for professions with licensing requirements. 

Our nation has a moral obligation to those who commit themselves to our defense, and we must also capitalize on our investment in their training and development. I can think of no more important benefit for the men and women in uniform than to give them the opportunity to attend the best schools in America, so that they can get on with their lives and be a success. 

Because indeed education and training is the key to the door to a successful life, in my opinion, and I think one of the finest benefits that we can offer to them. Many of the responsibilities for employment for actually integrating transition service members into the work force are entrusted to the United States Department of Labor. 

Veterans and their spouses have priority for Department of Labor employment, training and placement services. Newly-separated veterans I believe are some of our nation's most dedicated, mature, skilled, trained, disciplined, experienced, trustworthy and drug-free people in the country. 

They make exceptional workers, exceptional managers. All they need is a chance. And I believe it is our responsibility at the VA and Department of Labor to do what we can to give them that chance. 

Anyone who watched the stories filed by embedded reporters, like Catherine Skeba (ph) to my right, in the field knows that the exceptional young men and women who liberated the Iraqi people have the same ability to revolutionize American society. 

We are well on our way to providing transitional service members with the means and opportunity to succeed in their civilian lives, and to invest -- invest their talent and ability in the American economy. And I Have no doubt that their talents and abilities will enable our nation to maintain its preeminent place among the world's economy for many years to come.

 As I conclude, let me share one final thought. Our brave men and women in uniform in Iraq fought bravely for the cause of liberty and the peace of the world. Their courage, their willingness to face danger for our nation and for each other are the major reasons for our great victory in that war. 

President Bush has said the character of our military through history -- the daring of Normandy, the fierce courage of Iwo Jima, the decency and idealism that turned enemies into allies -- is fully present in this generation. 

When I look at the members of the United States military, I see the best of our country. Every policy we implement in government, every improvement to our business processes, every action our department takes, every decision I myself must make, must ensure that we are prepared to serve the young men and women of this generation and of every generation who defended freedom with their bodies and their lives. 

If we fail, we will do more than break faith with the brave soldiers, sailors, and airmen, Marines and Coast Guardsmen who liberated Iraq. By creating disincentives to military service, we will place the very freedoms we cherish, the very freedoms all Americans cherish, at risk. 

Rudyard Kipling's famous 19th century poem "Tommy," still stands today as the single best commentary on the relationship of soldiers to noncombatants who stay behind.

 It concludes, "For it's Tommy this, an' Tommy that, an' 'chuck him out, the brute!' But it's 'Saviour of 'is country' when the guns begin to shoot; An' it's Tommy this, an' Tommy that, an' anything you please; An' Tommy ain't a bloomin' fool you bet that Tommy sees!"

 Our nation has done much, very much, to move the roadblocks and detour signs that once carried veterans away from their unique American dreams. But we can't rest on our laurels. 

As the Tommys of today come marching home from Iraq, they will watch the VA and they will watch Congress and the administration very carefully to see that we continue to smooth away the well-traveled path that leads away from military service and towards a society in which every veteran is limited only by the size and by the scope of his or her aspirations. 

We welcome the scrutiny of these heroes. May God bless the United States and all who defend her. Thank you very much. 

