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Good morning, everyone.  Thank you for that kind introduction.  And thank you all for that warm reception.

Walter Lippmann was one of the twentieth century’s greatest writers.  He was among the first opinion columnists ever, and an exceptionally perceptive commentator on the news media itself.

In 1949, Lippmann gave a speech in Des Moines, Iowa in observance of the hundredth birthday of the Des Moines Tribune.  He said:

“There is, I believe, a fundamental reason why the American press is strong enough to remain free.  That reason is that the American newspapers large and small, and without exception, belong to a town, a city, at the most to a region.  The secret of a truly free press is that it should consist of many newspapers decentralized in their ownership and their management, and dependent for their support upon the communities where they are written, where they are edited, and where they are read.”

When Lippmann said this, nearly all American newspapers were independent and locally owned.  Today, most daily papers are not—and new media mergers are announced every day.

As publishers of community newspapers, you keep the American press strong and vibrant.

Many of your reporters have spent their lives in the areas you cover.  You know your towns, appreciate their virtues, and care about the future of their citizens.

You know what your readers are interested in, and you provide it—better, perhaps, than any other medium does.  You know what holds your communities together; write about the everyday heroes who live everywhere in our nation; and build tolerance by showing what those who live in your region have in common—not what divides them.

America’s community newspapers provide a great service to our country.  I thank you for everything you do.

Let us think, for a moment, about some young men and women from every one of the communities you serve.  I have no doubt that among them are some of your most avid subscribers and readers.

Today, it is early spring in Washington.  The cherry blossoms are about to bloom.  For those of you who have never been here before, this is when our city is at its finest.

But it is already tomorrow morning on the DMZ in Korea.

And young GIs there are even now standing on a cold and lonely watch to keep the world’s last legacy of Stalinism from plunging the world back into war.  

Perhaps someone has sent that young GI a copy of one of your papers to read.  Perhaps you did so yourself.  It may be two or three weeks old, but that doesn’t matter.  He or she will read that paper—from cover to cover, including the advertisements—just to get a taste of home.

Once I was young and away from home myself, too, in Vietnam.  And I know.

Tonight, as you sample some of our city’s fine restaurants, sailors and airmen will be on duty in the Persian Gulf.  They are standing by to ensure the free flow of the oil needed to fuel the economy on which all America depends.

And tomorrow morning—for most of your readers a lazy Saturday morning--soldiers will be waking up in the Balkans to another day of stabilizing the cauldron from which the winds of war have all too often enveloped us—first Europe, and then the United States.

Today, as every day, the men and women who embody our nuclear deterrent are standing watch over the world.  Their very presence ensures that they will never have to fight the terrible battles for which they have been trained.  Without them, we would not have a free press—or a free country.

All day, every day, the men and women of the Army, Navy, Air Force, Marines and Coast Guard do their duty.

The benefits and services our nation provides them in recognition of their service are insignificant in comparison to the commitment they made to us when they donned our nation’s uniform—and in comparison to the world we would inherit were it not for their service.

President Bush has said: “In a dangerous world, our men and women in uniform give America safety.  In a world of fast changing threats, (they) give us stability.  Because of (them), America is secure.  Because of (them), the march of freedom continues.”

Two months ago, the President asked me to serve as Secretary of Veterans Affairs.

I am honored that the President has looked to me to embody his commitment to those who have served our nation in uniform;

I am honored to be the leader of more than 200,000 dedicated VA employees who have chosen careers of service to veterans.

And I am humbled that 24 million veterans and their families will look to me for the benefits and services they have richly earned and richly deserved.

Just after I returned to Washington, I attended a “Salute to Veterans” that was held just before the inauguration ceremonies took place.  It was an event that I will never forget.

I was so very proud that both President Bush and Vice President Cheney took time from their extraordinarily busy schedules to address those in attendance.

One hundred of 150 living Medal of Honor recipients were there, along with thousands of other veterans and their families.

I was proud that one of the very first things our new President did in Washington was to honor our veterans.

Besides the President and Vice President, Senator John McCain was on the program.  He spoke movingly about his experiences as a Prisoner of War, and about the courage of his comrades in the face of imprisonment and torture.

And former Senator Bob Dole spoke of having his body nearly cut in two—and at the same time watching his fellow soldiers lying all around him, many wounded and many dead, on a battlefield in Italy.

But I was most deeply affected by the testimony of two ordinary people, a man and a woman who were not veterans themselves.

One was a survivor of the Holocaust; an elderly Jewish man from Poland.

He shared his memories of a young American soldier who had liberated him from the Nazis.  Who gave him his food so he could have something to eat; and protected him so he would not be recaptured.

He told of his everlasting gratitude to that young American soldier, and to all American soldiers everywhere, who had saved him and millions of others like him from almost certain death.

The other speaker was the widow of a serviceman who had been shot down and killed over Vietnam.

Who had been deprived of the joys and comforts of a life together with the husband she loved.  When his country asked him to risk his life on its behalf he had willingly done so.

She spoke of her love for her dead husband—and her continued love for the country for which he had made the supreme sacrifice.

The two of them spoke to an audience of active duty servicemembers and their families; men and women who had seen it all, and heard it all.  Men and women who can truly be called America’s heroes.

And when the speaking was done, there wasn’t a dry eye in the house.

And I thought to myself: this is what the Department of Veterans Affairs is all about; to help those who gave so much of themselves on behalf of our nation and their families.  To help those whose heroism had saved the world several times over, and those who had offered their lives so that the rest of us might live in freedom.

And I felt so very blessed that the President had chosen me as his representative to manage an organization whose mission is to serve these heroes and their families.  If I can make a difference on their behalf, then my rewards will far outweigh any sacrifice I can possibly make—because their sacrifices were so much greater.

This is a critical time for the Department of Veterans Affairs.  It is a time when many veterans have lost faith in VA’s ability to fairly and promptly decide their claims for benefits.

It does take long—much too long—to decide a claim.  And the error rate remains too high—much too high.

If nothing is done, we will soon have a backlog of 600,000 pending claims.  And the average time it takes to process a claim will soon reach nine months.

And I was talking about this issue with a judge from the U.S. Court of Veterans Claims, which reviews our work in this area.  And he said that it is becoming almost routine that his law clerks will come into his chambers and tell him that they can take two more names off the docket, because they are World War II veterans—and they have passed on.

This cannot stand.  This must not stand.

We are now required, once again, to assist all veterans in the preparation of their claims, whether they are considered well grounded or not.  We should never have stopped doing this in the first place.

This is a good change.  It is something that never should have been changed.

But it will require the immediate review of 342,000 claims, which will not help our backlog.

And, rightfully so, we have now added diabetes mellitus to the list of illnesses that are service connected for Vietnam Veterans because of their exposure to herbicides.

This, too, is a good change.  But we estimate that it will generate 100,000 new claims within the next nine months.

My highest priority as Secretary will be to take immediate steps to reduce the extraordinary backlog we now face—while improving the quality of our decisions.

If we use hard work, and ingenuity, we can do it.  And there are people who possess that level of ingenuity within the Department of Veterans Affairs.

I will find them.  I have to.  This mission is too important to the veterans we serve for us to accept less than the best.

Every month, more than 2.3 million disabled veterans and 300,000 survivors will receive VA disability or survivors payments.

To some, this is a dry statistic.

But every one of these people is a real veteran or someone who loved that veteran: someone who was disabled in the service of our country, or someone who waited patiently at home for that veteran to return safely, only to be disappointed. 

They do not deserve to wait nine months for a decision, or to be on a waiting list of six hundred thousand.  We must change that.

I am in the process of commissioning a broad-based and inclusive task force to examine VA benefit processing from top to bottom.  The charter of this commission will be narrow.

I want solutions that are practical.  Solutions that work within the law as Congress has written it.   Solutions that will succeed.  I do not want abstract theories of veterans benefits.  I want to know how to get the backlog down.

In my testimony before Congress, I said that it may be time for VA to declare its own war—a war on claims processing times.  And we will have to bring all our resources to bear in the campaign to win the war.

Our department has a great history.  

VA was formed to meet President Lincoln’s Civil War challenge to America: “to care for him who shall have borne the battle, and for his widow, and his orphan;”
VA helped to create today’s America by administering the first GI Bill for 16 million World War II veterans;

And VA contributions to medical knowledge have won VA scientists many prestigious awards, including two Nobel Prizes;

We have made history before.  We will make it again.

We know what the goal is.  We want every servicemember and veteran who has a disease or injury incurred while in the defense of our country to receive the disability and other benefits to which he or she is entitled.  We want their claims decided accurately and quickly.

Many of you know the World War II poster of a worker looking defiant, with her sleeves rolled up, ready to go to work.  The poster’s message was a simple one.  It said: “We can do it.”

We must roll up our sleeves.  We must have that same spirit.  I know VA can do it.  And with the help of our nation’s veterans service organizations, and Congress, and the President, we will.

We need your help as well.  One of our challenges is to get the word out to veterans and their families about issues that affect them.

VA tries very hard to communicate with veterans about their benefits.

But rules and procedures change.  And it is difficult for us, as a government agency, to reach all of America’s 24 million living veterans and their families in a timely manner.

We send out news releases, and fact sheets, and questions and answers on issues of importance to them.

It is news 70 million Americans can use.  News that is important to them.  

I hope that you will help me get the word out.  We have Public Affairs regional offices in New York, Washington, Chicago, Atlanta, Dallas, Denver and Los Angeles.  Each of them is equipped to answer any questions your reporters may have—or to put them in touch with someone who can.

If your editors are not now receiving our news releases, ask them to contact our regional office.  If you have an idea for a story, they can help.  If you need to speak to someone at your local VA facility, they’ll try to arrange that.

America’s veterans need information about the benefits and services a grateful nation offers them in return for their service.  I hope you will partner with us in our efforts to provide it to them.

VA’s challenges are not limited to communications, or to prompt and accurate decisions on disability claims.

I know that many veterans are skeptical of VA’s ability to provide them with quality health care. 

I believe that, over all, VA does provide high quality health care. We can be proud of that.  

But that kind of care requires constant attention at every level of the Department, and we will provide that attention.

As Secretary, my bottom line will be access to care for veterans.  This will be particularly true for those veterans who do not have other health care options.  Who come to us in their weakest and most vulnerable moments: either because they need the specialized services we provide in spinal cord injury, blind rehabilitation, substance abuse, Post-traumatic stress disorder, and mental health; or because their circumstances require them to look to VA as their only source of health care.

The President has asked that our health care system will be reviewed—from top to bottom—and we will do this.

And we will look at the barriers that are hindering veterans’ access to care, and they will be removed.

Finally, we face the challenge, and the opportunity, of new technology.  New technology offers VA new opportunities.  It also imposes great challenges.

We spend about $1.4 billion a year on technology, and it is almost always complex.  Effective application of complex technology to already complex processes, such as VA’s, frequently requires rethinking and rebuilding from the ground up.

Information technology offers a means to break down the bureaucratic barriers that interfere with quick and efficient service to veterans.  It also can break down the walls that divide VA from other Federal agencies; and even the barriers that are found within VA itself.

In the recent past, VA has absorbed billions of dollars allocated to improving its ability to collect, process and communicate data.  I frankly do not see improvements that are proportional to the resources the department has consumed.

I do not now have a solution to VA’s information technology problems.  I do know that I intend to find one.  And I know that in my search for a solution I will not be constrained by the way VA has always done things.  That path is a dead end.  It has not worked.

Less than a month ago, President Bush released his budget for Fiscal Year 2002. 

The President has a strong commitment to the men and women who serve our nation on the ramparts of freedom today, and to those who fought to preserve our freedom throughout our great history.  

His commitment is reflected in this budget, which improves the quality of life of our troops and their families, and begins the transition to a 21st century force.

The budget proposed by President Bush will provide VA with more than $51 billion for veterans’ benefits and services: $28.1 billion for mandatory entitlements and $23.4 billion in net discretionary budget authority, $1 billion more in discretionary authority than in 2001.

VA’s budget request is a strong one; especially in comparison to other Cabinet departments.

I know that the announcement of the President’s budget is not the end of the process, but only the beginning.  I will do all I can, until the day the budget is finally signed into law, to insure that the legitimate needs of America’s veterans are met.  

And once the budget is approved, and signed into law, I will insure that those resources are used wisely and well, and that we manage those resources to the best of our ability.  

This is the responsibility the President has given me.  It is one that I welcome.  We will get the job done, for veterans, for their families, and for America.

Let me close by turning once again to the words of Walter Lippmann.  

Lippmann once wrote that “The Newspaper is in all literalness the bible of democracy, the book out of which a people determines its conduct.  It is the only serious book most people read.  It is the only book they read every day.”
And if the newspaper is the bible of democracy, then it has no greater ally than our men and women in uniform—who are, after all, the defenders of democracy, and have been so since the dawning of our nation.

As Abraham Lincoln once said: “All that a man hath will he give for his life: and while all contribute of their substance, the soldier puts his life at stake, and often yields up in his country’s cause.  The highest merit, then, is due the soldier.”
Thank you and the newspapers you publish for giving our soldiers, sailors, airmen and marines the credit they are entitled to.

Thank you for helping to honor our veterans on Memorial Day, and Veterans Day, and on all other days;

And thank you for your own service to our nation, to its citizens, and to our democracy.  

God bless you, and God bless America!
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