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It’s good to be home, I’ll tell you, it really is.  Thank you so much for coming down to spend a few minutes with me.  

You know, just a short time ago, I had the great honor, and the great privilege, of being sworn in as your Secretary; and I’m indeed humbled by the opportunity to once again join the greatest agency in government. 

I was very honored when the President asked me to come back to Washington, and honored again when the Senate consented to my nomination.  But I really think the greatest honor of all is wearing the title of VA employee once again.  

There are 24 million men and women who look to us every day to receive the benefits and health care services they’ve so richly earned.  And those benefits and services are really brought to life from the pages upon pages of laws and regulations that we deal with by the people who bring this agency to life; so, indeed, working with you is the greatest honor I have.  

I know the challenges facing the department are daunting; they have been in the past and they probably will be in the future.  But I believe:

· That working together we can indeed continually improve the quality and the timeliness of the benefits we provide.  

· That working together we can truly improve and increase the access to health care for veterans who have no other option for health care in America;

· And I am certain that working together we can bring honor and dignity to their burial when they pass on.  

And of course, together we can meet the ever daunting challenges of technology, even today’s increasingly complex technology, and we can find ways to use technology in the future to leverage the work we do and to do it better.

I believe we can do these things because, as Deputy Secretary here for four great years, I came to appreciate and respect the skill and dedication of the people of this department.  It’s really as simple as that: there are no people in government who are more committed to their work than VA people. 

And that’s true of the Congress, it’s true of DoD, it’s true of Energy, it’s true of State.  I think whether it’s because of our mission--to care for people who have served their nation in uniform--or for whatever reason, we have the best people in government, so I’m indeed humbled to be back working with you.  

I have high standards; and I know you have high standards.  We have a very, very important constituency; we touch the lives of people who have earned the benefits we provide. I want to ensure that we adhere to those high standards.  You have the right to expect high standards from me. 

 And I commit to you that I will fight, as hard as I possibly can, in the halls of OMB, with my former colleague Vince Daniels; I will fight on the Hill; and I certainly will take the fight to the President if I need to, to insure we have the resources to get the job done.  

I will work extremely hard.  I love to cut ribbons; I love to get out in the field and see people, and participate in those grand opportunities to open new facilities and attend conventions—but my work is here.  And I intend to roll up my sleeves and work from early morning to late at night to insure the job gets done.  

I guess I’m known as being very impatient and somewhat impulsive, but I promise you I will work to learn the issues over the next several months.  I am going to talk to a lot of people; both our leadership and people in the field, to learn what we’re doing well, what we’re not doing so well, and what changes need to be made.

And then I will begin the process of making decisions.  And I will act.  And I will decide.  But I won’t do it in isolation.  It will only be after thoughtful deliberation with our leadership.  

Because I think that VA needs to move forward, and it will only move forward if we make the right decisions.   And if we make the wrong the decisions I will be the first to stand up, and to say we’ve got to change course; that we’ve made a mistake, or I made a mistake.  

But I thank you so much for this opportunity.  I’ve been blessed with the opportunity to make a difference, working with you. That’s really the only reason I came back.  And no sacrifice--not even the palm trees in California and the Pacific Ocean--there’s no sacrifice I could make that outweighs the opportunity to try to do something good for the people we serve.

And I think working together, most importantly—because I can’t do it alone, we need to work together—I think we can make a difference, and that’s really what I want to do over the next four years, and I look forward to getting around, meeting with you and talking with you.  

Thank you so much for welcoming me back, and I’m very, very pleased to be here, believe me.  Thank you very much.

