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Recently Separated Combat Veterans Have New Health Care Options

Combat veterans, including those from Afghanistan and the war on terrorism, now have two years after they have separated in which they can seek free health care for an illness or injury that might be connected to their military service, according to a new Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) directive.  

In the past, veterans had to have the disability or illness rated as service-connected by VA in order to receive medical care without an obligation to make a copayment.  Now, VA facilities have the authority to provide health care and other medical services to combat veterans even in the absence of proof of service connection for up to two years.

“This really came about from lessons learned after the Gulf War,” said Mark Brown, PHD, director, Environmental Agents Service.  “VA appreciates that the wounds of military conflict are not always obvious, and that unexplained or difficult to diagnose illnesses are often associated with military conflicts.  Furthermore, our country is sending Reservists and National Guardsmen to fight more and more often.  Once they left active duty, however, they were often left with nowhere to turn.”

To receive free medical care, veterans must meet three conditions.  1) Served in a theater of combat operations during a period of war or hostilities; 2) Believe that the injury or illness is related to military service; and 3) Have been separated from active duty no more than two years.

National Guard and Reserve personnel who were activated and served in combat or against a hostile force are also eligible, as long as they were ordered to active duty by a federal declaration, served the full period for which they were called and were released from active duty under other than dishonorable conditions.
2002 Robert W. Carey Awards Presented By Secretary

Five VHA facilities were among this year’s winners of the Robert W. Carey Awards for Excellence.  These annual awards recognize VA organizations that have excelled in quality achievement and that serve as models against which other organizations can assess their efforts, effectiveness and performance in delivering service and satisfying customers. 

One of the winners of the Category Award was the Research and Development/Cooperative Studies Program, Clinical Research Pharmacy Coordinating Center in Albuquerque, N.M.  This center provides pharmaceutical support service for large intramural and extramural multi-center clinical trials inside and outside the United States.  In addition to receiving numerous awards, the Center is currently developing capabilities to achieve International Organization for Standards 9000 certification.

Another recipient of the Category Award was the VA Medical and Regional Office Center in Honolulu, Hawaii.  Providing a broad range of medical care and readjustment benefits to 130,000 veterans, the Center also maintains one of VA’s strongest and long-standing VA/DoD joint ventures with Tripler Army Medical Center.  Excellence in health care quality allowed the Center to achieve a perfect score of 100 in its Joint Commission accreditation, placing it in the top 2 percent of the nation.

Two health care systems received Achievement Awards, the Loma Linda Healthcare System and the Northern Arizona VA Health Care System.  Additionally, the VA Medical and Regional Office Center at White River Junction in Vermont was recognized with an Achievement Award for providing efficient “one-stop shopping” for veterans and other beneficiaries.

One of five health care providers in Network 22, the Loma Linda Healthcare System celebrated its 25th anniversary of supporting veterans.  The System’s outstanding health care services include state-of-the-art technology as well as education and research.  Since 1996, the workload has increased by 36 percent in service-connected and low-income veterans and 62 percent in Priority 7s.

The Northern Arizona VA Health Care System at Prescott began its Carey journey in late 2000 by initiating a systematic organizational assessment using the Baldrige Health Care Criteria.  As a result of the self-assessment and the feedback received from the Carey Award process, the System has already improved its strategic planning process and identified methods for making customer service decisions even more data-driven.

