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SEEING THE ROUND CORNERS . . . 
December 13, 2010
Mr. Bush’s Broken Government continued . . .     

As the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan have continued on year after year, the health care for veterans of these wars has improved little and is not much better than for those veterans returning from Viet Nam.  Veterans returning from these wars are treated with respect and admiration due them – something Viet Nam veterans did not receive.  Readers may recall, there were incidents of Viet Nam veterans being booed.  


The Center for Public Integrity found disturbing conditions affecting both aging vets and those returning from the Iraq/Afghanistan Wars needing health care and those filing disability claims.  The lack of quality health care and prompt processing of veterans disability claims can only be described as unconscionable by this writer.  
Poor Health Care for Veterans:  It took the “discovery” of conditions in veterans’ health care facilities such as rooms overrun with fruit flies, veterans sleeping on broken beds, unprofessional staff and substandard conditions to finally get the attention of Congress.  


The veterans’ health care system was already overburdened as the near catastrophic conditions unfolded under investigative pressure from Congress and citizens.  The deplorable, dangerous conditions discovered at Walter Reed Army Medical Center in 2007 resulted in the firing of several high-ranking Defense Department officials, while others stepped down under pressure.  

As the investigation expanded, “of 1,400 hospitals and other facilities for vets, more than 1,000 incidents of substandard conditions” were documented.  

From a report by the Government Accountability Office (GAO) in 2003:  

· Approximately 25 percent of veterans lived more than 60 minutes from a Veterans Affairs (VA) hospital necessitating travel long distance to receive care;  

· Veterans must endure long waits for appointments, especially in areas such as Florida which is home to a large segment of the aging veteran population; 

· Nursing homes for veterans were “notoriously” understaffed to care for the increasing number of aging vets;  

· In 2005, only half the VA Medical Centers had staff to treat post-traumatic stress disorders, and other mental health problems suffered by a significant number of younger soldiers, many of whom were and are being sent to war ill-prepared for the horrors experienced in Iraq and Afghanistan; and

· Rising workloads were noted as an even larger problem – “the VA’s patient workload has nearly doubled in the past 10 years,” with “7.8 million enrollees in the VA health system.”  

Point of Information:  Lack of insight and recognition that the vets needing health care would increase to these numbers is demonstrative of the incompetence and level of unawareness that has pervaded the VA health care system, especially considering the size of the military since World War I.  Such can only be described as reprehensible, unconscionable . . . words fail me.  

The GAO also found budget difficulties were responsible for problems in the VA.  According to the GAO, the Congressional appropriations process is at the root of VA failures to deliver timely and quality care to veterans.  The appropriations process has made the VA’s efforts to manage its resources even more difficult as it deals with “challenges in recruiting and retaining health care professionals for its ever-escalating workload.”


As follow-up, and to his credit, former President Bush in response to the Walter Reed Medical Center scandal, did appoint the Commission on Care for America’s Returning Wounded Warriors, chaired by Senator Bob Dole and former Health and Human Secretary Donna Shalala.  The Commission’s recommendations on “the disability determination system, a comprehensive recovery plan for patients, enhanced family support and improved mental health services, especially for post-traumatic stress disorder” have mostly been enacted.  The investigation by Center for Public Integrity found “overall funding for VA health care has improved dramatically in recent years,” but earlier this year, Defense Secretary Robert Gates forced out the Pentagon official (Noel Koch) in charge of the returning wounded warriors program after a full review of the program rated progress as “unsatisfactory.”    

The GAO classifies care for service members as one of the urgent issues facing the Obama Administration, with the key challenges including “disability benefits, health care delivery, property management and information technology.”  

President-Elect Obama expressed hopes “to establish a first-rate VA planning division that will help avoid future budget shortfalls,” and “wants to make the VA a leader in health care reform.”  

Veterans Disability Claims Languish:  The Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) has as its goal, 160 days to process a disability claim made by injured veterans.  The growing number of veterans from Iraq and Afghanistan filing disability claims has increased by 39 percent since 2000 – 579,000 in 2000 to 806,000 in 2006.  From 2001 to February 2007, the GAO found the backlog of claims and lengthy process times had grown to almost 400,000.  Of those, 130,000 were in the category “exceeding the 160-day goal.”  Such delays of disability claims impose financial hardships on veterans and their families as “disability claims are a vital and necessary source of income.”  


Throwing money at the problem ($70.3 million in 2007) did not solve the problem because, as the GAO pointed out, “adequate training and performance training” had to be paired with the money.    

As follow-up, the Veterans Benefits Improvement Act of 2008 was enacted to address the backlog by using electronic filing and processing.  


The bill included a provision for two pilot programs – “one to offer expedited treatment to veterans who had the help of a veterans service officer in filing a claim; the second to give processors and veterans a checklist to improve organization and uniformity when submitting claims.”  


Homelessness has been a problem for veterans for decades.  A 2007 report by the National Alliance to End Homelessness revealed that veterans account for 26 percent of the homeless population in America.  


To add insult to injury, since 1999 Prudential Financial acted on an oral agreement that enabled Prudential to withhold lump-sum payments of life insurance benefits for survivors in what is referred to as retained-asset accounts,  with the investment income earned on those funds retained by Prudential.   The practice lasted for a decade and was amended last year.  

Seems someone should be screaming “who’s in charge here?”  It has taken all these years to come up with the two suggested solutions which the Center for Public Integrity notes, “The effects of this bill have yet to be truly seen.”  


The reader’s comments or questions are always welcome.  E-mail me at doris@dorisbeaver.com.
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