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April, 2005
Greetings, 

The Veterans’ Update is a newsletter created to keep you abreast of issues and legislation important to the veterans of Florida’s 5th Congressional District.  I hope that you find this issue informative and educational.  If you need any help with the benefits or care you receive from the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA), please do not hesitate to contact my Brooksville district office at 1-866-G-WAITE-5.





Sincerely,
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Rep. Ginny Brown-Waite
Fighting for Veterans in This Year’s Congressional Budget
As a member of the House Committee on Veterans Affairs, I have a responsibility to ensure that the needs of American veterans are being met.  Many are not aware that I represent the number one congressional district in the nation in terms of veteran’s population - 106,783.  I have an extraordinary charge to advocate for policies that best care and provide for the needs of Florida’s 5th District veterans.  As you might imagine, I am concerned about veterans’ budget proposals for the coming year. 

This year, Congress is faced with dual challenges: a growing number of veterans needing support, and a constrained federal budget.  Though lowering the deficit is certainly a priority, I firmly oppose asking veterans to pay additional fees without improved access to healthcare. 

When President Bush proposed his budget for this coming year, he included enrollment fees and higher prescription drug co-payments for Category 7 and 8 veterans.  As you may know, I stood up to that proposal and vocally opposed it.  When Chairman Steve Buyer of the House Committee on Veterans Affairs endorsed the president’s proposal to charge enrollment fees, I opposed Chairman Buyer as well. I penned a letter both to the Veterans Affairs Committee and the Budget Committee in which I laid out my points of disagreement on this matter. 

I have been very clear on this issue.  I cannot support proposed enrollment fees for Category 7 and 8 veterans.  These fees would be a monetary barrier and unnecessary burden to quality healthcare for veterans.  Enrollment fees make VA care more expensive, without making it better.  TRICARE recipients pay fees and are guaranteed access to care, but veterans are being asked to pay enrollment fees with no such promise.  If an enrollment fee is added for non-service connected Category 7 and 8 's, we also must have a benefit of improved access.
Additionally, I introduced an amendment to the Budget that would strike any language requiring cuts to veterans’ funding.  Unfortunately my amendment was not accepted by the Rules Committee.  However, many of my colleagues joined me in opposition to these fees.  Congressman Adam Putnam (FL-12) spoke on the House floor to discourage increased costs to veterans.  Senator Larry Craig (ID), the Chairman of the Senate Veterans’ Affairs Committee, also put forward a proposal to strike enrollment fees from the budget language.  I am greatly encouraged that other Members of Congress have joined me in this fight. 

I look forward to working with my colleagues on both the House and Senate Veterans’ Affairs Committees as the budget proceeds.  Please know that I will continue to advocate for the best care and service for our nation’s valued veterans.
Villages VA Clinic Opened for Business April 4th 
On April 4th, I was proud to help dedicate the new VA health care facility in The Villages.  The new Villages Community-Based Outpatient Clinic has been a long time coming, but is well worth the wait.  The clinic will help relieve unacceptably long wait times for the countless veterans who currently receive care at clinics in Brooksville, Leesburg, or Gainesville.
Rarely are Members of Congress presented with the opportunity to work on a public/private partnership such as this one.  As your advocate in Washington, D.C., I was eager to work on this creative solution to bring immediate relief to veterans in my district and throughout the region.
These efforts culminated in former VA Secretary Anthony Principi making a special trip to our community in March of 2004 to announce this historic agreement.  The VA had already recognized the need for a permanent veterans’ clinic in our area, but plans were not scheduled to begin until 2010.  Because of the generosity of Gary Morse and his donation of 15,000 square feet, the VA moved up the timetable to 2007.  The faster we can bring high quality health care services to area veterans the better.
I am so proud this new clinic will provide state-of-the-art services to those who sacrificed to protect us all.  This clinic will allow the VA to care for The Villages traditional veterans’ population as well as those brave soldiers newly returned from Iraq and Afghanistan. 

Theodore Roosevelt once said, “A man who is good enough to shed his blood for his country is good enough to be given a square deal afterwards.”  Unfortunately for area veterans, many of them have not been receiving the square deal they were promised and that they earned.
I look forward to working with the VA hospital staff and directors to strengthen and improve health care for all Florida veterans.  Once again, my thanks go out to The Villages and Gary Morse for their strong support of the new facility.  Because of their generosity, Florida’s veterans will now receive the health care that they deserve.
Concurrent Receipt Update
As you may have heard, in 2003 Congress took a giant step toward eliminating the injustice many military retirees face regarding the concurrent receipt of military retirement and disability pay.  For more than 100 years, retirees who were qualified to receive disability payments were unable to obtain both their retirement pay and their disability benefits.

As you may know, one of the first things I did in the 108th Congress was to join the fight to pass H.R. 303, The Retired Pay Restoration Act of 2003.  This bill would have eliminated the reduction of military retirement pensions, dollar for dollar, by the amount received in disability compensation.  Congressman Mike Bilirakis (FL-09) had introduced this measure every Congress since the mid 1980s.  Finally, in the 107th Congress, a portion of concurrent receipt was approved by a Republican majority and signed by President Bush.  

Still, Republicans in Congress were nearly unanimous in agreeing that the compromise reached in 2002 was not enough.  On October 16, 2003, I joined my House colleagues and representatives of veterans groups to announce a historic agreement to move us closer to abolishing this onerous and unfair burden.

Our plan provided full concurrent receipt to all military retirees who have served 20 years and were awarded a purple heart, as well as those who have a combat-related disability between 10% and 100%. Military retirees with a 50% or greater service-connected disability will have benefits phased in over 10 years. This coverage applies equally to members of the National Guard and Reserve.  
Finally, this plan creates a 13-member bipartisan Blue Ribbon Commission to review the current VA disability system and make recommendations to ensure the system adequately compensates veterans for disabilities they may incur as a result of their service.  This compromise was included in the 2004 Defense Authorization Conference Report and was signed into law by President Bush.

Even with the passage of this plan, I recognize there is much more to be done.  There are many military retirees who were not included in this agreement, including those who were medically discharged or those who have a service-connected disability rated between 10% and 40%.  Accordingly, I have joined Congressman Bilirakis as a co-sponsor of H.R. 303 in the 109th Congress.  This bill would allow all retirees to receive both military pay and veterans’ disability compensation concurrently.  H.R. 303 also repeals the phase-in of benefits pay, providing for expedited payments for veterans.
It is my sincere hope that Congress will build on the successes of the past two years and pass full concurrent receipt.  I will continue to update you on the status of H.R. 303 if it advances through the congressional process.
Update On The Korean Defense Service Medal
In the last issue of the Veterans’ Update I informed you about the Korean Defense Service Medal (KDSM), a new award to give special recognition for the sacrifices and contributions of those who have served or are serving in the Republic of Korea.
The response from my constituents requesting information about the medal has been overwhelmingly positive.  For over half a century, thousands of brave men and women have served in the U.S. Armed Forces and defended the Korean Peninsula.  Their heroic efforts then, and their efforts today, help maintain democracy and preserve the spirit of freedom for millions.  I am honored to present veterans throughout the 5th District with these medals honoring their service, and to formally thank these heroes and their families for their commitment and sacrifices.
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Congresswoman Ginny Brown-Waite Presents KDSM medals to nine Levy County veterans

In order to send a request for the KDSM, veterans will need to provide a copy of their DD-214 or other records showing their Korean military service time.  Veterans must have served in Korea for 30 consecutive days or 60 non-consecutive after July 28, 1954 to qualify for the KDSM.  All interested, eligible veterans should contact my office for assistance in being honored with this award for their service by calling toll free at 1-866-G-WAITE-5.
###
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Congresswoman Ginny Brown-Waite, 20 North Main St. Brooksville, FL 34601, toll free 1-866-GWAITE-5 
www.house.gov/brown-waite 

Also, be sure to sign up on my Congressional Web site to receive my weekly e-newsletter.  All you need to do is submit your name and e-mail address to receive it each Friday.
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