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November, 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
U.S. Veterans Affairs Secretary James Nicholson Joins Rep. Brown-Waite to Help Dedicate New VA Clinic in Lecanto
On Monday, November 14th, I welcomed U.S. Veterans Affairs Secretary James Nicholson to the grand opening of the new VA Community Based Outpatient Clinic in Lecanto.  As any veteran who has waited for a VA appointment knows, Citrus County is located in one of the fastest growing veteran population areas in Florida.  Approximately 80 new patients per month seek enrollment in the Citrus County area and over 24,000 veterans reside in the region.  This new clinic is a victory for veterans and will greatly help the veterans of Citrus County and throughout the area.
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 I was honored to have the VA Secretary visit Florida’s 5th District.  My first order of business when I joined the House Veterans’ Affairs Committee was to address the problems veterans faced with widespread waiting lists and months-long delays at our local VA clinics.  
Since January of 2003, the VA has opened a new clinic in The Villages, expanded and renovated the clinic in Brooksville, relocated and enlarged the clinic in Leesburg, and now we have a new and expanded clinic here in Citrus County.  Area veterans now have better access to care and more of the resources they deserve and need.
The new Lecanto facility replaces the VA clinic in Inverness that opened in 2000.  Due to continued growth in enrollment, lack of adequate parking and an inability to expand the existing facility further, a replacement facility was necessary in order to continue to provide timely services to veterans of Citrus County.   The relocation to the Citrus County Resource Center (formerly the Brown School) will provide approximately 9,999 square feet of space.  The Lecanto VA Clinic will continue to provide primary care to eligible veterans from Citrus and surrounding counties as well as expand specialty services such as home based primary care, dietetics, diabetic clinic, hypertension and coumadin teaching, wound care, pain clinic and telemedicine.

Area Veterans Can Apply for the Combat Action Ribbon
For those veterans who served their country in theater during World War II or Korea, there is a ribbon available to you to recognize your past service.  Navy and Marine Corps veterans who served in combat in or after World War II are now eligible to retroactively apply for the Combat Action Ribbon.  
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In order to be eligible for the Ribbon, veterans must have participated in ground or surface combat after December 6, 1941, but before March 1, 1961, and cannot have already been recognized for the same participation.  This means that if you were involved in any other combat action and received a combat related medal, then you cannot receive the Ribbon for that same action.  
The two periods of time under which you may qualify are; World War II: December 7, 1941 – April 14, 1946, and Korea: June 27, 1950 – July 27, 1954. 
To see if you qualify for the new Combat Action Ribbon, veterans who live in the 5th Congressional District will need to provide records showing their military service time.  Interested veterans should contact my Brooksville District Office at (352) 799-8354 to complete the necessary paperwork and request forms.

Legislation Introduced to Provide Consistency in VA Prosthetics Care
Each day our soldiers come home from defending freedom in the War on Terror bearing the scars of battle. Tragically, many come back to their loved ones missing arms or legs.  In protecting their families and friends from terror abroad, sometimes they lose the arms to hug their children or the legs to take them on their journeys through life.

Our medical technology has advanced significantly in recent years so that, thankfully, these heroes can live normal lives with prosthetic limbs.  VA facilities in many of our districts boast state of the art medical equipment to treat new veterans.  However, the VA does not require their prosthetic employees or contract employees to be licensed in that medical profession.  This circumvents the standards and protections put into place by states that have enacted prosthetics licensing laws.  Why should a veteran get higher standards of treatment by going to a private practitioner than by going to the VA, the experts at treating their needs?

To address this disparity, I have introduced H.R. 4159, the Department of Veterans Affairs Prosthetics Employees Standards Act of 2005.  My new legislation requires VA prosthetics employees and contract employees to be licensed in those states with licensure laws.  Florida is one of the states to require prosthetic licensing to protect patients.  This licensing ensures that the people treating you are not criminals or sex offenders, setting a higher level of patient care.
Like you, I am committed to ensuring that America’s veterans receive the prosthetics care they need and deserve from the most qualified professionals.   
Veterans Information Technology Legislation Passes the House
When Hurricane Katrina decimated New Orleans, it forced the evacuation of the Veterans Affairs Department medical center there.  Medical records kept on the center’s computers had to be downloaded, shipped to the Houston VA medical center and reconfigured there before they could be used.  X-ray images were temporarily lost.  Without those records, those caring for New Orleans VA patients faced grave challenges.
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The medical centers in New Orleans and Houston, moreover, are in the same regional VA health care network.  Yet records from one facility had to be reconfigured to be read at another.  This shows the risks inherent in a system that has become a regionally managed patchwork of old and new.

Since 2000, the House Veterans’ Affairs Committee has held six hearings on the issue of VA Information technology (IT).  As a member of the Committee since I came to Congress in 2003, I have pressed for more efficient IT management, automation of benefits processing, and integration between VA and the Department of Defense.  Four years after the start of Operation Enduring Freedom and 20 years’ congressional badgering, these two agencies still cannot share medical records.

The Government Accountability Office has testified since 1998 that VA has had numerous serious problems managing its IT programs.  Significant VA IT failures have wasted millions of dollars, including $342 million for CoreFLS, the financial management system in one of VA’s busiest medical centers, in St. Petersburg, FL. 

In response, Veterans’ Affairs Committee Chairman Steve Buyer introduced the 2005 Department of Veterans Affairs Information Technology Management Improvement Act, HR 4061.  I am a proud co-sponsor of the legislation that passed the House 408-0.  This bipartisan bill is also co-sponsored by the committee’s ranking member, Lane Evans of Illinois.  It would give the VA Chief Information Officer (CIO) authority over the department’s IT budget and control over IT policy, personnel and assets, and allow the CIO to more fully integrate and improve the VA IT system. 

Implemented properly, centralization would make VA’s IT system much more efficient.  It would concentrate the oversight of IT development and operations and make them responsive to each business line’s requirements while maintaining a consistency within the department’s IT organization.  Centralization should save more than $1.7 billion over five years.  This savings can be used for health benefits for our veterans or to further expand VA clinics throughout Florida.  I will continue to monitor this vitally important legisation to ensure that the VA is prepared and equipped to transition to 21st Century health care.
Burial Benefits for Military Veterans and Their Families
As an honorable discharged military veteran, you are likely eligible for free burial at national cemeteries.  With total costs now exceeding $7,500 for most burials, you will see significant savings if you take advantage of this military benefit.
Benefits available to you include a gravesite in any of our 122 national cemeteries with available space, opening and closing of the grave, perpetual care, a Government headstone or marker, a flag, and a Presidential Memorial Certificate, at no cost to your family.  Cremated remains are buried or inurned in national cemeteries in the same manner and with the same honors as casketed remains. 
The spouses and dependents of qualified veterans are also eligible for a national cemetery service with the veteran, perpetual care, and the inscription of the spouse or dependents name and date of birth and death on the veteran’s headstone.
For those veterans who have chosen a private cemetery, qualified veterans still receive at no cost a government headstone or marker, a flag, and a Presidential Memorial Certificate.  There are no benefits available to spouses and dependents, however, for a private cemetery service.

For more information about the National Cemetery Administration, please visit them on the web at www.cem.va.gov.
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Congresswoman Ginny Brown-Waite, 20 North Main St., Room 200 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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Rep. Brown-Waite and VA Secretary Nicholson Cut the Ribbon at New Lecanto VA Clinic
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Rep. Brown-Waite Presents Medals to Hernando County World War II Veteran
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Image of the Combat Action Ribbon
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