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November 10, 2005
The Honorable Steve Buyer, Chairman

House Veterans' Affairs Committee

335 Cannon House Office Building

Washington, D.C.  20515-6335

Dear Mr. Chairman:

We read with deep disappointment your press announcement detailing your ideas of reforming the hearings schedule for the Second Session of the 109th Congress and eliminating the joint hearings before the House and Senate Veterans’ Affairs Committees by our National Commander, which has been a valued and meaningful tradition dating back to at least the 1950’s.


The elimination of this invaluable tool is an affront to veterans’ rights to fully engage and participate in the democratic process and inform members of Congress, who have jurisdiction over veterans’ programs, about the critical issues affecting our nation’s disabled veterans.  Eliminating these joint hearings is an insult to the brave men and women who have served, fought, sacrificed, and died to protect our way of life and our cherished freedom.


The 1.3 million members of the DAV strongly urge you to reconsider your decision to cancel these joint hearings.

If the Committee is determined to hold a series of Full Committee and subcommittee legislative and oversight hearings to deal with legislative and budgetary priorities, in lieu of the joint hearings, we suggest the following topics be addressed as the Committee’s highest priorities:

· A hearing on reforming the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) discretionary budget-appropriations process, focused on the several bills that have been introduced in the 107th, 108th, and 109th Congresses to address the chronic under-funding of VA health care.  For further reference see our letter of September 8, 2005.
· A hearing to consider the views of the Independent Budget Veterans Service Organizations (IBVSOs) concerning funding needs of the VA for fiscal year 2007.  The IBVSO Critical Issues Report will be issued shortly and could form a basis for this hearing.  Your pronouncement that the IB projections form the most accurate budgetary needs of VA support this suggestion.
· A hearing to explore the disconnection between the current budget formulation exercise within the Executive Branch and the true needs for VA health care funding, vividly displayed earlier this year by the need to provide $1.5 billion in emergency supplemental appropriations for fiscal year 2005, and to amend the fiscal year 2006 budget with an additional $1.977 billion.
· A hearing on the management of VA health care, focused on its internal resource allocation and management systems, management of waiting lists, allocation of executive bonuses and the validity of their justifications given the current state of the system, and privatization policies in the VA health care system that may affect the quality of care.
· A hearing on the adjudication claims backlog, management decision-making affecting that backlog, and the level of new budgetary resources required to begin to effectively reduce that backlog to an acceptable minimum.
· A hearing on claims processing accuracy, the timeliness of claims processing and the quality in claims adjudication, as well as the timeliness and accuracy of appellate decisions by the Federal Court for Veterans Claims.
· A hearing to examine the reasons behind maintaining vacancies in a variety of key Central Office executive positions and the effect of those vacant positions on operations of a number of programs in VA field facilities.
· A hearing to determine whether the existing level of personnel staffing in functions in the VA headquarters is sufficient to effectively manage the plethora of activities occurring in the VA health care system (VACO VHA positions are now only a fraction of their numbers twenty-five years ago).
· A hearing to examine the effectiveness of the current configuration of Veterans Integrated Service Networks (VISN).  These networks have been in place unchanged and unexamined, for ten years, without essential oversight from Congress.
We would appreciate your scheduling of these hearings early enough in the second session of the 109th Congress, with testimony from veterans service organizations, the Department of Veterans Affairs and other witnesses, to help you provide sound recommendations to the Budget Committee and the House Leadership concerning the proper course to follow with respect to a budget for veterans benefits and services for fiscal year 2007, as well as a sound legislative strategy for the benefit of America’s veterans.

We appreciate your assistance in meeting these needs.
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Sincerely,

DAVID W. GORMAN

Executive Director

Washington Headquarters
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c:
The Honorable Lane Evans, Ranking Member, House Veterans' Affairs Committee

