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SENATE VETERANS AFFAIRS COMMITTEE HEARING ON STATE OF VA HEALTHCARE 

On 15 May 2014, the Senate Veterans Affairs Committee (SVAC), held a hearing on current conditions of healthcare for 

Veterans and the current problems concerning healthcare for Veterans and where improvements that can be made at 

the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA). The hearing was presided over by SVAC Chairman, Senator Bernie Sanders 

(I-VT) and SVAC Ranking Member, Senator Richard Burr (R-NC). There were two panels that testified. The first panel 

consisted of the Secretary of Veterans Affairs Eric Shinseki and Undersecretary Robert Petzel. The second panel 

consisted of Commander John Dollinger the 13th District Commander for the American Legion in Florida, Mr. Joeseph 

Violante, Legislative Director for the Disabled American Veterans (DAV), Mr. Tom Tarantino a Policy Associate with 

the Iraq and Afghanistan Veterans of America (IAVA), D. Wayne Robinson president of Student Veterans of America, 

Mr. Ryan Gallucci, Deputy Director for the Veterans of Foreign Wars (VFW), and Mr. Richard Weidman Executive 

Director for policy and government affairs for Vietnam Veterans of America (VVA). In his opening statement, Chairman 

Sanders went over the serious allegations toward the VA healthcare incident in Phoenix, AZ in which 40 Veterans died. 

He continued on to discuss the numerous medical centers, Veteran centers, and Veterans served by VA healthcare and 

how important high quality care is for those who have served our country. Ranking Member Burr stated that many 

investigations have taken place concerning Veteran healthcare problems and the need for accountability and 

transparency in the VA.  

 

FURTHER READING (Full AUSN Transcripts & After Action Reports (AARs) available upon request): 

Secretary Shinseki in his opening statement articulated on the significance of his role and taking care of his fellow 

Veterans, many of whom he served with in past wars. He went on to state that there are 236,000 appointments per day in 

all of the Veterans Health Administration (VHA) and that with a number that large it is best to consider the context of 

all the problems occurring. He also mentioned that 96% of Veterans who have used VA healthcare would use it again, 

according to a national consumer survey. The Secretary then mentioned 2 of the 3 major goals of the VA system: to 

increase access and eliminate the backlog. The increase in access is a success according to Secretary Shinseki, with over 

2 million more enrolled in the last five years. 
  
In response to allegations about scheduling and delays at the Phoenix VA Health 
Care System (PVAHCS), the Secretary stated that he had invited an independent investigation by the VA Office of 

Inspector General (OIG) to conduct a comprehensive, thorough and timely review. If these allegations are true, he stated 

that they are completely unacceptable to Veterans, to him, and to other dedicated VHA employees. If they are 

substantiated by OIG, he stressed that responsible and timely action will be taken. However, he did state that it was 
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important to allow OIG’s independent and objective review to proceed until completion, and OIG has advised the VA 

against providing information that could potentially compromise their ongoing review. However, at the request of OIG, 

Secretary Shinseki has placed three PVAHCS employees on administrative leave until further notice, including two 

senior executives. 
  
Chairman Sanders opened the round of questioning by asking the Secretary about the lack of action taken when year 

after year there has been report on report stating the problems occurring in VA healthcare. Secretary Shinseki responded 

by saying that he is in the process of doing face-to-face audits for VA Healthcare centers around the country. He also 

mentioned OIG is still conducting its investigation and that he needs the finished report from OIG in order to proceed in 

any future actions regarding the Phoenix, AZ incident. Senator Mark Begich (D-AK) asked Shinseki whether he had 

ever fired anyone for their mistakes in backlogs and manipulating appointment times. Secretary Shinseki responded by 

saying he doesn’t know if anyone has been fired and doesn’t believe that is the first response he would have to the issue. 

The second panel all spoke on the issue of accountability and funding at the VA and stressed their ongoing concerns 

regarding the incident in Arizona. 
 

AUSN BRIEFLY REVIEWS SENATE APPROPRIATIONS COMMITTEE MARKUP OF FY15 MILCON/VA 

BILL 
The Senate Appropriations Committee, Subcommittee on Military Construction and Veterans Affairs (SAC-

MILCON/VA) approved its Fiscal Year 2015 (FY15) MILCON/VA Appropriation bill on 20 May 2014, which provides 

total funding of $165.4 billion for Military Construction, Veterans Affairs and Related Agencies for FY15. (This figure 

includes $55.6 billion in previously appropriated advances for Veteran’s medical care.) The bill provides $6.6 billion 

for military construction and family housing, $3.25 billion below the Fiscal Year 2014 (FY14) enacted level. The bill 

also provides $158.6 billion for the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) for FY15. The bill provides $71.9 billion in 

discretionary funding and $93.5 billion in mandatory funding for the VA. The bill also includes $58.7 billion in Fiscal 

Year 2016 (FY16) advanced appropriations for Veterans medical services. The SAC Full Committee is expected to 

markup the bill on 22 May 2014. 

 

FURTHER READING: 
The purpose of the FY15 MILCON/VA Appropriations Bill is to provide funding for the construction of mission critical 

and quality of life facilities for U.S. military personnel and their families serving around the world, which includes: 

schools, hospitals, child care centers and family housing. Additionally, the bill provides funding for Veterans medical 

care and benefits, and for VA facilities throughout the country. In the bill are several other related agencies that are 

funded which include Arlington National Cemetery, the American Battle Monuments Commission (ABMC), the U.S. 

Court of Appeals for Veterans Claims, and the Armed Forces Retirement Homes, all totaling an appropriation total of 

$238.8 million. 
  
The Subcommittee recognized, in the markup, the allegations of misconduct at certain VA medical centers in an effort 

to conceal patient scheduling delays by keeping secret waitlists, and has allocated an additional $5 million above the 

FY15 President’s Budget (PB) request for the VA’s Office of the Inspector General (OIG), in order to conduct a 

nationwide investigation throughout all Veterans Integrates Service Networks of scheduling practices and procedures. 

Furthermore, the bill prohibits the payment of performance bonuses to Veterans Health Administration (VHA) medical 

doctors, assistant medical directors and Senior Executive System employees until the conclusion of the investigation 

and the implementation of needed reforms. 
  
For more details, see AUSN’s Capitol Hill Blog on SAC-MILCON/VA Appropriations Bill Markup. 
 
AUSN BRIEFLY REVIEWS SENATE ARMED SERVICES COMMITTEE MARKUPS 

Beginning on 20 May 2014, the Senate Armed Services Committee (SASC) began its Subcommittee markups of the 

Fiscal Year 2015 (FY15) National Defense Authorization Act (NDAA), currently in the form of S. 2289. Though many of 

the Subcommittee markups were Closed, a few were Open and provided detailed insights as to the makeup of the final 

SASC approved FY15 NDAA bill. However, the SASC Full Committee markup, scheduled to begin the afternoon of 21 

May 2014 and continue throughout 22 May 2014, is Closed and information won't be released until after the markup is 

complete. Once the revised bill, S. 2289, is released following the SASC Full Committee markup, AUSN will provide a 

detailed analysis of the revised SASC approved FY15 NDAA. 
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FURTHER READING:  
One of the Subcommittee’s that had an Open markup hearing was the SASC- Personnel Subcommittee, which approved 

its portion of the NDAA for FY15 in line with the total proposed in the PB’s request by allocating $166.8 billion. The 

Subcommittee did endorse some of the PB’s proposals, however, while also rejecting others. One such endorsement was 

a 1% pay increase for most military personnel, despite the mandated by law Employment Cost Index (ECI) stating a 

1.8% pay increase, while also freezing General and Flag officer pay. A second proposal endorsed, was the 

establishment of a limit for Basic Allowance for Housing (BAH) increases so that they are below the rate of inflation. 

Additionally, the Subcommittee endorsed the requested increase in pharmacy co-pays for prescriptions filled outside of 

Military Treatment Facilities (MTFs). Despite some of these setbacks, the Subcommittee did not endorse or adopt the 

PB’s request for a reduction in the Commissary subsidy and the proposals to establish enrollment fees for TRICARE for 

Life (TFL) beneficiaries. Moreover, the Subcommittee also rejected the plan to consolidate TRICARE Prime, Standard, 

and extra programs into a single Consolidated TRICARE plan. Additional details from the SASC- Personnel 

Subcommittee indicate that Active Duty and Reserve end strength levels are being reduced as requested per the PB 

request. Also 30 types of bonuses and special pay provisions were approved to incentivize re-enlistment, while also re-

instating retirement pay for General and Flag officers at the monthly equivalent of a level two executive schedule. 
  
In addition, the SASC- Personnel Subcommittee also highlighted several of the proposed changes in the healthcare 

aspects of the NDAA.   Authorization was given for $25 million to be spent on supplemental impact aid in areas with 

military impacted children, and $5 million in aid being allocated to schools with military dependents with serve 

disabilities.   Finally, the SASC- Personnel Subcommittee emphasized provisions that dealt with Sexual Assault. These 

included having the provisions of the Victim Protection Bill added to the NDAA, ensuring that sexual assault provisions 

in the 2014 NDAA also applied to the Military Service Academies and the mandating of the Government Accountability 

Office (GAO) to report on Sexual Assault Prevention activities carried out by the Department of Defense (DOD) and 

the military services. 
 
For more details, see AUSN’s Capitol Hill Blog on SASC FY15 NDAA Markups. 
 

AUSN MONITORS AMENDMENT DEBATE ON HOUSE FLOOR OF FY15 NDAA 

On 20 May 2014, at 7:25pm, the process for House floor amendment consideration to H.R. 4435, the Fiscal Year 2015 

(FY15) National Defense Authorization Act (NDAA) began. AUSN will monitor throughout the week the amendments as 

they are considered, highlighting ones of interest to the Navy, Veteran and military family community. After the House 

passage of H.R. 4435, expected by Thursday, AUSN will perform a comprehensive analysis of the revised House passed 

bill text and post on our website. As of now, the FY15 NDAA in current form authorizes $521 billion in national defense 

spending along with an additional $79.4 billion in Overseas Contingency Operations (OCO). 

 

 

FURTHER READING:  
AUSN is monitoring the ongoing process of the House floor debate on proposed amendments to the FY15 NDAA and 

taking into account those that were adopted and those that were withdrawn or failed. Some of the amendments of 

interest to AUSN, its members and the Navy community being tracked are; an Amendment by Representative Chris 

Gibson (R-NY-19) which directs the Secretary of defense to do a comprehensive search to determine which ships 

operated near Vietnam in the Vietnam Era. The amendment also requires the Secretary of Defense to report the 

information to the Secretary of Veterans Affairs, who would then provide publicly accessible information on such data; 

an Amendment by Representative Adam Smith (D-WA-09) which strikes the restrictions on Cruisers (CGs) and 

Amphibious Assault Dock Landing Ships (LSDs) and authorizes the Navy to execute their Phased Modernization Plan; 

and an Amendment by Representative Glen Thompson (R-PA-05) and Tim Ryan (D-OH-13) which requires a baseline 

mental health assessment before any individual joins the military, in order to bring mental health to parity with physical 

health during recruitment screenings. The amendment also ensures that assessments cannot be used during promotion or 

assignment consideration, and requires a report with recommendations from NIMH and other relevant experts 

identifying best practices for the assessment. 
  
However, during the beginning of House debate on Tuesday, the White House issued a veto threat on H.R 4435 due to 

HASC rejecting, “meaningful reforms in the Administration’s PB request” and ignored more than $50 billion in savings 

outlined by the Pentagon. Upon passage of the bill on Thursday evening, AUSN will perform an analysis of the rest of 
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the amendments adopted and include it the final analysis of the House passed FY15 NDAA. When the final bill text is 

released, within the next week, AUSN will post the analysis in the NDAA section of the AUSN Advocacy webpage. 

For more details see AUSN’s Capitol Hill Blog on House FY15 NDAA Amendment Debate. 
 
AUSN ON THE HILL 
This week, in addition to monitoring Congressional hearings, markups and floor votes, AUSN was actively engaged on 

Capitol Hill. Earlier in the week, AUSN participated in a roundtable discussion, hosted by the Congressional Navy and 

Marine Corps Caucus, where Members of Congress sat and spoke with Admiral Jonathan Greenert, USN, the Chief of 

Naval Operations (CNO), as well as General John M. Paxton, USMC, the Assistant Commandant of the Marine Corps 

(ACMC). In addition, AUSN participated in another roundtable discussion with former Senator Bob Dole regarding the 

Disability Treaty and its movement through the Senate. Finally, AUSN had a meeting with staff of Senator Dianne 

Feinstein (D-CA) regarding amendment language to the Senate Defense Appropriations bill that is being worked on for 

consideration this summer. 
 
PRIORITY BILLS INTRODUCED THIS WEEK 
S. 2357, (Official title yet to be released). Introduced by Senator Lisa Murkowski (R-AK), the bill would provide for 

improvements in the consistency of data collection, reporting, and assessment in connection with the suicide prevention 

efforts of the Department of Defense. 

S. 2341, Credentialing Improvement for Troop Talent (CREDIT) Act of 2014. Introduced by Senator Tim Kaine 

(D-VA), the bill would amend Title 10, United States Code, to enhance the authority for members of the Armed Forces 

to obtain professional credentials. 

S. 2334, Improving Opportunities for Service-Disabled Veteran-Owned Small Businesses Act of 2014. Introduced 

by Senator Angus King (I-ME), the bill would amend the Small Business Act (SBA) and Title 38, United States Code, 

to provide for a consolidated definition of a small business concern owned and controlled by Veterans. 

S. 2333, Caring for Military Children with Developmental Disabilities Act of 2014. Introduced by Senator Patty 

Murray (D-WA), the bill would amend Title 10, United States Code, to provide for certain behavioral health treatment 

under TRICARE for children and adults with developmental disabilities. 
H.R. 4688, (Official title yet to be released). Introduced by Representative William Keating (D-MA-09), the bill would 

amend Title 10, United States Code, to provide appropriate recognition for the survivors of members of the Armed 

Forces who die while serving on certain Active or Reserve duty, to expand the availability of the Gold Star Installation 

Access Card for survivors of deceased members of the Armed Forces, and to extend commissary store and exchange 

store and other MWR retail facility benefits to the parents of such members. 

H.R. 4682, TRICARE Choice Act of 2014. Introduced by Representative Chris Stewart (R-UT-02), the bill would 

provide for coordination between the TRICARE program and eligibility for making contributions to a health savings 

account. 

H.R. 4656, Caring for America's Heroes Act. Introduced by Representative Cory Gardner (R-CO-04), the bill would 

amend Title 10, United States Code, to improve access to mental health services under the TRICARE program. 
 
In the advocacy section of the website, you can click on Bills of Interest to get daily revisions on Congressional action 

for all AUSN priority bills. We STRONGLY encourage you all to visit our Advocacy page, especially the Capitol Hill 

Blog which receives almost daily submissions when Congress is in session to see what AUSN is doing for you on 

Capitol Hill.  
 
We also encourage you and your friends and family to visit the AUSN FACEBOOK PAGE. If you have an account, 

please Login and “Like” us, which will allow you to see our TWITTER feeds and other updates from AUSN that shows 

us monitoring Capitol Hill on your behalf! 
 
NEW LEGISLATIVE ALERTS 
There were no new legislative alerts this week. When these alerts are sent to your email, please click on the TAKE 

ACTION link that is at the top of the alert email to send a letter response to your Members of Congress (a few of you 

have written in that you wish to send letters, but don’t know how). Please continue to go to the Legislative Alerts 

section on the AUSN webpage and/or check your e-mail and submit ones you haven’t seen yet to your Congressional 

delegation. 
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NEXT WEEK OUTLOOK 
Next week, both the House and Senate will be in Congressional recess for the Memorial Day weekend. AUSN will be 

doing many administrative changes at headquarters, but will also be working to prepare for House and Senate 

Appropriations to begin to move, especially Fiscal Year 2015 (FY15) Defense Appropriations, to manifest themselves 

this summer. AUSN will also be participating in its routine meetings of The Military Coalition (TMC) next week as 

well. 

QUESTIONS/COMMENTS/CONCERNS 
Anthony A. Wallis, Legislative Director 
Phone (o): 703-548-5800, (m): 703-517-9310 
E-mail: Anthony.Wallis@ausn.org 
Legislative Action Center: Contact Congress 
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