Senator Mazie Hirono

The State of Healthcare for Maui County Veterans
Submitted by Fred Ruge, Maui County Veterans Council

Having worked with Maui CBOC staff here for years, | know they are doing their best to
serve our Maui County Veterans. However, there are still a number of problems which
continue to prevent them providing the healthcare support many of our Veterans here
need:

The Maui CBOC remains short staffed, and given the excessive work deménds placed
on all staff, they often experience high burn out and turnover.

When Maui CBOC staff do leave, like two of the three Health Techs, it can take six
months to a year to replace them per the VA’s HR hiring bureaucracy. This is totally
‘unsatisfactory, and adds greatly to the lack of patient care continuity and staff stress.

There is no pool of available staff backup for Maui CBOC physicians, nursing, mental
health or administrative staff when they are ill, on vacation, or otherwise away from their
jobs. This results in tremendous additional stress for the remaining, already overworked
staff. And these adverse working situations occur more often than not. The solution here
is to enable the Maui CBOC to recruit a pool of available professionals to fill these
positions when staff are gone.

While it is positive that the Maui CBOC recently added a Social Worker to help our
homeless veterans, this social worker lacks the most important means to help our
homeless Veterans; and that is VA Housing Vouchers. The Veterans on Oahu get the
first dibs on the limited number of housing vouchers available, and the vouchers we do
get here have never been enough to help Veterans in need more than a few months
each year.

There used to be a staff person at Tripler dedicated to assist Blind or Low Vision
Veterans on Maui through the VA’'s BROS program. However, that individual has not
been available to assist our Veterans here for well over a year, and he still has not been
replaced. As such, securing blind and low vision services for our Veterans here, as
elsewhere on Hawaii's neighbor islands, has been largely nonexistent. Therefore, the
VA needs to hire and support a BROS staff person.

Once referred by their Maui CBOC Primary Care Physician to see a medical specialist,
such as a Rheumatologist, Endocrinologist, Neurologist, Gastroenterologist, Pain
Management Specialist, and others, it then takes far too long before our Veterans here
are actually able to see these specialists. This is because these specialists are already
overbooked with Veterans on Oahu.



Maui and all the outer islands are at a great disadvantage in accessing our Veterans to
the medical specialty care they need at Tripler, Palo Alto or elsewhere. Furthermore,
setting up travel arrangements for our Maui Veterans via the VA Travel system is
extremely difficult, and often turns out to be very problematic for all concerned.

Veterans discharged from the Maui Memorial Medical Center or other hospital in the
afternoon, on weekends or holidays, cannot get their medication prescriptions filled at
the Maui CBOC. As such, they either have to pay on their own, or go without if they
cannot afford such. This is both very dangerous and very frustrating for the Veterans
and Maui staff alike. Therefore, Maui CBOC Pharmacy access here needs to be
improved.

The VA Benefits Officer designated to serve Maui County Veterans doesn’t even come
over to Maui in person to assist our many Veterans with these needs. Instead, he talks
with just a few Veterans via Teleconferencing from the Maui Vet Center for just a couple
of hours each week. However, this is totally insufficient to meet the many benefits needs
of our Vets here.

The VA is a large National organization whose policies, procedures and resource
allocations too often fail to take into account that the State of Hawaii is actually many
islands separated by water. As such, greater resources and support are necessitated to
provide the required level of care here than for Veterans residing in the Mainland states.
The cost of living here is also much higher. And it seems that no matter how much Maui
CBOC professional front line staff requested the needed additional support, too often
VA management remains largely unable to meet those needs.

Any individuals interested in securing a copy of this testimony, please see me afterward.
Respectfully,

Fred Ruge
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