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LEGISLATIVE PRESENTATION OF DISABLED 
AMERICAN VETERANS AND MULTI VSOs: 
AMVETS, VIETNAM VETERANS OF AMERICA, 
MILITARY ORDER OF THE PURPLE HEART, 
BLINDED VETERANS ASSOCIATION, VET-
ERANS EDUCATION SUCCESS, GOLD STAR 
WIVES OF AMERICA, INC., AND RESERVE 
ORGANIZATION OF AMERICA 

TUESDAY, FEBRUARY 25, 2025 

U.S. HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES, 
AND U.S. SENATE, 

COMMITTEE ON VETERANS’ AFFAIRS, 
Washington, DC. 

The Committees met, pursuant to notice, at 10 a.m., in Room 
390, Cannon House Office Building, Hon. Mike Bost, Chairman of 
the Veterans’ Affairs Committee, presiding. 

Present: 
Representatives Bost, Radewagen, Bergman, Miller-Meeks, 

Luttrell, Hamadeh, King-Hinds, Barrett, Takano, Brownley, 
Pappas, Cherfilus-McCormick, McGarvey, Ramirez, Budzinski, 
Kennedy, Dexter, Conaway, and Morrison. 

Senators Moran, Tillis, Banks, Sheehy, Blumenthal, Hassan, and 
King. 

OPENING STATEMENT OF HON. MIKE BOST, 
CHAIRMAN, U.S. REPRESENTATIVE FROM ILLINOIS 

Chairman BOST. Good morning. I want to thank you all for being 
here. Welcome to my Senate colleagues, Chairman Moran, Ranking 
Member Blumenthal, and I would also like to thank DAV’s Na-
tional Commander, Daniel Contreras and his wife Teresa for being 
here today. Thank you. 

I would also like to give a welcome to DAV Auxiliary National 
Commander Christopher Easley. Thank you for being here. And 
I’m pleased that there are folks here from the great State of Illi-
nois. 

VOICES. Hooah. 
If you would stand, I would just love to see you. Good to see you. 

Thank you for being here. 
[Applause.] 
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I have to be real careful because we want to include all of Illi-
nois, but being from Southern Illinois, we capitalize the ‘‘S’’ there, 
so people don’t realize how far out of Chicago I live. But thank you 
for traveling here from our home state. I want to say a special 
thank you for that. 

So, we want to give a warm welcome to everybody. But before we 
get started, I would like to acknowledge a couple of people that— 
if you are around here, you are around. These two are very very 
close to this Committee and DAV should be proud of who they are 
and the job that they do, and that’s Peter Dickinson and Shane 
Liermann. 

[Applause.] 
And for all of their national staff. But let me tell you, they work 

hard on your behalf—veterans—they make a real difference for 
you. And I want to tell you that we are continuing to keep them 
in our prayers as they are trying to heal up. Both of them have had 
a health issue and we are hoping for their speedy recovery. 

Well, this Congress marks a decade on this sacred Committee. 
And this is my second term as Chairman, and it is an honor to 
serve you. The mission of the VA Committee has always been per-
sonal to me. Many of you have heard my story of how I grew up 
around veterans, how my father, Army veteran and his brothers; 
my grandfather, one Navy, one Marine. 

VOICES. Hooah. 
Chairman BOST. Hooah, yes. An uncle, a Marine in Vietnam that 

was victim of the ultimate oxymoron, friendly fire, but was very 
successful in life and still alive and doing well, and that has a 
whole lot to do to the VA and his services he received there. My-
self, as a Marine, my son as a Marine, my grandson is a Marine. 

VOICES. Hooah. 
Chairman BOST. Hooah. So you know how personal this is to me. 

And every time I sit at this dais, I am reminded of how important 
this is and the debating, whether it is debating with the Agency 
or the other side of the aisle, it is always my focus is on the vet-
eran. 

Many of you have watched me and known me around here, and 
you see this dirty bracelet cord right here? I have worn that ever 
since coming to Congress. And then I am going to tell you the story 
on that, because about a year and a half ago, the guy who gave me 
that, we lost him. We just knew him as Lieutenant Dan, and he 
is a Vietnam veteran. And he made these cords, and he came to 
me just after I was elected to Congress, and he said, I am going 
to give you a couple of these, and I want you to wear them on a 
regular basis, he says, because every time you look down, I want 
you to remember who you serve, and that helps tremendously. 

Now, for me, it has always been about the veterans. It is not 
about protecting government bureaucracy. I know the sacrifices 
each of you have made, especially our disabled veterans commu-
nity. Each of you has fought to protect our Constitutional rights. 
I am particularly proud of the work DAV has done to help disabled 
veterans and their spouses find meaningful employment. You 
know, in the testimony that is given by you today, that recovery 
from an injury is not complete until the veterans are able to find 
meaning and purpose. I look forward to hearing more about what 
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the DAV is doing to help disabled veterans and spouses reach their 
professional goals and how Congress can help. 

DAV plays a vitally important role in making sure we advance 
common sense proposals and conduct oversight to meet the needs 
of the entire veteran community, no matter where they live or 
where they want to work. Veterans should have the freedom to use 
the benefits of VA that VA offers in exchange for their service to 
meet their individual needs. And they shouldn’t spend hours driv-
ing in a car to get them, or combing through wonky paperwork for 
months on end, or needless waiting for a phone call to get a simple 
answer. You know where VA is falling short, and you know where 
we need to push the Agency to bring it out of the Stone Age and 
into the New Age. 

You have my commitment that as long as I am in charge, we will 
continue to fight for you. The hundreds and thousands of veterans 
outside the DCA Beltway who just want their health care on time 
and their benefits when they need them. You know this old cor-
poral takes this mission seriously and I know our new VA Sec-
retary and my friend Doug Collins does too. 

Under President Trump’s leadership, I know we are going to put 
you, the veteran, and the VA service back at the center of VA mis-
sion. And when the bureaucracy tries to get in the way, I will con-
tinue to be the first to hold them accountable and get the answers 
for you. 

We made great progress through the Dole Act last Congress and 
I appreciate DAV’s support for this legislation. By working to-
gether, we can accomplish some tremendous wins. Because of the 
Dole Act, we have a law that will help streamline the disability 
claims process, reduce veterans homelessness, strengthen mental 
health care and improve access to at-home care and much more. 

The Dole Act was a great victory for our veterans, but there is 
much more that we can do and will do with your help. Now, my 
door has always been and will continue to be open to you. We must 
deliver for our veterans to protect their health care choice, expand 
economic and educational opportunities, streamline benefits, and 
get it done. I promise to keep up the fight we all are in together. 
Now is not the time to take our foot off the gas. I look forward to 
completing our mission alongside of you. Thank you again for being 
here today and with that I now recognize Chairman Moran for his 
opening comments. 

OPENING STATEMENT OF HON. JERRY MORAN, 
CHAIRMAN, U.S. SENATOR FROM KANSAS 

Chairman MORAN. Chairman Bost, thank you. Thank you for 
hosting this joint hearing and we look forward to this continuing. 
The Senate will host in a few weeks, and we will see you on our 
side of the building. But it is good to be here with you. It is good 
to be here with your Members. Good to be here with my Ranking 
Member, Senator Blumenthal, and the Ranking Member of the 
House, Senator—Congressman Takano, and I welcome our VSOs, 
our witnesses, and those here present and those at home watching. 
I too say a special hello to all VSO members that are here or tun-
ing in today from Kansas. I am grateful to the VSO leadership tes-
tifying today. I have met, we have discussed, and being here in per-
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son now to share their great passion and expertise for supporting 
veterans, their families and their survivors. 

Policies and programs that we will discuss today depend upon a 
strong and effective workforce at the VA to deliver the care and 
benefits veterans deserve. I am committed to working with VSOs 
and my colleagues to make certain that the necessary VA work-
force is preserved as VA implements new federal workforce guid-
ance. This Committee has asked, the Senate committee has asked 
for lists of those who are impacted by actions, broken down by loca-
tion and occupation. The VA has said none of these employees were 
in mission-critical positions, including no VCL responders. The VA 
has said there is a process in place that allows for the first senior 
executive in an impacted employee’s chain of command to request 
an exemption. I have asked for and expect to receive, but I am con-
tinuing to wait for further details about this process. 

The VA must be forthcoming and transparent to Congress, to 
VSOs, to the public, to its workforce regarding workforce strategy. 
We are all engaged in attempts to root out any waste, fraud, or 
abuse that is prevalent or is present. And we are all interested in 
putting the veteran first. We await additional answers to our ques-
tions. 

I thank you and I look forward to today’s hearing. 
Chairman BOST. Thank you, Chairman Moran. I now recognize 

Ranking Member Takano for his opening comment. 

OPENING STATEMENT OF HON. MARK TAKANO, 
RANKING MEMBER, U.S. REPRESENTATIVE FROM CALIFORNIA 

Mr. TAKANO. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. Today we continue our 
annual tradition of jointly welcoming veterans service organiza-
tions to testify before Congress about their legislative priorities. 
And I am pleased to welcome our first panel of the National Com-
mander and representatives of the Disabled American Veterans, 
and our second panel representatives from AMVETS, Vietnam Vet-
erans of America, the Military Order of the Purple Heart, the 
Blinded Veterans Association, Veterans Education Success, the 
Gold Star Wives of America, and the Reserve Organization of 
America. And I would like to extend a special welcome to DAV’s 
National Commander, Dan Contreras, who hails from Sherman 
Oaks, California. We are practically neighbors and it is great to see 
you again, sir. 

And speaking of Californians, are there any Californians in the 
room this morning? [Applause.] I see one very special one at the 
very center of the table. I know he is there to introduce you, Mr. 
Contreras. He is my neighbor. 

These hearings are important because they are a great oppor-
tunity for us to hear from the VSOs about issues impacting vet-
erans in their daily lives. And it was at these hearings in 2022, 
when the VSOs stood in solidarity calling on Congress to pass the 
Honoring our PACT Act that finally convinced the holdouts to get 
on board. Without you, we would have never passed the largest ex-
pansion of veterans health care and benefits since the Vietnam 
War. Without you, millions of veterans would still be struggling to 
access health care for the toxic exposure they experienced in their 
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service to our country. I will always be grateful to the VSOs for 
helping us get it done. 

As I have said since it passed, the PACT Act was never meant 
to be a one and done. There is still so much more work to be done 
because the PACT was not only about toxic exposure, it is also 
about our promise to ensure that veterans have access to their care 
and benefits and that we do everything we can to end veteran 
homelessness and veteran suicide. Address the new categories of 
illness and injury associated with military service, for example 
blast injury and military traumatic brain injury. Finally, achieve 
Guard and Reserve parity. Ensure that VA is welcoming to all vet-
erans who have earned the right to be there. Ensure that VA’s in-
frastructure can support its mission and so much more. 

But unfortunately, given today’s political climate, I am not opti-
mistic about our chances. I am afraid these hearings are occurring 
in a very different atmosphere this year. Now, I have grave con-
cerns about how President Trump’s Executive orders are being car-
ried out across the Federal Government, most especially at the De-
partment of Veterans Affairs. And yes, Chairman Moran, I too, 
have questions, and I too think that veterans deserve those an-
swers to the questions we have. 

I question how purging the workforce, firing the watchdogs, and 
making VA hostile to certain veterans is helping VA serve veterans 
better. I think serving veterans is why we are all here. It is cer-
tainly why I am here and why I serve on this Committee, because 
I think there is no higher calling or honor than to serve those who 
have served. 

Since he was sworn in, I have requested information from Sec-
retary Collins about his implementation of the Executive orders 
and his employment actions against VA employees, none of which 
he has responded to. This is very troubling. We deserve answers. 

It is my hope that I can count on the VSO community to help 
us hold VA accountable to all veterans and that you will also hold 
Congress accountable by making sure action is behind our words. 
That we are being held accountable for carrying out our Constitu-
tional oversight responsibilities by asking tough questions, de-
manding answers, and taking legislative action when it is needed. 
We cannot waver on this because we know that veterans are de-
pending on us. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. I yield back. 

Chairman BOST. Thank you, Mr. Takano. I now recognize Rank-
ing Member Blumenthal for his opening comment. 

OPENING STATEMENT OF HON. RICHARD BLUMENTHAL, 
RANKING MEMBER, U.S. SENATOR FROM CONNECTICUT 

Senator BLUMENTHAL. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. I want to 
thank you and the Ranking Member on the House side and my 
Chairman on the Senate side for your leadership. These issues 
have been bipartisan, and I think the record ought to reflect, Mr. 
Chairman, that we have a full room, standing room only. Thank 
you all for being here today and showing your solidarity with the 
veterans of America. [Applause.] And we may have a couple of peo-
ple from Connecticut, I am not sure, but welcome to all of you. A 
few. 
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As the Chairman indicated, we are here today in support of vet-
erans, and it is very much a family affair. Less than 1 percent of 
all Americans these days have anything to do with service in our 
military, but they are among the most deserving, the most patri-
otic, the most dedicated among us. Two of my sons have served, 
one as a combat infantry officer in Afghanistan in the Marine 
Corps [Cheering], and the other as a Navy SEAL [Cheering]. And 
they are both proud veterans, and they keep me on the straight 
and narrow. 

We are here today at a pretty momentous and important time, 
and I am just going to be very blunt. Our VA is under assault. The 
veterans of America are under assault. Just last night, another 
1400 members of the veterans family were fired from their VA jobs. 
Many of those who were fired are themselves veterans who have 
dedicated their life to serving veterans. That brings the number to, 
now, 2400 who have been fired with no credible explanation. And 
I recommend to you the statement that was issued by the Veterans 
of Foreign Wars National Commander Al Lipphardt just last night. 
I am not going to read it all, but I ask Mr. Chairman that it be 
entered into the record if there is no objection. It says, and I am 
quoting, ‘‘we are losing people who are genuinely committed to the 
mission and find a continued sense of purpose in what they do.’’ 
That describes just about all of our VA employees who have dedi-
cated their lives, many of them, to serving our veterans. 

This past month’s assault, in my view, on the VA workforce and 
on the federal workforce generally, will do significant and irrep-
arable harm to the delivery of your care and benefits. As I men-
tioned, just last night, Secretary Collins fired another 1400 more 
employees without notice and without cause, and all in the name 
of cost savings, even though we all know that the costs will be 
higher in the long run. If you don’t care for a veteran when he or 
she needs it now, it will only be more expensive later. 

As veterans, you deserve a VA comprised of the very best med-
ical providers, claims processors, cemetery directors, and other crit-
ical staff, regardless of cost. But in this instance, the cost will be 
higher from these supposed savings. In the name of eliminating 
waste, Elon Musk and DOGE are laying waste to the VA. And the 
VA National Commander put it well, when he said that Elon Musk 
is bull-‘‘DOGE’’-ing the VA and other agencies. 

The attacks on the VA staff since January 20th are already hav-
ing real-life impacts in the field. And all of you are hearing from 
our fellow veterans. All of you are hearing their stories, their indi-
vidual life impacts. My office spoke to one employee last night mo-
ments after she found out that she had been terminated from her 
job with the Veterans Crisis Line, which of course saves people 
when they are thinking about taking their own lives. She is a 100 
percent service-connected disabled veterans and an active-duty 
military spouse with outstanding performance reviews. Her job is 
to ensure training is provided to other Veterans Crisis Line re-
sponders, empowering them to do their jobs better. 

Another 100 percent disabled veteran who served his country for 
14 years, did four combat tours and has 10 years of service. Fired. 
A veteran who was the lead coordinator on dozens of contracts for 
VA and had a 5 out of 5 performance rating on her last review. 
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Fired. A disabled Army veteran who successfully transitioned out 
of homelessness and now has a bachelor’s and two master’s degrees 
and who chose to serve his fellow veterans on the Veterans Health 
Administration. Fired. I could spend the rest of the morning with 
the list. Real-life impacts. 

These men and women weren’t fired because of poor perform-
ance. They were arbitrarily fired because someone looked at an al-
gorithm or at a status and saw probationary. Even though they 
might have been promoted and are in a probationary status in that 
new job, and decided, fired. 

If you believe that the VA is a system worth saving, and I think 
everybody in this room does, we are going to need your help. We 
are going to need you to be the voice and face of millions, and I 
mean millions of veterans across the country whose care and bene-
fits is at stake. As we begin the first of six panels over the next 
two weeks, my fellow lawmakers in both the House and the Senate 
need you to be bold, candid, and strong. 

The VFW National Commander noted that next week on March 
4th, he is going to be here before this Committee and he said, ‘‘I 
want to see hats in the hallways of our Capitol as our legislative 
committee members engage with lawmakers in demanding that 
they, ‘Honor the Contract,’ the government has made with those 
who have already served and sacrificed so much for America. It is 
time to apply pressure and stop the bleeding.’’ 

I hope we see hats in the hallways. I hope we see heads in the 
hallways from all of you and others. And I really want to thank you 
for being here today. This picture is worth a thousand words. Let 
us keep fighting. Thank you. I yield back. 

Chairman BOST. Thank you, Senator. I have said this once, I will 
say it again. I trust Secretary Collins in doing the right thing for 
veterans, taxpayers, to effectively right size and reorganize VA to 
work better for men and women it serves. One, because he is him-
self a veteran, and two, because he knows the mission in serving 
veterans. As Chairman and as a veteran myself, my mission is the 
same. Veterans, the people sitting in front of us right now, are my 
number one priority, not protecting bureaucracy. Let me say that 
again. Veterans who are sitting in front of me right now are who 
I am fighting for, not bureaucracy. That should be and will con-
tinue to be the priority of Republicans on this Committee. We 
would be lying to each other and all of you if we said that every-
thing at the VA is perfect and there aren’t any improvements that 
need to be made to make the Agency work better. Now, that in-
cludes the workforce. I take Secretary Collins at his word when he 
says there will be no impact to the delivery of care, benefits, serv-
ices for our veterans in this plan. My colleagues on the other side 
of the aisle continue to spread false information about what has 
happened and to scare and use veterans as pawns. 

VA has reduced its workforce by less than 1 percent. Let me say 
that again—by less than 1 percent. You do understand that there 
is over 400,000 employees in the VA. I also want to say the VA had 
a record of hiring and a surge over this last year. The last adminis-
tration acknowledged many times that they were over-hiring and 
were hoping to manage this problem through employment em-
ployee turnover. We have heard this song before, and I hope my 
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colleagues on the other side of the aisle will stop using veterans 
and their families as political posturing. 

I trust that Secretary Collins and President Trump, are doing 
the right thing for the millions of veterans VA serves. As long as 
I am Chairman, I will continue to focus on the results for those 
men and women who have served and our veterans who we are 
serving, not the bureaucracies. And let me also say this. Not only 
are veterans veterans, they are also taxpayers. They are also con-
cerned that they want to make sure that when they go to the VA, 
they receive the services that they need to and that the bureauc-
racy hasn’t grown so big that they are focusing on other areas than 
the physical treatments that they need to receive at the VA or the 
mental health they need to receive at the VA. 

There is nothing wrong with making sure that our VA is oper-
ating best for you, and understand that is where we are at. And 
I look forward to making sure we move forward in a way that the 
services are provided at the rate and the place and the time that 
the veteran needs them, not having to jump through the hoops that 
I talked about earlier in my opening statement. 

But with that, let us get back to the business at hand. Improving 
the delivery, care, and services, and benefits. VA for you. With 
that, I will now want to yield to Representative Aguilar to intro-
duce the Disabled American Veterans Commander. Representative 
Aguilar, you are now recognized. 

INTRODUCTION BY HON. PETE AGUILAR, 
U.S. REPRESENTATIVE FROM CALIFORNIA 

Mr. AGUILAR. Thank you, Chairman Bost, Chairman Moran, 
Ranking Members Takano and Blumenthal, our colleagues in the 
Senate and in the House. I am privileged to address your Com-
mittee today to introduce Commander Daniel Contreras. As you 
know, the Disabled American Veterans organization was estab-
lished after World War I and has played a vital role after every 
military conflict in promoting the welfare of our Nation’s veterans 
as they return home to reintegrate into civilian life. Combat medic 
and nurse from 1980 to 1996, Commander Contreras rose to the 
rank of Sergeant First Class. He spent his entire civilian life work-
ing to help other veterans injured during their service. He is a role 
model and a pillar of our community back home in Southern Cali-
fornia. He is a fixture in San Bernardino or in Riverside and 
throughout California, up and down the state, and now across this 
Nation. It is an incredible honor for our community to watch some-
one who has given so much be recognized as a champion for vet-
erans. As your Committee looks to the role of the VSOs, I know 
that Commander Contreras will be an invaluable resource for your 
Committee and a fierce advocate for the veterans that he rep-
resents. 

This is a difficult time for our Nation’s veterans. As you have all 
mentioned in your opening statements, disabled veterans already 
face significant hardship in employment, housing, and accessing 
health care. We should not be taking steps to add to this burden. 
I trust that the voices of America’s disabled veterans will continue 
to inform the work that you undertake to uphold our Nation’s sa-
cred obligation to those who have worn the uniform. 
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Thank you so much, Mr. Chairman. And I yield back. 
Chairman BOST. Thank you. Thank you for being here as well. 

And, Commander, you are now recognized for 10 minutes to deliver 
your opening statement. And thank you again for being here. 

PANEL I 

STATEMENT OF DANIEL CONTRERAS, NATIONAL COM-
MANDER, DISABLED AMERICAN VETERANS ACCOMPANIED 
BY JIM MARSZALEK, NATIONAL SERVICE DIRECTOR; JOY 
ILEM, NATIONAL LEGISLATIVE DIRECTOR; EDWARD R. 
REESE, JR., EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR, WASHINGTON HEAD-
QUARTERS; BARRY JESINOSKI, NATIONAL ADJUTANT; JOHN 
KLEINDIENST, NATIONAL DIRECTOR OF VOLUNTARY SERV-
ICE; LAMARR COUSER, NATIONAL EMPLOYMENT DIRECTOR; 
AND CHRISTOPHER EASLEY, AUXILIARY NATIONAL COM-
MANDER 

Mr. CONTRERAS. Thank you for that. Thank you for that kind in-
troduction Representative Aguilar. I very much appreciate the 
work we were able to accomplish together in providing our veterans 
access to their records through the Wounded Warrior Access Act. 

Chairman Moran and Bost, Ranking Members Blumenthal and 
Takano and Members of the Committees on Veterans Affairs, 
thank you for the opportunity to present the 2025 legislative prior-
ities of DAV, Disabled American Veterans, an organization rep-
resenting nearly 1 million members, all of whom returned from 
wartime service forever changed. 

My written testimony details DAV’s key legislative goals for the 
119th Congress and summarizes our many programs and accom-
plishments throughout the last year. So I will use my limited time 
today to highlight some of our most pressing, critical policy goals. 
But first, let me introduce my DAV colleagues joining me today, 
National Adjutant Barry Jesinoski, Washington Headquarters Ex-
ecutive Director Randy Reese, National Service Director Jim 
Marszalek, National Legislative Director Joy Ilem, National Vol-
untary Service Director John Kleindienst, National Caregiver Sup-
port Program Director Ron Minter, National Employment Director 
Lamarr Couser, and Auxiliary National Commander Christopher 
Easley. 

I would also like to recognize the many DAV members and lead-
ers sitting behind me today. Not every member could make the trip 
to Washington, but their contributions have been critical to DAV’s 
success as the Nation’s premier veterans service organization. Oth-
ers have supported DAV’s vital mission over the past year. They 
include our senior and junior Vice Commanders who step up to 
serve once again, and leaders of the DAV Auxiliary. 

I wish to express my gratitude to our National Executive Com-
mittee and members of the National Legislative Interim Com-
mittee, the Department of California, as well as my Chief of Staff 
Enrique Ramos for all of their support. And finally, I want to thank 
my beautiful wife Teresa, who has remained a steadfast partner 
and supporter of myself and veterans everywhere. 
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Mr. Chairman, I sit before you as a service-disabled veteran who 
served as a combat medic and nurse for 16 years. My path to join-
ing the military was laid well before me. As I saw my brothers and 
sisters raise their hands swearing to defend our Nation and the 
Constitution, I decided it was my turn. I intended to enlist as a 
Navy corpsman, but I found the Army to be the best bet for me. 

VOICES. Hooah. 
The Army offered me an immense opportunity that continues to 

pay dividends today. As a medic, it opened up the world of caring. 
Once I saw the healing side of service, I knew I was hooked. When 
my time in uniform ended, my career helping veterans was taking 
flight. Early in my civilian transition, I reconnected with an Army 
buddy who introduced me to DAV and the services we provide. 
What drew me to this organization more than anything was a 
chance to secure justice for my fellow veterans and make sure that 
a sacred promise was kept. It was a new kind of caring, one that 
doesn’t go away as we get older. 

Mr. Chairman, veterans need access to a full continuum of long- 
term care and caregiver support. That necessity has grown sub-
stantially and will continue to do so as veterans who served in 
America’s longest war continue to age. The Department of Veterans 
Affairs projects that in 10 years the number of veterans aged 85 
and older will increase by a third and women veterans in this age 
group could more than double. To meet aging veteran needs, the 
VA offers several caregiver support programs. However, gaps still 
exist. 

Veteran caregivers have proved to be life-saving. They provide 
some of the most essential support to veterans, putting in countless 
hours, often sacrificing their own well-being to care for another. 
Many do so by foregoing a traditional career and at a great cost 
to their personal health. 

But caregiving isn’t without its own costs. Taxpayers benefit be-
cause of the services caregivers provide, which keep veterans from 
requiring government-funded assistance. But studies have shown 
that over 60 percent of caregivers experience burnout. We see that 
in the community we serve and sadly, most don’t know where to 
turn for help. 

When it comes to caregiving, for me, it is personal. I know it is 
an area that needs more focus because I live it as a veteran and 
a caregiver to my wife who is battling stage four cancer. Having 
this experience that no one asked for provides insight. I have stood 
by her side through multiple surgeries, during chemotherapy, radi-
ation, infusion, and a medical trial. Like every caregiver I know, 
I do it all in a heartbeat. And I know with every fiber of my being 
that if the shoe were on the other foot, she would be there for me. 

This is such a crucial area and we need to help veteran care-
givers by providing comprehensive resources, including training 
and financial assistance and requiring the VA to offer more as-
sisted living care options. At DAV, we operate our own Caregiver 
Support initiative to help these unsung heroes. Since its inception 
in October 2023, DAV Caregiver Support has connected over 1400 
caregivers to a host of public and private resources. 

While we are exceptionally proud of the success of our program, 
the responsibility to provide such support ultimately rests with the 



11 

VA. We urge Congress to increase resources for expanding home- 
based services and create assisted living options for service-dis-
abled veterans. This will help us ensure that veterans can live in 
their own homes with respect and dignity. 

Mr. Chairman, another crucial and critical issue for DAV is en-
suring that no toxic-exposed veteran is left behind. American serv-
ice members have been harmed by toxic exposures since DAV’s 
founders returned from the trenches of World War I. With the help 
and leadership of these Committees, the PACT Act created more 
than 20 presumptive conditions for burn pits and other toxic expo-
sures. And we thank you for that recognition. 

[Applause.] 
In addition to expanding health care access and benefits to mil-

lions of veterans, they are no longer burdened to prove their expo-
sures cause these cancers and illnesses. And while the PACT Act 
has been transformational, the law does not cover every toxic-ex-
posed veteran. Those who served at Fort McClellan and other areas 
still face an uphill battle to prove their illnesses is a result of expo-
sure. But doing so can be impossible, especially years or decades 
later. And it also did not include adequate accountability and 
transparency. That is why DAV and the Military Officers Associa-
tion of America researched the history of presumptive conditions 
for toxic exposures and produced a groundbreaking report. And we 
found that veterans have been forced to wait, on average, more 
than 34 years after exposure before VA established presumptives 
for benefits and health care. Saying that that is too long is an un-
derstatement of massive proportions. Veterans have died waiting 
for justice that eludes their survivors. But if we continue teaming 
up, as we did to get the PACT Act to the President’s desk, we can 
make such injustices a thing of the past. 

[Applause.] 
We shared our findings and recommendations last September in 

our report, ‘‘Ending the Wait for Toxic-Exposed Veterans.’’ And 
based on our findings, we call on Congress to pass legislation that 
would expand research on toxic exposures, launch an independent 
scientific review process, and establish a Veterans Advisory Com-
mission. Together, we can help end the wait for toxic-exposed vet-
erans. 

[Applause.] 
Mr. Chairman, a fully funded VA is absolutely vital to ensuring 

ill and injured veterans receive the care and benefits they have 
earned. Underfunding or delayed funding can have dire con-
sequences for veterans who rely on VA disability compensation or 
health care. It is not an exaggeration to say in many cases this is 
life or death. But efforts have been hampered from a law Congress 
passed in 2010 limiting its ability to increase federal spending. The 
underlying principle—that is any new laws must not increase any 
deficits. In practice, Congress must now offset new benefits by cut-
ting existing ones. This arbitrary and black and white rule, known 
as pay as you go or PAYGO is dangerous, and it doesn’t consider 
the needs of veterans when determining where and how tax dollars 
are spent. But unlike every other government program, veterans’ 
benefits and health care have already been paid for through the 
sacrifices of those who served, period. 
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[Applause.] 
And there are other drastic proposals that seek to balance the 

federal budget on the backs of those who guaranteed a free and 
prosperous Nation. This is wrong, even under the pretext of fiscal 
responsibility. Proposals include taxing VA disability compensa-
tions or phasing out certain unemployability benefits when vet-
erans reach a retirement age. There is also suggestions to reduce 
VA disability compensation levels across the board for future and 
current veterans. There is even talk of ending lower disability pay-
ments altogether. As if to say your service and sacrifice doesn’t 
matter if it doesn’t rise to more serious levels. This idea is perilous, 
cruel, and deeply flawed. We hope that you will summarily dismiss 
this. We appreciate that. 

[Applause.] 
Mr. Chairman, we must ensure that the new administration’s 

promise of a Golden Age for America strengthens how we care for 
our veterans. But we are seeing organized efforts to curtail what 
veterans have earned and deserve, a VA that is laser focused on 
providing the best possible care and timely benefits to veterans, 
their families, caregivers, and survivors. To follow through on this 
promise, veterans need Congress in their corners as they have been 
in ours. In this gilded era, we must ensure that veterans benefits 
are reinforced, not clawed back. The Department of Veterans Af-
fairs needs to be fully funded and have predictable budgets. Vet-
erans’ health care should be enhanced and streamlined, all while 
ensuring VA provides the right options to meet their evolving 
needs. 

Together, we have the chance to follow through on the social con-
tract disabled veterans have earned. And we hope you will join us 
in this fight. America is counting on it. May God continue to bless 
DAV, the men and women who serve our great Nation, and the 
United States of America. Thank you. 

[Standing ovation.] 
[The prepared statement of Mr. Contreras appears on page 55 of 

the Appendix.] 
Chairman BOST. Thank you, Commander Contreras, for your tes-

timony. And Members, be advised that we, rather than our normal 
5 minutes, we will have 3 minutes for the sheer number and we 
have a second panel to get to. But we do want to get to the ques-
tions. And I will recognize myself for 3 minutes with that. 

Commander, DAV supports my bill, H.R. 740, that is the Vet-
erans ACCESS Act of 2025, which expands community care op-
tions. Can you explain what this bill would do in support of our 
veterans? 

Mr. CONTRERAS. Thank you, Chairman Bost, that is a very im-
portant question and I would like to ask our Legislative Director, 
Joy Ilem, to answer that question. 

Ms. ILEM. Thank you, Commander. We appreciate the ACCESS 
Act, and I know that for a long time with community care, there 
have been a number of issues that have been, needed fixing and 
we appreciate the timeliness of that bill that has been introduced. 
We appreciate working with your staff on that. While we have a 
few provisions that we would like to see changed, we think overall 
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it is a good bill. We appreciate it. We want to make sure that vet-
erans, when they have to use community care, they have timely ac-
cess to that care and services and especially specialized services 
like residential rehab treatment programs. Thank you. 

Chairman BOST. Thank you for that answer. Commander, next 
question is, you know I am grateful first off for the DAV. It’s past 
support of my legislation that the Veterans Second Amendment 
Protection Act, which would ensure that the veterans with fidu-
ciary—that need fiduciary receive the same due process rights as 
every other American before their Constitutional rights are taken 
away. Is this legislation something the DAV will continue to sup-
port? 

Mr. CONTRERAS. Thank you once again, Chairman Bost. That is 
a very important question. I think you will find that DAV’s position 
is we are not going to take or support any—anything that takes 
away Constitutional rights from our veteran. I think our National 
Executive Director, Randy Reese, could even go further into DAV’s 
position. 

Chairman BOST. Reese. 
Mr. REESE. Thank you, Chairman Bost. Last year we definitely 

supported legislation to make sure that veterans’ rights are not 
abridged and that their Constitution due process is also protected. 
We appreciate your legislation. You have us on board. 

Chairman BOST. I appreciate that very much. With that, I will 
now yield to Senator Moran, Chairman Moran, for his questions. 

Chairman MORAN. Chairman Bost, thank you very much. Com-
mander, great to see you in this setting and thank you for the con-
versations that we have had. The PACT Act has been a topic of 
conversation in your testimony. The PACT Act, part of the PACT 
Act, the Secretary is required to hold quarterly engagements with 
VSOs to collaborate with, partner with, and give weight to the ad-
vice of veterans service organizations and other such stakeholders. 
What has been the experience, your experience thus far with the 
provisions, this provision of the PACT Act? Could you describe 
whether these engagements are taking place and what value they 
provide to veterans? What type of insight and feedback are you 
able to provide the Secretary on behalf of your members during 
these engagements? 

Mr. CONTRERAS. Thank you, Ranking Member Moran. That is a 
very insightful question and I know that our National Service Di-
rector, Jim Marszalek could provide great insight into that. 

Chairman BOST. Marszalek. 
Mr. MARSZALEK. Thank you, Commander. Yes. So, the quarterly 

updates aren’t occurring, right. We do provide—the VA does meet 
with us frequently. So we are collaborating a lot, but we are not 
getting information we really need. And as you know, our ending 
the weight report that we published 34.1 years on average from the 
time a veteran is exposed to a time of presumption is actually es-
tablished. It is very concerning. It is way too long. So, we got to 
do better. And part of the PACT Act required to study to begin on 
Fort McClellan and those exposures and what residual disabilities 
can be attributed to those exposures. That study started 30 months 
ago, and we still don’t have any updates to what is occurring. So, 
VA does got to provide more regular updates with more informa-
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tion and be more inclusive in these studies when we are talking 
about establishing—— 

Chairman MORAN. In addition to providing information, the goal 
of that provision is for you to provide information to them as to 
how they can better implement the act and care for more veterans. 
True? 

Mr. MARSZALEK. Absolutely, sir. 
Chairman MORAN. I appreciate it. Although I am disappointed by 

your answer, I appreciate your frankness. And we will work to see 
that the VA is doing what the law requires. This thing of passing 
legislation is hugely important, but if it is not implemented to its 
fullest extent, we are really missing out on the benefits that we 
provide. Commander Contreras, what specific strategies can be im-
plemented to close the gaps in mental health care for veterans? 

Mr. CONTRERAS. Well, I thank you, again, for your question, 
Ranking Member Moran. I believe DAV’s position is that there 
should be a comprehensive review on how we can do things, not 
just one way. And I would say that our Legislative Director, Joy 
Ilem, could definitely give you some insight. 

Chairman MORAN. Ms. Ilem. 
Ms. ILEM. Thank you, Chairman Moran. VA does a great job on 

mental health services, providing mental health services to vet-
erans, but there is always room for improvement. One program 
that we think is an excellent program and initiative is their fire-
arm safety counseling. We know that so many veterans who do 
take their lives unfortunately do so using a firearm. It is like 72, 
73 percent. We have to make sure that those veterans feel com-
fortable being able to talk to their provider and get the access to 
the counseling that they need to put that time and distance be-
tween them and that firearm during a period of crisis. And I think 
that is one initiative that we can really, VA, can continue to build 
on. 

Chairman MORAN. Thank you for highlighting that program. Mr. 
Chairman. 

Chairman BOST. Thank you, Senator. Ranking Member Takano, 
you are now recognized. 

Mr. TAKANO. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. You were a bit dis-
tracted when Senator Blumenthal asked for the VFW calls on ad-
ministration Congress to stop indiscriminate firing of veterans’ 
statement. Can we have unanimous consent to have it entered? 

Chairman BOST. Without objection, so approved. 
[The statement referred to appears on page 213 of the Appendix.] 
Mr. TAKANO. Thank you. Commander Contreras, did you see the 

VFW statement last night related to the Trump administration’s 
indiscriminate firing of veterans? Have you seen this statement? 
Are you aware of it? 

Mr. CONTRERAS. Thank you, Ranking Member Takano. We have 
seen that. 

Mr. TAKANO. Thank you. Do you agree that the indiscriminate 
firing of thousands of veterans from the federal workforce is trou-
bling? 

Mr. CONTRERAS. DAV is highly concerned with what is going on 
with VA, because we know that that is going to take away the ex-
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pedition of being able to accomplish so many things, not only in 
health care, but on claims processing. I would like to ask our Exec-
utive Director, Randy Reese, to respond further. 

Mr. TAKANO. Well, if you mind, I just want to get through some 
of these questions. 

Mr. CONTRERAS. Okay. Absolutely. 
Mr. TAKANO. Do you agree that the termination of thousands of 

federal employees, including thousands of veterans who are con-
tinuing to serve our great Nation after taking off the uniform, 
means that American taxpayers are losing technical expertise, 
training, and security clearances that we already bought and paid 
for? That, maybe Mr. Reese can elaborate. 

Mr. CONTRERAS. Most definitely. 
Mr. REESE. Thank you, Ranking Member Takano. We view the 

series of actions from return to work, hiring freeze, delayed res-
ignation, probationary employee terminations, all is just unpro-
fessional acts. That is not how you treat people. You don’t treat 
your own staff that way. These are not widgets. These are human 
beings. That has got to end—that has got to end. 

Mr. TAKANO. Well, thank you. Mr. Contreras, do you—does DAV 
intend to issue its own statement related to this destruction of the 
federal workforce? 

Mr. CONTRERAS. Can you repeat that question? 
Mr. TAKANO. Do you all intend to issue your own statement re-

garding the destruction of the federal workforce through these 
firings? 

Mr. CONTRERAS. We are actively working on our own statement. 
Mr. TAKANO. Thank you. This, you know, to my knowledge, over 

2 million claims under the PACT Act alone, not including regular 
claims, have been processed. And that is because there was a surge 
in hiring at the VBA made possible by the PACT Act. I can’t name 
the thousands of claims process that were hired. But you are aware 
that VA told Congress that at the VHA that we are short on under-
staffed by 40,000 employees. Does that seem right to you, that 
number? Joy? 

Ms. ILEM. Yes, that is what we hear. And you know, just in 
terms of providing, the demand is higher for services. We have had 
the expansion with the PACT Act of veterans coming in. So abso-
lutely there is still, we have staffing shortages that have been 
noted by the Inspector General. 

Mr. TAKANO. So, the PACT Act made 3.5 million veterans, theo-
retically, eligible for benefits. In just two years, two million claims 
have been processed, made possible by the surge in hiring at VA. 
Now, that they are cutting, VA still tells us that more veterans 
have been made eligible, but that we are still short 40,000 hiring, 
40,000 employees at the VHA to serve those veterans’ health care. 
I fail to see any rhyme or reason to these firings. And I want to 
work with the VA to make sure that we hold—well, want to work 
with the DAV to make sure that we hold VA accountable and Con-
gress accountable to make sure veterans are served. I yield back. 

Chairman BOST. Thank you, Ranking Member. Senator King, 
you are recognized. 3 minutes. 
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HON. ANGUS S. KING, JR., 
U.S. SENATOR FROM MAINE 

Senator KING. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. I would call to the at-
tention of the DAV a very troubling paragraph in something called 
Project 2025, which I suspect you have heard of, which seems to 
be the template for this administration’s approach. Here is the sen-
tence that I hope you will attend to. ‘‘The next administration 
should explore how veterans’ reviews should be accelerated with 
clearance from OMB to target significant, significant cost savings 
from revising disability rating awards for future claimants.’’ And 
listen to this. ‘‘While preserving them fully or partially for existing 
claimants.’’ Mr. Leader, how do you feel about that idea? 

Mr. CONTRERAS. Well, anything that is going to take—Senator 
King, apologize. Anything that is going to take away from veterans’ 
benefits, we do not support that. We are aware of Project 2025’s 
initiatives, not only to reduce category 7 and 8, also to tax vet-
erans’ benefits, or to look at unemployment benefits as far as at So-
cial Security age. So, I would say that we would not be in, in favor 
of that. And there is one of our critical policy goals and it outlines 
that we need to protect those benefits. And there is, there will be 
great opposition to that. And we had the Secretary visit our mid- 
year conference recently and he stated, and we are going to hold 
him to it, that he is putting veterans first. That would not be put-
ting veterans first. 

Senator KING. I appreciate that. We have been talking a lot 
about the layoffs. In fact, combining the hiring freeze and normal 
attrition with the recent layoffs, we are really down about 5,000 
people at the VA in the last month. Now, the Secretary, when he 
released his statement last night said, in fact, veterans are going 
to notice a change for the better. My question to you and to the 
veterans is tell us if that is what you notice? The power is with the 
veterans, and you need to use your voice. It is hard for me to be-
lieve that these cuts which have been made in the last 20 days, as 
near as I can tell, pretty indiscriminately, are going to change 
things for the better for the veterans. And by the way, talking 
about bureaucracy, in my view, the person that answers the phone 
can be as important as the person that delivers the care. 

[Applause.] 
If a veteran calls for a health care appointment and there is no 

one there to answer the phone, that is a denial of benefits, just as 
sure as if they can’t see the doctor. So, I hope that the people in 
this room will hold us accountable and thereby the Agency, the De-
partment, the new Secretary to truly putting veterans first. That 
is an easy phrase to say, but I look at what is actually being done. 
Thank you, Mr. Chairman, for the work you have done. 

[Applause.] 
Chairman BOST. Thank you, Senator. Representative 

Radewagen, you are recognized for 3 minutes. 

HON. AUMUA AMATA COLEMAN RADEWAGEN, 
U.S. REPRESENTATIVE FROM AMERICAN SAMOA 

Ms. RADEWAGEN. Thank you. I want to thank the panel for ap-
pearing today. Thank the Chairman and Ranking Members. And 
thank you for your sacrifice and service to our Nation. Commander 
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Contreras, what are some of the challenges veterans face when ac-
cessing mental health care at VA? And what role do VSOs play in 
connecting veterans with mental health resources? 

Mr. CONTRERAS. Representative, thank you very much for that 
question. It is something that, of course, mental health is a critical 
issue, not only from suicide prevention and other aspects and alter-
natives, but I would like to ask our Legislative Director, Joy Ilem, 
to elaborate further. 

Ms. ILEM. I would just add to that the timeliness is of this is es-
sential in terms of mental health services. VA provides great serv-
ices, wraparound, all types of options of mental health services, 
from the crisis line to the vet centers to inpatient care. But those 
specialized services are really critical to those who are struggling 
with PTSD and chronic conditions like substance use disorder. And 
veterans are telling us they want to get those services. The demand 
for them is increasing and we need to make sure that we break 
away those barriers to accessing those services. 

Ms. RADEWAGEN. Thank you. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. I yield 
back the balance of my time. 

Chairman BOST. Thank you, Representative. Senator Tillis, you 
are now recognized for 3 minutes. 

HON. THOM TILLIS, 
U.S. SENATOR FROM NORTH CAROLINA 

Senator TILLIS. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. Thank you all for 
being here. I have to ask the obligatory question. How many people 
are either from North Carolina or spent some time at one of our 
bases? [Applause.] Well, thank you all. Come back and visit. 

I have a quick question. I know, I think it is on page, begins on 
page 17. Some of the things that you all would like to consider as 
enhancements to the PACT Act to make it work. I think many of 
you probably know I voted against the PACT Act, but it wasn’t for 
a lack of being a material contributor to it, the TEAM Act and the 
Camp Lejeune toxins language alone. But I was worried about the 
implementation. Now, so, when you answer, if you can answer and 
use the balance of my time, one, I still see headwinds on funding. 
We saw the $3 billion shortfall before, and I see more. I see also 
headwinds on wait times. These are all things that I anticipated 
that hopefully we were going to fix before we got passed; didn’t 
happen. So, if you could answer that, and I would also like to 
know, I get the narrative about the job elimination. So, I particu-
larly have a problem with somebody who is not in the VA sug-
gesting job cuts. But now we have Secretary Collins there and I 
have a lot of respect for him. He is an even keel person. He got 
bipartisan support. I think he is going to be a good leader. But if 
y’all can speak, people are talking about gross numbers in an orga-
nization that has tens of thousands of employees. So if you can 
point to any eliminations that you are aware of today that you 
think are mission-critical to veterans, I would like to know that. I 
don’t have that information. I don’t know if you do yet, but I have 
requested that. So, tell me a little bit about the eliminations. 
Whether or not you believe they are in mission, you have evidence 
that they are in mission-critical operations. And give me some sug-
gestions on homework for how we get the PACT Act to where I 
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hoped it was when we passed it—when we should have passed it, 
I should say. And I assume that is Mr. Reese. 

Mr. REESE. Thank you, Senator. 
Senator TILLIS.That was a long-winded question [Laughter]. 
Mr. REESE. Well, in the big picture there are lots of our members 

bringing to our attention that they are leaving the workforce from 
all the different methodologies that have been put out there, from 
return to work, they leave, hiring freeze, they leave, delayed, they 
leave. And now, with this probationary period, probably the most 
concerning to us is we would rather have disabled veterans and 
their spouses unemployed than working at the U.S. Department of 
Veterans Affairs. I mean, that is a sad thing to say. 

Senator TILLIS. I agree. 
Mr. REESE. That is happening. 
Senator TILLIS. I agree with that. But I want to, I am a very bor-

ing management consultant, fact-based sort of guy. So, if you all 
could provide me with specific instances of mission-critical jobs or 
that situation that you gave me, clearly, there is no Republican 
that is going to be any more comfortable with that than a Demo-
crat. But if we can get that information on exactly how some of 
these terminations have affected service levels or a threat to wait 
times, that is very important information for the Secretary to have, 
because I will guarantee you, he wants those service levels to be 
the best they ever were. Thank you all for your service. God bless 
you. Come back to North Carolina soon. 

[Applause.] 
Chairman BOST. Thank you, Senator. Congressman Pappas, you 

are recognized for 3 minutes. 

HON. CHRIS PAPPAS, 
U.S. REPRESENTATIVE FROM NEW HAMPSHIRE 

Mr. PAPPAS. Thank you very much, Mr. Chairman. I want to wel-
come all the veterans here today. I thank you, Commander, for 
your testimony. I had a great meeting with New Hampshire DAV 
folks last night in my office. So, I want to thank all the veterans 
from the ‘‘Live Free or Die’’ State who are joining us here today. 
Those conversations are so important because we can’t just simply 
count on VA or Congress to get it right. We need the veteran input 
and feedback along the way. So we look forward to future conversa-
tions and continuing to shape an agenda that is going to make 
things better for America’s veterans. 

I wanted to bring up a piece of legislation that I think is criti-
cally important. It is a bill that I am going to reintroduce this Con-
gress called the GUARD VA Benefits Act, which would reinstate 
criminal penalties for unaccredited claims representatives or claim 
sharks who charge unauthorized fees for assisting [Cheering]. So 
you have heard of these guys? [Laughter.] They charge unauthor-
ized fees for assisting veterans with VA claims. So, I want to ap-
plaud DAV’s VA accredited representatives, the only individuals 
who are authorized to prepare, present, or prosecute VA claims 
under strict regulatory and ethical standards. In contrast, these 
unaccredited representatives operate without such oversight, often 
engaging in predatory practices and prey on veterans. It is dis-
graceful. 



19 

So VA, in its limited ability, can’t enforce the law because of the 
explicit criminal penalties were stripped from the law decades ago. 
We have come across a lot of dubious arguments about my legisla-
tion, but I would love to hear from the veteran perspective about 
the GUARD VA Benefits Act and the need to take on these claim 
sharks. Commander. 

Mr. CONTRERAS. Thank you, Representative. That is certainly a 
critical issue with us, especially when not only DAV provides, at a 
national level, free services. We have our department service offi-
cers, our chapter service officers. I came from the world of being 
a service officer and I know DAV is prepared to help in that claims 
process in any way possible. So, we are looking at these predatory 
actors as really, one, not being competent. But also, you are hear-
ing where for a 10 percent claim, veterans are paying $30,000. 
That is ridiculous. So we are asking that there becomes more of a 
process of being able to be accredited with VA and not being able 
to have access to our veterans, their claims or information, and 
also list who is available. We are available and we can handle it. 
I know there has been talk that there are so many claims that are 
going on, but we don’t rest on our laurels. We help that one vet-
eran and move on to the next one. And that is what we believe we 
can do and get rid of these predatory actors. 

Mr. PAPPAS. Well, thank you, Commander, for that commitment, 
for the work that DAV does each and every day. It makes a dif-
ference. We want to continue to hear from you as we do our work 
here in Congress. I yield back. 

Chairman BOST. Thank you. General Bergman, you are recog-
nized for 3 minutes. 

HON. JACK BERGMAN, 
U.S. REPRESENTATIVE FROM MICHIGAN 

Mr. BERGMAN. Thank you. Thanks for all of our witnesses for 
being here. Any Michiganders in the crowd? [Hand claps.] All right. 
Any Yoopers? 

VOICES. Yes. 
Mr. BERGMAN. Oh, there has got to be one everywhere. We are 

required to have one. All right, well, very good. You know, I am 
looking forward to working with all of you, continuing. As a fellow 
veteran and served all over the world, I have seen the good, the 
bad, and the ugly of human behavior. But we are a free country 
because our veterans step up and do what we need to do to guar-
antee that we have freedom. So, let us get to the business here. 

Commander Contreras, last Congress DAV endorsed legislation 
that I introduced along with Congresswoman Brownley, the Vet-
erans Spinal Trauma Access to New Devices or Veterans STAND 
Act. As you might remember, the bill would codify the VA’s obliga-
tion to offer annual examinations for spinal cord injured and dis-
abled or SCI/D veterans. Take steps to improve the outreach for 
those who are eligible. Ensure paralyzed veterans are able to be as-
sessed and provided with these assistive devices. Could you please 
describe the benefits, if you will, of preventative health screenings, 
so preventative health screenings like those provided by the SCI 
for the SCI/D veterans. 
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Mr. CONTRERAS. Thank you, General. We appreciate that impor-
tant question. To fully address the specifics, I am going to ask our 
Legislative Director, Joy Ilem, to respond. 

Ms. ILEM. Great bill. And we appreciate that. And we support 
making sure that veterans, especially those who have catastrophic 
injuries, spinal cord injuries—have the access to all of the services 
that they need, and new and innovative technologies that are com-
ing forward, and those preventative, you know, appointments to 
make sure that they have access to know what might be an option 
best for them, are critical. And so we are—we appreciate those pro-
visions being included in the bill. 

Mr. BERGMAN. Thank you. And you know, we all know that there 
are challenges for the disabled veterans to, when they are seeking 
the—to get, if you will, qualified for and assessed for. So, we have 
to really understand that new technology appears every day and 
we have to be realistic about how we advance new technologies to 
better provide those, you know, assisted services for the veterans. 

Another quick—I see we got about a half a minute left. But Com-
mander Contreras, I see that DAV supports legislation directing 
the VA to research and make available effective psychedelic com-
pounds for treating mental health conditions and traumatic brain 
injury. For those of you who may not be aware, I am the co-chair 
of the PATH Caucus, Psychedelics Advancing Therapies, along with 
my dear friend and colleague Lou Correa from California. Any 
thoughts or comments on what do you think the VA role should 
play in advancing the promising field in that area of medicine 
through research or whatever? 

Mr. CONTRERAS. Thank you once again, General, for that ques-
tion. I can say that DAV’s position is certainly that we should look 
at alternatives. As I addressed earlier that my wife Teresa is going 
through her challenges and so obviously there needs to be some al-
ternative choices. So, psilocybin is one of them that that is being 
introduced with her. But I will let our Legislative Director—— 

Mr. BERGMAN. I see I am over my time, so. 
Mr. CONTRERAS. Oh, I am sorry. 
Mr. BERGMAN. Make it quick. 
Mr. CONTRERAS. I appreciate it. 
Mr. BERGMAN. No, that is okay. Whoever you are going to just, 

but the answer—— 
Ms. ILEM. We—— 
Mr. BERGMAN. Let us do more research at the VA? 
Ms. ILEM. Yes. We want to make sure the research is available 

and that VA can expedite that to the field as soon as, you know, 
as long as it is efficacious and it can benefit veterans. 

Mr. BERGMAN. Yes. We should not discount anything just be-
cause we don’t understand it. That is how we get better. Seek to 
understand before trying to be understood, I think, as Stephen 
Covey said. With that I yield back. 

[Applause.] 
Chairman BOST. Thank you, General. Representative Cherfilus- 

McCormick, you are now recognized for 3 minutes. 
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HON. SHEILA CHERFILUS–MCCORMICK, 
U.S. REPRESENTATIVE FROM FLORIDA 

Mrs. CHERFILUS-MCCORMICK. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. And 
thank you also to all our witnesses and DAV. And thank you to all 
of our Florida veterans who are here. I see you in the crowd, yes. 

I have real concerns. I feel like we keep focusing on some of the 
cuts that are being made in the firing, but we have to look at the 
cumulative effect. And I proffer that any of the cuts that are being 
suggested that can actually harm our veterans should be com-
pletely off the table right now. We have a contract to our veterans, 
and we cannot compromise them by one of our veterans being hurt. 

One of the areas that I also want to look at, as I have a short 
amount of time, is focusing on our veterans access to long-term 
care. Long-term care has allowed our veterans to stay in their 
homes and in their communities with respect and dignity and with 
their families. We have a real responsibility to protect our vet-
erans. And so, I wanted to talk about the Homemaker and Home 
Health Aide Care program administered by the VA and, and how 
it helps our veterans sustain themselves and their families. How-
ever, the program is limited to the number of veterans who have 
the service, which doesn’t allow all of our veterans to live with dig-
nity in their homes when they get sick. 

Ms. Ilem, how have your members benefited from the Home-
makers and Health Care—Home Health Care Act Program? 

Mr. CONTRERAS. Thank you, Representative. That is a question 
that touches on one of our critical policy goals. I am going to ask 
our Legislative Director, Joy Ilem, to address that. 

Ms. ILEM. Long-term care options for veterans, a wide variety are 
absolutely essential from that Home Health Aide and Homemaker 
services all the way through community living centers. But we 
have also, in our critical policy goal, asked for more assisted living 
options to again, that might, you know, benefit younger veterans 
who want to be able to live independently but still need some help. 
So, those home health services are absolutely essential all the way 
through, you know, to meet the unique needs of each veteran. 

Mrs. CHERFILUS-MCCORMICK. One of the largest payers for long- 
term care services is actually Medicaid. In fact, 9.4 veterans rely 
on Medicaid and there is a proposed budget to actually start cut-
ting Medicaid. These are the compounded event effects that we are 
talking about. And so, I also wanted to know how could cuts to 
Medicaid affect DAV members? 

Ms. ILEM. Certainly, services that are outside that, where, you 
know, a program goes away, can certainly put more stress on the 
VA veterans. More veterans may need to utilize their VA services. 
So, we are always looking at, you know, the impact of, I know there 
is some talk again about Medicare suspension, issues—veterans 
that are Medicare age, and also those that perhaps are on Med-
icaid. So, all of those, if a program goes away, veterans still need 
care. So, they are going to probably turn to VA in many cases for 
that care. 

Mrs. CHERFILUS-MCCORMICK. Thank you so much. I just wanted 
to stress before my time is over that any cuts that will affect one 
of our veterans should be off of the table. We have a project, a 
promise to each and every one of our veterans and we must stand 
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by that, and we must look at the cumulative effect. When we look 
at the cumulative effect, right now, we are looking at tens and 
thousands of people who have been fired, who are being denied of 
Medicaid, who will now be sitting there by themselves trying to 
provide for themselves. And that is not what our country is made 
for. Thank you. I yield back. 

[Applause.] 
Chairman BOST. Congressman Luttrell. 

HON. MORGAN LUTTRELL, 
U.S. REPRESENTATIVE FROM TEXAS 

Mr. LUTTRELL. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. And since everybody 
else is throwing a shout-out to their state, where are my Texans 
at in the room? 

VOICES. Woo. 
Mr. LUTTRELL. All right. There you go. You know, luckily for you 

guys, there is not that many of us, because we have a tendency to 
tear things up. So, if you guys go out drinking tonight and get in 
trouble, call me. [Laughter.] I won’t join you, but maybe I can call 
somebody. [Laughter.] And do I have any Army Rangers? Are there 
any Army Rangers in, in the audience? 

VOICES. Woo. 
Mr. LUTTRELL. That is tragic. I mean, I, it is just in my bones 

and I just cannot. I mean, me and Army Rangers just don’t—do not 
get along at all. I mean, y’all’s existence bothers me. I say that. 
And the reason I do say that is because I have an identical twin 
brother who was rescued by Army Rangers. So, I am indebted to 
you guys for the rest of my life. But, so this is me saying thank 
you. Just don’t repeat this on social media. And I am sure nobody 
in here is paying attention to what I am saying anyway. 

[Laughter.] 
Mr. Contreras, I don’t have anything for you, sir. So you are not 

going to be able to pass the football on me. I am going to go 
straight to Mr. Marszalek, here. Your statements earlier today, and 
you are engaging with the VA and it seems to be as if you are kind 
of hitting a brick wall, and there is no responsiveness from the VA. 
This is the tricky part. So, the VA is this big machine. It is this 
big, glorious machine that we lean on as veterans quite a bit. And 
it is kind of, I love to wire brush the VA more than anybody. I do. 
It is like, I hate doing it, but it is absolutely necessary. And I am 
going to provide you some guidance to help out the Members of 
Congress and the Senate. So, when you come to us with this prob-
lem set, the first thing that when you walk into my office is I am 
going to say, who are you talking to? Like, I need a name. I need 
a timeframe and a window that you are engaging with the VA so 
I can personally, or we can personally with the Chairman and the 
Committee, staff, subcommittee can engage with that particular in-
dividual directly so it didn’t get tossed into the abyss and nobody 
is responsive. Because right now, you are just, you are fighting. 
You are pushing a wet noodle up a hill. I mean, I hate to say it, 
but it is just the absolute truth. So when the organization is engag-
ing with, do that for us so we can stand alongside you shoulder to 
shoulder, you know, one team, one dream. Right? That kind of 
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thing. All that kind of stuff. And I just wanted you to hear me say 
that to you. 

So moving forward, as we come out of this, we are moving into 
the next phase of VA leadership with Mr. Collins in the direction 
that he is going to take VA. We can provide guidance to him at our 
level. And then you come up, up and into the organization, and we 
are sitting on this up top and coming down, and we meet in the 
middle, and the veterans are the ones that, you know, glory be to 
God, we increase our quality of life. Yep. Is that a good enough deal 
for you? 

Mr. MARSZALEK. Absolutely. 
Mr. LUTTRELL. Okay. Don’t take that personal, Mr. Contreras, I 

just, that is who I wanted to go to. Mr. Easley, do you have any-
thing you want to add? You are not going to come all the way up 
to Washington, DC, sit in front of a couple hundred people and not 
say anything. So, I am going to throw you something. 

[Laughter.] 
[Applause.] 
Mr. EASLEY. Thank you, Congressman. 
Mr. LUTTRELL. Yes. You are welcome, buddy. You look lonely 

down—look, I am down here on the end, too. They can’t see us. I 
am just saying. 

Mr. EASLEY. No, I just want to say, as the National Commander 
of the Disabled American Veterans Auxiliary, the family side of the 
organization, we support our veterans. I support my best friend 
here, Dan Contreras. And, you know, I just, I hold my auxiliary 
members accountable to educate members like yourself at their 
state level and at the local level, and the needs of our injured, ill, 
disabled veterans and their families. 

Mr. LUTTRELL. Sure. We need that, too. Make no mistake about 
it. Catch us on the road, catch us on the street, in a restaurant, 
at a red light. You are the knowledge base that provides informa-
tion that gives Congress the ability to do our job, and that is legis-
late. Okay? Thank you, Mr. Chairman. I yield back. 

Chairman BOST. Representative McGarvey. 

HON. MORGAN MCGARVEY, 
U.S. REPRESENTATIVE FROM KENTUCKY 

Mr. MCGARVEY. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. That is a tough act 
to follow. [Laughter.] Appreciate that, Morgan. I am the other Mor-
gan on the Committee, so. But I guess if you guys do go out to-
night, Morgan and Morgan will come get you. [Laughter.] I am 
from Kentucky, though, so I just recommend bourbon be your bev-
erage of choice. 

[Laughter.] 
Appreciate everybody being here today. Thank you. Thank each 

and every one of you for your service. Each and every one of you 
put on a uniform. Were willing to sacrifice everything to serve us. 
That is a debt for which we can never adequately repay you. What 
we certainly can’t do is take away the services you have earned 
that we are already not doing a good enough job providing. And 
last night, when the administration announces the indiscriminate 
firing of 1400 workers at the VA, I was glad to see that the VFW 
stood up and spoke against it. You all have always answered the 
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call for service, and so I hate to ask you to stand up again, but we 
must do everything we can to protect our veterans. That includes 
making sure that the people are in place so that you get, again, not 
the services we are giving you, the services you have earned, and 
that we are doing that in the right manner. 

I do want to talk briefly about, Mr. Contreras, a bill I put for-
ward called the INNOVATE Act. I think that one thing the VA can 
do is do a better job of incentivizing innovation. We have so many 
great people come through the VA, but we don’t have that right in-
centive to innovate. When they do innovate, they can do cool 
things. There was a pilot last year, the technology enabled respite 
home care model pilot. It allowed to have a find a home caregiver 
temporarily and the caregiver to pay a substitute at a higher wage 
than the average home care provider’s 96 percent veteran satisfac-
tion score and a lower cost to the VA. 

Mr. Contreras, just briefly in the time we have left, would you 
talk about the areas of healthcare your members are most con-
cerned about, where they have expressed needs that they have and 
where innovation could require an interesting approach? 

Mr. CONTRERAS. Well, since you have limited time, Representa-
tive, I will go ahead and pass that on to Joy. 

Ms. ILEM. Innovation is key. One of the things VA does very well 
is in best practices and looking at how the delivery of care and ben-
efits can be improved to veterans, and that is essential to keep 
looking at that. Mental health is one of the key areas. Suicide pre-
vention is on everyone’s mind in the veteran community, and I 
know Congress. So there are opportunities, again, to look at that 
through that innovative office, Office of Innovation, to make sure 
that they can utilize all of the resources they have and the best 
minds that are out there with new ideas to prevent suicide. 

Mr. MCGARVEY. Thank you so much. Know we have got your 
back. We will stand up for you, too. And I yield back. 

Chairman BOST. Thank you. Representative Hamadeh. 

HON. ABE HAMADEH, 
U.S. REPRESENTATIVE FROM ARIZONA 

Mr. HAMADEH. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. And thank you for fo-
cusing this Committee on putting the veterans first and not pro-
tecting the bureaucracy. And I want to thank every single one of 
you. As a veteran myself, I am so proud to see so many veterans 
supporting each other. It is a really good sense of community. We 
all put that uniform on with the American flag on our shoulder 
sleeve. Didn’t matter what race, religion, or what your social status 
in life was, we all put on that uniform. And for that, I thank you 
and our entire country owes a debt to all of you. 

[Applause.] 
Now, Commander, President Trump’s MISSION Act was, you 

know, really put the veterans in charge of their own healthcare de-
cisions. Yet today we are still seeing bureaucratic roadblocks that 
are getting in the way to prevent timely access to mental health 
services. What specific changes would ensure veterans can imme-
diately access mental health care in their communities without the 
VA’s red tape? 
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Mr. CONTRERAS. Representative, certainly DAV is focused on 
making sure every part of the MISSION Act is implemented. Our 
Legislative Director, Joy Ilem, will give you greater insight to 
DAV’s position. 

Ms. ILEM. I think there are a number of provisions that are in 
the ACCESS Act that are positive and can try to overcome bureau-
cratic delays. And definitely within the community care program, 
we have heard from members, our members. You know, when you 
do have to access care in the community, one of the biggest delays 
is trying to get first connected with the Office of Community Care. 
And so, you know, that will be essential to try to do that and to 
have the providers available that can help forward these referrals, 
make sure that veterans get the care when and where they need 
it. 

Mr. HAMADEH. Yes, we heard tragically in some other committee 
hearings about loss of life. And we need to get better at this be-
cause it doesn’t matter where you are getting help at the VA or a 
community care, it is all about putting the veterans first and en-
suring their needs are being met. But would permanently codifying 
access standards help prevent the VA administrators from making 
arbitrary denials that put veterans’ health at risk? 

Ms. ILEM. I would just note the access standards are reasonable. 
However, they can always be better. You know, we want VA to im-
prove access to services. And I think those, some of those details 
and trying to look at where the holdup is, is really where we need 
to target targeted solutions to, you know, overcome those issues. 

Mr. HAMADEH. Thank you. Chairman, I yield back. 
Chairman BOST. Thank you. Representative Budzinski, you are 

recognized for 3 minutes. 

HON. NIKKI BUDZINSKI, 
U.S. REPRESENTATIVE FROM ILLINOIS 

Ms. BUDZINSKI. Thank you, Chairman. Thank you to the Rank-
ing Member, Ranking Member Takano. It is also great to be with 
Chairman Moran and Ranking Member Blumenthal for hosting 
this hearing today. It is wonderful to be in a room with so many 
veterans and I too want to extend my deepest gratitude for your 
service to our country. Thank you very much. 

It is crucial that we always listen to what our VSOs have to say. 
And I think that is especially important today in light of the ex-
treme uncertainty and actions we have with witnessed in these last 
two months. 

There is a lot to touch on, but I only have a few minutes and 
would like to focus specifically on our women veterans. [Applause.] 
Thank you. The VA, as you know, is a national leader in academic 
research, health research—providing groundbreaking work on ad-
vancements in medical treatments, technology and training our 
health workforce. And just as important, have been the break-
throughs in the unique care required for our women veterans. One 
of the actions that we have seen taken by the Trump administra-
tion, including within NIH and the VA, is the targeting of research 
grants that includes certain so-called ‘‘trigger words.’’ One of these 
words is the word ‘‘women.’’ As DAV and many of us here know, 
research on women is already considered underfunded. And now, 
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this administration is taking actions to curtail the little yet incred-
ibly important research being conducted specifically for women’s 
health care. 

I am very concerned about how these sweeping attacks on this 
research will impact women veterans. I recently spoke with mem-
bers of my own Women Veterans Council at home, including a 
council member working at the St. Louis VA who expressed serious 
concerns that women veterans might lose access to essential gen-
der-specific care. One of the things we can all agree on is that 
women veterans face distinct challenges both during their military 
service and afterwards. 

If you don’t mind, it is wonderful to have you here, National 
Commander Contreras. If you don’t mind, I will go to Ms. Ilem. It 
is great to see you again. I know the DAV has a focus on women 
veterans and has been a leader in advancing the work being done 
to improve care for them. I have enjoyed partnering with the DAV 
on these issues and am looking forward to continuing that fight. 
But Ms. Ilem, how could banning or restricting the use of certain 
terminology such as the word women in VA-sponsored research af-
fect our understanding of health impacts and conditions unique to 
our women veterans? 

Ms. ILEM. Thank you for that great question and certainly that 
would be extremely disappointing because VA really has been a 
leader in women’s health research. No one else in the world is 
doing the research that VA has done over the last, you know, espe-
cially the last 10 years, looking at wartime related service and all 
of the impact of military service on our women veterans. 

Our reports, our three reports that we have done, the latest one, 
Our ‘‘Journey to Mental Wellness,’’ was all focused on VA research 
efforts. And we hope that there will be reasonableness and mean-
ing, you know, mindfulness when looking at that, because that 
would be a real detriment to our women veterans and the step for-
ward and the progress that has been made in providing VA serv-
ices which every veteran should have access to, including our 
women veterans. But they do remain a minority, a statistical mi-
nority within the VA. We can’t let that slip. So thank you for your 
attention to that and we stand ready to work with you. 

Ms. BUDZINSKI. Thank you. I look forward to working with the 
DAV on this and encourage, again, all of our veterans to speak out 
on these very important issues. So, thank you very much. I yield 
back. 

Chairman BOST. Representative King-Hinds, you are recognized 
for 3 minutes. 

HON. KIMBERLYN KING–HINDS, 
U.S. REPRESENTATIVE FROM NORTHERN MARIANA ISLANDS 

Ms. KING-HINDS. Half a day. Good morning. I am from the Com-
monwealth of the Northern Mariana Islands, 8,000 miles away 
from here. I want to first of all start by saying thank you very 
much for your service. And to the VSO, thank you for your fierce 
advocacy for our veterans. Si Yu’us Ma’ase. 

I wanted to go back to the previous conversation with regards to 
long-care support for our veterans. Right. So, what I am seeing in 
my district is that families are basically having to choose between 
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taking care of their veterans or having a job. So folks are literally 
quitting their jobs to be able to provide that long-term care. And 
I know that this is a challenge that is very different in rural com-
munities, in comparison to, you know, more urban centers. And so, 
I wanted to kind of hear what your thoughts were with regards to 
policy specific to remote rural communities. 

Mr. CONTRERAS. Thank you, Representative, for that question. 
Looking at telemedicine as certainly an option, but as far as com-
munity care, as long as it provides the same quality care that it 
would in an in-house facility. I am going to have Joy, our Legisla-
tive Director, further elaborate on that. 

Ms. ILEM. Thank you. Great question. I think long-term care is 
on all of our minds. We have a really significantly aging veteran 
population of 65, 75, and 85 years and older. All of us will need 
long-term care, especially service disabled veterans, earlier than, 
usual, the general population. Those veterans living in rural and 
remote areas such as yourself really struggle with that access to 
care. And we are really asking the Committee to work on long-term 
care services and options for veterans, to start now to really make 
this a focus, as well as the VA for the near future because it is 
right around the corner where everybody is going to be, you know, 
really, really needing these services to a greater extent. 

Ms. KING-HINDS. Thank you. Looking forward to having this con-
tinued conversation. I yield back my time. 

Chairman BOST. Thank you. Representative Morrison, you are 
recognized for 3 minutes. 

HON. KELLY MORRISON, 
U.S. REPRESENTATIVE FROM MINNESOTA 

Dr. MORRISON. Thank you, Mr. Chair. I have to begin by echoing 
my colleagues grave concerns with the recent mass firing of VA em-
ployees. After laying off a thousand employees two weeks ago, we 
found out last night that another 1400 more public service were— 
servants were inexplicably let go. I am very fearful that these ac-
tions threaten the well-being of our veterans in Minnesota. And I 
would urge Secretary Collins and the Trump administration to re-
consider and to carefully consider the impact these decisions will 
have on veterans’ access to care and benefits. 

Mr. Contreras, I want to thank you and your colleagues for your 
service and for being here today to testify. I had the pleasure of 
meeting with a group of women veterans from DAV of Minnesota 
yesterday, many if not all of whom are here today. I want to thank 
them, again, for traveling here to Washington and for taking the 
time to share their stories with me. According to the VA, women 
are the fastest growing group in the veteran population. And as an 
OB-GYN, a women’s health provider myself, it is a top priority of 
mine to make sure the VA is equipped to care for women after 
their service to our country. 

So, Mr. Contreras or Ms. Ilem, I would like to begin by asking 
you to expand a little bit on your testimony. How do you think VA 
can rethink its suicide risk model and mental health care services 
to account for risk factors that disproportionately affect women, 
like intimate partner violence and military sexual trauma? 
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Ms. ILEM. Thank you. Obviously, you have been reading our re-
port, and we really appreciate that. That was one of the things that 
we identified early on, and we really wanted to highlight. We know 
that 1-in-3 women experienced military sexual trauma. Not that it 
is just, it also affects our male veterans, but we know for a higher 
percentage within our women veteran population. Women veterans 
deserve to be able to get the care, the specialized services and care 
that they need in VA. And VA has worked hard to really increase 
the providers that serve our women veterans to make sure special-
ists like yourself, they have access to them. Because much of the 
care for, you know, women, especially maternity care, is all 
throughout in the community, and so their care can easily be frag-
mented. So, we want to make sure that we are really paying atten-
tion to those issues and really work on them. And we look forward, 
our staff does, to working with you in the future. 

Dr. MORRISON. Thank you. If I may just briefly follow up. You 
know, as the population of women veterans continues to grow, I 
think we need to be thinking about how we can expand VA pro-
vider workforce for women’s health care so we can cut down on 
wait times for necessary procedures like mammograms and 
hysterectomies. How would you assess VA’s current capability to 
provide these types of procedures and what should VA be doing to 
improve in this area? 

Ms. ILEM. VA has really tried to increase their workforce, but we 
always need Congress to provide oversight and attention on that 
issue. Especially women living in rural communities, VA is doing 
some very specific programming to bring women provider, you 
know, training providers in those rural areas. But we know we 
don’t have enough providers for women throughout the country and 
at all locations that are needed. And that population is really grow-
ing. The last I heard was about 900,000 enrolled, which is another 
big leap. So, more and more women are getting the word that VA 
is the place to come for care. You are going to get the specialized 
services that you need. Now, we need to make sure those providers 
are there and they can get timely, quality care wherever they live, 
in the community, wherever they live. 

Dr. MORRISON. Thank you, so much. My time has expired. But 
before I yield my time, I just, as the wife of an Army combat vet-
eran and a proud American, I want to thank every single veteran 
in this room for your service to our country. 

[Applause.] 
Chairman BOST. Thank you. Dr. Miller-Meeks, you are recog-

nized for 3 minutes. 

HON. MARIANNETTE MILLER–MEEKS, 
U.S. REPRESENTATIVE FROM IOWA 

Dr. MILLER-MEEKS. Thank you very much, Chair Bost. And I 
don’t think Brad Whitmore from Iowa is in the audience today, but 
I do want to shout-out to the over 41,000 veterans we have in my 
congressional district. And I say that having a maternal grand-
father who was in the Army, my maternal uncle was in the Navy, 
my father was Air Force. Six of the eight kids in our family served 
in the military, one in the Marine, one in the Air Force, the rest 
in the Army. The only branches of service my family has not served 
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in is the Coast Guard and the Space Force. But I will sign up for 
the Space Force as well as the Army. 

I think the challenges that you all have presented to us as a 
Member of the House Committee on Veterans’ Affairs for the past 
four years that I have been a member, in regards to telehealth, in 
regards to modernization, getting our EHRs, I mean active duty 
military has a functioning EHR system. That is still driving cost 
in our VA system and it is making it difficult for you all to engage 
in care, engage in care in difficult facilities and engaging care in 
the community. 

What we have done and promoted in community care is espe-
cially important. I live in a rural area of Iowa. I have lived in, you 
know, very big areas such as San Antonio, Texas, which has a lot 
of military bases and VA facilities. Worked at the VA facility adja-
cent to Bexar County. 

But what we have done in community care to provide access to 
veterans who either cannot get into the VA in a timely manner or 
the distance where they live is too cumbersome. We have done good 
work on PTSD and suicide prevention, but we know we need to do 
more. And then let me also say that what we have done in trying 
to get employment opportunities, and this is both on the active- 
duty side as you transition out and for veterans who have already 
transitioned out of the military and their spouses, I think it is ex-
tremely important work that we do. That may be non-traditional 
VA work, but it is extremely important for us in making our vet-
erans whole. 

Taxes and GI Bill. Need I mention those? But then I am going 
to just ask a question so we can get that done since my time is lim-
ited. 

Commander Contreras, the work your organization does in the 
adaptive sports program has done wonders for veterans over the 
years and we are glad to see participating, you know, increase over 
post-COVID. What changes do you think Congress could make to 
make the program to ensure that the benefit could be utilized by 
more veterans? 

Mr. CONTRERAS. Thank you, Representative, for that question. 
DAV’s programs with our Winter Sports Clinic as well as our Dis-
abled Veterans Golf Clinic. It is an amazing event and I would like 
to ask our Voluntary Service Director John Kleindienst to address 
your question. 

Mr. KLEINDIENST. Thank you, Commander. Adaptive sports is 
absolutely a life-changing event. There are many in this room, 
many watching today whose lives have changed for the better as 
a result of DAV and VA’s involvement with adaptive sports, more 
specifically the Winter Sports Clinic and the Golf Clinic. I think 
awareness for the types of programs and activities in the adaptive 
sports arena could be highlighted and leaders like yourselves, exec-
utive leaders at VA, and their attendance and awareness and edu-
cation about what we are doing at that event are truly rehabilita-
tive. They are not athletes. They are coming to a rehabilitative 
event to get reintroduced into an activity they did pre-injury. So, 
I just think awareness and education and allowing the funding for 
these types of events to take place is of the utmost importance. 
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Dr. MILLER-MEEKS. I thank you for that. We have a Quad Cities 
Veterans Outreach Program in Scott County which is all voluntary, 
which recently public—purchased a school system from the city 
which now has a program for adaptive sports. And I think it is 
going to, it has done worlds of benefit for our veterans. I could not 
be a Member of Congress if it were not for you all. So thank you 
from the bottom of my heart for all you do in defending our free-
doms, our liberties, and our Constitution. I yield back. 

[Applause.] 
Chairman BOST. Thank you, Dr. Miller-Meeks. Senator Hassan, 

you are recognized for 3 minutes. 

HON. MARGARET WOOD HASSAN, 
U.S. SENATOR FROM NEW HAMPSHIRE 

Senator HASSAN. Thank you very much, Mr. Chair and Ranking 
Member. I want to start by just acknowledging all the veterans 
who made the trip here today and especially give a shout-out to the 
Granite State veterans who are in the room. I am also here as the 
proud daughter of an infantry sergeant from World War II and am 
particularly grateful to all of the Army veterans here in the room. 

VOICES. Woo. 
Senator HASSAN. I would also like to join others who have ex-

pressed concern about the recent firings at the VA. One thousand 
a couple of weeks ago, 1400 just last night. And I think what I 
would like to say to Mr. Musk is this isn’t Twitter, it is the VA. 

[Applause.] 
To Commander Contreras, I want to see if we can get through 

two questions here. I want to start off by thanking DAV for its ad-
vocacy on behalf of veterans and especially toxic-exposed veterans. 
I was happy to work with my colleagues to develop and pass the 
PACT Act, but I know, just as the DAV does as well, that more 
needs to be done to help toxic-exposed veterans get the benefits 
that they have earned and deserve. Unfortunately, as DAV has 
noted, it takes the VA too long to formally acknowledge toxic expo-
sures. Commander, can you please discuss the importance of ensur-
ing that processes are in place to quickly and fairly process vet-
erans’ claims for toxic exposures? 

Mr. CONTRERAS. Thank you, Representative. That is a very im-
portant issue, and it is one of our critical policy goals. And you can 
see that we worked with MOAA to establish the Ending the Wait 
report, which indicates that there is a lot that Congress can do in 
order to avoid this long delay. It takes too long to establish 
presumptives. And if you can see in our critical policy goals, that 
is a key issue that we believe by preempting and studying these 
things in advance, we could provide our veterans, in presumptive 
conditions, more expedient services. 

Senator HASSAN. Thank you very much for that. And I now want 
to follow up on one of the areas that Representative Morrison was 
talking about. And it may be to you, Commander Contreras, or 
maybe Ms. Ilem. In your written testimony, you discussed the fact 
that suicide rates among women veterans have been steadily ris-
ing. And in DAV’s report on women’s veterans’ mental health, DAV 
identified that women veterans have several unique risk factors for 
suicide. Commander, can you describe the importance of tailoring 
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outreach and services to women’s veterans and how that can help 
address the mental health needs that these veterans may have? 

Mr. CONTRERAS. Thank you, again, for that question. As you al-
luded to, this is our third report, this one being the ‘‘Journey to 
Mental Wellness.’’ Let us definitely have our Legislative Director, 
Joy Ilem, address that. 

Senator HASSAN. Great, thank you. 
Ms. ILEM. Just very quickly, we appreciate your attention to that 

report and our real concern over women veterans and mental 
health and some unique risk factors, especially military sexual 
trauma—making sure that that is in VA’s protection predictive 
model. We know that veterans are at higher risk who have experi-
enced MST. 

Senator HASSAN. Right. 
Ms. ILEM. And so, therefore, we want to make sure that is part 

of that predictive model so there can be outreach to them with a 
focus on prevention. 

Senator HASSAN. Thank you very much. And Mr. Chair, with just 
a moment of privilege, I will follow up on what my colleague on the 
other side of the aisle said. My dad, the World War II veteran, used 
to ask us at the breakfast table, what are you doing for freedom 
today? Which when you are in fourth grade, is kind of a hard ques-
tion to answer [Laughter]. But it just always reminds me he had 
the right to ask it. Thank you for everything you have all done for 
our freedom. Thank you. 

[Applause.] 
Chairman BOST. Thank you, Senator. Commander, thank you for 

being here. I want to express this to you, but I am also going to 
express it to Mr. Reese and Ms. Ilem. As we see these changes and 
the conversation as they go on, if you see a reduction in any service 
that is due to the change into this administration’s made, or if you 
see or hear of someone specifically that has been relieved and or 
let go of their duties that you think is something that we should 
hear, my office, you know, is always open. The job of this Com-
mittee is to make sure that the veterans are provided for, as I said 
before, not that the bureaucrats are protected, but making sure 
that the services that is provided through the VA are for our vet-
erans to make sure that they are taken care of. And I want to 
thank all of you, the Disabled American Veterans, for being here 
today, for what you have done, and what you continue to do. And 
I want to thank the audience members for coming in from every 
corner of this United States. And with that, we are going to move 
to the second panel. But here are some instructions that I need to 
give to you, please, because after 11 years of being around here, I 
understand how this room works. If you would, your exit, please, 
this way, so that the next panel can come in this way for the flow 
of traffic. Thank you again for being here. God bless you all. 

[Applause.] 
Mr. CONTRERAS. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. Thank you, Ranking 

Member Takano. 

Chairman BOST. The Committee will come back to order. We 
would like now to welcome our second panel. I want to thank you 
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all for being here. Now, we have a lot of important organizations 
to hear from on this panel, so let’s get right to it. 

Today we are joined by the National Commander Horace John-
son of AMVETS. We are also joined with Mr.—by Mr. Jack 
McManus of the Veterans—Vietnam Veterans of America. 

Mr. Robert Olivarez. Do I say right? Well, no, with—with boast. 
You know that it is not boast, it is Bost. So I want yours to be 
right. How is—it is not close enough, but get it right. 

Mr. OLIVAREZ. It is Olivarez. 
Chairman BOST. And now I am still going to say it wrong, but 

that is all right. That way you put it down. He is of our Military 
Order of the Purple Heart. 

Mr. Paul Mimms of the Blind Veterans Association. Thank you 
for being here with us. 

Mr. William Hubbard of the Veterans Education Success. 
Ms. Nancy Menagh of the Gold Star Wives of America. 
Mr. Matthew Schwartzman of Reserve Organization of America. 

Again, welcome to all of you and to all of your members in the au-
dience. 

Mr. Johnson, you are now recognized for 5 minutes for your 
opening statement. 

PANEL II 

STATEMENT OF HORACE JOHNSON, 
NATIONAL COMMANDER, AMVETS 

Mr. JOHNSON. Well, thank you, sir. Chairman, Ranking Members 
and Members of the Committee, the challenges facing veterans 
aren’t new, but recent actions making them worse. Right now, vet-
erans working at the VA are losing their jobs. Veterans owned 
small businesses are losing contracts and critical services are being 
cut without a clear plan and without accountability. 

The Department of Government Efficiency, DOGE, is making 
sweeping changes in the name of reform, but real reform means 
fixing what is broken, not breaking what works. The VA needs im-
provement, but not reckless cuts are not—but reckless cuts are not 
the answer. Veterans should not bear the brunt of mismanage-
ment. Congress must step in before these changes do lasting dam-
ages. 

At the same time, while resources disappear in the name of effi-
ciency, the VA mental health budget has grown from $600 million 
at the start of our Iraqi and Afghanistan wars to over $17 billion 
in 2025. Yet veteran suicide rates remain heartbreakingly high. 
This crisis isn’t about a lack of funding; it is about misplaced prior-
ities. Billions are wasted on ineffective programs, bureaucracies 
and contracts that overpromise and underdeliver. And while that 
money disappears, veterans are left without the care they need. 
This has to change. 

Veterans is calling for a real solution. We propose the Veterans 
Continuum of Wellness, a framework designed to tackle the root 
causes of mental health struggles. It focuses on early intervention, 
self-sufficiency and long-term wellness. It explains access to alter-
nate therapies, including peer-led counseling and community-based 
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support, giving veterans more options beyond traditional VA care 
and pharmaceuticals. Because when a veteran is struggling, they 
don’t need to be put on a waiting list, another waiting list, they 
need help when they ask for it. 

Another issue that has been overlooked for far too long is trau-
matic brain injury, TBI. Since 2000, nearly a half a million service 
members have suffered at least one TBI each year. Over a hundred 
thousand veterans seek VA care for TBI, yet too many are given 
medical issues instead of—medications—instead of real treatment. 
Businesses, excuse me, businesses are shut out. Congress must in-
crease competition, remove barriers for veteran-owned businesses 
and hold contractors accountable. 

There are other urgent issues. Surviving spouses and children of 
service members receive far less DIC payments than other civilian 
counterparts. This must change. The Richard Star Act must pass 
so that medically retired combat veterans can receive both their 
full retirement pay and disability benefits without penalty. Far too 
long, veterans and their families have been told to wait while bil-
lions are wasted. Veterans are still dying by suicide. Veterans with 
TBI are still searching for solutions. Veteran-owned small busi-
nesses are still being shut out while corporate profits from failed 
projects. We cannot keep on doing the same thing. Congress must 
act now. Our legislative priorities will ensure every veteran has the 
opportunity to thrive. 

At the same time, Congress must hold underperforming contrac-
tors accountable, support veteran owned businesses and prioritize 
competition and innovation. AMVETS stands ready to help with 
Congress, the administration and the VA to make real reform hap-
pen. Veterans need more—don’t need more bureaucracy. They don’t 
need more failed programs. They need leadership. They need vi-
sion. They need real results. The time is now. Thank you. 

[The prepared statement of Mr. Johnson appears on page 89 of 
the Appendix.] 

Chairman BOST. Thank you, Mr. Johnson. Mr. McManus, you are 
recognized for 5 minutes for your opening statement. 

STATEMENT OF JACK MCMANUS, NATIONAL PRESIDENT, 
VIETNAM VETERANS OF AMERICA 

Mr. MCMANUS. Morning, Chairperson, esteemed Members of the 
joint House and Senate Committees on Veterans’ Affairs and fellow 
veterans in the room. VVA remains steadfast in our mission to ad-
vocate for the rights, health and well-being of all veterans who 
have served. We are driven by the commitment that has guided our 
organization since its founding. 

Never again shall one generation of veterans abandon another. 
To divide one’s veteran service based upon the distinction in time 
and location at the expense of another veteran’s equally honorable 
service is an injustice to both veterans. Could we really believe that 
the sacrifices of the veterans lost in the Beirut barracks at the em-
bassy in Benghazi were any less a sacrifice than those lost in Al- 
Fallujah in Iraq or Khe Sanh in Vietnam? We are American vet-
erans first, last and always. 
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Foremost, I must address an urgent matter. That is the need for 
a full accounting of U.S. personnel categorized as prisoners of war 
or missing in action from the War in Vietnam. The families of 
those service members deserve the answers. And you, the Members 
of this Committee, multiple committees, representing the American 
people, owe it to our former fallen comrades to ensure every effort 
is made to bring them home. We call on Congress to fully fund and 
prioritize efforts to recover and account for our missing service 
members in all Vietnam War combat areas. Diligent recovery ef-
forts are imperative and must continue at a fast pace at potential 
sites which have been altered by construction and by land reclama-
tion. 

America has made an oath to never abandon our fellow veterans. 
In keeping this promise, do not allow this time and opportunity to 
slip away. 

The health and safety of our veterans and their descendants 
should be a paramount concern for all veterans—all Americans, ex-
cuse me. Therefore, we ask for comprehensive studies to identify 
and potentially resolve the negative effects of toxic exposures on 
veterans and their descendants. In this, we hope to identify best 
practices that will mitigate or eliminate future toxic exposures. 

Thousands of Vietnam veterans were exposed to Agent Orange in 
the water and on the ships outside the current 12-mile nautical 
limitation. We call for amendment of the Blue Water Navy Act of 
2019 to extend this arbitrary man-made limit. If you served in the 
Vietnam theater of combat operations and are entitled to receive 
the Vietnam Service Medal, you should be presumed exposed. 

1,120 women volunteered to serve with the Red Cross during the 
Vietnam War. 627 of those women worked as Donut Dollies and 
three of them never made it home from Vietnam. Providing critical 
morale boosts to our soldiers, these Donut Dollies traveled by heli-
copter to forward operating positions as well as in the rear. 

We call for recognition of their perilous volunteer service by 
awarding the Congressional Gold Medal to the Donut Dollies. I im-
plore this Committee to introduce this long overdue legislation. As 
a personal aside, it would be very important and very critical if we 
could get the Members of this Committee to sponsor and introduce 
the legislation for the Congressional Gold Medal for the Donut Dol-
lies. 

Finally, we adamantly oppose any proposed dilution or expansion 
of the criteria for which the DoD Gold Star designation lapel but-
ton is awarded. It should always be for our Nation’s aspiration to 
have fewer Gold Star families, not more. We are opposed to any ef-
forts to diminish the noble and selfless sacrifice of those lives 
ended in military conflict. 

Thank you for the opportunity to testify. VVA is keen to work 
with Congress on behalf of our veterans. More of our priorities can 
be found in our written testimony. 

[The prepared statement of Mr. McManus appears on page 100 
of the Appendix.] 

Chairman BOST. Thank you, Mr. McManus. Mr. Olivarez, you 
are recognized for 5 minutes. 
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STATEMENT OF ROBERT OLIVAREZ JR., NATIONAL 
COMMANDER, MILITARY ORDER OF THE PURPLE HEART 

Mr. OLIVAREZ. Thank you. Thank you, Chairman Bost, and 
Ranking Member Blumenthal, and distinguished Members of the 
Veterans’ Affairs Committee. I am honored and humbled to rep-
resent America’s Purple Heart veterans in addressing you today. 

I would like to begin by congratulating the new Members of Con-
gress and expressing my gratitude to those who have returned to 
serve and enhance the quality of life for our Nation’s veterans. 
With the collective efforts, I am confident that the 119th Congress 
will make significant stride in supporting our Nation’s heroes. The 
118th Congress passed pivotal legislation such as the VA Account-
ability Act, PACT Act, and the Compact Act, which have made sub-
stantial improvements in various aspects of the American veterans 
life. This foundation will undoubtedly guide our progress during 
the 119th Congress. 

Our Nation’s veterans answered a call to protect us from the 
darkest threats the world has to offer. We implore you, this Com-
mittee, and the rest of Congress to consider passing further legisla-
tion that addresses and presents needs of our veterans. 

We, the Military Order of the Purple Heart, ask for your support 
in the following. First, the Military Medals Protection Act, which 
George Washington established as the Badge of Merit, which is the 
precursor to today’s Purple Heart. Recognizing the profound signifi-
cance of military honors. This act grants the Department of De-
fense exclusive trademark authority over all military medals, safe-
guarding them from exploitation and preserving their symbolic 
value. Commercializing or misusing these symbols diminishes their 
essence. The 113th Congress recognized this sacredness when they 
passed the Stolen Valor Act. Let’s collaborate and expand their pro-
tection and restore the trade word marks to DoD, ensuring their 
unimpaired safeguard. 

Second, the National Green Alert Act. H.R. 175–2017 aims to 
create a specialized alert system for missing veterans. The purpose 
of the system is to leverage a successful existing alert system like 
the Amber Alert and Silver Alert, which have demonstrated high 
recovery rates. The Green Alert system would provide critical re-
sponse tools to enable specialized response to include public edu-
cation components to address the unique challenges faced by vet-
erans in crisis. 

Third, the Healthy Heroes Act. This act addresses veterans 
healthcare crisis including mental health, substance abuse and 
homelessness. This act would introduce changes to health—the VA 
health care by embracing alternative treatments such as holistic 
approaches and comprehensive mental health services. The Mili-
tary Order of the Purple Heart also requests Congress to expand 
on the VA dental health care qualifications for all veterans. 

Finally, the Fulfilling the Legacy Act seeks to rectify a system-
atic failure that has been affecting all veterans financial security. 
Consider the story of a 92-year-old Purple Heart recipient who dili-
gently paid survivor’s benefit premiums for decades only to lose 
$50,000 in premiums when his wife passed away. This is not an 
isolated incident but a clear indication and a need for action. This 
act modernizes the survivor’s benefit plan, ensuring that veterans 
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investments in their families futures are protected. The military re-
tirees have already met all requirements and have earned health 
care benefits. So the Military Order of the Purple Heart opposes 
any changes to TRICARE for Life or VA disability benefits that 
would increase the fees and shift costs from the Department of De-
fense to retirees over 65 years of age who rely on TRICARE for Life 
and those who rely on their VA disability compensation. 

The cost of inaction extends beyond monetary losses. It involves 
the loss of life, shattered families and broken promises. Each day, 
44,000 families, or 44 families, tragically lose a veteran to suicide 
for our delays. Every night, 33,000 veterans who valiantly defended 
our Nation find themselves sleeping on our streets. On top of that, 
countless military families face financial insecurities due to out-
dated benefit systems. Continuing to allow companies to profit 
while penalizing a Nation’s heroes who earned these benefits di-
minishes the sacrifices made by America’s warriors. 

These four acts the Military Order of the Purple Heart presents 
are more than mere policy changes, but they embody our sacred 
moral obligation to those who have served. The Military Order of 
the Purple Heart proposes these acts for American veterans to se-
cure their health care for their families’ futures. Each piece of leg-
islation addresses critical gaps in support for veterans. George 
Washington recognized the importance of honoring those veterans 
who served under him. We must too recognize our duty to today’s 
veterans. The 119th Congress holds the opportunity to transform 
how America cares for its heroes. Let us set aside partisan politics 
and focus on the issue at hand. The Military Order of the Purple 
Heart is seeking your support and collaboration on these presented 
acts, and also remember to ‘‘Honor the Contract.’’ 

[The prepared statement of Mr. Olivarez appears on page 115 of 
the Appendix.] 

Chairman BOST. Thank you. Mr. Mimms, you are recognized for 
5 minutes. 

STATEMENT OF PAUL L. MIMMS, NATIONAL PRESIDENT, 
BLINDED VETERANS ASSOCIATION 

Mr. MIMMS. Good morning, Chairman Bost, and Chairman 
Moran, and Ranking Members Blumenthal and Takano, and the 
other esteemed Members of the congressional Veterans’ Affairs 
Committee. The Blinded Veterans Association is honored to present 
our legislative priorities for the coming year as we approach, on 
March 28th, the anniversary of our 80th year of existence. 

What I want to talk to you about today is the ways in which 
America’s blinded veterans are continuing to be underserved and 
disenfranchised. And I present that to you by describing myself to 
you, presenting myself to you as a blinded veteran who served in 
Vietnam and was injured there, a former employee of the Depart-
ment of Veterans Affairs as a vet center counselor and later com-
puter skills instructor, and eventually a visual impairment services 
team coordinator. And now I am a consumer of medical care from 
my local VA medical center. 

A day in the life of just trying to get a primary care appointment, 
I will present to you, and the first barrier we encounter is trans-
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portation. The VA has inadequate transportation resources avail-
able to blind veterans. What we do have provided by the VTS serv-
ice is that we may actually have our appointment canceled the 
night before, if not the day of the appointment. We now have to 
scramble to try to figure out how to get there. Once we get there, 
we get to the waiting room and very often somebody is going to 
walk out, call my name and then walk up to me and say, here, fill 
this out and hand me a clipboard, which of course I can’t see. Then 
when I finally get in at my appointment, they are going to give me 
yet another sheaf of papers and say, here is your treatment plan 
and your follow up plan. And so go over that and you know, I will 
see you in six months. 

Okay. Then I leave there, I go to labs, or I go to pharmacy, both 
are going to be the same thing. I am required to take a number 
from where? And so it is not obvious and if there is nobody there 
to help, there is, now I got to find somebody else that is sitting 
there and hopefully there is somebody so I can ask them where do 
I get my number? Okay, now wait, tell me—can you tell me what 
it is? So that system is not for us, but yet we get through that. And 
when we go to pharmacy after we put in our prescriptions, we are 
sitting in the lobby with everybody else, and what we are tasked 
with doing is waiting to see our name on the screen, although we 
can’t, so we got to ask somebody else, you know, to find my name 
if the pharmacy doesn’t come up with a way in order to inform us 
that we will notify you when your name comes out so you can come 
up and pick up your meds. 

After we leave to go to the window in order to apply for transpor-
tation reimbursement because we had to pay our own way to get 
there, then they say, well you are going to have to use the website. 
So I tell them the website is not accessible. Well, I am sorry, we 
can’t help you. Yet another barrier. 

And so that, that is just a day in the life of what we go through 
and as blinded veterans, and I am not unique in that. And so as 
I want to say one more thing about me and that is that I am a 
guide dog handler. And as such, for the last three administrations, 
we have been waiting for the VA to implement their own mandated 
program that would have established a person called Service Dog 
Champion at every VA facility. And they have yet to do that. And 
for the few that are on duty, there is no such thing as the training 
program for them. There is no such thing as the guidance for them. 
So our very—our expectations have to be very low in terms of them 
delivering the service that is supposed to come from that program. 
Another barrier. 

So we—I don’t want you to think that I am a blinded veteran 
and therefore I have a disability and so I want everything my way. 
It is far from that. We served like everybody else served, and we 
served you. In front of me and every other veteran in this room, 
we served alongside them and the country. We served on behalf of 
them. And so we deserve, as blind veterans, the same level of dig-
nity, respect, sensitivity, and we need to be treated as much of a 
human being as everybody else who doesn’t have an obvious dif-
ferent abilities. 

My abilities are different now than they were when I was in-
ducted, as I have been discharged. And those different abilities 
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don’t mean that therefore I have a different level of respect and 
service that I should be able to expect as I try to access VA’s pro-
grams. 

So I am advocating right now for you to continue the funding for 
blind rehabilitation service. I can tell you there is nothing in the 
general community that will come anywhere near the level of serv-
ice that we get from that program, and we desperately need that 
in order to be able to take our place in society alongside our sight-
ed peers and our family members and our fellow veterans—being 
able to serve in the community as husbands, fathers, brothers, and 
taxpayers. And I want to make sure that we have continued fund-
ing for vision research through Senate appropriations. I want the 
VA to engage on a program that would just come up with training 
for the ways that they need it. 

Once I mentioned that VA employees don’t know how to guide 
us. So when we go to a clinic appointment, they are going to grab 
our thumb, wrist, my clothes, my dog’s leash, the cane, and what-
ever they can think of that they are supposed to grab so they can 
lead us, when in reality they just need to offer us an elbow and 
we can take that and it is all done. But the VA doesn’t see it makes 
sense to teach them that. And so I ask for that education. Edu-
cation for the service dog champions. 

And last, but not least, we advocate vigorously for the establish-
ment of the Federal Committee—Federal Advisory Committee on 
Access. And more so, we advocate for having a seat at that table 
because we finally need now the opportunity to speak up for our-
selves instead of having people decide, oh, this is what they need, 
so just give them this so they will be quiet. 

So I thank you for this opportunity to present to you, and I offer 
the opportunity to answer any of your questions. 

[The prepared statement of Mr. Mimms appears on page 120 of 
the Appendix.] 

Chairman BOST. Thank you Mr. Mimms. Mr. Hubbard. 
Mr. MIMMS. Thank you. 
[Applause.] 
Chairman BOST. Mr. Hubbard, you are recognized for 5 minutes. 

STATEMENT OF WILLIAM HUBBARD, VICE PRESIDENT FOR 
VETERANS AND MILITARY POLICY, VETERANS EDUCATION 
SUCCESS 

Mr. HUBBARD. Thank you. Chairman Moran and Bost, Ranking 
Members Blumenthal and Takano, and esteemed Members of the 
Committee on Veterans’ Affairs, thank you for the opportunity to 
testify today on behalf of Veterans Education Success. We thank 
you for your long-standing leadership, especially Chairman Moran, 
Senator Cassidy, and Ranking Member Takano, for closing the 90/ 
10 loophole. 

Our organization works on a bipartisan basis to advance higher 
education success for veterans, service members, and military fami-
lies and to protect the integrity and promise of the GI Bill and 
other federal post-secondary education programs. The stakes are 
high. Veterans and taxpayers alike deserve a return on their in-
vestment in higher education. 
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While most U.S. colleges are honorable and good, some are not, 
but VA continues to approve them anyway. For example, there is 
roughly 100 colleges that spent less than 20 percent of the tuition 
they charged VA on actually educating veterans. And predictably, 
these schools have abysmal outcomes. One veteran told us, ‘‘There 
are issues such as schools replaying free web seminars as their own 
training and using unqualified people to lead the classes. They lit-
erally go to YouTube, find the free course by someone, then they 
play that during the Zoom meeting and call it training. Everything 
they are doing could have been done by me for free. They also at-
tempted on two occasions to place me in classes that are not part 
of the program and do not serve a purpose except to show me in 
class.’’ 

A couple of years ago, student veterans and whistleblowers re-
ported a different school to us, a school pretending to be a legiti-
mate Bible college, which, as the students described, was actually 
a cult. We interviewed the students and teachers and provided a 
comprehensive memo to VA, and yet the school continued to receive 
GI Bill funding for another two years. The school even continued 
to receive GI Bill funding a full three months after the FBI raided 
the school’s locations across the country. 

Transitions between military service and civilian life are chal-
lenging enough as it is, even in the best of times. I have personally 
made this transition multiple times between active-duty service 
and the civilian world after several overseas deployments, includ-
ing my last tour in Afghanistan in 2018 and 2019. When veterans 
apply to use their GI Bill at a training program or college, they 
don’t think, gosh, this is going to be such a scam. No, of course 
they think they are investing their time, energy, and valuable GI 
Bill benefits in something worthwhile. Yet we hear from veterans 
and their families time and time again, why would VA approve this 
program in the first place? And that really is a question for Con-
gress to ponder. 

Our written testimony suggests some common sense standards to 
prevent this kind of fraud in the first place. 

One, ensure teachers are qualified to teach in their subjects. 
Two, require colleges to prove they are financially stable and 

won’t suddenly collapse. 
Three, require colleges to spend the GI Bill on the veteran’s edu-

cation rather than siphoning it off for massive marketing budgets. 
Four, stop colleges from overcharging repackaged content, a hit 

to veterans and taxpayers alike. 
Five, no more YouTube lectures. Require real instructor engage-

ment in online classes. 
A related and worst problem is that if a veteran was defrauded 

of their hard earned GI Bill benefits, that veteran will never get 
their GI Bill back. Unlike traditional students who can apply to be 
made whole, the veteran is left out. Last year, the House voted 
overwhelmingly in favor of the Student Veteran Benefit Restora-
tion Act, a bill sponsored by Congresswoman Delia Ramirez and 
championed by Chairman Mike Bost, both members from Illinois, 
where I grew up. We need to pass this bill this year. 

Before I close, I want to briefly mention two additional priorities. 
First, on the Dole Act, we provide some suggestions and our writ-



40 

ten testimony for some possible technical improvements. And sec-
ond, we call for much better interagency data sharing by VA to an-
swer critical questions on veterans outcomes. 

Thank you for your time and commitment to these issues. I look 
forward to your questions. 

[The prepared statement of Mr. Hubbard appears on page 137 of 
the Appendix.] 

Chairman BOST. Thank you, Mr. Hubbard. What amazement is 
it that the two set people sitting at the dais are the ones that are 
sponsors of your bill? 

Mr. HUBBARD. I appreciate it. 
Chairman BOST. With that, Ms. Menagh, you are recognized for 

5 minutes for your opening statement. 

STATEMENT OF NANCY MENAGH, PAST NATIONAL 
PRESIDENT, GOLD STAR WIVES OF AMERICA, INC. 

Ms. MENAGH. Chairman Bost, Ranking Members, and Committee 
members, thank you so much for inviting us to testify this year. 
This year marks 80 years that Gold Star Wives of America has 
worked with Congress to bring attention to surviving spouses and 
their families. 

In our written testimony, we address our many concerns con-
cerning toxic exposure, traumatic brain injuries in relation to sui-
cide, claims for suicide and their issues, and the burial allowance 
and many other issues facing veterans and their families. But 
today we are here to focus on the Caring for Survivors Act of 2025. 
The first part of the bill will match dependent indemnity com-
pensation, known as DIC, closer to benefits in other federal sur-
vivor programs. And the second part will ensure surviving family 
members receive the financial help they deserve if their veteran 
dies at the 5-year mark instead of the 10-year mark if they die of 
a condition not deemed part of their disability. 

My husband, Captain Philip Menagh, served in Vietnam with the 
Marine Corps, where he earned the Silver Star, the Navy Com-
mendation Medal with Valor, and the Navy and Marine Corps 
Medal. He then later joined the Virginia National Guard. On June 
9, 1984, I was 8 months pregnant, and our four children stood at 
the window, 10, 8, 5, and 3, each holding a dollar bill, listening for 
the ice cream truck. My 8-year-old suddenly yelled, mom, mom, 
there is a police car with two Army guys. As I stood waiting for 
that knock at the door, I knew our lives had changed forever. I am 
now one of the many survivors who rely on DIC. 

Currently, over 93 percent of those who receive DIC are over the 
age of 57 and over 70 percent are surviving spouses of Vietnam. 
Whether an active-duty death or a slow Agent Orange death years 
later, it is this demographic who needs this increase in DIC. Of all 
those who receive DIC, only around 15 percent also receive DIC 
and SBP. Those who receive only DIC are primarily those who are 
married to our Vietnam veterans. 

Well, what does this increase mean to us? Let’s look at the num-
bers. A married 100 percent disabled Vietnam veteran receives an 
annual amount of $48,532. If that veteran dies, the household in-
come drops to a mere $19,836. The rent remains the same, the util-
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ities remain the same, and yet that spouse now has less than half 
of the monthly income to maintain that household. And that is be-
cause their surviving spouse rate is only 43 percent of what a sin-
gle 100 percent disabled veteran receives. To bring parity with 
other federal employing programs by raising that amount to 55 
percent is really a very small price to pay for the sacrifices made 
for those who served in Vietnam and their families. Certainly the 
sacrifice made by our service members are at least as important 
and worthy as other federal employee jobs. Been a lot of talk today 
about federal jobs. 

While my husband is the one who made the ultimate sacrifice for 
our country, it is me, the surviving spouse, who continues to pay 
that price each and every day for the rest of my life. I wear the 
Silver Star my husband earned to remind me every day of who he 
was, what he did, and how to continue his life of service. Our coun-
try drafted thousands and thousands of young men to serve in 
Vietnam, and now it is time to show our respect for them by taking 
care of their families left behind. It is part of the price tag for their 
sacrifice, and it is a very small price to pay. 

The second part of the Caring for Survivors Act of 2025 address-
es the surviving families of 100 percent disabled veterans. Cur-
rently, only the families of a veteran rated 100 percent for 10 years 
receives benefits in the situation of a death deemed not caused by 
the disability. This bill reduced the 10-year qualification to 5 years, 
thus providing benefits to those families who have put their lives 
on hold caring for those veterans every day. 

You can pass the Caring for Survivors Act of 2025 to provide just 
a little more financial ability to pay the bills, to buy that extra bag 
of groceries, or fill a tank of gas. It is no secret how our Vietnam 
veterans were treated when they came home. You can send a mes-
sage to them that we recognize and thank them for their sacrifice 
and now we will do better to take care of the family they leave be-
hind. 

For 80 years we have come to remind you to follow the words of 
Abraham Lincoln, ‘‘To care for him who have borne the battle and 
for his widow and his orphan.’’ Thank you. 

[Applause.] 
[The prepared statement of Ms. Menagh appears on page 167 of 

the Appendix.] 
Chairman BOST. Thank you. Mr. Schwartzman, you are recog-

nized for 5 minutes. 

STATEMENT OF MATTHEW L. SCHWARTZMAN, DIRECTOR, LEG-
ISLATION AND MILITARY POLICY, RESERVE ORGANIZATION 
OF AMERICA 

Mr. SCHWARTZMAN. Thank you very much, Mr. Chairman. Chair-
man Bost and Moran, Ranking Members Takano and Blumenthal, 
and distinguished Members of the Committees on Veterans’ Affairs, 
on behalf of the Reserve Organization of America, the only Na-
tional military organization that solely and exclusively supports 
the Reserve and National Guard, thank you for the opportunity to 
testify on our veterans priorities for the 119th Congress. By setting 
aside partisanship, your Committees have consistently extin-
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guished the fires of faction warned of in the Federalist Papers and 
have instead kindled a flame of constitutional cooperation seldomly 
seen within the Federal Government. That flame was recently ig-
nited with the signing of the Dole Act, which included several pro-
visions modernizing the Uniformed Services Employment and Re-
employment Rights Act supported by ROA. ROA is eager to work 
with you and your staff to build on this success and thanks you for 
your hard work in the previous Congress. 

For over a century, ROA has championed the Reserve and Na-
tional Guard, advocating for military readiness and national secu-
rity. The Department of Veterans Affairs is essential to this mis-
sion and must ensure the reserve components receive the support 
they need and deserve. 

While my written statement details over 20 actions Congress can 
take, my remarks today will focus on three critical reforms. 

80 years ago, President Roosevelt signed the GI Bill into law, 
issuing an emphatic notice that the American people would not let 
down their service members. Yet, despite ongoing improvements, 
members of the Reserve and National Guard are still left behind. 
Under current law, an active-duty service member and a reservist 
can perform the same mission, but only one earns education bene-
fits. This is simply unacceptable. 

The Guard and Reserve GI Bill Parity Act, reintroduced in the 
119th Congress, would resolve this disparity by counting every day 
in uniform toward Post-9/11 GI Bill eligibility. Beyond parity, this 
bill would boost voluntary reserve participation, strengthen the 
military’s compensation package, enhance senior enlisted and offi-
cer promotion opportunities, and improve civilian career prospects 
for citizen warriors. ROA thanks Senators Moran and Blumenthal 
and Representatives Levin and Kelly for sponsoring this bill and 
urges its swift passage into law. 

The GI Bill’s core purpose transcends education and is evident in 
other VA programs like the Transition Assistance Program. ROA 
commends your Committees for prioritizing TAP in the previous 
Congress, leading to the establishment of a reserve focus track 
within the program. This was a significant step forward, but more 
work remains. For example, ROA proposes expanding TAPs eligi-
bility criteria and allowing participants to waive requirements 
under certain circumstances that are detailed further in our state-
ment. ROA also supports incorporating reserve component specific 
issues in the TAP pre-separation checklist and ensuring military 
spouses are fully integrated into the process. ROA remains com-
mitted to working with your Committees to refine TAP and ensure 
citizen warriors and their families receive the support they need. 

President Roosevelt’s words about the GI Bill were not just a 
promise, they were a call to action. ROA answered that call in sup-
porting the PACT Act. During the 72-hour fire watch vigil which 
helped secure the Act’s passage, I had the honor of spending a 
night with veterans and other patriotic Americans on the Capitol 
steps. With ROA’s headquarters nearby, I offered access to our fa-
cilities to sustain the vigil. That night a veteran jokingly called me 
‘‘bathroom guy,’’ a title I now wear proudly as a symbol of ROA’s 
commitment to delivering toxic exposure relief. Thanks to the 
PACT Act, almost one and a half million claims have been ap-
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proved, with over 6 million toxic exposure screenings completed. 
Despite this, some veterans are still left behind. 

Consider those at the Pentagon on 9/11, forced to return to duty 
the very next day. Many of these heroes were exposed to toxic sub-
stances that still affect them to this day. Take retired Air Force Lt. 
Col. Susan Lukas, for example. Susan was at the Pentagon on 9/ 
11. The next day she returned to duty. Soon after, she developed 
debilitating symptoms, including difficulty swallowing and breath-
ing. Years later she was diagnosed with a rare lung condition, forc-
ing her to leave the career she loved. Today, toxic exposure and 
PTSD continue to impact her life. But you don’t have to take my 
word for it. In fact, Susan is here with me today. After this hear-
ing, she is ready to share her experience firsthand and discuss 
ROA’s proposal to establish a presumption of service-connection for 
her fellow battle buddies. 

ROA again thanks the Committees on Veterans’ Affairs for the 
opportunity to testify. Before closing, I would like to recognize 
ROA’s policy fellows, Jake Fails, Peter Donlin, and Hannah Miller 
for their contributions to this statement. 

Thank you again and I look forward to answering any questions 
you may have. 

[The prepared statement of Mr. Schwartzman appears on page 
176 of the Appendix.] 

Chairman BOST. Thank you, Mr. Schwartzman. 
I want to thank you and thank all of the entire panel for their 

thoughtful testimony, and I will now recognize myself for 3 min-
utes for questioning. 

Commander Johnson, your organization directly interacts with 
veterans from various walks of life, especially as they navigate VA 
healthcare. What feedback do you receive from veterans regarding 
their experience with the VA healthcare? 

Mr. JOHNSON. Most of it is positive, but when it comes to making 
appointments and things like that, it takes a little longer than we 
would want that to happen. We would prefer it to be more hands 
on and more input being more felt and more timely because when 
people are sick, they are sick right then. Okay? They don’t want 
to wait until next month. By the time they get the appointments, 
they are well already. So that is the most—a lot of the feedback 
I get from the veterans. 

Chairman BOST. Appreciate that. 
Mr. McManus, can you elaborate on why you believe VA’s prac-

tice of reporting veterans with fiduciary to the National—the NI— 
to the next list, okay, for background check system stigmatizes 
them and discourages them from receiving help from VA? 

Mr. MCMANUS. We stand in support in the Military Order of 
Purple Heart and a number of other veterans organizations in uni-
son in the efforts to ensure that a level of fairness and due process 
is accessed by our veterans. It is a shame that the very people who 
defend the rights of all Americans are some of the ones it has been 
the easiest to strip away. And we are in full support of the Second 
Amendment Protection Act. 

Chairman BOST. Appreciate that. 
Mr. MCMANUS. Mm-hmm. 
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Chairman BOST. Hubbard, in your testimony you highlighted the 
need to restore veterans benefits when there are cases of fraud. 
Would you be supportive to the reintroduction of the Student Ben-
efit Restoration Act and the language that passed the House 40— 
406 to 6 last Congress? 

Mr. HUBBARD. Thank you for the question, Mr. Chairman. Obvi-
ously, we appreciated working with your office and Congresswoman 
Delia Ramirez on that language. I think the fact that it was passed 
so overwhelmingly bipartisan demonstrates the fact that America 
and Congress has acknowledged the need for veterans to be made 
whole when they are defrauded. And we look forward to working 
with you and your office on that very closely moving forward. 

Chairman BOST. Thank you very much. My time has expired, 
and I now recognize Ranking Member Takano. 

Mr. TAKANO. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. My first question is for 
Mr. Mimms from VVA. In your testimony, you identified issues 
that blind and low vision veterans are experiencing when using the 
Veterans Transportation Service. Mr. Mimms, what do you think 
needs to be changed in the VTS program and how do you think it 
could be improved? 

Mr. MIMMS. First thing that needs to be improved is it needs to 
be an available service that covers the need. And very often the 
reason those appointments are canceled, that I mentioned, is be-
cause they don’t have enough drivers. I don’t know how we will re-
cruit a driver because I couldn’t apply for the job, but I know that 
there are ways that the VA could come up with where they could 
recruit drivers if they could pay them an adequate wage so that it 
would be something that people would want to apply for. I think 
I will stop there. 

Mr. TAKANO. Well, have you seen any indication, or are you con-
cerned—I want to ask you about Section 508 compliance or accessi-
bility. You are kind of laughing a little bit there. Section 508 com-
pliance or other accessibility initiatives supporting blind and low- 
vision veterans. Are you concerned that they—that this compliance 
may be impacted by President Trump’s anti-diversity, equity, inclu-
sion, and accessibility Executive order? 

Mr. MIMMS. I think it could be if they—if we are lumped as 
blinded veterans or even veterans with different abilities, you 
know, as participants in the program of DEI. But Section 508 has 
been around for a long time and it was before they even thought 
of DEI and before they really understood blinded veterans. And so 
it has to do with the VA engaging the purpose, engaging in the 
purchase rather, of equipment that will not meet our needs as vet-
erans with these different abilities. But they put them in place 
anyway and then if it works out well, then they will think about 
how to do that later, I guess. But in the meantime, once again, that 
is another barrier. And a case in point is the kiosk that they were 
around. They have been around for 12, 15 years and by and large 
they are still not accessible to us, but they keep them in place. 
Well, that is how we check in. Yes, sir. 

Mr. TAKANO. Well, thank you. I am just very concerned about the 
President’s Executive order impacting blind veterans as part of 
DEI. 

Mr. MIMMS. Yes. 
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Mr. TAKANO. That is a concern of yours as well, right? 
Mr. MIMMS. Yes. You know, as I mentioned, blind rehab, there 

is nothing adequate beyond VA in blind rehab that would meet the 
needs and therefore we get the care that we already have. And so 
I think, you know, once again, we served the country, and so we 
just want you, the 119th Congress, to serve us back. 

Well, thank you so much. And I am very concerned that blind 
veterans are going to get caught up in this unnecessary attack. 

Mr. MIMMS. I am concerned myself, but I am—I guess I am lack-
ing in how to fix it. 

Mr. TAKANO. Thank you, sir. I yield back. 
Chairman BOST. Thank you. Representative Ramirez, you are 

recognized for 3 minutes. 

HON. DELIA RAMIREZ, 
U.S. REPRESENTATIVE FROM ILLINOIS 

Mrs. RAMIREZ. Thank you, Chairman from the—my beloved State 
of Illinois. Appreciate it. And of course, I appreciate our Ranking 
Member from another good state. Not as great as Illinois. Just kid-
ding. Just kidding. 

No, I want to start by just saying thank you to all the veterans 
service organizations that are joining us today and certainly every 
veteran that is here today and if there are any veterans from Illi-
nois, I want to personally thank you for the ways that you have 
shown up for every American in this Nation and the way that you 
continue to live a life of public service. [Applause.] And, yes, I think 
we need a round of applause. 

[Applause.] 
Thank you to all of you. The reality is that here in the Veterans’ 

Affairs Committee, we introduce and we move legislation, and 
hopefully most of that legislation is to make the life of veterans 
better. But that work couldn’t be done without all of you. So thank 
you for that. 

I want to especially thank Will Hubbard at the Veterans Edu-
cation Success for the work that you have done for your continued 
advocacy and partnership and advancing policies that are going to 
create parity for student veterans. Because the reality is that we 
don’t have that parity just yet. Veterans who have served in uni-
form and have earned their GI Bill benefits should have the same 
exact protections as any other student that uses federal education 
funds. And as you mentioned in your testimony, under current law, 
even when a court or the Secretary of Veterans Affairs determines 
that a school defrauded a veteran, that veteran ends up losing 
their GI Bill benefits permanently. Non-veteran students or those 
that are studying under—that are not studying under the GI Bill 
benefits, they have mechanisms in place to protect and restore 
their investments, but veterans don’t. And when veterans are left 
out, they are taking advantage at the hands of predatory schools 
and bad actors. These predatory schools begin targeting them even 
before they have returned to civilian life because they know they 
can get away with it. 

And it is why, with your support and the support of so many of 
you, I was proud to introduce and pass the Student Veteran Ben-
efit Restoration Act last Congress with overwhelming support. And 



46 

it is why I am proud to be reintroducing it this Congress and hope-
fully get it through the Senate and signed into law. 

Mr. Hubbard, in your testimony, you talked a little bit about this 
bill and the importance of this bill, but can you explain a little bit 
more why does this inequity exist for those that don’t understand 
the difference in terms of restoration? And in your explanation, 
would you also talk about the impact it will have once we finally 
pass this bill into law? 

Mr. HUBBARD. Yes. Thank you for not only the question, Con-
gresswoman, but also your steadfast support to make this happen. 

We hear day in and day out from student veterans who have 
called us to share their stories about unspeakable fraud. As I men-
tioned in my earlier statement, when a student goes to—when a 
veteran goes to school as a student—they are not anticipating that 
the school is going to be a scam. They find that out later and unfor-
tunately their GI Bill benefits are wasted at that point and given 
the fact that existing statutory authority does not afford them the 
chance to go back to school, your bill, we are hoping, would make 
that happen. And with that kind of legislation in place, our advo-
cacy on behalf of those student veterans would actually give them 
a second chance to get back into the economy, something that we 
strongly support. 

Mrs. RAMIREZ. Thank you, Mr. Hubbard. Mr. Hubbard, so that 
means that if a veteran has been defrauded, he was about to grad-
uate this school, the school bankrupt, they weren’t able to get their 
degree, and we know so many veterans that are in that condition, 
they are not able to go to school because if they could go back to 
school, but they would have to now pay out of pocket. And we know 
in many cases that means it is impossible for them to go to school 
and afford thousands and thousands of tuition. Our bill will be able 
to restore benefits and ensure that schools in the future won’t be 
able to scam our student veterans. Is that correct? 

Mr. HUBBARD. Yes. And thank you again for your support on 
that. It is something that we have actively tried to get through and 
look forward to working with your office on. 

Mrs. RAMIREZ. I look forward to working with you. I certainly ap-
preciate our Chairman who was a co-lead on the bill and I know 
we are going to work really hard to ensure that both the House and 
Senate pass it. 

I want to just wrap up in saying again what I said at the begin-
ning. To all of you service organizations, to the veterans that are 
here today, may we always remember that our responsibility is not 
partisan politics. Our responsibility is to honor your service, to 
commit to ensure that we are increasing benefits for you, not cut-
ting them, and making sure that we do everything in our power to 
ensure that you are treated with dignity, you are treated with re-
spect, and that you receive the full benefits you have earned and 
have been promised to you. It is what I will continue to do in this 
Committee, and I certainly know that a number of my colleagues 
here will do. 

So, thank you, and with that, I yield back. 
Chairman BOST. Dr. Dexter, you are recognized for 3 minutes. 
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HON. MAXINE DEXTER, 
U.S. REPRESENTATIVE FROM OREGON 

Dr. DEXTER. Thank you so much to our leadership, Chairman 
Moran, Ranking Member Blumenthal, Chairman Bost, and Rank-
ing Member Takano, for convening this really important hearing. 
And thank you to our witnesses for being with us today and for 
your service to our veterans. Your advocacy on behalf of our Na-
tion’s veterans is deeply meaningful, and it is an honor to be with 
you today. 

As a physician who has cared for veterans in the Denver VA or 
previously cared for them for seven years, it is my privilege to be 
in this position advocating with you for the health care benefits 
that our veterans have earned and deserve to keep in whole. 

In reviewing the written testimony for today’s hearing, I appre-
ciated that many of you emphasized the importance of investing in 
care specifically tailored to women veterans. This is certainly re-
flective of the experience I had as a VA provider, and it is what 
I hear from folks in the women’s clinic at the Portland VA, which 
is in my district or serves my district. 

Commander Johnson, do you think it would harm care for female 
veterans to fire providers, cut programs, and close clinics that spe-
cifically serve this population of patients? 

Mr. JOHNSON. Absolutely. I mean, our veterans, I mean, our fe-
male veterans, are veterans just like the rest of us. They go to com-
bat. They do everything every other veteran does, and they—they 
are human beings and they get sick and they need help just like 
every other veteran does. And then when you are cutting services, 
when you are cutting the service for the female veterans, you are 
cutting service for veterans, and absolutely I agree with that, that 
would harm us immensely. 

Dr. DEXTER. Thank you. I couldn’t agree more, and that is why 
I am so concerned about the recent actions from the Trump admin-
istration impacting our VA workforce. Just last week, I had a 
roundtable with Portland VA leadership and staff, and I spoke to 
staff in the women’s health program who said to me, and this is 
a direct quote, ‘‘Women say they love our clinic because we have 
staff that care, but now we have staff that are scared, vomiting and 
freaking out’’, and that is the end of that quote. And these are the 
people caring for our veterans. 

Having terrified VA staff absolutely impacts the quality of care 
that our veterans are receiving. I recently heard from a patient 
treated at this clinic who canceled every single one of her forth-
coming appointments because she is afraid she could be retaliated 
against for getting the care she needs. This is a horrifying new re-
ality. 

So as women make up a growing share of the veteran population 
once again, Commander Johnson, what kind of investments in VA 
workforce for women veterans care would the veterans you serve 
like to see, and do you think these are possible if the attacks on 
the VA workforce continue? 

Mr. JOHNSON. So I haven’t—we haven’t had a full discussion on 
that. I would like to just say that I would speak to my constituents 
and be able to get back with you at a later date. 

Dr. DEXTER. I would appreciate that. Thank you. 
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Mr. JOHNSON. That is—that is a very important question, and it 
should be answered with a lot of consideration. 

Dr. DEXTER. Thank you, Commander Johnson. I yield back, Mr. 
Chair. 

Chairman BOST. Thank you. Dr. Conaway, you are now recog-
nized for 3 minutes. 

HON. HERB CONAWAY, 
U.S. REPRESENTATIVE FROM NEW JERSEY 

Dr. CONAWAY. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. I am certainly pleased 
to be here and to hear from our veteran community. We have a re-
sponsibility in this country to make sure those who have served us 
and not only the veteran, but the veterans families, are properly 
cared for. There are a lot of statements that are made from the 
dais such as this and on hustings about how much we owe to our 
veterans in this country and that should be met by the appropriate 
allocations from a budget to have a VA that is appropriately staffed 
to do the job that we ask them to do. And particularly as we have 
expanded access to the VA, to different and additional classes of 
veterans who will need to get service there. I am sad to say and 
sorry to know that our allocations, our budget does not reflect the 
present and growing demands that are being placed on the VA. 

My question to Mr. Johnson is, can you elaborate or give insight 
on the mental health services, the treatment, the care that vet-
erans are currently receiving and your opinion, and others can offer 
opinion on this as well, and what you think ought to be done to 
ensure that this care is improved? 

Mr. JOHNSON. Well, I think the funds are there. It is just that 
the management of the system itself is not completely conducive of 
what is going on there. Especially with the TBI, the traumatic 
brain injury, that seems to somehow or another be new and it is 
not new. I mean, we have veterans dealing with that on a daily 
basis. 

Again, we haven’t done a complete study on the statistics on how 
it is working. And for me to give you an educated, complete an-
swer, I would have to get with my constituents and get more based, 
statistic based information so I can give you a better educated an-
swer. 

Dr. CONAWAY. Would anyone else care to comment on my ques-
tion? Ms.—— 

Ms. MENAGH. I would just like to address a little bit, continue 
about the TBI. That is something we are very concerned about. 
Studies, non-military studies, have shown that a TBI anytime in 
your life, even the mildest concussion, doubles the chance of sui-
cide. Sometimes in your life there is such a stigma about suicide 
and mental health, and we would like to see more studies to show 
the physicality of the influence of the TBI on suicide and also about 
the, you know, difficulties with the claim process. Thank you. 

Dr. CONAWAY. Thank you. I would also ask of anyone who cares 
to answer. I have a great deal of concern that is broadly shared, 
I believe, about the cuts that have been occurring across the sys-
tem that are indiscriminate. And while there have been some who 
have been saved from these cuts, there are issues with respect to 
people who bring food to patients in facilities, people who clean 
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those facilities, people who provide security at those facilities. And 
that needs to be addressed in my view as well. Thank you, Mr. 
Chairman. 

Chairman BOST. Thank you. At this time, I would like to recog-
nize Ranking Member Takano for any closing remarks he might 
have. 

Mr. TAKANO. Well, I want to thank all the veterans service orga-
nizations that appear before us today and thank all of the veterans 
who have come to Washington to advocate on their behalf. Let me 
just say that I am awaiting answers from the Secretary about the 
firings of veterans. As you know, the VFW has condemned the in-
discriminate dismissals of veterans, veterans who have had stellar 
performance reviews. I fail to see how this advances the mission of 
VA and I—and I have serious concerns about mission-critical em-
ployees being dismissed. 

With that, I yield back. 
Chairman BOST. I thank the Ranking Member for his closing 

statement, and I do also want to say thank you for every one of 
you being here. 

And I want to offer to you the exact same thing that I offered 
to the previous panel. If you see at any time that your services that 
you specifically deal with for your veterans that you represent are 
being interfered with as we change because I think it was in Mr. 
Johnson’s testimony that he said there are ineffective programs out 
there as we need to go wisely through. And I am going to—I could 
ask which one of the people on the panel are taxpayers? And I 
would say you probably all raise your hand. And that means that 
we want to make sure that the dollars that we are spending on our 
veterans are going to provide those services that actually benefit 
our veterans, not necessarily benefit a bureaucracy. There is a dif-
ference. There is a difference. And as this Chairman of this Com-
mittee, I have said very openly time and time again and will con-
tinue to say so, the VA was created for the benefit of the veterans, 
not the benefit of bureaucracy. 

As we move forward, you have heard a lot of things, including 
the fact that veterans are being laid off. Some of those that have 
worked may be veterans, but most of them are employees. But as 
we move forward, it is to make sure that the best services are pro-
vided. That is why I offered what I just said. If there is any reduc-
tion in service or someone that you know that works at the VA that 
has been improperly released from their employment, please come 
to me and my office because we will argue on their behalf. But to 
make blanket statements based on some reform that has been 
much needed, I think quite often runs into rhetoric that we unfor-
tunately use our veterans and our veterans service organizations as 
pawns, and I don’t want to see that. 

So with that being said, once again, I want to say thank you to 
all of you, and that concludes the today’s joint VSO hearing. And 
I think it is clear that the Committee is collaborating and in its col-
laboration with the VA, have more work to do in service for our 
veterans and their families. 
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Now, I ask unanimous consent that all Members shall have five 
legislative days in which to revise and extend their remarks and 
include any extenuous material. Hearing no objection, so ordered, 
and the hearing is now adjourned. 

[Whereupon, at 12:58 p.m., the Joint Committees were ad-
journed.] 
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