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And the U.S.  Department of Veterans Affairs
· General:  The Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) offers a wide variety of programs and services for the nation’s 26 million veterans.  In 2003, more than 4.8 million people were treated in VA health-care facilities, 3.4 million veterans and survivors received VA disability compensation or pensions, 473,000 used GI Bill education benefits and nearly 2.7 million owned homes purchased with GI Bill home loan benefits. About 90,000 veterans and family members were buried in VA’s national cemeteries and nearly 345,000 headstones and markers were provided for veterans’ graves worldwide.
VA spent nearly $4.2 billion in Florida in 2003 to care for more than 1.8 million veterans who live in the state.  Last year, 416,434 people received health care and 261,174 veterans and survivors received disability compensation or pension payments from VA in Florida.  More than 29,551 veterans, reservists or survivors used GI Bill payments for their education, 223,802 owned homes with active VA home loan guarantees and 7,735 were interred in Florida’s three national cemeteries.

· Health Care:  One of the most visible of all VA benefits is health care.  VA has 158 hospitals, 858 ambulatory care and community-based outpatient clinics, 206 Vet Centers, 133 nursing homes, 42 residential rehabilitation treatment programs and 92 comprehensive home care programs.  Due to technology and national and VA health care trends, VA has changed from a hospital-based system to a primarily outpatient-focused system over the past eight years.
Florida VA operates medical centers at Bay Pines, Miami, Tampa, and West Palm Beach, and two medical divisions at Gainesville and Lake City, which comprise the North Florida and South Georgia Veterans Health System network.  Additionally, nine multi-specialty VA outpatient clinics are located in Pensacola, Tallahassee, Jacksonville, Daytona Beach, Orlando, Viera (Brevard County), Port Richey, Ft. Myers and Oakland Park.  Pensacola is consolidating services from three locations to one Joint Ambulatory Care Clinic at the Pensacola Naval Air Station, with an estimated opening date of July 2007.  Primary care also is provided at 31 community-based outpatient clinics located throughout the state.

Between 1996 and 2003, outpatient visits increased from 1,713,973 to 4,128,963.  Outpatient visits are projected to increase another 40 percent by 2005.  Hospital inpatients treated declined from 45,762 in 1996 to 38,515 in 2003.  Hospitalized patients are estimated to decrease another 5 percent by 2005 as workload continues to shift from inpatient to outpatient settings.
Other initiatives to improve health care access in Florida include establishment of a Community Care Coordination Service that uses current technology such as tele-health throughout the state.  A spinal cord injury tele-home care program at Tampa, by which SCI veterans receive care in their own homes, is being exported to other sites in the state.  In addition, mobile telemedicine systems at outpatient clinics provide more timely access to specialty care.

VA medical centers are affiliated with all four medical schools in Florida, providing more than 400 medical resident positions in the 2002-2003 academic year.  Additionally, VA has affiliations with medical schools in nursing, dentistry, dietetics, audiology and speech pathology, medical technology, radiation technology, pharmacy, podiatry, psychology, rehabilitation, optometry, physical and occupational therapy and social work.
· Geriatric Care:  Long-term care is a critical issue for America’s veterans.  Approximately 38.5 percent of living veterans are at least 65 years, compared with 12.4 percent of the general population.  The challenge to care for these 9.5 million men and women is met through a spectrum of home and community-based programs such as home-based primary care, homemaker and home health aide services, home respite and hospice and adult day care health.  VA also provides home and domiciliary care for veterans who can no longer be safely maintained in non-institutional settings.  Additionally, VA conducts nationwide research on the causes and treatment of Alzheimer’s disease and other dementias and funds 21 geriatric research, education and clinical centers, each focusing on a major geriatric problem.

Last year in Florida, VA cared for 266,408 veterans age 65 or older.  The Bay Pines medical center has one of the largest community nursing home programs in the VA system, with specialized care in visual impairment, alcohol dependency and post-traumatic stress disorder.  Miami and Tampa have more than 170 nursing home beds each.  The West Palm Beach medical center provides 98 beds in its extended care facility.  In conjunction with hospital care, Florida VA supports the “aging in place” concept, advocating aggressive use of services designed to promote alternatives to institutional care.  VA set up programs to ensure that long-term care patients are discharged to appropriate community settings.  This is accomplished through a variety of programs including adult day care, expanded home care services such as tele-health and telemedicine, homemaker and home aide programs, use of intermediate-care beds and assisted-living facilities and other community-based programs.
· Research:  To provide the highest quality of health care to the nation’s veterans, VA conducts a vast array of research on some of the most difficult challenges facing medical science today.  Not only is VA a world leader in research areas such as aging, prosthetics, spinal-cord injury and blind rehabilitation, but VA has also contributed greatly to women’s health care and treatment of AIDS, post-traumatic stress disorder, Gulf War illnesses and mental health issues.  VA researchers led the way in developing the cardiac pacemaker, the CT scan, magnetic source imaging and improving artificial limbs.  
VA is teaming up with the Department of Defense to track the health of military personnel.  The Millennium Cohort Study, one of many collaborative research projects between VA and the Department of Defense, is the largest study of its kind ever conducted.  Researchers will follow as many as 140,000 military personnel for up to 21 years to track changes in their health.  The effort began in 2001 and to-date has enrolled more than 79,000 service personnel.  The study will help answer questions about the health effects of military service.  In particular, the researchers will examine how deployment affects the incidence of chronic diseases and other health conditions.  Findings will help guide DOD and VA policy on health care and benefits.  For more information visit the study’s website at www.millenniumcohort.org.

Funding for research in Florida continues to increase rapidly.  The expanded research covers such areas as stroke rehabilitation and patient safety.  The North Florida and South Georgia Health Care System network operates two VHA Centers of Excellence: the RR&D Center for Brain Rehabilitation Research to develop a rehabilitation research program that improves quality of life for brain impaired veterans, and the Rehabilitation Outcomes Research Center that focuses on stroke outcomes and outcomes related to newly emerging rehabilitation therapies.  Tampa operates the Patient Safety Center of Inquiry and two research enhancement award programs in patient safety.  These patient safety initiatives focus on the prevention of adverse events in elderly and disabled people including falls, hospital bed entrapment, pressure ulcers and adverse events associated with patient handling and movement.  Miami operates the Center for Functional Recovery in Chronic Spinal Cord Injury, which focuses on spasticity, pain management, recovery of motor and sensory function, and other areas of critical importance to veterans with spinal cord injury.  Extensive geriatric research is conducted at Gainesville and Miami, focusing on biomedical, clinical and health services areas, geriatric evaluation and management programs and dementia.  In fiscal year 2003, the North Florida and South Georgia Veterans Health System network had more than 670 active research projects with combined VA and non-VA funding greater than $30 million.

· Disabilities and Pensions:  Not all of the problems of military service end when people are discharged from active duty.  About 2.5 million veterans receive monthly VA disability compensation for medical problems related to their service in uniform.  VA pensions go to about 341,000 wartime veterans with limited means.  Family members of about 533,000 veterans qualify for monthly VA payments as the survivors of disabled veterans or pension recipients.

VA's St. Petersburg Regional Office serves veterans and their survivors in Florida who are seeking VA financial benefits.  In fiscal year 2003, the St. Petersburg office processed 48,648 disability compensation claims.  The total includes 12,456 veterans applying for the first time for disability compensation.  During fiscal year 2003, the St. Petersburg office acted on 36,192 cases where veterans reopened a claim, usually to seek an increase in their disability rating level for larger payments.
· Homeless:  Nearly 23 percent of homeless adults are veterans, and many more veterans who live in poverty are at risk of becoming homeless.  VA is the only federal agency that provides substantial hands-on assistance directly to the homeless.  It has the largest network of homeless assistance programs in the country.  More than 10,000 transitional and permanent beds have been authorized for homeless veterans throughout the country.  VA aggressively reaches out to veterans on the street, conducts clinical assessments, offers needed medical treatment, and provides long-term shelters and job training.  Nearly $179 million is dedicated to specialized homeless programs to assist homeless veterans, including grants and per diem payments to more than 300 public groups.

Florida has one of the highest numbers of homeless veterans in the country.  Many of these veterans are also some of the oldest and most at risk due to illness.  In 2003, VA homeless programs in Florida have registered more than 2,700 additional homeless veterans for VA services.  To try to alleviate the pressing housing needs of these veterans, the medical centers' homeless programs have collaborated with local homeless provider community agencies that apply for VA Grant and Per Diem grants.  This national VA program offers federal grants to community agencies for the building or acquisition of transitional housing projects and veteran service centers.  The agencies are eligible to receive from the VA per diem or services rendered payments for veterans enrolled in their programs.  During this past year, the network was awarded two additional transitional housing projects, which brings the total number of projects in the network to 21, with a total number of beds to 476.  Also included in these projects are two veteran service centers, one community-based facility in Miami and one mobile unit that travels throughout the network.  Since 1996, network community homeless providers have been awarded more than $4,870,000 in grants from the program.  During fiscal year 2003, VA medical centers in the network received $574,000, from the VA Grant and Per Diem program for disbursement to community providers to pay for the beds and services associated with these projects.  Additionally, the Broward County HHOPE Project was one of eleven sites awarded a multi-agency grant to assist chronically homeless individuals, including veterans.  This national initiative is the first of its kind, combining the resources of the Department of Veterans Affairs, Department of Health and Human Services and the Department of Housing and Urban Affairs.
· Memorial Affairs:  Most men and women who have been in the military are eligible for burial in a national cemetery, as are their dependent children and usually their spouses.  VA manages the country’s network of national cemeteries with more than 2.5 million gravesites at 120 national cemeteries in 39 states and Puerto Rico, as well as in 33 soldier’s lots and monument sites.  Last year, about 90,000 veterans were buried in VA's national cemeteries.  Additionally, in 2003, VA provided nearly 345,000 headstones and markers and 254,600 Presidential Memorial Certificates to the loved ones of deceased veterans.  VA-assisted state veterans cemeteries provided more than 18,000 interments.

VA has three national cemeteries in Florida.  In 2003, the Florida National Cemetery in Bushnell had 6,586 burials.  The Bay Pines National Cemetery, which buries eligible family members and cremation remains, had 1,147 burials.  The cemetery at St. Augustine, which buries only family members, had two burials.  VA is in the early stages of designing another national cemetery in Palm Beach County to serve south Florida and is examining possible sites for two more cemeteries, in the Jacksonville and Sarasota areas.  VA provided 12,785 headstones and markers for the graves of veterans in Florida.

· Additional Initiatives:  VA established a Benefits Delivery at Discharge Program at U.S. naval facilities in the Jacksonville area.  VA piloted this program as a joint effort between the VA Sunshine Healthcare Network, VA’s St.  Petersburg Regional Office and the naval facilities in the Jacksonville area, with significant assistance from the Florida Department of Veterans Affairs and several state veterans service organizations.  This initiative evolved into a nationally recognized program that has allowed a seamless transition for more than 10,000 active duty personnel.
Compensation and pension examinations are done before discharge.  Adjudication of claims take an average of three to four days, resulting in adjudication and awarding of claims before actual discharge from active duty.  This program has been expanded and incorporated at Pensacola Naval Air Station; Eglin, Patrick and MacDill Air Force bases; and the naval facility in Key West.  Additional efforts are underway at the Roosevelt Roads naval facility in San Juan, Puerto Rico; Army Southern Command facility in Miami; and U.S.  Coast Guard facilities in Miami, St.  Petersburg and throughout Florida.

The Partnership Assisted Rating Development System was developed to expedite the claim process.  Veterans complete the VA application for compensation and pension benefits then, with the help of a service officer and VA medical facility personnel, obtain their own medical and legal information.  VA processes the claim in approximately a month.  

Representatives from the VA Sunshine Healthcare Network in Florida and the 81st Regional Support Command of the U.S.  Army Reserves have negotiated an agreement for VA to provide physicals, immunizations and dental screenings for Army reservists.  Starting in 1999, Army reserve units have contacted VA medical centers in Florida to schedule appointments for these physicals.  This agreement provides a revenue stream to VA medical centers, while providing a much needed service to the Army Reserves.  

For additional state summaries see: http://www.va.gov/opa/fact/statesum/index.htm.  
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