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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 $1.5 billion in Missouri in 2003 to serve more than 562,000 veterans who live in the state.  Last year, 116,322 people received health care and 65,557 veterans and survivors received disability compensation or pension payments from VA in Missouri.  More than 8,715 veterans, reservists or survivors used GI Bill payments for their education, 40,490 owned homes with active VA home loan guarantees and 4,584 interments were conducted in Missouri'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.
In Missouri, VA operates major medical centers in Columbia, Kansas City, Poplar Bluff and St. Louis.  In fiscal year 2003, VA facilities in Missouri had 18,006 inpatient admissions and provided 1,158,054 outpatient visits.  To provide better access to care for veterans, especially those living in rural areas, Missouri operates 15 community-based outpatient clinics.  Six new CBOCs opened in 2002 with locations in St. James, Mexico, Warrensburg, Cameron, St. Louis and Cape Girardeau, which were collocated with Missouri state veterans homes.  There are 152 nursing home beds at Missouri VA facilities.  All of the medical centers are affiliated with universities or allied health care providers to provide training and education in all areas of health services.  The Kansas City medical center, for example, is affiliated with the University of Kansas, University of Missouri–Kansas City and 42 additional educational institutions.  The St. Louis VA Medical Center also maintains dual affiliations with Washington University and Saint Louis University Medical Schools.

In Missouri, the medical centers, regional offices and Vet Centers work collaboratively on a number of programs aimed at better serving our veterans, such as improving timeliness of compensation and pension exams.  Vet Centers are located in Kansas City and St. Louis.  In Wichita, the Regional Office is located on the grounds of the medical center.  The St. Louis VA operates a 32-bed Spinal Cord Injury Center, which provides rehabilitation and sustaining care services to veterans in Nebraska, Kansas, Missouri, southern Illinois and Kentucky.
· 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.

In Missouri, 83,693 veterans aged 65 or older received medical care from VA last year.  A wide range of geriatric, rehabilitation and extended care services are available, and programs continue to expand to meet the growing needs of this elderly population.  For example, Missouri medical centers offer elderly veterans physical rehabilitation, interim care, psychogeriatric care, hospice services, respite, nursing home care, dementia treatment, home care, geriatric evaluation and management, adult day health care, residential services and blind rehabilitation.

Missouri operates seven state veterans homes supported by VA funds.  Cape Girardeau, Mexico and St. James each have 150-bed nursing care; Mt.  Vernon is a 200-bed nursing care facility; and Warrensburg has a 200-bed facility.  The Missouri veterans home in St. Louis opened a 100 bed Specialized Dementia Unit this year.  This addition brings the veterans home capacity to 300 beds.

· 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.

Most of the research initiatives in Missouri are conducted at the state’s medical centers.  Laboratory-based science, which improves the understanding of how diseases progress or how medications or other treatments can be effective, is important for medical research.  Clinical research studies improve treatment of health problems prevalent among veteran patients and the general population.  VA’s research program in Missouri includes studies in organ and tissue repair, cancer research, neuroscience, infectious diseases and environmental toxins, cooperative studies and drug development, rehabilitation, and health services and outcomes.  At the Columbia VA Medical Center, approximately 55 research investigators are working on about 80 different research projects, with a budget of nearly $5.6 million.  In St. Louis, there are 135 active research projects, with a research budget of more than $1.4 million.  At the Kansas City VA Medical Center, there are 28 research investigators working on 128 projects with a budget of $2.8 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. Louis Regional Office serves veterans and their survivors in Missouri who are seeking VA financial benefits.  In fiscal year 2003, the St. Louis office processed 14,137 disability compensation claims.  The total includes 4,413 veterans applying for the first time for disability compensation.  During fiscal year 2003, the St. Louis office acted on 9,724 cases where veterans reopened a claim, usually to seek an increase in their disability rating 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.

VA’s major homeless programs in Missouri are based in St. Louis and Kansas City.  In 1987, the St. Louis homeless program became the first one in VA to offer services for homeless who are mentally ill.  Through outreach to various shelters, soup kitchens and the streets, more than 3,500 homeless veterans have been clinically assessed with mental health and substance abuse problems.  An estimated additional 2,000 veterans have been screened as homeless.  There are approximately 9,000 homeless adults on the streets in St. Louis on any given night, with one-third veterans.  It is also estimated that 2 percent of homeless veterans are females.  

The St. Louis homeless program is a per diem program, which authorizes VA to assist public or non-profit private groups  in establishing new programs to furnish services and housing for homeless veterans.  St. Louis has two operational programs that are approved for 45 beds and one non-operational program that is being renovated and scheduled for operation of 24 beds in fall of 2005.  This would allow 69 homeless veterans to be maintained annually in three community-based transitional houses from six months to two years.  Substance abuse, medical care, employment counseling, case management and veterans’ benefits are part of the treatment.  Through previous VA grants, one community agency obtained a van for transportation and another received funds to purchase and renovate residential housing for 21 homeless veterans.  The St. Louis medical center also has a homeless domiciliary with a 60 bed capacity directed toward homeless veterans who are employable.  

Additionally, the St. Louis medical center continues to participate in standdowns, with an average attendance of 450 veterans.  The standdown has been a bi-annual event.  Services include legal advice, haircuts, medical care, picture ID, clothing, food and bus tickets.  

The Kansas City area is estimated to have approximately 1,600 homeless veterans.  The VA medical center also has a per diem program for veterans, operating two homes in the metropolitan area.  Large numbers of these vets take advantage of goods and services offered through standdowns.  These brief but intense programs have been held in Kansas City since 1993 an average of twice per year.  For the last four years, hundreds of veterans received services at each standdown.  Recent years have seen almost 1,880 visits or encounters with more than 330 homeless veterans per year, reflecting ongoing programs.  The average age of veterans at intake is 45 years:  84 percent report alcohol problems, 75 percent report drug problems, and both medical and mental health problems are reported by 14 percent.  Statistics show that a majority of vets have experienced improvement with their problems at discharge.  All veterans receive follow-up plans.  Social and vocational problems are reported at 100 percent upon admission, but 75 percent of veterans have improved their circumstances by their discharge date.  Many veterans have been helped with placements into a contract community residential home.  The majority of these veterans have been homeless from six months to over two years. 

· 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 Missouri.  In St. Louis, the Jefferson Barracks National Cemetery had 4,416 burials in 2003.  In Springfield, where the national cemetery buries eligible family members and cremation remains, there were 165 burials.  The cemetery in Jefferson City buries only family members and had three burials.  The Missouri Veterans Cemetery in Springfield had 361 burials and the one in Higginsville had 139.  Two additional state veterans cemeteries that received VA grants opened in September 2003 -- at Jacksonville and Bloomfield.  VA provided 9,851 headstones and markers for the graves of veterans in Missouri.

· Additional Initiatives:  In 1996, the VA Heartland Network entered into a contract with the Missouri Veterans Commission for VA provision of medications and pharmacy consultant services to the Missouri state veterans homes.  The goal of the contract was to improve quality of care and service to the veterans residing in the state homes while reducing pharmaceutical costs for the state of Missouri and providing additional resources to VA.

Since 1996, the number of state veterans homes has grown from five to seven (Cameron, Cape Girardeau, Mexico, Mt.  Vernon, St. James, St. Louis and Warrensburg) and the number of residents from about 650 to about 1,000.  Pharmaceuticals are provided to all seven homes from the pharmacy distribution center at Truman Memorial VA in Columbia.  Pharmacists from VA medical centers in Columbia, Kansas City, Poplar Bluff and St. Louis provide consultant services.  The Missouri Veterans Commission estimates that this arrangement saves Missouri taxpayers approximately $1.5 million each year.

The VA National Cemetery Administration opened the first National Cemetery Training Center in south St. Louis to train new cemetery directors and assistant directors. The center’s first class of 14 students began in mid-June.
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