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Montana

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 25.6 million veterans.  In 2002, more than 4.2 million people were treated in VA health-care facilities, 3.3 million veterans and survivors received VA disability compensation or pensions, 464,000 veterans and their families used GI Bill education benefits, nearly 2.9 million owned homes purchased with GI Bill home loan benefits and more than 89,000 veterans and family members were buried in VA’s national cemeteries.

VA spent nearly $216 million in Montana in 2002 to serve approximately 108,000 veterans who live in the state.  Last year, 24,190 people received health care in the state’s VA facilities and 14,726 Montana veterans and survivors collected disability compensation or pension payments.  Nearly 1,600 veterans and their families used GI Bill payments for their education and 12,671 owned homes purchased through VA home loan guarantees.

· Health Care:  One of the most visible of all VA benefits is health care.  VA has 162 hospitals, more than 850 ambulatory care and community-based outpatient clinics, 206 Vet Centers, 132 nursing homes, 43 domiciliary facilities and 73 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 seven years. With 22,000 fewer employees in 2002 than in 1995, VA provided care to 1.6 million more veterans across the country.

The VA Montana Healthcare System operates a major medical center at Ft. Harrison, five miles west of Helena; a nursing home at Miles City; and nine primary care outpatient clinics at Anaconda, Billings, Bozeman, Glasgow, Great Falls, Miles City, Missoula, Kalispell and Sidney.  The Ft. Harrison medical center provides a full range of health care services for veterans, including rheumatology, audiology, neurology, medical oncology, surgery, urology, coronary angiography, psychiatry, substance abuse treatment and ambulatory care.  VA Montana had more than a 36 percent increase in the number of veterans treated from 1997 to 2002.  The number of inpatient admissions for 2002 was 2,178.  Outpatient visits totaled 201,243.  Additionally, VA has two Veterans Counseling Centers (Vet Centers) in Billings and Missoula.

· Geriatric Care:  Long-term care is a critical issue for America’s veterans.  Approximately 38 percent of living veterans are 65 years old or older, compared with 12 percent of the general population.  The challenge to care for these 9.1 million men and women is met through a variety of programs, including more than 132 nursing home care units in medical centers, adult day care, home health aide services and community residential care, contracts with 2,500 community nursing homes, and support to 114 state veterans homes.  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 Montana, nursing home care is provided in several locations.  The Miles City VA Nursing Home has 32 beds.   This facility has demonstrated excellence and was recognized nationally by the external peer review program.  VA Montana also supports two veterans' homes operated by the state of Montana in Glendive and Columbia Falls.  Veterans who are eligible may also be placed in private nursing homes around the state under the auspices of VA.  VA Montana has within its ranks a board-certified geriatric physician and many health care providers dedicated to the care of the geriatric patients.  Continuing education focuses on geriatric health care, preventive health that address the special needs of the elderly and other issues specific to older veterans.
· 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 Montana does not operate separate research programs.  However, facilities and staff support VA research initiatives in such areas as Gulf War and Agent Orange registries.

· Disabilities and Pensions:  Not all of the problems of military service end when people are discharged from active duty.  About 2.4 million veterans receive monthly VA disability compensation for medical problems related to their service in uniform.  VA pensions go to about 346,000 wartime veterans with limited means.  Family members of about 538,600 veterans qualify for monthly VA payments as the survivors of disabled veterans or pension recipients.

VA's Fort Harrison VA Medical and Regional Office Center serves veterans and their survivors in Montana who are seeking VA financial benefits.  In fiscal year 2002, the Fort Harrison office processed 3,450 disability compensation claims.  The total includes 776 veterans applying for the first time for disability compensation.  During fiscal year 2002, the Fort Harrison office acted on 2,674 cases where veterans reopened a claim, usually to seek an increase in their disability rating for larger payments.  Because of the complexity of many cases, plus legal requirements and the need to obtain military records, the application process can take several months or longer.  Streamlining the process and reducing backlogs are two of VA’s highest priorities.
· Homeless:  Nearly 25 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 7,000 transitional and permanent beds are available for homeless veterans throughout the states.  VA aggressively reaches out to veterans on the street, conducts clinical assessments, offers needed medical treatment, and provides long-term shelters and job training.  More than $150 million is dedicated to specialized homeless programs to assist homeless veterans, including grants and per diem payments to 300 public groups.

Homeless veterans in Montana receive outreach services such as primary health care, mental health and substance abuse counseling and case management services at the Ft. Harrison medical center.  Primary care treatment is available to homeless veterans in community outpatient clinics with referrals to the medical center for more specialized care.  Homeless veteran program coordinators from the medical center and the VA Regional Office visit homeless shelters routinely.  A partnership with shelters, community-based outpatient clinics and other community leaders and service organizations was established and a services referral network was developed.  From this referral network, homeless veteran program coordinators act as access points for homeless veterans seeking health care services, case management and benefit counseling.

· 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, more than 89,000 veterans were buried in VA's national cemeteries.  Additionally, in 2002, VA provided nearly 350,000 headstones and markers and nearly 290,000 Presidential Memorial Certificates to the loved ones of deceased veterans.  VA-assisted state veterans cemeteries provided more than 17,000 interments.

Montana has no VA national cemeteries, but the Ft. Harrison State Veterans Cemetery in Helena had 131 burials in FY 2002 and another cemetery in Miles City had 35 burials.  Both were developed with VA grants.  Montana also has a veterans home cemetery, built without federal funds.  VA provided 1,365 headstones and markers for the graves of veterans in Montana.

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