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South Dakota
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 more than $279 million in South Dakota in 2003 to serve nearly 77,000 veterans who live in the state.  Last year, 28,385 people received health care and 12,756 veterans and survivors received disability compensation or pension payments from VA in South Dakota.  More than 1,851 veterans, reservists or survivors used GI Bill payments for their education, 6,355 owned homes with active VA home loan guarantees and 693 were interred at the Black Hills National Cemetery.

· 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 South Dakota, VA operates major medical centers in the Black Hills (Fort Meade and Hot Springs) and Sioux Falls.  The Sioux Falls VA Medical Center admitted 2,298 veterans and had 134,598 outpatient visits.  The VA Black Hills Health Care System admitted 3,610 veterans and had 235,735 outpatient visits.  To provide more accessible care for veterans, VA operates community-based outpatient clinics in Rapid City, Pierre, Winner, Aberdeen, Eagle Butte, Isabel and Faith, S.D.; and Sioux City, Iowa.  Primary care is also delivered through rural outreach clinics in Rosebud (Mission) and Pine Ridge, S.D.; Alliance, Rushville and Scottsbluff, Neb.; and Newcastle, Wyo.  

Specialty outreach programs are located on the Standing Rock Indian Reservation at McLaughlin and on the Northern Cheyenne Reservation in Lame Deer, Mont.  VA Black Hills serves as the primary health care provider for the State Veterans Home in Hot Springs.  Sioux Falls VA provides primary care coverage for the Minnesota State Veterans Home in Luverne.  Veterans outreach centers are located in Rapid City, Martin and Sioux Falls, S.D., and Sioux City, Iowa.  A post-traumatic stress disorder residential rehabilitation program operates at the Hot Springs VA Medical Center.  An aftercare outreach clinic and transitional residence program are on the Pine Ridge Reservation.

VA in South Dakota continues to expand programs and services for women veterans.  The number of women veterans seen in South Dakota VA health care facilities continues to increase.  The Sioux Falls Medical Center saw 2,142 women patients in 2003, and the VA Black Hills Health Care System saw 2,141 women veterans.  Specialty programs include sexual trauma and OB/GYN.  Sioux Falls VA holds an annual women veterans' symposium.  VA Black Hills’ Substance Use and Post Traumatic Stress program has semi-annual retreats for women veterans and collaterals of male combat veterans.
· 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 South Dakota, 23,220 veterans 65 and older received medical care from VA in 2003.  Of those, 13,988 veterans were at the Sioux Falls medical center and 9,323 at VA Black Hills.  The Sioux Falls and Black Hills medical centers have established extended care services to include two outpatient geriatric evaluation units.  Additionally, VA provides skilled nursing, physical and occupational therapy, homemaker, home health aide and in-home hospice care.  VA in South Dakota provides referrals to contract nursing homes, residential care and assisted living, and partners with the community for adult day-health care when available.  Services also include inpatient respite care programs for the caregivers of geriatric patients.  Both Black Hills and Sioux Falls have hospital-based nursing home care units providing complex rehabilitative care for veterans. VA Black Hills recently established a home and community based health care department.
· 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.

The Sioux Falls VA Medical Center research program includes basic and clinical research.  Clinical research studies are conducted in infectious disease, cancer staging and prediction, anticoagulation therapy, stroke prevalence and mental health.  Research projects in basic science include studies in gene silencing and in gene expression in obesity-linked renal disease.  Currently, there are 12 principal investigators directing 18 different research projects.  The VA Black Hills Health Care System research program is active in clinical and non-clinical research.  Research projects are being conducted in mental health, internal medicine, smoking cessation, anticoagulation therapy, medical care management and audiology.  Eight principal investigators are responsible for 11 different research projects.
· 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 Sioux Falls VA Medical and Regional Office Center serves veterans and their survivors in South Dakota who are seeking VA financial benefits.  In fiscal year 2003, the Sioux Falls office processed 3,144 disability compensation claims.  The total includes 645 veterans applying for the first time for disability compensation.  During fiscal year 2003, the Sioux Falls office acted on 2,499 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.

A Black Hills domiciliary at Hot Springs is dedicated to a transitional program, where veterans are assisted in housing, employment and medical and psychological treatment needs.  The mission is to return veterans to their highest level of independent living in the community.  Compensated Work Therapy (CWT) is a key component of the program.  Black Hills offers a post-traumatic stress disorder treatment program and a CWT residential unit at Pine Ridge.  CWT is also the cornerstone of the Veterans Industries Program located at McLaughlin and Eagle Butte.

Since 1997, VA Black Hills and the Rapid City Vet Center have conducted standdowns in Rapid City, Pine Ridge, Martin, McLaughlin and Eagle Butte.  The Sioux Falls medical center and Vet Center conducted their fourth standdown for homeless veterans and other veterans in need in September 2003.  Medical screenings, clothing, food job services, counseling and legal advice were provided.  Minority veteran coordinators work closely with the homeless coordinators.  A standdown was held in cooperation with the Sisseteon Wahpeton tribe in May 2003. 
· 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 South Dakota.  Black Hills National Cemetery in Sturgis had 693 burials in 2003.  Ft. Meade National Cemetery in Sturgis and Hot Springs National Cemetery bury only eligible family members; neither had any burials last year.  The South Dakota Veterans Home Cemetery received no federal development funds.  VA provided 1,598 headstones and markers for the graves of veterans in South Dakota.
· Additional initiative:  In a collaborative effort with the South Dakota Department of Veterans Affairs and the South Dakota Vet Centers, both medical centers have provided information and support for returning Operation Iraqi Freedom and Operation Enduring Freedom soldiers.  

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