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Wyoming
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 $157 million in Wyoming in 2003 to serve about 57,000 veterans who live in the state.  Last year, 16,975 people received health care and 6,954 veterans and survivors received disability compensation or pension payments from VA in Wyoming.  More than 1,122 veterans, reservists or survivors used GI Bill payments for their education and 6,710 owned homes with active VA home loan guarantees.

· 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 Wyoming, VA operates major medical centers in Cheyenne and Sheridan, plus community-based outpatient clinics (CBOCs in Casper, Green River, Gillette, Riverton, Powell and Newcastle.  In fiscal year 2003, VA facilities in Wyoming had 2,163 inpatient admissions and provided 206,374 outpatient visits.  
Cheyenne VA Medical Center (VAMC) also supports community-based outpatient clinics in Greeley and Fort Collins, Colo., and a contract clinic in Sidney, Neb.  The Cheyenne facility has 21 medical and surgical beds, outpatient mental health services, and a 50-bed nursing home care unit.  In fiscal year 2003, Cheyenne had 801 inpatient admissions and 101,263 outpatient visits.  A home-based primary care program is being developed at the Cheyenne medical center.  The mission of the program is the coordination and delivery of primary health care to eligible veterans in their homes.  Eligible veterans within a 30-minute drive of Cheyenne will be considered for the program.  The Cheyenne medical center is affiliated with the University of Wyoming family practice residency program and the University of Colorado Medical School.  A VA and Department of Defense sharing agreement between Cheyenne and the Air Force has been in place since 1983 and serves as a model for interagency cooperation.  

The Sheridan VA Medical Center serves a veteran population that extends to Montana, Colorado, Utah and Idaho.  The facility has 146 beds, including residential psychiatry and 50 nursing home beds.  Sheridan offers specialty treatment in mental health rehabilitation, including inpatient and outpatient psychiatry, with telepsychiatry available to veterans at each of the four community-based outpatient clinics in Casper, Riverton, Powell and Gillette.  In addition, the Sheridan VAMC provides inpatient and outpatient primary care services to veterans in northern Wyoming.  

VA also operates Readjustment Counseling Centers (Vet Centers) in Cheyenne and Casper.  Established in 1979, Vet Centers provide veteran counseling services and are currently available at more than 200 locations nationwide.

· 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 Wyoming, 11,898 veterans age 65 and older received health care from VA in fiscal year 2003.  A wide range of geriatric, rehabilitation and extended care services are available in Wyoming, and programs continue to expand to meet the growing needs of the state's elderly population.  Both the Cheyenne and Sheridan medical centers have nursing home care units with 100 beds, 50 at Cheyenne and 50 at Sheridan.  Additionally, VA provides home-based primary care, homemaker and home health aide programs on-site and through contracts, adult day care, and hospice and palliative care.  The Sheridan medical center supports the State Veterans Home in Buffalo, and Cheyenne provides assistance to the State Veterans Home in Scottsbluff, Neb.  
· 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 Cheyenne VA Medical Center was awarded a telepsychiatry project grant to determine the clinical and cost effectiveness of using telepsychiatry in rural and frontier areas.  With the funds, a telepsychiatry project coordinator was hired and connections were expanded from the already existing links in Fort Collins, Colo., and Scottsbluff, Neb., to sites in Greeley, Colo., and Rawlins, Wyo.  Services have included medication management and monitoring, ego supportive therapy, case consultation, and staff and patient education.  Outcomes from the study, including patient and clinician satisfaction surveys, a clinical outcome measure, as well as cost analysis, demonstrated clear advantages to the use of telepsychiatry as an effective alternative to face-to-face psychiatry.  Since July 2002 the program has continued to operate effectively, moving from pilot status to a permanent service of Cheyenne VA Medical Center.

Additionally, the Cheyenne and Sheridan VAMCs   provide care coordination through use of the Health Hero System.  

Telemedicine initiatives at the Sheridan VAMC include the provision of TeleMentalHealth services to Casper, Riverton, Gillette and Powell CBOCs.  In addition, a joint venture between the Sheridan VAMC and the state of Wyoming is being undertaken to provide TeleMentalHealth services to veterans residing at the Wyoming Veterans Home in Buffalo.  The Sheridan VAMC uses the Health Buddy system, which is an in-home, point-of-care communications device that gathers quantitative and qualitative patient information through a simple question, answer and education session.  Participants use it daily, and results are monitored at the health care facility.  Changes in patient condition can be detected early with the goal being to provide health care interventions that prevent further deterioration of the patient’s condition, preventing the need for hospitalization.  

In addition to the depression and congestive heart failure modules currently being used, the Sheridan VAMC had received funding to develop a Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) module for this system.  The Sheridan VAMC has also received funding from VA Rocky Mountain Network for a collaborative effort with the University of Colorado Health Sciences Center American Indian and Alaskan Native Program to provide TeleMentalHealth to native Americans with PTSD who reside on the Wind River Indian Reservation in Wyoming.  Psychiatric support for the project comes from the University of Colorado Health Sciences Center via a telemedicine link with the Riverton CBOC.

A major telemedicine initiative at the Sheridan facility has been the conversion to teleradiology and computerized radiography.  Radiology images taken at the Sheridan VAMC are transmitted to the Denver VAMC for interpretation by radiology staff at that facility.  This use of telemedicine has made university-level radiologist support available at the Sheridan facility.  In addition, through the use of a Picture Archiving and Communication System (PACS), the Sheridan VA radiology department has now gone “filmless,” in that it is no longer necessary to develop and store radiology films.  In addition, patients who are sent to the Denver VA from Sheridan no longer need to have radiology exams that are taken at the Sheridan VA sent to Denver, as the exams are already in Denver on the Denver PACS system.  The Sheridan VA obtained its first CT scanner in June 2002.  Patients in need of a CT scan are for the most part no longer required to obtain the CT scan at another medical facility, as was done in the past.

· 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 Denver Regional Office operates an office in Cheyenne that serves veterans and their survivors in Wyoming who are seeking VA financial benefits.  In fiscal year 2003, the Cheyenne office processed an estimated 1,800 disability compensation claims, including veterans applying for the first time for disability compensation or veterans reopening 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.

The Cheyenne VA Health Care for Homeless Veterans program serves southern Wyoming, northern Colorado and western Nebraska veterans.  Transient veterans make up a high percentage of the program’s clients.  The program provides outreach to homeless veterans on the street, in shelters and through referral from social service agencies; assessment of their needs and referral to VA and community programs; residential treatment for homeless veterans with chronic mental illness, including alcoholism and drug addiction; coordination of care with VA eligibility, benefits, substance abuse treatment, post-combat treatment, mental health counseling, medicine, dental and surgical programs; intensive case management and discharge planning for veterans in residential treatment.  Additionally, VA works with the community to refer veterans to state veterans homes for those who need long-term care, provides post-discharge follow-up for veterans who remain in the service area, cooperates with local, state and national groups and organizations, and provides leadership in organizing and administering homeless veteran stand downs.  

The Cheyenne VAMC initiated the mental health intensive case management program, which is an assertive community outreach program for those veterans with serious and persistent mental illness.  

The Sheridan facility provides space for a community shelter operated by Volunteers of America.  The building, capable of housing 34 residents, is open 24 hours a day.  This shelter serves a vital need, as the closest homeless shelters to Sheridan are located in Billings, Mont., 135 miles to the north, or Casper, Wyo., 150 miles to the south.  In addition, full-time homeless veteran social worker provides case management and referrals for job and life skills training for homeless veterans.

· 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.

Wyoming has no national cemeteries.  The Oregon Trail State Veterans Cemetery in Evansville, which received a VA grant, had 148 burials last year.  VA provided 498 headstones and markers for the graves of veterans in Wyoming. 
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