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We are here this morning because VA takes too long to provide accurate decisions on veterans' claims for disability benefits.  Our backlog of pending claims is far too large.


	Last year, the President promised a top to bottom review of VA claims processing.


	 At my Senate confirmation hearing, I promised to commission a task force to conduct a highly focused, short-fused review of VA claims processing. 


	Admiral Dan Cooper and twelve distinguished individuals accepted this challenge. 


	Today, in presenting this report to me and to Deputy Secretary Mackay, the Task Force redeems the President's promise and fulfills the mission I entrusted to them.


	Dr. Mackay and I want to express our very, very deep appreciation to Admiral Cooper and his staff of one, John O'Hara, ……


	and of course, to the members of the VA Claims Processing Task Force for dedication, perseverance, and outstanding performance in taking on a daunting and vital project. 


	Every member of this Task Force and its staff, especially Dan Cooper, have committed time, energy, and intellect far above, beyond the call of duty. America's veterans….


	and very importantly the men and women who today are on active duty who will be called upon to respond to the terrorist act of September 1 will be the beneficiaries of their effort.


	Few VA projects have elicited so much attention as has this one. 


�



	Throughout the summer, at virtually every stop of a very active speaking schedule, veterans, veterans' service organizations, VA personnel, and news media representatives expressed their keen interest in your mission, in your progress, and in the outcome of your efforts.


	The very fact that you performed your mission so quickly and with such focused energy, sent a signal throughout the veteran population and the VA that President Bush and I are absolutely committed to getting to the core of VA's claims processing problems and that we are just as committed to finding and applying solutions.


	On Monday, I was at ground zero in New York City.  Standing on the rubble under the World Trade Center.  No photo or TV image can truly convey the devastation and the horror at the site of the World Trade Center. 


	I was also at the Family Assistance Center on Pier 94.


	As you know, New York's Office of Emergency Management was located in the World Trade Center and was destroyed.  


	Mayor Gulliani immediately directed the establishment of an alternate center to coordinate recovery and relief operations and to provide direct services and support to the rescue workers and families of the victims.  


	Starting from scratch, 24 hours later it was in place and working.  


	Three football field's worth of interconnected working computers, supplies, communications, supporting teams of Federal, state and local, military and civilian workers providing direct services and coordinating the city's massive response and recovery efforts.


	Thousands of decisions were being made to meet the urgent needs of thousands of people at Pier 94, day in and day out, 24 hours a day, seven days a week.


	You see, It can be done.


	When there is focus, intensity, and a sense of urgency for a shared and understood common mission.


	I was also at the New York City VA Regional Office where I found dedicated and very hard working employees, but also with resigned acceptance of a system producing one and one half cases per day per rating specialist.


	Our common challenge today is to instill a sense of focus and urgency, and sense of the importance of our shared mission in VBA's work force 


	and very importantly, to provide them with the leadership, organization of work processes, and tools they need to succeed. 


	My expectations for this report are three-fold: 


	First, that it will define in terms we can all understand, why and how VA got behind the power curve in claims processing to such a degree that many veterans wait for more than 180 days for decisions on their claims;


	Second, that it will describe the how and why we find ourselves grappling with a claims backlog in excess of a half-a-million claims; 


	And third, I expect the report to define a clear, pragmatic, and timely path to our goal of reducing claims processing to no more than 90 days and reducing the claims backlog to no more than 250,000 claims without sacrificing quality. 


	I told Admiral Cooper and members of the Task Force I did not want a discussion of abstract theories of veterans' benefits.  I wanted practical actions I could take to improve VA's claims processing  


	That has been my promise to America's veterans, and I intent to keep that promise.


	I do not expect a single silver bullet to fix all our claims-processing ills.  We have gotten beyond simple fixes. 


	The Tiger Team initiative that grew out of many discussions I have had with the Task Force to decide the oldest claims of our most senior veterans is but one example of the many steps we will take to solve VBA's larger problems.


	This is a campaign that will be fought on multiple fronts with many tactics. 


	I will thoroughly study your report, Admiral and members of the Task Force. 


	I will act on your recommendations with a sense of urgency.


	You promised me that you would provide me with practical hands on recommendations that I could implement immediately.  


	I, in turn, promised you that your report would not sit on a shelf gathering dust.  


	You kept your promise to me.  I assure you, I will keep my promise to you.  


	I am inspired by Mayor Gulliani's focus and sense of urgency in responding to the crisis in New York.  I will, by both example and decision, work to instill that same sense of urgency throughout the entire VA.  


	This report will be a bright star in the constellation of VBA reforms. 


	I will steer by this star and set a course for VBA to honor veterans by meeting their expectations for fair, timely, and accurate decisions and where we will fully and in good faith redeem Abraham Lincoln's promise to "care for him who shall have borne the battle…"


	Again, thank you, Admiral and members of the Task Force for your very, very hard work and devotion to this task.  I very much appreciate it.








Closing statement:


	Thank you Admiral Cooper for your presentation.


	The report meets and exceeds my expectations.  This is clearly a document Dr. Mackay and I can use as a matrix for corporate change. 


	It is a tool with which we can make immediate, short-term, and long-term adjustments both in the way VA processes claims and in the way VA values the men and women who actually do the work.


We are not just working with file folders and streams of electrons; the nexus of our process is people, not paper.  


	When we fully recognize the expectations of the men and women who are working on behalf of our veterans -- when we tailor our software, our management principles, and our corporate philosophy to meet the practical needs of VA employees who are doing their level best to meet the burgeoning demands of claims' processing -- then we will be on course toward meeting the real needs of America's veterans.


	You have given veterans more than a ray of hope, Dan. You have provided them with a real beacon that, once on line, will steer claims processing away from the shoals of imminent danger. 


	Congratulations on a job well done.
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