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Thank you so much. You're very kind.  Thank you, Commander for that very warm and kind introduction. National President West, Legislative Commission Chairman John Brieden, fellow Legionnaires, fellow veterans, ladies and gentlemen, good morning.  I'm so honored to be with you.  I'm so proud to serve as your Secretary and to be back with so many friends in the American Legion.   

Last summer, when President Bush was still Governor Bush, he spoke at the Legion's eighty-second Annual National Convention.  He said: “There's something extraordinary about every person who went out and put everything on the line for America.  Our veterans represent the best of America, men and women willing to sacrifice for freedom.” 

The American Legion is an extraordinary organization, made up of extraordinary people.  I am proud to be a life member of this very distinguished group.   The Legion's leadership helped to create the Veterans Administration in 1930 and the Department of Veterans Affairs in 1989.  Legionnaires helped to build the system we use to determine compensation for service-connected disabilities.  

The Legion was instrumental, the key really, in the passage of the G.I.  Bill in 1944--clearly the greatest piece of social legislation in the history of our republic.   

Sixteen million veterans returned home within a very short period of time after World War II ended.  The G.I. Bill insured their proper readjustment into American society.  

Before the Second World War, the average person simply did not dream of owning his or her own home; or possibly attending college.  The G.I. Bill changed all that; not just for our veterans, but for all Americans.  

It shaped the American dream; it built a modern middle-class; it created a general--generation of leaders that would propel America to greatness.  

And it's time we take a chapter out of the G.I.  Bill of 1944 to allow the young men and women on active duty today to have the dream of truly going to college; not just fifty percent of those young men and women who contribute twelve hundred dollars of their hard-earned recruit pay, but more like a hundred percent.  

So that they can be successful in this modern information age.   

And you have been some of the strongest advocates for veterans exposed to atomic radiation, asbestos-related illnesses, Agent Orange and Gulf War illnesses.  

We have learned that today the environmental hazards of the battlefield are every bit as dangerous as guns or sabers or cannon shell.  Veterans struck down by exposure to chemicals or other environmental hazards and dangers must be compensated; just as they would be if they were struck down by bullets.  

And clearly when you think about those young soldiers and sailors and airmen who put their hands over their faces in the trenches watching the atomic weapons tests in the Atolls or scrubbing ships down at Bikini or occupying the streets of Nagasaki or Hiroshima, and now thirty years later they're inflicted with rare forms of cancer; clearly they're as much the hero as the young comrades I fought with on the rivers in Vietnam.   

Last year, more than four thousand legionaries donated almost a million hours of volunteer services at VA facilities to help your fellow veterans.  

Your Veterans Affairs and Rehabilitation Commission provides important oversight on the service we provide.  And the veteran service officers the Legion trains have help tens of thousands of veterans with their benefit claims.  

The Legion's Boys State and Boys Nation has given millions of our youth the opportunity to learn how the state and federal government works; about leadership; about discipline. 

American Legion baseball teaches young men and women the virtues of good sportsmanship and physical fitness and builds character; and the scholarship contests, drill teams, and marching groups you sponsor have provide still another way for Legionaries to support our nation's most precious resource, our young people.

On March 1, 1962 President John F. Kennedy spoke at the White House to a group of Legionaries attending that year's mid-winter conference.  He said: “What really counts is not the immediate act of courage or of valor, but those who bear the struggle day in and day out.  Not the sunshine patriots, but rather those who are willing to stand for a long period of time.”

For eighty-two years this organization has born the struggle for veterans and for America day in and day out.  You have shown your willingness to stand and fight for the causes you believe in.  And I thank you all for everything you have done and continue to do and will do in the future.  

I have now been back to the Department of Veterans Affairs for just about seven weeks.  And I have learned a few things since I returned.  

I have learned that VA still employees some of the most committed and dedicated and innovative people in all of government.  I have learned that the challenges I face as secretary are every bit as daunting as I had expected before I was confirmed.  And I have learned that as I suspected, each of those challenges can be overcome--and they will be overcome.  

This is a critical time for the Department of Veterans Affairs.  It is a time when many veterans have lost faith in VA's ability to fairly and promptly decide their claims for benefits.  

You know and I know that they are right; it does take long, much too long, to decide a claim and the error rate remains too high, much too high.   If nothing is done we will soon have a backlog of six-hundred-thousand pending claims.  And the average time it takes to process a claim will soon reach nine months. 

And just recently I met with one of the judges of the U.S. Court of Veteran's Claims and he said to me as we were talking about this issue: You know, Tony, it's becoming almost routine that my law clerks will come into my chambers and tell me we can take two more names off the docket, because those World War II veterans have passed on.  

This cannot stand, this will not stand.   

We are now required once again--we should never have stopped in the first place--to assist all veterans in the preparation of their claims whether they are considered well-grounded or not.  

This is a good change.  It should never have been changed.  It is a change that I will support, but it will require the immediate review of three hundred and forty thousand claims, which will not help our backlog.  

And, rightfully so, we have now added diabetes mellitus to the list of illnesses that are service-connected for Vietnam veterans because of their exposure to herbicides and Agent Orange.  

This too is a good change.  But we estimate that it will generate an additional one hundred thousand claims that we must work on.   

My highest priority as Secretary will be to take immediate steps to reduce this extraordinary backlog we now face, while improving the quality of our decisions.  If we use hard work and ingenuity, we can do it.  There are people who possess that level of ingenuity in the VA, and I'm confident that we can get them working with the veteran service organizations, so that we can accomplish it.  

I will find those individuals; I have to.  This mission is too important to the veterans we serve for us to accept anything but the best.  

Every month more than 2.3 million disabled veterans and three hundred thousand survivors will receive VA disability or survivor payments.  To some this is a dry statistic, but every one of these people is a real veteran or someone who loved that veteran; someone who is disabled in the service of our country or someone who waited patiently at home for that veteran to return safely, only to be very disappointed.   

They do not deserve to wait nine months for a decision or to be on a waiting list of six hundred thousand.  We must change that.  

I am in the process of commissioning a broad-based and inclusive task force to examine VA benefit processing from top to bottom.  The charter of this commission will be narrow.  

I want solutions that are practical.  Solutions that work within the laws as Congress has written them, solutions that will succeed.  I do not want abstract theories of veterans benefits.  I want to know how to get the backlog down.   

In my testimony before Congress I said that it may be time for VA to declare it's own war; a war on claims processing.  And we will have to bring all our resources to bear in the campaign to win that war.  

Our department has a great history.  VA was formed to meet President Lincoln's Civil War challenge to America, to care for him who shall have born the battle and for his widow and for his orphan.  VA helped to create today's America by administering the first G.I. Bill for sixteen million World War II veterans.  

And VA contributions to medical knowledge have won VA scientists many prestigious awards, including two Nobel prices.  We have made history before; we will make it again.  

We know what the goal is.  We want every service member, every veteran who has an illness or injury incurred in the defense of our country, to receive the disability and other benefits to which he or she is entitled.  We want their claims decide accurately and quickly.

Many of you know the World War II poster of a worker looking defiant with her sleeves rolled up ready to go to work.  The poster's message was a simple one; it said: We can do it.  

We have to roll up our sleeves; we must have the same spirit; I know VA can do it and with your help, members of the American Legion, we will.  We must  be partners in that great effort.  By working together we will improve processing times and will reduce errors.  Our veterans deserve no less.  

VA's challenges are not limited to prompt and accurate decisions of disability claims.  

I know that many veterans are skeptical of VA's ability to provide them with high-quality health care in a timely manner.  I believe that, overall, VA does provide high-quality health care; we can be proud of it.  But that kind of care requires constant attention at every level of the department and we will provide that attention.   

As Secretary, my bottom line will be access to quality care for veterans.  This will be particularly true for those veterans who do not have other health-care options, who come to us in their weakest and most vulnerable moments; either because they need the specialized services we provide in spinal cord injury or blind rehabilitation; substance abuse; PTSD; and mental health, or because their circumstances require them to look to the VA as their only source of health care in America.   

The president has asked that our health-care system be reviewed from top to bottom and we will do this.  The Millennium Health Care Act will be fully implemented, and we will look at the barriers that are hindering veterans access to care and they will be removed.  I know that the Legion will help me to deliver on this promise by identifying problems and proposing solutions.  

Together we can and we will succeed in this area as well.

Finally, we face the challenge and the opportunity of new technology.  New technology offers VA great new opportunities.  It also imposes great challenges.  Technology is often expensive and we spend about $1.4 billion a year on technology and it's almost always very complex.  

Effective application of complex technology to already complex processes, such as VA's, requires rethinking and rebuilding from the ground up.  And information technology offers us a means to break down the bureaucratic barriers that interfere with quick and efficient delivery of service.  It also can break down the barriers separating us from the Department of Defense and other agencies of government.  

And please always remember that we cannot provide any health care, any disability evaluations; we cannot even bury a veteran or a veteran's spouse; without the information that's provided to us from the Department of Defense.  We must insure that that data, those medical records, those personnel records come to us seamlessly and transparently.  And information technology can help bridge the gap in acquiring that information in a shorter time.   

I do not have a solution to all of VA's information technology problems.  I do know that I intend to find one.  And I know that in my search for a solution I will not be constrained by the way VA has always done things.  That path is a dead end.  It has not worked.   

Two weeks ago, President Bush released his budget for fiscal year 2002.  As you know and I strongly believe, the President has a strong commitment to the men and women who serve our nation on the ramparts of freedom today.  And to those who fought to preserve our freedom through out our great history.  I believe his commitment is reflected in his budget, which improves the quality of life for our troops and their families, and begins the transition to the 21st century for us.   

The budget proposed by President Bush will provide VA with more than $51 billion for veteran's benefits and services, $28.1 billion for mandatory entitlements and $23.4 billion in discretionary budget authority, $1 billion more than we received last year.  

The budget represents a 5.2 percent increase in total discretionary spending.  This is a percentage increase 62 percent higher than the 3.2 percent average increase during the previous eight years.  And for medical care the budget will provide a 4.8 percent increase--a percentage increase fourteen percent higher than the previous several years.  

VA's budget request is a strong one; certainly in comparison to other cabinet departments.  

I know, however, that the announcement of this budget is not the end of the process, but only the beginning.  And I know that the American Legion will be out there fighting today, tomorrow and next month to ensure that all of our needs are met when they appear before Congress.   

I pledge to you that I will do all I can until the day the budget is actually signed into law to insure that the legitimate needs of America's veterans are met.

And once the budget is approved and signed into law, I will insure that those resources are used wisely and well; and that we manage those resources to the best of ability.  This is the responsibility the president has given me; it is one that I welcome.  

I am honored that the president has looked to me to embody his commitment to those who have served our nation in uniform.  

I'm honored to be the leader of two hundred and nineteen thousand very dedicated and committed public servants.  

I am humbled that twenty-four million men and women will now look to me and to our department for the benefits and services they have so richly earned. 

And I'm honored to once again have the opportunity to work with my fellow Legionaries and with the leadership and membership of our other nation's veteran services organizations.   

Eighty-two years ago this week the American Legion was founded.  It was founded in Paris by a group of World War I veterans who associated themselves together to serve their fellow veterans who had survived the great war.  

The Legion was an immediate success.  Hundreds of thousands of re--veterans of the great war rushed to join.  But there were fifty-three thousand of their comrades: American soldiers, sailors, airmen and Marines who were not given the opportunity to join the new organization.  They had given their lives to help keep the world safe for democracy.  

One of them was Martin Treptow, a member of the famed Rainbow Division.  President Ronald Reagan told his story in his first inaugural address.   On his body was found a diary.  

On the diary's fly leaf under a heading called My Pledge were these words: “America must win this war, therefore I will work, I will save, I will sacrifice, I will endure, I will fight cheerfully and do my utmost as if the issue of the whole struggle depended on me alone. “

This is the spirit that has made America great.  This is the spirit that has made the American Legion great.  Thank you all for what you do and have done and will do for your country, for our veterans and for the world.  

God bless you and God bless America.   

