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Senator Inouye; Congressman Filner; Members of the Carey family; award recipients and their families; fellow VA employees; ladies and gentlemen.  Good morning, everyone.  

Thank you, General Kicklighter, for that kind introduction. And thank you all for that warm reception.  Welcome to the 11th annual Robert W. Carey Quality awards ceremony.

We are honored to have two outstanding veterans advocates with us today.  Many of you know Senator Dan Inouye, one of our nation’s greatest heroes.  During World War II, the Senator was a member of the Army's 442nd Regimental Combat Team, the famed "Go For Broke" regiment.  He is one of fewer than 150 living recipients of the Medal of Honor.  

Senator Inouye was elected to Congress as Hawaii’s first member of the House of Representatives in 1959, and he has served in the Senate since 1963.

As Chairman of the Subcommittee on Defense in the Senate Appropriations Committee, Senator Inouye helps see to it that today’s men and women in uniform are given the tools they need to defend our nation at freedom’s outposts throughout the globe.  

Senator, you are a great patriot, a great friend to the Department of Veterans Affairs, and a great American.  Thank you for taking time from your busy schedule to be with us today.

Let me also welcome my good friend Congressman Bob Filner, who represents my hometown of San Diego.  

Congressman Filner is a member of the House Veterans’ Affairs Committee and he is the senior minority member of its Subcommittee on Health.  

The Congressman fights tirelessly to adequately compensate veterans for their sacrifices while serving America.  He is also an exceptional advocate for Filipino citizens who served with the U.S. army during World War II.

Bob, thank you for coming today.  I appreciate your friendship and support, and look forward to working with you on behalf of America’s veterans in the future.  

I'm pleased Bob Carey's wife Jean; his brother Leo; and Leo’s wife Elizabeth are all here, representing the Carey family.  I was privileged to know Bob Carey well when I was Deputy Secretary.  

Bob was a fine man, and a visionary VA employee.  The award bearing his name reflects the virtues he brought to our department: his commitment to excellence; his sound judgment; his principled leadership, and his exceptional integrity.

The people we honor today meet these rigorous tests, and set an invaluable example for others.  Bob is appropriately remembered through the Carey awards; and I am honored his family has once again taken time from their busy schedule to be with us today.

Today, we offer VA’s highest expression of distinction and appreciation to men and women whose accomplishments make me proud to share with them the title of “VA employee.”

Men and women who know caring for those who have kept our nation free is the most important mission in government.  

When I first agreed to become Secretary, President Bush gave me some advice I will never forget, which I pass on to you today.  

He told me: “I always want you to remember that compassion is not measured in how much money we spend.  Compassion is measured by the results we get from those dollars.”
As a government agency, VA may not have an annual profit and loss statement to file.  We may not have to provide dividends to shareholders.  We may not have to check the financial pages every day to see how our stock price is doing. 

But don’t ever let anyone tell you that we don’t have a bottom line.  We do.

Our bottom line is service to veterans.  And everything we do above that bottom line impacts on that service.

Every VA employee needs to be passionate about providing veterans with the world-class care they have earned through their service and sacrifice.  If you are not passionate about serving veterans, then you are in the wrong business!

Each of us must constantly strive to provide better and more timely compassionate service to the veterans we are privileged to serve.  Every dollar we spend inefficiently in VHA means one less dollar we could be using to pay the salary of another doctor, or another nurse, or another piece of lifesaving medical equipment.

Every dollar we waste in VBA means one less dollar to hire badly needed claims examiner, or one fewer benefits counselor—and adds minutes, hours and days to the time it takes to decide veterans’ claims.

And every dollar poorly used in NCA diminishes the honor we provide to veterans as they go to their final reward.

The Carey awards are about instilling a passion throughout VA to fulfill the sacred promise President Abraham Lincoln made to veterans, which the American people count on us to redeem.

The Carey awards are about finding new ways to be good stewards of the taxpayer’s money, and making every dollar count that we are entrusted with;

The Carey awards are about changing the culture of our department; creating an organization where “business as usual” and “good enough for government work” are nowhere near good enough at the Department of Veterans Affairs.

Carey Award winners are benchmarks of excellence by which other VA facilities measure their own performance.

Each year, competitors give us new ideas to consider, new processes to adapt, and new practices to implement.  The nominations we receive show VA is moving forward on all fronts—and demonstrate to the world our desire to excel at everything we do.

The challenges our Department faces today require unqualified dedication and focused attention.  The availability of funds, the limits of modern technology, and rigid personnel rules are things we cannot control.  

But we can control how well we do our jobs.

We can bring a passion for excellence to our workplace every day.

Carey Award winners are beacons guiding our path along the never-ending road to continuous improvement.  

Our winners come from different parts of the country, with different missions and different goals, but with one thing in common: they turn insurmountable obstacles into springboards for success through dedication, ingenuity, thoughtful analysis and a passion for improvement.

Their exceptional innovations have earned them the thanks we offer them today on behalf of the veterans we serve. 

Is the cost of purchasing pharmaceuticals spiraling out of control, threatening to drain our already limited resources?  Our Clinical Research Pharmacy Center in Albuquerque shows that teamwork; an emphasis on safety; appropriate training; and world-class customer service is a prescription for success in today’s VA.  

The center’s staff keeps the lid on pharmaceutical costs through their state-of-the-art research programs.  VA researchers revolutionized the practice of medicine throughout the world—and the Pharmacy Center adds new pages to our glorious history.

Every day, seventeen hundred American veterans—including twelve hundred veterans of World War II—pass on to their final reward.  

At Fort Custer National Cemetery, an unprecedented workload does not diminish VA’s commitment to insure that those whose final resting place is a National Cemetery are buried with the honors they earned through their selfless service.

At Fort Custer, an active volunteer program frees up VA employees to perform other tasks.  An extensive web site answers basic questions for veterans and their families that would otherwise require the attention of facility employees.  

The staff is thus free to focus on conducting burials with dignity, and maintaining their facility in a manner befitting a national shrine.

Since 1996, there has been an explosion in the numbers of eligible veterans who come to VA for treatment.   The men and women of the Spark M. Matsunaga VAMROC prove that treating more patients need not come at the expense of quality of care.  

This year, they achieved a perfect score of 100 in their Joint Commission accreditation core survey, placing them in the top 2% of all public and private health care organizations nationwide.  That’s pretty impressive company.

And to prove that excellence in one area need not preclude outstanding work in other areas, the facility’s Regional Office component was recognized as one of the top two VA regional offices for quality performance nationwide in 2001--and in the 2002 Compensation and Pension Veterans Satisfaction Survey, they rank first in the nation in keeping veterans fully informed of all their benefits.  

In this era of overnight delivery and 24-hour service, government employees are often asked whether they can meet the expectations of today’s customers.

Our trophy award winner, the Philadelphia VA Insurance Center—Bob Carey’s old office—uses ongoing customer surveys, employee listening posts, and benchmarking with insurance trade organizations to establish a level of customer service that not only outpaces other government agencies—but the entire insurance industry!  

Jean, I know somewhere Bob is proud of Philadelphia’s accomplishments—and of the achievements of all our award winners.

VA has the brightest managers, the best workers, and the most important mission in government.  But every day we must prove we can use these assets to provide better care for the veterans and their families it is our privilege to serve.  

We must turn VA into a more efficient and cost-effective organization; reduce waste and duplication; find new solutions to old problems, and not be constrained by the way we have done things before.

My vision for our department is of an organization where people are constantly learning and growing;

Where innovation is rewarded, and managers and workers are empowered to take risks if the outcome will improve service.

Where individual creativity is treasured;

Where individual responsibility is insisted on;

And where everyone’s work is meaningful, and contributes to our Department’s sacred mission to care for those who have earned the honored title of veteran.

Abraham Lincoln once wrote: “Fellow citizens, we cannot escape history.  We of this Congress and this Administration will be remembered in spite of ourselves.  The fiery trials through which we pass will light us down, in honor and dishonor, to the latest generation.  We, even we here, hold the power, and bear the responsibility.”

This generation of VA employees, too, will be remembered in spite of ourselves.  

Will we be remembered for propelling VA to greatness in the 21st century, just as VA helped build modern America with the GI Bill in the 20th century?

Or will we be remembered for our inability to adapt to the new demands of our customers; the new possibilities of modern technology; the new world of service heralded by the new millennium?

Fellow VA employees, the power to succeed is in our own hands.

Our award winners show we are willing to bear the responsibility.  They prove that among VA’s 223,000 employees there are those who understand our bottom line of providing better and more timely service to veterans—and who do more than their share to insure that we meet the expectations of our shareholders—the American people.

Congratulations to all of you!
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