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Wednesday, April 30, 2003

The second meeting of the VA Advisory Committee on Cemeteries and Memorials for FY 2003 was held in Milwaukee, WI, on Wednesday, April 30, and Thursday, May 1, 2003.  The meetings were held at the Wyndham Milwaukee Center Hotel, Wood National Cemetery, and at the Southern Wisconsin Veterans Memorial Cemetery.
Call to Order and Welcome
Chair Percy Butler called the meeting to order at 8:15 a.m. in the Milwaukee Center Ballroom at the Wyndham Milwaukee Center Hotel.  Those attending stood for a moment of silence and recited the Pledge of Allegiance.  Chair Butler welcomed Committee members and NCA officials to the meeting.

Remarks of the Under Secretary for Memorial Affairs 

Mr. Butler introduced the Honorable J. W. (Jack) Nicholson, Under Secretary for Memorial Affairs.  Mr. Nicholson welcomed Committee members and commented that he felt very honored to have been selected to serve as Under Secretary for Memorial Affairs.  He noted that he had visited several national cemeteries and that the visits provided him a chance to assess the current state of NCA and to anticipate actions needed to fulfill NCA’s primary mission to provide a final resting place for veterans and their eligible family members.  

Mr. Nicholson discussed his priorities while serving as the Under Secretary for Memorial Affairs:

· Ensure that NCA can provide a final resting place for the increasing number of interments.

Veterans are dying at a rate of approximately 1800 per day and the death rate is going to increase over the next few years.  Approximately 15% of America’s veterans choose burial in a national or state veterans cemetery and NCA will need to expand and extend capacity for meeting this increased need for service.  NCA must look for opportunities to acquire additional land as well as construct columbaria.  

· Increase veteran awareness of their benefits, particularly burial benefits.

We need to increase veterans’ awareness of their burial opportunity, whether in a national or state cemetery.  Mr. Nicholson stated that Committee members would be an important conduit of this information within their communities and other associations.  He asked that the Committee provide suggestions to him to accomplish this.

· Maintain national cemeteries as National Shrines. 
NCA is committed to ensuring that all of our cemeteries are maintained as national shrines.  On going projects to improve turf conditions and clean and realign headstones are a priority.  Mr. Nicholson stressed that the maintenance of our cemeteries should reflect the gratitude of our Nation.  

· Recruit, train and maintain a talented workforce.

To accommodate the increasing workload and maintain our cemeteries to a standard comparable to those of the finest in the world will require a workforce that is well trained and accountable for the requirements of their jobs.  NCA is exploring new ways to recruit and maintain a talented workforce.  Mr. Nicholson discussed a project to partner with Department of Defense (DoD) to discuss possible careers at NCA with retiring service members as an example of innovative hiring practices.  

· Meet the challenge of acquiring the resources needed to maintain growth. 

Although NCA has received increases in budget appropriations over the last several years, there is a continuing need to educate and inform our major stakeholders in Congress and the Office of Management and Budget about the resources needed to meet our commitments to veterans.

Mr. Nicholson recognized Bob Cardenas for his outstanding community relations efforts related to the interment of Operation Iraqi Freedom casualties at Fort Rosecrans National Cemetery in San Diego, CA.  Because Fort Rosecrans National Cemetery is closed to casketed first interments, some individuals questioned the interment of the Iraq War casualties when other requests for burial had been denied.  Mr. Cardenas was able to defuse the discontent of some local veterans and garner support for the burial of those killed in action.  

Mr. Nicholson expressed his appreciation to the members for their service on the Committee and their support of NCA’s mission and shared his expectation that the Committee will continue to provide meaningful recommendations to him and the Secretary of Veterans Affairs.  

Question Regarding Cost of Burials

Bob Cardenas indicated that he is gathering data in support of a new cemetery site in San Diego and asked for the estimated cost of a casket burial in a national cemetery.  Dan Tucker, Director, Office of Finance and Planning, responded that the estimated cost range is $400 – 700.  This is based on cost data collected from across the country and the range reflects the impact of factors such as such as type of burial container, topography, soil conditions and location.  Mr. Tucker said that he would gather additional information and provide it to Mr. Cardenas. 

Chair’s Remarks

Chair Percy Butler noted the absence of four Committee members.  Leo Burke, Katherine Frazer and Nancy Norton were not able to attend the meeting.  Cooper Holt resigned from the Committee in February 2003.  Mr. Butler expressed his appreciation for the recent accomplishments of the Committee and cited the draft minutes as well as the 2001 – 2002 Report of the Committee.  Mr. Butler introduced Cynthia Riddle, Chief, Management Outreach Division.  Ms. Riddle will replace Paige Lowther as the Designated Federal Official for the Committee, effective June 1, 2003.   

He also noted the recent retirements of Vince Barile, Deputy Under Secretary for Memorial Affairs, and Fred Watson, Director, Office of Field Programs.  He requested that letters of appreciation be prepared for both gentlemen expressing appreciation for their years of Federal service and assistance to the Committee.  

Preparation for Site Visits:

State Cemetery Grants Program

Bill Jayne, Director, State Cemetery Grants Service, provided an overview of VA’s grant program to support state owned and operated veterans’ cemeteries.  Since 1999, VA is authorized to award grants of up to 100% of the cost to establish, expand and improve state veterans cemeteries.  Grants may not be used to purchase land.  Mr. Jayne reported that 51 state cemeteries throughout the United States and its territories performed over 17,000 interments in FY 2002.  This is an increase of 11% over 

FY 2001.  

Mr. Jayne noted that NCA currently holds 35 pre-applications, including 23 for development of new cemeteries.  Interest in the program and the number of applications continues to increase and NCA is developing a system to prioritize awards.  The prioritization criteria are part of new State Cemetery Grant regulation that will soon be published in the Federal Register.  Mr. Jayne encouraged Committee members to review and comment on the proposed regulation.  Mr. Jayne emphasized that the increasing number of applications and the growing interment rate demonstrates the success of state cemeteries as a complement to national cemeteries.  New cemeteries have recently opened in Colorado, Arizona and Kansas and an additional six state cemeteries are under construction.

As preparation for the Committee’s site visit, Mr. Jayne offered the Southern Wisconsin Veterans Memorial Cemetery as another example of successful VA/State collaboration.  He explained how NCA worked with the State of Wisconsin to establish a new state cemetery at Union Grove to ensure continued service to Milwaukee veterans when Wood National Cemetery closed to first interments in 1996.  Mr. Jayne provided operational information about the Southern Wisconsin Veterans Memorial Cemetery to enhance the Committee’s visit:

· Cemetery uses pre placed crypts, columbaria and garden niches for interments and inurnments.

· Provides over 630 burials per year.

· $500,000 annual budget for operations.

· Current expansion project will improve infrastructure and provide a new maintenance facility.

· There is a major need for outreach to make area veterans aware of cemetery.

Mr. Jayne also spoke on the issue of applying NCA’s Operational Standards to the operations of state cemeteries.  One approach that is being considered is to incorporate accountability into any future grant applications for improvement or expansion of a state grant cemetery.  State Directors have indicated an interest and willingness to use NCA’s Operational Standards and the topic will be addressed at the State Cemetery Directors’ Conference scheduled for September 2003 in Atlantic City, NJ.  Mr. Jayne noted that promoting accountability to NCA standards presents some challenges since the operation and maintenance of these cemeteries is the responsibility of the individual states and that state cemeteries are vulnerable to fluctuations in their operating budgets based on changes in the fiscal situation of their states.  

Memorial Service Network (MSN) IV; Wood National Cemetery

George Webb, Director, MSN IV (Indianapolis, IN), informed the Committee that Network IV is comprised of 26 national cemeteries, 10 soldiers’ lots and 10 confederate and other monuments.  He explained that NCA increased the number of MSN offices from three to five in 2000 so that MSN directors and staff would have more opportunities to visit national cemeteries.  The role of the MSN director is to maintain effective and efficient operations of national cemeteries according to NCA standards.

Mr. Webb stated that the major challenge facing MSN IV is the implementation of NCA Operational Standards across the Network.  Implementation will require examination of current work processes, identifying which processes need to be changed and how, and targeting resources on areas of greatest need.  Mr. Webb addressed two issues specific to Wood National Cemetery.  One is a proposal by the State Department of Transportation to expand I-94.  This major thoroughfare splits the cemetery grounds and expansion could negatively impact both the reverential character of the cemetery grounds and the integrity of specific burial sections.  Second is the progress of the National Shrine Commitment project underway to renovate turf and raise/realign/clean headstones.  Wood National Cemetery received $700,000 for the project in FY 2002 and has been funded to complete Phase II in FY 2003.

The Committee departed the Wyndham Milwaukee Center Hotel by bus at 10:00 a.m. for site visits to Wood National Cemetery and Southern Wisconsin Veterans Memorial Cemetery.

Site Visit: Wood National Cemetery
Joe Turnbach, Director, Wood National Cemetery, and Mr. Webb provided a tour of the cemetery.  Wood National Cemetery is part of a VA campus that includes a VA Medical Center and a Regional Office.  Portions of the historic campus date back to the late 19th century and include the site of an early Soldiers’ Home.  Wood National Cemetery is a closed cemetery – it no longer has burial space for casketed first interments.  About 200 burials of family members of those already interred at the cemetery were performed in FY 2002.  The tour provided comparisons of headstone and turf conditions before and after the National Shrine Commitment project.  Project funds were also used to restore the historic “Bivouac of the Dead” plaques throughout the cemetery.  Mr. Turnbach and Mr. Webb showed members the results of a headstone-cleaning product called Daybreak that has presented encouraging results.

Mr. Turnbach and members of the Wood National Cemetery Staff provided information on two veterans outreach activities in the Milwaukee area.  The first is an annual Supermarket of Veterans Benefits.  The Supermarket is designed to be a “one stop shop” for veterans and is conducted through a partnership with numerous agencies that provide veteran services and benefits including VA (VHA, VBA, and NCA) as well as the State of Wisconsin Department of Veterans Affairs.  The second is an annual event, “Reclaiming Our Heritage” that takes place on the VA campus.  The May weekend event focuses on the history of the VA facility through tours of buildings and facilities and reenactors. 

The Committee departed Wood National Cemetery by bus and traveled to Southern Wisconsin veterans Memorial Cemetery in Union Grove, WI.

Site Visit:  Southern Wisconsin Veterans Memorial Cemetery

The Committee was met at the Southern Wisconsin Center in Union Grove, WI.  The Center is part of a large complex offering a number of services to Wisconsin veterans including a VA Outpatient Clinic, services for Homeless Veterans, and a State Veterans Nursing Home.  The Southern Wisconsin Veterans Memorial Cemetery (SWVMC) occupies 105 acres of the complex.  William J. Kloster, Division Administrator, Division of Veterans Benefits, Kenneth G. Grant, Bureau Director, Veterans Cemeteries/Funeral Honors, and Marian Lewandowski, Jr., Director, Southern Wisconsin Veterans Memorial Cemetery, welcomed the Committee and provided informational briefings on the provision of veterans burial benefits in Wisconsin and at the Union Grove Cemetery.

Mr. Grant noted that 82% of Wisconsin’s 500,000 veterans live within 75 miles of a veteran’s cemetery.  The three Wisconsin State Cemeteries, strategically located in the Northern, Central and Southern areas of the state, make it possible to serve this large percentage of the state’s veteran population.  All three facilities have received assistance through VA’s State Cemetery Grants Program.  The Central Wisconsin (King, WI) facility is the oldest and opened in 1888. The Northern Wisconsin (Spooner, WI) cemetery began burials in a “fast track” section in November 2000 and was completed and formally dedicated in June 2001.  It is the only one to receive 100% grant funding.  SWVMC began burials in September 1996 to continue service to the Milwaukee area when Wood National Cemetery depleted first interment space.
Mr. Grant stated that Wisconsin eligibility requirements include a residency requirement but noted that recent changes to Wisconsin statutes have shortened the residency requirements from 5 years to 12 months.  A Committee member asked if the state was considering eliminating the residency requirement.  Mr. Grant responded that the requirement exists because the state pays costs of operating and maintaining cemeteries.  He shared his opinion that an increase in the VA plot allowance could offset operating and maintenance costs and result in reconsideration of the residency requirement.  He stressed that the state has made the requirements as minimal as possible in order to provide service to as many veterans as possible.

Wisconsin’s State Cemeteries also offer pre-registration for burials.  This program is intended to establish eligibility and simplify the process for the veteran’s next of kin at the time of death.  This program does not reserve specific gravesites and separate pre-registration forms for dependents are not required.  On-line pre registration is being developed.

Mr. Grant also noted the Supermarket of Veterans Benefits scheduled for May 9 - 10 at Miller Park.  The 2003 event will include over 100 local, state, state, federal agencies along with a number of non-profit organizations.  The expected attendance is 4,000.

Mr. Grant discussed the Bugles Across America Program and Wisconsin’s program to provide military funeral honors.  Wisconsin is one of nine states with a funeral honors program.  The program provides full honors (rifle squad, bugler, honor guard) whenever they are requested.  Funeral Honors Units are made up of Veteran Service Organization (VSO) members who are reimbursed $50.00 per individual by the State of Wisconsin through the state Veterans Trust Fund.  Twenty-one Army National Guard buglers also support the funeral honors program.  VSOs and National Guard units receive 2 hours of DoD designed training to ensure funeral honors are conducted correctly.  

Mr. Lewandowski, Director, SWVMC, gave an overview of the cemetery, which was followed by a riding tour.  SWVMC has interred more than 3,000 veterans and eligible family members since opening in 1996.  Nearly 70% of these are World War II and Korean War veterans.  The Cemetery receives the majority of its operating budget from the State Veterans Trust Fund (57%) and the VA Plot Allowance (32%).  The SWVMC staff includes 8 full time and 6-7 seasonal (temporary) employees.  A Memorandum of Understanding with a nearby correctional institution supplements the temporary workforce.  Female inmates scheduled for release perform grounds maintenance activities.  Mr. Lewandowski noted the challenges in maintaining a trained workforce in a physically demanding environment.  A Committee member asked where the cemetery found employees.  Mr. Lewandowski responded that several avenues are used, including the transitional veterans program, recruitment through the state and newspaper advertisements.
Mr. Lewandowski stated a much needed maintenance area is being planned through a new State Grants application.  Currently SWVMC shares space in several buildings throughout the Southern Center complex.  An additional columbarium and road improvements are also part of the grant request package.

Mr. Lewandowski also described how SWVMC uses NCA’s automated Burial Operations Support System (BOSS) System to order headstones and markers, access the national grave locator and as a management tool for collecting reports and statistical data.  He noted that BOSS does not allow access to VA databases for the purpose of establishing eligibility.  A question from a Committee member regarding the establishment of eligibility prompted the response that State cemeteries work through the closest national cemetery to resolve difficult cases.  Since VA limits access to its databases, national cemeteries assist in searching for the required information.

Another member inquired about the sharing of ideas and the dialogue between VA and the state cemeteries.  Mr. Lewandowski replied that an informal network exists and state directors are often included in NCA regional (MSN) meetings.  He acknowledged that more opportunities for national and state cemeteries to share would benefit all.

The tour of SWVMC concluded at the Cemetery Chapel, located in the Administration Building.  A demonstration of the new digital ceremonial bugle was given.  The Wisconsin State Cemeteries are part of the DoD pilot test of the new bugle.  Jack Metzler informed the Committee that he would have information on the results of the pilot after the conclusion of the test in July 2003.  He will make information about purchase available to the Committee.  The cost is expected to be approximately $500 each.

The Committee returned to the Wyndham Milwaukee Center Hotel at 4:45 p. m.

Committee Dinner and Speaker

The committee reconvened for dinner at 5:30 p. m. in Salon C at the Wyndham Milwaukee Center.  Bill Jayne introduced Mr. Ray Boland, Secretary of Veterans Affairs for the State of Wisconsin, who addressed the committee after dinner.  Mr. Boland also serves as the President of the National Association of State Directors of Veterans Affairs, and serves on the VA Homeless Veterans Committee and the VA Capital Asset Realignment for Enhanced Services (CARES) Commission.

Mr. Boland stressed the importance of a state/VA partnership.  He offered that we are all “One VA.”  He offered the example of the Homeless Structured Transitional

Program – a partnership with VHA that has served 5,000 veterans.  Mr. Boland noted that the NCA/Wisconsin partnership is the “healthiest” in terms of improving the delivery of services and benefits to veterans.  Mr. Boland said that the importance of veterans’ cemeteries as memorials within the community could not be underestimated.  A new Veterans Museum in Madison, WI, and a public television documentary on the conflicts that have shaped America and the contributions of veterans were offered as examples of a growing desire in the veteran community to preserve their history.  Mr. Boland closed by challenging NCA and VA to work with states to ensure that veterans are not forgotten.

The Committee adjourned at 7:20 p. m.

Thursday, May 1, 2003

Call to Order 

Mr. Butler called the meeting to order at 8:15 a. m. in the Milwaukee Center Ballroom at the Wyndham Milwaukee Center Hotel.  Attendees observed a moment of silence and recited the Pledge of Allegiance.  The committee minutes from the October 2002 meeting were approved as distributed.

Remarks of the Acting Deputy Under Secretary for Memorial Affairs

S. Eric Benson, Acting Deputy Under Secretary for Memorial Affairs, updated the Committee on legislative proposals related to burial benefits:

· A proposal to allow VA to provide a government headstone or marker for any veterans’ grave in a private cemetery for eligible veterans who died on or after November 1, 1990.  Prior to this date a burial allowance was provided to defray the cost of a private monument.  The burial allowance was eliminated under the Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act (OBRA) of 1990.  Mr. Benson stated that the estimated cost for this is $8 to $12 million dollars over the next 6 years.

· A proposal to expand the $300 burial allowance for every veteran interred in a state cemetery, regardless of wartime service or service connected disability.  VA hopes that the expanded burial allowance would promote the elimination of residency requirements at state cemeteries by helping further defray operating costs.

Mr. Benson noted the success of the Orientation Session conducted in October for new Committee members and ensured the Committee that the practice will continue.  He also reaffirmed NCA’s endorsement of the Ceremonial Funeral Honors Bugle being tested by DoD.

Mr. Benson discussed NCA’s efforts to review and evaluate how the largest number of veterans across the country can have access to a burial option of their choice in either a national or state veterans cemetery.  Mr. Benson acknowledged that some large metropolitan areas of the country are underserved by the current policy of 170,000 veterans within a 75-mile service area due to traffic and other travel challenges.  NCA will study several alternatives to current policy and assess the impact of each.  More information will be shared with the Committee as this moves forward.

Mr. Benson assured the Committee that NCA is committed to using all resources and strategies at hand to accommodate veterans with their final resting place.  This includes such approaches as establishing columbaria to extend the life of existing cemeteries, finding land to expand cemeteries or establishing new cemeteries.  He offered his belief that veterans beyond the WWII and Korea eras are becoming more appreciative of their veteran benefits and while veteran deaths may decrease in the next several decades, the interment rate in national cemeteries will continue to rise.  Jerry Laws asked about the impact of DoD’s Base Realignment and Closure (BRAC) initiatives on land acquisition.  Mr. Benson responded that this approach is often difficult.  Many locations do not have land that is suitable for a cemetery.  

Office of Finance and Planning

Dan Tucker, Director, Office of Finance and Planning, briefed the Committee on how NCA works to link performance goals, results and the money spent to get those results.  He reviewed NCA’s key performance measures and performance goals for 2002 (actual), 2003 (planned) and 2004 (estimated):

· Veteran population served by a burial option

· Respondents rating quality of service as excellent (survey)

· Respondents rating cemetery appearance as excellent (survey)

· Percent of graves in national cemeteries marked within 60 days

· Average number of days to mark a grave in a national cemetery.  

All four measures are expected to report positive changes.  

Percy Butler raised the question of measuring the performance of state cemeteries.  

Mr. Jayne stated NCA’s Operational Standards are being shared with state cemetery directors and that NCA will assist in education efforts.  Ray Boland affirmed that the State of Wisconsin would meet NCA’s standards.

Mr. Tucker reviewed NCA’s workload indicators for interments, gravesites maintained, developed acres maintained and headstone and marker applications processed.  He pointed out the impact of improved access such as the opening of new cemeteries will cause interments to rise and the cumulative affect will increase the number of gravesites and acreage to be maintained.  NCA also expects headstone and marker applications to increase every year.  Approximately 50% of the veterans who die every year take advantage of this benefit.

Mr. Tucker informed the Committee about NCA’s National Shrine Commitment projects. The FY 2003 budget includes $10 million to raise, realign and clean headstones and markers and to renovate gravesites at 8 national cemeteries.  Wood National Cemetery will receive funds to complete the repairs the Committee observed on Wednesday’s site visit.

Jerry Laws asked if NCA could foresee any major shifts in budget requirements and appropriations over the next 5 years.  He said that Committee members would need that information in order to discuss any shortfalls with their communities.  Mr. Tucker responded that no significant shortfalls are expected.

Office of Field Programs

Steve Muro, Director, Office of Field Programs, shared additional information about the National Shrine Commitment projects.  He stressed that cemeteries and contractors are being held accountable for meeting high standards of cemetery appearance.  He shared FY 2002 interment workload figures for each MSN and discussed how NCA is meeting an expanding workload by offering more columbaria and options such as scatter gardens.  

NCA will attend the State Cemeteries Conference in September 2003.  MSN directors will give presentations on how NCA is improving work processes in order to meet Operational Standards. 

Mr. Muro reviewed how national cemeteries assist in providing Military Funeral Honors.  He highlighted Ft. Snelling National Cemetery, the site of the first Volunteer Honors Unit established 25 years ago.  Fourteen national cemeteries have units providing funeral honors specifically for that cemetery.  Mr. Muro also reaffirmed NCA’s interest in and support of the digital ceremonial bugle being tested by DoD.  He added that a Veterans Service Organization has contacted NCA and indicated an interest in purchasing a bugle for each national cemetery.

Mr. Muro updated the Committee on their recommendation from the October meeting to further investigate the possible provision of government outer burial receptacles (OBR) for in ground cremation interments.  He reported that NCA studies of cost and benefit showed that use of cremain OBR’s would have little or no positive impact on grounds maintenance or appearance of the gravesite and therefore NCA will not pursue the possibility of using government funds to purchase these containers.  He added that families have the option of purchasing a private receptacle if they wish.   

Remarks of the Deputy Secretary of Veterans Affairs

The Under Secretary of Memorial Affairs introduced the Honorable Leo S. Mackay, Jr., Deputy Secretary of Veterans Affairs.  Dr. Mackay stated that the leadership of NCA is being built on a firm foundation.  He noted NCA’s high customer satisfaction ratings and acknowledged that the work of NCA is important because there is only one chance to do it right.  Dr. Mackay shared plans for visiting several American Battle Monuments Commission (ABMC) cemeteries in Europe in May.  He said he looked forward to observing ABMC work systems and comparing them to VA’s national cemeteries.  

The Deputy Secretary stressed the importance of the Advisory Committee’s role in contributing to VA’s future by considering the important issues that VA and NCA leadership faces.  He offered the National Shrine Commitment, strong contacts with state cemeteries and the challenges of an increasing workload as examples.

Dr. Mackay discussed the President’s Budget for FY 2004 and the commitment of the Secretary and the President to provide the resources needed to meet veterans’ needs.  He noted VA’s budget increased by 33% between 2001 and 2004.  

Ray Boland stated that states are working toward a corporate business approach and offered that corporate standards should become part of the way federal and state governments operate.  Dr. Mackay agreed that the best practices from state and county governments could be used to improve federal practices.

Shane Walsh stressed the importance of looking at how to do things better especially in the maintenance of our cemeteries as beautiful and dignified resting places.  

Dr. Mackay agreed that we can be getting better and that VA will work to define standards and hold ourselves to them.

Jerry Laws commented on the importance of improving the delivery of other VA benefits such as access to health care, homeless programs, and compensation for service connected disabilities.  Dr. Mackay assured Mr. Laws that the VA will serve as many veterans as resources permit and that VA will not compromise on the quality of service.  Mr. Laws requested that committee members be provided information related to VA success in obtaining needed resources that they could share within their communities.  

Bob Cardenas noted the improvements to service in the San Diego area and thanked NCA’s leadership team.

Remarks of the Assistant Secretary for Congressional and Legislative Affairs

Mr. Butler introduced the Honorable Gordon Mansfield, Assistant Secretary for Congressional and Legislative Affairs.  Mr. Mansfield thanked the Committee for their invitation and the committee members for their service.

Mr. Mansfield described the work of the Office of Congressional and Legislative Affairs (OCLA).  His office is responsible for developing VA’s annual legislative plan that communicates VA’s legislative recommendations to Congress.  OCLA also provides support for VA testimony before Congress or OMB and serves as the liaison between VA and the Congress.

Mr. Mansfield reviewed VA’s current legislative proposals.  In addition to those discussed by the Acting Deputy Under Secretary for Memorial Affairs, Mr. Mansfield mentioned the following: 

· Expansion of burial eligibility for remarried spouses.

· Make state grants authority permanent – beyond 2004

· Provide for forfeiture of veterans benefits for those involved in subversive or terrorist activities.

These proposals may become Bills Introduced by Request if the Committees agree to accept them.

He also reviewed current legislation offered by members of Congress that relate to veterans’ burial benefits.

· Establish a national cemetery in Southeast Pennsylvania.

· Establish a national cemetery in the Colorado Springs, CO, metropolitan area.

· Remove American remains in ABMC at France and Belgium.

· Authorize for disinterment of PFC Ray A. Morgan from the ABMC in Luxembourg.

· Establish a national cemetery in Jacksonville, FL.

As yet, Congress has taken no action on these bills.

Jerry Laws asked how requests for increases in appropriation are handled. 

Mr. Mansfield responded that VA supports such requests with data, e.g., the Millennium Act reports provided data on the costs to perform needed repairs at national cemeteries and veteran population data to support the establishment of new cemeteries. 

Committee Business Session

Stakeholder Engagement Survey (SES) Results

Ms. Lowther discussed the results of the General Services Administration (GSA) Stakeholders Engagement Survey.  The survey was conducted by the Gallup Organization for GSA to determine the level of satisfaction Federal Advisory Committee Members have with the people, process and products of their Committee Service.  The survey was conducted by email.  The Advisory Committee on Cemeteries and Memorials had a 100% response rate.  The results of the survey were positive for our Committee.  The overall satisfaction score for the Committee was 4.67 (5 point scale).  This compares favorably with the VA average of 4.21 and the Government –wide average of 3.98.  Ms. Lowther remarked that the survey did note some opportunities to improve and suggested that the Committee address the survey results in detail at a subsequent meeting.

Eligibility Verification for State Cemeteries

The Committee discussed the issue of state cemetery access to eligibility information.  The states currently have difficulty verifying eligibility for burial when the family has no documentation because they do not have access to VA’s databases (BINQ, BIRLS and IBBA).  Due to security and privacy concerns, VA limits access to these databases.  Local national cemeteries and VA Regional Offices are available to assist state cemeteries with researching eligibility in difficult cases.  Jefferson Barracks National Cemetery in St. Louis, MO, can also assist in contacting the National Personnel Records Center.  

Recommendation 1:  The Committee recommends that NCA provide State Veterans Cemetery Directors with information on the assistance available to establish eligibility for burial in the absence of documentation.  

Impact of Proposed I-94 Highway Project on Wood National Cemetery

The Committee discussed the impact of the proposed road-widening project on the appearance and integrity of Wood National Cemetery grounds.  Mr. Turnbach mentioned that two private cemeteries and a homeowners association in the area have registered opposition.

Recommendation 2:  The Committee endorses efforts by NCA to prevent encroachment on the grounds and burial sections of Wood National Cemetery by the proposed highway project to expand I-94.  

Building State Partnerships and Encouraging Information Sharing 

The committee discussed the participation of personnel from state cemeteries in NCA national and regional (MSN) conferences.  The committee felt that attendance at NCA events would strengthen the partnership between states and VA and also promote sharing of best practices and lessons learned.

Recommendation 3:  The Committee recommends that NCA encourage and facilitate attendance of State Veteran Cemetery personnel at national and regional (MSN) meetings for the purpose of sharing best practices, improved work processes and for soliciting mutually beneficial ideas and input.  

The Committee discussed the need to provide states with more information on the grants program and the application process.  The committee envisioned a package that could be used to educate state officials on the benefits of the grants program and provide basic information on the development of a successful grant application.  

Recommendation 4:  The Committee recommends that NCA develop a standardized presentation package on the State Cemetery Grants program and grants application requirements to inform interested individuals and groups and for advocating participation in the grant program.  

The Committee discussed the possibility of having NCA provide electronic copies of committee meeting presentations along with program status, facts and updates to members.  Committee members would then have current information to share with their constituents.  

Recommendation 5:  The Committee recommends that NCA provide, on request, electronic copies (CD) of Committee meeting presentations on program status and updates to members of the Committee for the purpose of sharing information with constituents.  

Recruitment/Workforce Planning

The Committee asked how NCA recruits employees.  Mr. Muro discussed the recruitment process and described how local VA Medical Centers perform that service for national cemeteries.  NCA also works with state and county offices of unemployment, with VA outreach and veterans centers and participates with other VA administrations at DoD programs designed to inform exiting military members on how to apply for VA benefits or employment.  Employment opportunities are an optional portion of the program.  The committee discussed the advantages of making NCA employment opportunities a part of the required separation briefings and suggested NCA work with DoD to examine this proposal.

Recommendation 6:  The committee recommends that NCA explore opportunities to make NCA employment opportunities a required presentation within the DoD separation briefing agenda.  

The committee discussed NCA participation in stand-downs and job fairs as an additional recruitment tool.  

Recommendation 7:  The Committee endorses NCA’s continued participation in veteran stand-downs and job fairs for the purpose of promoting employment opportunities within NCA.  

Ceremonial Bugle Program

The Committee discussed the electronic bugle program.  The Committee had seen a demonstration at SWVMC and received information on it from Mr. Muro’s presentation.  

Recommendation 8:  The Committee endorses the electronic ceremonial bugle program to enhance the provision of military funeral honors and requests that the Committee be informed of purchase availability when appropriate.  

Grants to State Veterans Cemeteries to Fund Operations and Maintenance

The Committee discussed the possibility of providing grants to state cemeteries for operations and maintenance costs as a method for encouraging the use of NCA’s Operational Standards and Measures.  Mr. Tucker mentioned that NCA is considering various strategies to ensure that state veterans cemeteries complement the national cemeteries and are maintained as the national shrines they are intended to be.  Possible strategies include rewarding states that meet the standards or compel those who do not by leveraging future participation in the grants program with compliance with the standards.  It was also noted that providing grants for operations and maintenance would require legislation to change the current State Cemetery Grants Program.  There was consensus NCA has a responsibility to communicate the standards and to provide training for state cemetery managers and staffs.  

Recommendation 9:  The Committee recommends that NCA explore the feasibility of providing grants to state veterans’ cemeteries to fund operations and maintenance activities in order to facilitate state cemetery adherence to NCA operational standards. 

Media Attendance at Advisory Committee Meetings

The Committee discussed the possibility of inviting the local press to attend portions of Committee meetings that include briefings on NCA programs when the Committee meets outside of Washington, DC.  This would be a way to increase public knowledge of national cemeteries and local issues.  Ms. Lowther informed the Committee that by law meetings are open to the public and a notice of the meeting is published in the Federal Register about 21 days in advance.  Any member of the public or the media may attend.  The Committee agreed that the current process for public participation is adequate.

Awarding U.S. Citizenship to Military Personnel

Joe Martory brought to the Committee’s attention the situation regarding awarding citizenship posthumously to Non-American active duty members in the U.S. military who are Killed In Action (KIA).  Mr. Martory wished VA and NCA to take whatever action it could to expedite this process.  Although the subject does not fall within the charter of the Advisory Committee on Cemeteries and Memorials, Mr. Martory was informed that citizenship was not a requirement for burial in a national cemetery and that NCA would provide this final honor for those killed in action regardless of citizenship.  Mr. Mansfield was able to provide an update on legislative action on this matter.

NCA Information Exchange Program

The Committee discussed the advantages of sharing ideas and improved work processes among cemeteries as a way to support cemetery efforts to reach national shrine status.  Members noted that a structured process for sharing and testing innovations would benefit all.

Recommendation 10:  The Committee recommends that an NCA information exchange program be implemented to promote the exchange, testing and evaluation of best practices and improved work processes among national cemeteries.  The Committee approved recommendation.

Committee Plan

The Committee discussed the advantages of having the NCA leadership and committee members develop intents and goals prior to a committee meeting.  Committee members felt that establishing a theme would help sharpen the focus for discussion. 

Mr. Nicholson indicated his agreement and added that these ideas could be included as read ahead material.
Recommendation 11:  The Committee recommends that the VA principals (Under Secretary for Memorial Affairs, Deputy Under Secretary for Memorial Affairs) communicate with the Chair and members of the Advisory Committee on Cemeteries and Memorials prior to each meeting to establish intent or goals for the Committee in order to guide discussion on pertinent issues as they relate to the NCA’s mission.  This recommendation is made with the consideration that “bottom up” (committee input) is encouraged.  

Succession Planning

The Committee discussed NCA’s training program and succession planning.

Mr. Wannemacher mentioned that NCA is developing a human resources strategic plan that includes educational opportunities for the advancement of current employees.  The

programs include a director management-training program and tuition assistance.  The Committee requested that these issues be added to the Agenda for the next meeting – NCA succession planning, upward mobility education, and NCA’s Human Resources Five Year Plan.

Recommendation 12:  The Committee endorses the development of upward mobility education and a succession planning system to ensure the recruitment and retention of a qualified, motivated NCA workforce.  

Consolidation of National Cemeteries

Mr. Laws asked for an update on the Committee recommendation (October 2002) that NCA explore the issue of consolidating all national cemeteries from DoD, ABMC and NCA under the Secretary of Veterans Affairs.  Mr. Tucker responded that the issue is being staffed and a report will be prepared for the Under Secretary for Memorial Affairs and the Deputy Under Secretary.  An update will also be provided for the Committee when research is completed.

Date and Location for the Next Meeting

The Committee recommended holding their next meeting in the Washington, DC, area in September 2002 to coincide with the 30th Anniversary celebration of NCA.  This will have to be evaluated for funding because travel falls within the same fiscal year as this meeting.  When the evaluation is complete, the Committee will be notified.

Awards

The Committee discussed and approved recognition for Paige Lowther for her service to the Committee as the Designated Federal Official.  The Committee also requested that a Letter of Appreciation be provided for Rebecca Schiller, Program Specialist.  The awards will be presented at the next committee meeting.         

Election of Chair and Co-Chair
Percy Butler was nominated to serve as Chair for another term.  Mr. Butler was reelected unanimously to serve during FY 2004.  Nancy Norton and Jerry Laws were nominated to serve as Vice-Chair.  Mr. Laws was elected to serve during FY 2004.

The Committee gave closing thoughts.

Percy Butler was presented a plaque from the Under Secretary for Memorial Affairs for his service as Chair of the Committee in FY 2003.

Meeting adjourned at 3:30 p.m. 

[image: image1.wmf]
Jerry L. Laws

Chair, VA Advisory Committee on Cemeteries and Memorials

Approved:  November 5, 2003
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