Fact Sheet Concerning Letter from Dr. Steve F. Kime

Background 
    

The Committee has highlighted a number of areas with which they have concerns.  Within each area they have at least one recommendation.  

Recommendations and VA’s Responses

The Committee met on March 25 and 26, 2002.  Through the Chair, Dr. Steve F. Kime, the Committee submitted a number of recommendations for consideration by the Secretary of Veterans Affairs.  The recommendations, in bold, and VA’s replies are as follows:

The Montgomery GI Bill and the Benchmark:

The Committee still strongly supports pursuit of a GI Bill indexed to a Benchmark defined as the cost of attendance at a four-year public college.  Achieving the educational opportunity that this minimal goal represents remains the most important educational issue facing veterans.  After the increases in Public Law 107-103 are realized, Chapter 30 benefits will provide about 70% of the full costs of the Benchmark, according to Department of Education data.  More will need to be done.  The Partnership for Veterans Education comprised of over fifty veterans' advocacy organizations and national higher education associations also recently restated its support for indexing the GI Bill to the Benchmark.  We urge you to support the Benchmark as the minimal acceptable goal for the GI Bill.

VA supports the concept of benchmarking the Montgomery GI Bill benefit rates to the cost of attendance at four-year state-supported institutions.  However, because of budgetary limitations and the significant Pay-Go implications of this proposal, we must carefully weigh and balance the benchmarking concept with other Administration priorities.   

The Means Test Issue: 

The "means test" issue needs final, unambiguous, legislative resolution.  We urge you to encourage and support changes to the law that will entirely exempt basic veterans' benefits from inclusion as a financial resource in all student financial aid calculations.
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VA supports the concept of exempting veterans’ benefits from consideration in student financial aid determinations.  We understand that there may be legislation drafted to provide that VA education benefits would not be considered as income, assets, or other monetary resource in determining eligibility for, or the amount of, a grant or education loan or any campus-based aid under a program administered by the Secretary of Education.  

The $1200 payment:

The Committee urges you to use your influence to support legislation that would eliminate the $1200 burden on service members and simplify the process.

On May 2, 2002, our General Counsel testified before the Senate Committee on Veterans Affairs with regard to S. 1517.  He delivered the Administration's position against elimination of the $1,200 pay reduction. 

Transfer of GI Bill benefits:  

We have two concerns about transferability.  First, a majority of the Committee holds that the GI Bill should be reserved for those who have served in the military.  Second, we are convinced that transfer of the benefit will consume large amounts of scarce resources, and will erode willingness and ability to raise the GI Bill to the benchmark level noted above.

As mentioned above, on May 2, 2002, our General Counsel testified before the Senate Committee on Veterans Affairs with regard to S. 1517.  One provision of that bill would create a new category of individuals who would be entitled to transfer their entitlement after 15 years of active duty service.  The Administration does not support this provision.  However, we are committed to working with DoD on the smooth implementation of the program as it is outlined in Public Law 107-107.

Accelerated Payment: 

The statute has given you considerable latitude in defining high technology industry and high technology occupation.  We advise you to use that authority so that accelerated payment is widely available.  We recommend that high technology occupation and high technology industry be broadly defined.  In addition, we advise you to monitor the approval history of the 
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courses these entities offer and be prepared to recommend appropriate legislation should too many of these courses fail to meet the current statutory approval requirements.     

VBA’s Education Service is crafting regulations now that will accurately reflect the intent of the statute as it is written.  It is not VA's intention to withhold any 

accelerated benefits from any claimant who legitimately qualifies for them.  VA will be keeping an eye on how accelerated benefits are utilized and for what types of high technology occupations.  The Education Service invites the Committee to be a full partner in recommending any adjustments to the program once sufficient time has elapsed for individuals to use the benefit.     

Development of a Web Portal:

We see a need for expedited development of a web portal (RightNowWeb) through which the veteran and supporting personnel in the field and at the colleges can communicate.  We encourage aggressive development of the portal and strongly support the Veterans Relationship Management (VRM) Project, which includes the portal.

VA appreciates the support the Committee is giving to the development of a portal through the Veterans Relationship Management Project.  VA will pursue this initiative as aggressively as the budget allows and keep you apprised of our progress.

Selected Reserve Issues:

We believe that both accelerated payment and payment for taking licensure and certification tests should be available to members of the Selected Reserve.  We urge you to bring this to the attention of the Secretary of Defense.  In addition, we advise you to support any legislative initiative that would put total control of the Montgomery GI Bill-Selected Reserve under the Department of Veterans Affairs, with funding to continue from the Department of Defense. 

Before recommending these programs for members of the Selected Reserve, we would like to gain more experience with the program as it exists for chapter 30 claimants.  The idea of putting the Montgomery GI Bill-Selected Reserve under VA is one that will merit substantial thought and discussion.  VBA and its Education Service would welcome the opportunity to study the pros and the cons of this issue, together with the members of the Committee.           
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Also, members of the National Guard who were activated to defend our airports were activated under title 32, not title 10.  The new provision to have DEA eligibility extended does not apply to those activated under title 
32.  We advise you to work to eliminate this inequity by supporting an amendment to the law to include those activated under title 32.   

VA will certainly look at this apparent oversight in the law and, if appropriate, recommend a legislative proposal to include those individuals activated under title 32, United States Code.   

Funding of the State Approving Agencies (SAA)

The Committee was encouraged to hear of legislative efforts to increase funding for the SAAs, and we advise you support legislation that does this.

On April 11, 2002, the Under Secretary for Benefits testified before the House Veterans' Affairs Subcommittee on Benefits.  At the hearing, he delivered VA's support for H.R. 3731, a bill to increase the level of funding for the SAAs from the current $13,000,000 to $18,000,000 in Fiscal Year 2003.    

Education Liaison Representatives and Education Compliance Survey Specialists:

We discourage any system-wide policy aimed at reducing the number of ELRs and ECSSs or their ability to address needs at the institutions.  

The Education Service within the Veterans Benefits Administration has no system-wide policy to reduce the number of ELRs and ECSSs or their ability to address needs at educational institutions.  The number of persons in these positions in 1998 – the first year after consolidation of all Education activities into the four Regional Processing Offices (RPO) – was 89.  Though there have been small fluctuations in this number, it remains at 86 at the present time.

To achieve operational efficiencies, some positions have been relocated and jurisdictions for compliance survey activities have been changed or combined.  While some ELRs have been moved to RPOs, this is not due to an overall policy, but rather as a response to individual circumstances.  For example, the ELR for the State of South Carolina was located in the Atlanta RPO for a period of several years, but she now has her office in Columbia, South Carolina.  Also, some ELRs have been located in the same city.  For example, the ELRs for Minnesota and Wisconsin are now both in St. Paul.  The ELRs for Montana, 
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Wyoming, and Colorado are both located in Denver.  This allows one to cover for the other when one is on the road and actually results in better service for the educational institutions in those States.    

The Veterans Educational Outreach Program:

The Secretary, in his response to our last report, recognized the advantages of the Veterans Educational Outreach program (VEOP) before it 

fell victim to budget cuts, and expressed willingness to explore options that might similarly help veteran program administrators.  This Committee has formed a subcommittee to examine this issue to see if supportable options can be developed.

When it was an active program, VEOP was under the Department of Education and served a valuable function.  VBA and its Education Service look forward to reviewing any options the subcommittee presents in this area.  
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