Remarks as Delivered

Hon. Anthony J. Principi

Secretary of Veterans Affairs

Excellence in Government Conference

Washington, DC

July 1, 2003

The Department of Veterans Affairs has been blessed in our association with the Council for Excellence in Government and Government Executive magazine…I am especially proud of our Government Innovations Award for our National Center for Patient Safety and for our Government Technology Leadership Award for our Virtual Learning Center. Both awards recognized the strides VA is making in health care for our Nation’s 25 million veterans and the soldiers, sailors, Marines, airmen, and Coastguardsmen of today’s Armed Forces who will one day join the ranks of men and women who have earned the title “veteran.” 

Both awards were accepted with humility and great pride on behalf of the VA employees who devoted their skills, initiative, time, energy, and love for our veterans to redeem our Nation’s debt to those who served faithfully and with selfless sacrifice. 

In keeping with the theme of this year’s conference, “What’s Next,” I can say with great confidence that VA is not content to rest on our laurels; we will continue to break new ground in health care research and delivery; we will always be mining the rich fields of our employees’ experiences and knowledge for innovations in medical technology, benefits delivery, and human resources management. In short, we will always be setting our sights higher than our last achievement’s mark. Our heritage requires it; our mission demands it.

There is an often-told story of Benjamin Franklin leaving the Constitutional Convention in 1787 and being asked what sort of government the delegates had created. 

Franklin’s response was “You have a republic, if you can keep it.”

In those words lie the heritage of every federal agency, and the challenge to honor the trust and vision of our founding fathers who believed that our form of representative democracy and a shared division of labor by the three branches of government was, in the long run, the most certain path to achieving their new republic' s success well beyond their generation. 

For Washington, Jefferson, Franklin, Adams, Hamilton, Madison, the challenge, “What’s next?” was presented to them along with Cornwallis’s sword at Yorktown; What was next for the young America were many paths – literally and figuratively – leading into the wilderness of a new Nation inspired by patriots’ dreams and secured with patriots’ blood. 

If ever there were change agents to be revered for their wisdom, emulated for their vision, and sanctified for their sacrifices, they are our founding fathers and the citizen-soldiers who gave and continue to give their lives for the immutable principles embodied in the Declaration of Independence we will honor on Friday. They are the charter members in the pantheon of greatness.

I am proud to lead the Cabinet department that honors America’s commitment – our promise, in Abraham Lincoln’s words, to “…care for him who shall have borne the battle and for his widow and his orphan.”

Two years ago, I came to my office with four priorities:

To insure that veterans receive timely and accurate decisions on disability claims;

To provide them with increased access to high quality health care, including specialized services;

To maintain our national cemeteries as national shrines;

And to insure that information technology serves to break down the barriers within our department, and eliminate the barriers separating us from other departments.

Setting goals is of little use if there is no leadership in place to inspire and guide the mission to meet those goals.  That’s about as effective as a million-dollar yacht without a propeller or rudder. Looks great, has the power…goes nowhere.

Excellence in government – the propeller and the rudder necessary to move America in the direction of the best interests of the beneficiaries who depend upon us and the taxpayers who expect and deserve their money’s worth – begins with leadership committed to steadfast and credible principles.

Excellence in government requires a commitment by public servants to be more than managers; we must become leaders: leaders of vision; leaders of principal; and leaders of moral courage.  

You must hold steadfast to your principles despite unfair criticism, but you must also be confident enough in your leadership to give credit for success where credit is due; and you must be constantly seeking out the good in the men and women who work for you and be ready to acknowledge their efforts.

Excellence in government requires leaders willing to make the difficult decisions, not the politically expedient ones; leaders who are compassionate and who understand that compassion is not just about how much money we spend but it's about the results we achieve in the lives that are affected by our decisions.  

We need leaders of high ethical standards; leaders who respect others both up and down the line; and most importantly, we need leaders who hold themselves accountable.  

Responsibility and accountability are inextricably interwoven.  I can sum up my leadership philosophy in three words: I AM ACCOUNTABLE.  

If I've met with success at VA, it is because the leaders I rely upon accept their responsibility with full accountability. They are problem solvers, not complainers; they know I manage by principal not procedure; and they know that communication is, and must be, a two-way street. 

As government managers, you know you are fortunate if your agency operates on a more or less regular schedule, with predictable demands for services from a predictable and forecastable demographic of clients. 

At VA, the only certain predictions I can make are that change will be the norm and our clients…America’s veterans…will not stop looking to us for the health care, benefits, and memorial needs they have earned.

Back in 1830, Daniel Webster summarized the cause for which the patriots fought and died in just nine words: “Liberty and Union.  Now and Forever.  One and Inseparable.”   Today, at VA, we have our own simple creed: “Leadership.  Focus.  Performance Standards. And Accountability for Outcomes.”  These are the watchwords of our revolution.

To provide leadership, I have assembled a group of senior decision makers whose ability, judgment, energy and commitment are the equal of any management team in government.  

We have established a board of directors to see to it that the changes that need to take place in our department are taking place.   

A Strategic Management Council identifies, analyzes and wrestles with cross-functional processes spanning the Department, such as legislation, budget and human resources.

In his Management Agenda, President Bush calls for a government that is active but limited - a government that focuses on priorities and does them well.  Our VA Strategic Plan addresses the President’s Management Agenda and defines the key strategies the Department will implement to meet the President’s goals.  

This plan, and the new governance process that we have established, serve as the cornerstones of VA’s effort to strengthen our overall management, accountability, and stewardship of VA resources, and our implementation of the Government Performance and Results Act.  

The plan also communicates a top-level summary of VA’s long-term direction and will be shared extensively with our partners and stakeholders.  I am committed to working with them to achieve the priorities defined in this roadmap towards VA’s “What’s next”.  

The Strategic Plan has also been provided to all VA managers and serves as the foundation for accountability within the Department.  I hold my leaders and all VA managers accountable for achieving the goals, objectives, and performance targets presented in this plan.

And although I expect my leaders to carry out my directions, I still believe in inspection. 

I want hard data on how well we are doing; I want to know if we are we on track. If not, why not?  I insist on performance measures that provide me with unvarnished information on the state of my Department and, most importantly, on the state of our mission.

Once a month, my leadership team joins my Deputy Secretary in a conference room to brief him on the status of every one of their areas of responsibility; they go through a binder – a large one – page by page, number by number. 

That binder has a prominent place on my desk and I know what each one of my team knows; the good, the not so good, and the sometimes ugly.  And as I review our performance against the standards I’ve have set, I hold my leaders accountable for accomplishing their objectives, as they, in turn, expect accountability from their teams. 

We all know in what direction we are moving as an organization – and if our course and progress does not match the rhumb-line and timeline I’ve set for VA, then my team also knows that I expect a full accounting for the deviation from our charted course.

Let me share with you a few examples of how we are promoting excellence in government by applying performance standards, tools with which to measure performance outcomes, and accountable leadership:  

When I became Secretary, I promised the President and Congress that VA would improve our procurement processes in order to use all of the taxpayer dollars entrusted to us efficiently and effectively.  To accomplish this, in 2001 I established a Procurement Reform Task Force.  

Our Department spends nearly $6 billion every year for pharmaceuticals, medical-surgical supplies, prosthetic devices, information technology, construction and other services.  We also administer contracts for the Department of Defense, the Coast Guard, the Public Health Service, the Indian Health Service and the Bureau of Prisons.

Every year, we make more than two million purchases, more than any other federal agency except DoD.  We owe it to America’s veterans, and to the American taxpayers, to buy goods and services for veterans without waste and with the least amount of bureaucratic overhead.  

The only way to guarantee sound stewardship of such a broad-ranging program is to set standards of performance that can be reliably measured and to hold the program managers and senior leadership accountable for the outcomes.  When we applied these criteria to our procurement programs we were able to rein in purchasing practices that were sapping VA of resources that could have been applied more directly to caring for our veterans. 

The changes we are now making to our procurement system and strategies are enabling us to reduce prices and administrative costs; make more cost effective purchasing decisions, and generally improve our procurement performance.  

Our contractors benefit from lower transaction costs and from improved access to VA and its markets.

And veterans benefit, because the savings we realize from procurement are used to provide them with more and better care.

The absence of performance standards, outcomes measures, and accountable leadership were also threatening to crush our veterans under unacceptable delays in claims benefit’s decisions.

Two years ago, it was clear to me, the President, the Congress, and our Nation’s veterans that many veterans had lost faith in VA's ability to fairly and promptly decide their claims for benefits.  It took too long -- much too long -- to decide a claim. And the error rate remained too high -- much too high.

Had nothing been done – and done quickly – we were facing a backlog of 600,000 pending claims. And the average time it takes to process a claim would have soon reached nine months.

At the time, I talked about this issue with a judge from the U.S. Court of Veterans Claims, which reviews our work in this area. And he said that it was becoming almost routine that his law clerks would come into his chambers and tell him that they could take two more names off the docket, because they were World War II veterans -- and they passed on. 

That was an intolerable state of affairs – it was a black mark against VA, and it was a black mark against this country’s promise to care for our veterans. I told President Bush and the Congress that such a condition could not and must not stand.

Last year, our inventory of pending disability claims peaked at 432,000, and then the numbers began to yield to our concerted and tireless efforts to arrest their upward climb.

Today, the number stands at 279,000, even though we receive an additional 60,000 new or reopened claims every month.  To achieve that progress, we increased the average number of claims decided every month from 40,000 to 66,000 while maintaining the quality of our decisions. In March, 2002, it took an average of 233 days to process a claim.  Today, it takes only 170 days. 

The dramatic improvement in claims decisions is the direct result of: 

Instituting performance standards where once there were none; 

Of measuring performance with tools that did not exist before 2001; 

And by holding leadership accountable as never before. 

This formula of applied standards plus outcomes measurements multiplied by accountable leadership is also evident in VA’s mission to reform our information technology. 

Over the past two years, we have made substantial progress in this area and will continue our reform efforts. We are moving forward with the implementation of the One-VA Enterprise Architecture developed in 2001. 

We are managing information technology resources to account for all expenditures and ensure our scarce resources are spent in compliance with this Enterprise Architecture; and we are developing a strong program for Cyber Security. 

We are re-engineering our IT workforce to ensure that our employees are equipped with standardized and measurable skill sets, and that they are supported by accountable management that understands our program needs. I have recently approved a comprehensive change in how we manage our IT projects to ensure they deliver high quality products, meet performance requirements, and are delivered on time and within budget. 

Standardization, measurement tools, and accountability are at the heart of our commitment to redeem our Nation’s debt to our veterans. 

We begin all considerations about VA’s present and future operations by acknowledging that there is one immutable principle, stated succinctly by General Omar Bradley: “We are dealing with veterans, not procedures; with their problems, not ours.”

With that inflexible principle as our guide star, we then must tailor the rest of our mission to meet the challenges of a very flexible, dynamic, often unpredictable world in which legislation, economics, demographics, and world events sometimes seem to conspire against our best laid plans.

 
At VA, we are up to the challenges because we have leaders and managers who share core values and immutable principles that remain strong even in the winds of inevitable change. And with those values and principles firmly lined across the chart of our mission for America’s veterans, I can know how to answer the question, “What’s next?”

We are treating more veterans, at less cost, and with a higher level of quality than ever before, and we are re-establishing our priority to care for poor and service-connected veterans.

We are returning our national cemeteries to their status as America’s most hallowed grounds.

We are mastering technology in the service of veterans.

We are restoring accountability and responsibility to our management of the funds Americans have entrusted to us to serve and honor our nation’s veterans.

And we are in line for our fair share of the resources we need to operate the second-largest cabinet agency.

Earlier I spoke of change agents…I spoke of the founding fathers and the colonists who took up the sword of liberty to secure freedom for future generations. They were America’s first change agents…but they were not the last.  

Every generation to follow was gifted with young men and women eager to push out to new frontiers – to be change agents for their times; to open up America to new ideas, new hopes and dreams, new destinations. 

Woodrow Wilson – a change agent for his time and a man for whom service to his fellow citizens was  a sacred trust – said, “Public service is the highest form of patriotism.”  Each one of you gathered here this morning, patriots all, embody President Wilson’s faith in the honest spirit and good will of our Nation’s government employees. It is your energy that fuels the engine of democracy; it is your vision that sees the brightest future for all Americans; and it is your selfless service that transforms the dross of the daily routine into the gold of excellence in government.

As you consider the lessons of leadership, remember always that no agency can move forward under a leader’s power alone: leadership must work in concert with workers who are motivated to excel. At VA, leadership without our doctors is not health care; leadership without our claims staff does not amount to benefits for our veterans; and leadership without the workers in our National Cemeteries cannot pay the final and just tributes to our fallen heroes.  

As leaders, you must create the environment in which people want to excel; with that teamwork, excellence in government is an assured destination.

Excellence in government has always been one of America’s destinations and it is incumbent on each one of you to continue the journey – to never be satisfied with where American government is now, but to always ask the question, “What’s next? and how can I contribute my vision, skills, and leadership to the next part of our journey?” 

Overarching all our society’s accomplishments of the past 227 years are the selfless, mostly unheralded sacrifices of 50 million men and women who wore our Nation’s uniform to secure the blessings of liberty for every generation past, present, and future. 

Our Nation’s veterans – and the men and women now in uniform – are the true change agents of our democracy. 

Because of their unquestioning devotion to the immutable principles set down in our Declaration of Independence and in our Constitution, and with their steadfast determination to turn away the forces of evil, even with their lives, you and I have the freedom to ask, “What’s Next?” and the assurance that the answer is “a better America.” 

Thank you, and God bless America and the men and women who defend her.
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