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National Adjutant Wilson; National Service Director Wolfe; graduates of the first DAV Veterans Transition Service Officers Class; fellow VA employees, ladies and gentlemen.  Good afternoon, everyone.  Thank you, Art (Wilson) for that kind introduction.  And thank you all for that warm reception.  

In 1855, a then-unknown poet named Walt Whitman published a book called Leaves of Grass.  After reading the book in Boston, Ralph Waldo Emerson was moved to send Whitman a letter.  Emerson wrote: “I greet you at the beginning of a great career.”

Today marks the beginning of your great career of service to servicemembers and veterans.  You have made a wise and a good choice.  I can think of no career more rewarding than a career of service to those who serve our country. I am honored to greet you as you embark on your mission of service.

Let me tell you why service to veterans--the career you and I have chosen--is so important.

The week before President Bush was inaugurated, he and Vice President Cheney attended an event in Washington: a Salute to America’s Veterans.  I was there, too.  It was an event I will never forget.

I was so very appreciative that both the President and the Vice President took time from their extraordinarily busy schedules to address those in attendance.  I was proud that one of the very first things our new President did in Washington was to honor our veterans.

Senator John McCain was on the program that day.  He spoke movingly about his experiences as a Prisoner of War, and about the courage of his comrades in the face of imprisonment and torture.

And former Senator Bob Dole spoke of having his body nearly cut in two by bullets—and at the same time watching his fellow soldiers lying all around him, wounded and dead, on a battlefield in Italy.

But I was most deeply affected by the testimony of two ordinary people, a man and a woman who were not veterans themselves.

One was a survivor of the Holocaust; an elderly Jewish man from Poland.

He shared his memories of a young American soldier who had liberated him from the Nazis.  Who gave him his rations so he could have something to eat; and protected him with his weapon so he would not be recaptured.

He told of his everlasting gratitude to that American soldier, and to all American soldiers everywhere, who had saved him and millions of others from almost certain death.

The other speaker was the widow of a serviceman who had been shot down and killed over Vietnam.

Who had been deprived of the joys and comforts of a life together with her husband, because when his country asked him to risk his life on its behalf he had willingly done so.

She spoke of her love for her dead husband—and her continued love for the country for which he had made the supreme sacrifice.

The two of them spoke to an audience of veterans and their families; men and women who had seen it all, and heard it all.  Men and women who can truly be called America’s heroes.

And when they had finished speaking, there wasn’t a dry eye in the house.

And I thought to myself: I am blessed to be in a position to help those who gave so much of themselves on behalf of our nation and their families.  To help those whose heroism saved the world several times over, and those who had offered their lives so that the rest of us might live in freedom.

Now you, too, are in the position to make a difference in the lives of these heroes.  I am proud to share that mission with you.  

I am honored that President Bush entrusted me with the mission of fulfilling his commitment to veterans.  But I can’t do it alone.

The organization you work for, the Disabled American Veterans, can be an essential partner in that mission.

VA has over 200,000 dedicated employees, but we are hard pressed to meet all the needs of the veterans we serve.  Last year, DAV volunteers contributed more than 2 million hours of service under our VA voluntary service programs.  That is the largest number of hours of service contributed by members of any service organization.

DAV volunteers drive sick and disabled veterans to VA medical facilities for treatment.

And for fourteen consecutive years, DAV and VA have co-sponsored the National Disabled Veterans Winter Sports clinic, where severely disabled veterans learn to ski.  At the clinic, disabled veterans learn that there are no limits to what they can do, other than those they impose on themselves.

DAV chapters, auxiliary units, departments and other organizations all do great things for disabled veterans in their communities.

Together, VA and America’s VSO’s, including DAV, make a difference for America’s veterans.

VA traces our mission, and our guiding principle, to Abraham Lincoln’s Second Inaugural Address, which he delivered in 1865.  Lincoln’s words: “to care for him who shall have borne the battle, and for his widow, and his orphan,” are inscribed on a plaque outside of our headquarters building in Washington, D.C.

While a grateful nation has offered benefits for veterans since 1789, VA’s immediate predecessor organization, the Veterans Administration, was formed in 1930. 

VA’s first great test came after World War II, when 16 million veterans returned home within a short period of time.  To insure their proper readjustment into American society, Congress passed the GI Bill in 1944.

The GI Bill has been called one of the most significant pieces of legislation in the history of this country.  Before the Second World War, the average person did not dream of owning their own home or attending college, but the GI Bill changed all that – not just for veterans, but for all Americans.  It shaped the American dream.  

VA successfully administered this bill, and, in doing so, played a vital role in creating today’s America.

Korean War veterans received similar benefits; but Vietnam veterans were different.  Although the system of benefits that had been developed was satisfactory for most Vietnam veterans, there was still a significant minority who needed more.  

Because of their mistrust of government, many did not come to VA for help, so special outreach programs had to be developed.  Our vet centers were opened so that veterans could be treated for their psychological problems in a more comfortable setting.

Today, the Department of Veterans Affairs, as it has been known since 1989, is the second largest of the 14 Cabinet Departments and provides the world’s most comprehensive and diverse programs of benefits for veterans and dependents.

We provide disability compensation or pension payments to about 2.7 million veterans every year, and more than 600,000 widows, children and parents of deceased veterans;

We have helped to educate more than 20.7 million beneficiaries through GI Bill education and training programs;

We operate 172 medical centers and more than 600 ambulatory care and community based outpatient clinics, and manage the largest medical education and health professions training program in the United States;

We have guaranteed home loans for more than 16 million veterans and their families;

We operate the fourth largest life insurance program in the United States, with 2.2 million policies currently in force;

We maintain 119 national cemeteries in 41 states and Puerto Rico, and provide grants to state cemeteries in 20 states and Guam.

VA researchers played key roles in developing the cardiac pacemaker; the CT scan; magnetic source imaging, which permits safe removal of brain tumors; and in improving artificial limbs.  The first kidney transplant in the United States was performed at a VA medical facility, and VA researchers pioneered the first successful drug treatments for high blood pressure and schizophrenia.  

The "Seattle Foot" was created by VA to give amputees the push-off needed to run and jump, as well as walk.  VA contributions to medical knowledge have won VA scientists many prestigious awards, including the Nobel Prize.   

Today, more than 215,000 people, many of whom are veterans themselves, work for our department.  Each of them has chosen a career of service to veterans.  Each is dedicated to keeping Lincoln’s promise to our veterans, and to make the next page in our department’s history even more glorious than those that have come before.

By helping servicemembers become veterans, you will be helping us in our mission of service.  And you will not only help the men and women you will meet personally, but all Americans.  Here’s why:

To defend our nation in the 21st century, America must attract high caliber men and women, to operate increasingly complex technology, preserve the peace, and, if necessary, win our nation’s wars. 

Pay rates alone will not attract and retain the talented men and women the services need.  Today’s young people plan for the long run.  They look at future benefits when they make their decision to join the military.

Servicemembers who are disabled while on active duty must know that they will be able to provide for themselves and for their families and that they will get the health care they need after they return to civilian life.  In addition, they must have the means to make a meaningful transition to civilian life.  Today, this means a job and the education needed to succeed.

Our goal must be to provide transitioning servicemembers with the means and opportunity to begin their civilian lives and to invest their talent and ability in the American dream.

To meet their needs resulting from the special conditions of military service, and 

To support the Nation’s ability to raise and maintain effective forces.

Military service equips servicemembers with unique skills, abilities and character.  Today’s servicemembers will become tomorrow’s veterans, a unique national resource: a resource our nation must put to work if America is to succeed in an increasingly competitive global economy. 

While servicemembers and veterans themselves are ultimately responsible for the success of their transition into civilian life, they must have full access to—and the means to take advantage of—the opportunities they protect through their service.

You’ll help provide that access. You’ll work with the Department of Defense to represent active-duty military personnel and veterans in discharge reviews, correction of military records, physical evaluation boards, and more.

In addition, by participating in our Transition Assistance and Disabled Transition Assistance Programs, you’ll give important information to separating servicemembers about the benefits and services they have earned in the service of our country.  

We share the same goal.  We both want every servicemember who has a disease or injury incurred while in the defense of our country to receive the disability and other benefits to which he or she is entitled.  We both want their claims decided accurately and quickly.  

VA claims processing is now unsatisfactory to me because it is too slow and too likely to include errors.  VSO’s, including the DAV, can play an important role in helping me address this crisis.  

As you know, VA must provide rigorous analysis and extensive documentation of every decision on every condition claimed by a veteran.  Some veterans, acting on well-intentioned advice, claim every bump and bruise.  VA will, as it must and should, follow up on every item, even when the cost of that pursuit is delay on the claims of other disabled veterans.

Trained and knowledgeable Transition Service Officers have the potential to help both disabled veterans and VA by ensuring that separating service members claim every disability, but claim only those conditions which are disabilities under the law.

Your participation in our Benefits Delivery at Discharge Program will reduce the time it takes to get separating servicemembers into our system, and help us to adjudicate their claims by ensuring our veterans service center personnel have well formed claims backed by complete current medical records.

I know you have been well trained to do this work.  DAV’s Structured and Continuing Training Program is unparalleled in its field.  You’ve completed a rigorous course of study.  I commend you for your achievement, and look forward to hearing great things about you in the future.

I began this talk with a quotation from Ralph Waldo Emerson, and I will conclude with another one.  He wrote: “It is one of the most beautiful compensations of life that no man can sincerely try to help another without helping himself.”

Tomorrow, you will spread out around the country.  You will be working with men and women who have a special claim on our nation’s sympathy—those who have served our nation in uniform in the past, and those who stand watch today on the ramparts of freedom.

And as you help solve their problems, you will learn the truth of Emerson’s statement: you will help yourselves.  And you will help your country.

Congratulations on your graduation.  I wish you every success in the years ahead.
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