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Hello, everyone.  Thank you all for joining me for my first broadcast over the VA Knowledge Network from our new headquarters studio. 

Last week, I was honored to be sworn in as your Secretary.  I am indeed humbled by the opportunity to once again join the greatest department in government.

I was honored when President Bush asked me to return to Washington; and I was honored again when the Senate consented to my nomination.  But I really believe that the greatest honor of all is that I can once again claim the title of “VA employee.”

As Deputy Secretary here for four great years, I came to appreciate and respect the skill and dedication of the people of this department.  It’s really as simple as this: there are no people in government more committed, more dedicated to their work than VA people.

I am excited and pleased to be back working with you because we share a mission to care for those who have served and sacrificed in uniform.

I know our department faces daunting challenges: they were in the past, and certainly will be in the future.

But I believe that working together we can continually improve the quality and timeliness of the benefits we provide to veterans and their families;

That working together we can improve the quality of health care we provide for veterans—especially those who have no other option--and increase their access to that care;

And I am certain that, working together, we can provide them with an honored and dignified burial when they pass on.

Working together, we can meet the challenges that today’s increasingly complex technology brings—and find ways to use that technology to leverage the work we do, and to do it better.

I know that each of you has high standards you apply to your work.  I have high standards, too, and I want to ensure that all of us adhere to those high standards.  You have the same right to expect that from me.

I will fight, as hard as I possibly can, in the halls of OMB, on Capitol hill, and even with the President if need be, to insure we have the resources we need to get the job done.

I will work extremely hard.  I intend to roll up my sleeves and work from early morning to late at night.  I also love to get out in the field and see people.  I love to cut ribbons, and open new facilities and attend your conventions, so I expect that I will have the opportunity to meet many of you personally in the next few years.

I promise you I will work to learn all about VA’s issues over the next several months.  I have much to learn.  I will talk to many of you to learn what we’re doing well, what we’re not doing so well, and what changes need to be made.

And then I will begin the process of making decisions.  And I will act.  And I will decide.  But I promise you, I won’t do so in isolation.  I will do so only after thoughtful deliberation with VA’s leadership and with our partners in the VSO’s.

I will make decisions.  My highest priorities are timely and accurate decisions on disability claims, increased access to high-quality health care, including specialized services, maintaining our cemeteries as national shrines, and ensuring that information technology serves to break down the barriers within our department and eliminate the barriers separating us from other departments.  And if we make the wrong decisions, I will be the first to stand up and to say we’ve got to change course—that we’ve made a mistake, or that I made a mistake.

That is what you should expect of me.  And just as you have some expectations of me, I have some expectations of you.

I expect all of us will treat every veteran who turns to us for the benefits and services he or she has earned with sympathy, compassion and with respect.  Many of them come to us in their weakest and most vulnerable moments.  Many of them have no other options.  Veterans are the reason we exist as an organization.  A commitment to service to veterans is a prerequisite to a career in our department.

I expect that each of us must treat our fellow employees with respect as well. We have too much work to do to deny anyone in our ranks the opportunity to make the fullest possible use of his or her talents.

I expect all of us to focus all of our skill and energy on our mission of service.  Our veterans gave their all for us.  We can do no less for them.

Based upon my past experience, I am as confident as I can possibly be that you will not only meet those expectations, but far exceed them.  

Once more, I am so extremely grateful to have the opportunity to work with some of the finest people in government.  Working with you, I have the chance to make a difference.  That’s really the only reason I came back.  There’s no sacrifice I could make that outweighs the opportunity to try to do something good for the heroes we serve.  

And I think working together, we can make a difference, and that’s really what I want to do over the next four years.  I look forward to getting around, visiting your facilities, meeting with you and talking with you.

I’m really glad to be back home.  Thank you so very much for listening.

