
My name is Lonnie Brackett, I am the president of the American Federation of  
Government Employees (AFGE) Local 1226 in Knoxville, Iowa.  Local 1226 represent 
nearly 600 bargaining unit employees.  Our primary mission is the care of United States 
veterans.  We serve our veterans in many ways including inpatient and outpatient 
psychiatric care, rehabilitative and restorative care, primary care outpatient clinics, a 
Domiciliary, and Geriatric Psych/Nursing Home care as well as support services for the 
above mentioned to name a few.  At the current time we care for 198 inpatients with a 
capacity of 298 inpatients, which has been reduced due to the possible approval of the 
CARES initiative.  As of June 30, 2003 (this data is only for 9 months of the 2003 
calendar year) at the Knoxville facility we have served 7,677 veterans in our outpatient 
and specialty clinics.  Knoxville services the unique and hard to care for veterans. We 
specialize in Alzheimer’s and dementia, with a nationally recognized rehabilitation 
program. 
 
As a whole, this Local as well as AFGE is concerned that the recommendations of the 
CARES initiative fail to take into account the fact that the population of elderly veterans 
will grow by as many as 500,000 over the next 7 years and the number of very elderly 
veterans age (85+) could triple to over 1.3 million for at least the next 20 years.      
 
Under the CARES plan, there will be a decrease of long term care at VA facilities.  The 
care will be privatized and our veterans will not have the benefit of specialized, veterans 
only facilities.  Providing veteran care at veterans’ facilities was a solemn promise that 
CARES tries to break.  Privatization of veterans’ long-term care, either for those with 
dementia or psychiatric problems is neither cost effective or consistent with the promise 
of lifetime care our nation has made to our veteran population.   
 
Closing VA facilities that can be refurbished to meet the long-term care needs of the 
large and growing population of elderly veterans wastes precious dollars that should be 
used for veterans.  The CARES plan says that it includes both closures and expansions.  
Nothing should be closed until all the expansions are funded, built, and operational.  To 
close facilities without making sure that expanded facilities are funded, built, and 
operational elsewhere risks depletion of the veterans’ system’s capacities.   
 
The CARES plan will mean the loss or moving of jobs, many of which are held by 
veterans.  Jobs at the Knoxville VA are some of the best in the community.  Our 
work-force is diverse.  Commitment to our veterans is the motivator of our 
work-force.  Our people work there because they genuinely care about our veterans, this 
is not merely a paycheck.  The same will not be true in private facilities where veterans 
will be in the minority and no one will consider their special problems and/or needs.  In 
the private sector, the nursing home industry trade association estimates the cost per 
patient for long-term care will exceed $100,000.00 per year in the next decade.  The not-
for-profit veterans’ system can provide superior care for a lower cost.  Private nursing 
homes are notorious for under-staffing and failure to provide any continuity of care since 
turn-over is very high and morale is very low.  The constant pressure for profits in the 
industry makes patient care a low priority, money is the highest priority.  This is not the 
standard of care that our veterans deserve.   



 
Currently, at the Knoxville division there is by care report numbers 186,000 square feet 
of unused space.  Much of this space is marked for destruction.  Many of the buildings 
could be modified and modernized for use for long-term care (nursing home care), adult 
day care, and respite care.  Presently in Knoxville, psychiatric inpatient beds have been 
reduced from above 100 to 12 over the last decade with plans to further reduce this 
number to 6 over the next several months.   At this time veterans are being turned away 
and their stay-time for healing and recuperation is drastically reduced.  If anything, 
additional beds are needed at our facility. 
 
           
Allowing the VA hospital in Knoxville to close or be turned into an outpatient clinic 
would be a great injustice to our veterans to whom this isn’t just a hospital but a home. 
And the staff who aren’t just caregivers but extended family, to the visitors and family 
members who are afforded the ease of a more rural setting when coming to this facility, 
as well as the adequate parking afforded here. 
 
The closing of this facility or converted into an outpatient clinic the loss or transfer of 
jobs out of the area, would be a devastating blow to the local economy which is still 
feeling the effects of several major layoff from local industries. 
 
CARES is NOT about moving facilities and capacity to locations where the veterans are.  
It is about closing down facilities and reducing capacity so that veterans’ care can be 
privatized and veterans’ no longer have access to specialized, veteran’s -only facilities 
and care.  Privatization will cost more and veterans will get less- lower quality, less 
continuity, less specialized care, less commitment, less recognition.  Thousands of 
veterans will loose their jobs.  Taxpayers will lose. Veterans will lose.  Federal 
employees who have devoted their lives to the care of veterans and the promotion of their 
interests will lose.  Private nursing home operators will win big. 









 
AFGE LOCAL 1228 TESTIMONY 
CARES HEARING 
Thursday, September 4, 2003 
Omaha, Nebraska 
 
Good Afternoon, 
On behalf of the employees at the VA Central Iowa Health Care System, Des 
Moines Campus, and representing the members of American Federation of 
Government Employees (AFGE Local 1228) 
I come before you and the CARES Commission to present our concerns. 
 
At VA Central Iowa Health Care System and as members of the Labor 
Organization AFGE Local 1228 we are completely dedicated to providing the 
highest quality of health care available today. 
 
Our members represent many positions at the Medical Center, from 
Administrative to Health Care Provider.    As AFGE members and employees, we 
provide world class health care to our patients. 
 
Change creates anxiety and opportunity and the Draft CARES PLAN presents 
both scenarios.   I would like to advise you that as a labor organization and as 
employees we share both concerns. 
 
It has been proposed that both Psych and Nursing Home care be moved to the 
Des Moines Campus.  If this is what the commission and Secretary Princippi 
ultimately approve, we then must make sure that we address the following 
concerns. 
 
#1   That Patient Care and family care do not suffer and must improve. 
 
#2   That the impact on the community of Knoxville, Iowa be assessed and 
addressed in a caring and compassionate manner. 
 
#3  That our Knoxville Campus employees be provided new opportunities for 
employment in Des Moines. 
 
#4  That Des Moines Campus employees are treated with compassion and 
concern if any bumping or Reduction in Force should occur. 
 
#5   That parking issues at the Des Moines Campus be addressed. 
 
#6   That all stakeholders are kept informed as to why and how decisions are 
made and how they will impact patients, patient families and employees. 
 
 



 
 
 
As a Union Officer and with many years of experience in labor issues,  As a VHA 
employee with 35 years of Service and as a disabled Vietnam Veteran who 
receives all of my care at VA  -    I want quality health care to be provided in all of 
VISN 23 for a very long time.    I believe we can accomplish this if we all work 
together. 
 
Thank you, 
 
 
Jon P. Cruikshank 
Treasurer, AFGE Local 1228 
VA Central Iowa HCS 
3600 – 30th Street 
Des Moines, Iowa   50310 
 
 
 








