
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
September 15, 2003 
 
 
The Honorable Edward Alvarez, Jr. 
Chairman, Capital Asset Realignment for Enhances Services (CARES) Commission 
U.S. Department of Veterans’ Affairs 
810 Vermont Avenue, NW 
Washington, DC  20510 
 
RE:  VISN 8 and VISN 16 CARES Plans 
 
Dear Chairman Alvarez: 
 
 I would like to thank the CARES commission for giving us the opportunity to provide comments on the draft 
national CARES plan.  As Governor Bush’s Executive Director for the Florida Department of Veterans’ Affairs, I 
meet regularly with state leaders of major Veterans Service Organizations and am advised by a Commission of nine 
Governor’s appointees from all regions of the state.  Florida has almost 1.9 million veterans and we want to ensure 
they receive the care they need and richly deserve. Florida’s major areas of concern and comments pertinent to your 
commissions’ tasks are highlighted in this letter for the record. 

  
CARES PLAN 
 
 Overall, the VA CARES project is essential to the future capability to deliver care where veterans are 
located, and we commend Secretary Principi this initiative. The State of Florida supports the National CARES Plan 
elements for VISN 8 and VISN 16.  The plan is thorough and descriptive of the current needs in Florida, but may be 
conservative in its estimate of future needs.  Florida recommends that an annual review and a five year formal update 
become part of the plan.  Such reviews will require consideration of changes that have occurred if the initial 
demographic projections are low.  Prioritizing the construction based on the current needs of veterans is an additional 
recommendation that is warranted by the Commission.    
 
New ORLANDO VA Hospital Site 
 
 Florida supports the construction of a new hospital facility in Orlando.  This is a central location and would 
provide care to the largest number of Florida veterans in this area.  Congressman Keller’s letter to the Commission 
on this topic presents a strong case for this location. 
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DOD/VA SHARING AGREEMENTS 
 
 Concern exists about the proposed enhancements of DoD/VA sharing agreements as one of the solutions to 
care for Florida veterans. The Navy and Marine Corps are already moving a great deal of their fleet training to 
Florida.  Pensacola, Eglin and Tyndall in the Big Bend area are already included in these plans.  Ranges in Central 
Florida will be used in place of those lost in Puerto Rico.  The Navy and Air Force bases and ranges that exist here 
are seeing enhanced use already.  The potential exists for more personnel to be stationed here, and eventually more 
veterans will make Florida their permanent home.  Such increases will enhance demand for medical services for 
active duty personnel, their families and veterans.  Florida is already experiencing an overload of military retirees 
attempting to receive treatment at existing military facilities.  The potential need for staffing increases at joint use 
facilities of  both DOD and the VA is an element that deserves examination as a part of the CARES review.       
 
LAKE CITY VA MEDICAL CENTER 
 
 The CARES initial draft identified Lake City VA Medical Center as a facility where medical services might 
be consolidated with those at VAMC Gainesville. This facility has continually served veterans from 54 counties in 
North Florida and South Georgia for decades.  Demand for veterans’ healthcare services in both north Florida and 
South Georgia continues to increase.  Large number of Florida and Georgia reservists and National Guardsmen from 
this area will earn VA benefits due to their federal service in Afghanistan and Iraq.  This will further increase the 
potential patient load for the VAMC Lake City facility.  Currently many veterans travel at least 125 miles one way 
for services at Lake City.  Increasing their commute by an additional 45 miles to Gainesville will create a travel 
dilemma/obstacle well beyond VA accessibility standards.  There is a critical need to maintain existing 24x7 services 
at the VAMC Lake City.  The Commission should seriously consider the recommendations submitted by the Lake 
City Task Force regarding the possible transfer of some services from Gainesville to the Lake City VAMC.  
 
CONTRACTING SERVICES 
 
 In order to contract with private providers for needed medical services, there must be adequate funding to 
purchase these services.  Florida has seen VA funding increases in recent years that partially accommodates the 
state’s continuing increase in veteran population.  VERA has recently been adjusted by the VA resulting in more 
funds flowing to assist in the continuing migration of veterans to Florida.  Even with the recent adjustments to the 
VERA formula, there still exists an annual cap on the redistribution of VA healthcare funding.  Annually, Florida 
continues to be under funded for our veteran population.  Adequate funding is essential toward making the 
contracting portions of CARES successful. 
 
STATE VETERANS’ NURSING HOME PROGRAM 
 
 Florida will have a total of six nursing home facilities totaling 750 beds in operation by early next year.  The 
Governor has conceptually approved pursuing five additional nursing homes in areas not yet served.  These nursing 
homes assist veterans and the state with efficiently and effectively meeting the needs of those who eventually need this 
level of care.  The CARES Plan states that construction of additional Outpatient Clinics is part of the solution for 
enhanced healthcare delivery in Florida. The State Veterans’ Nursing Home Program construction should be 
coordinated with the VA Outpatient construction so as to better enable collocation. 
 
 



 
STAFFING 
 
 Currently there is a nursing shortage in Florida as there is in the rest of the nation. We are aware that portions 
of the VA Medical Centers are being underused due to the lack of staffing not the lack of veterans needing care.  
Both federal and state workforces in this area compensate at below market wage level. Thus,   staffing needs and the 
ability to pay an area market wage should be evaluated as a part of the CARES process.  New facilities in areas that 
cannot meet staffing needs will create additional problems, not solutions. 
 
TRAVEL IN FLORIDA 
 
 The distances between major metropolitan areas in Florida are expansive.  This already creates serious 
difficulty for our older veterans.  In the United States, Florida has the largest number of disabled veterans over age 
65. The concept of additional community-based outpatient clinics will help with the transportation problems, but the 
VA must consider supplementing existing state, local, and volunteer transportation programs that assist elder 
populations in gaining access to available services. 
 
TELEMEDICINE 
 
 VA initiatives in telemedicine are an excellent method of keeping delivery of healthcare services at home or in 
the community rather than at in-patient facilities, such as nursing homes.  They should be encouraged as a method of 
reducing costs and providing more convenient local service to veterans. 
 
RENOVATION VS. NEW CONSTRUCTION COSTS 
 
 In Florida there have been several local proposals for the VA to use older facilities that are being vacated.  
Generally, this occurs when a new facility is privately built and the older one is no longer needed. Given that local 
veterans see such events as opportunity, all such proposals should be fairly evaluated, and the constituencies 
informed of the reasons for decisions on this type of suggestion. There are significant issues concerning costs 
associated with renovation versus new construction, the benefits of state of the art facilities, and the dangers that 
some older facilities may contain. 
 
 Thank you for the opportunity to participate in the CARES process.  We are convinced that fair and 
objective consideration of the needs of Florida’s veterans will result in more and better facilities being planned to 
meet the growing needs of our state.  We look forward to receiving the CARES Commission report in December. 
 
  Please feel free to contact me at 850-487-1533 or by email for any additional information that may be 
needed. 
 
Sincerely,  
 
 
Rocky McPherson 
Colonel, U.S. Marine Corps (Ret.) 
Executive Director 
Florida Department of Veterans’ Affairs 
 






















