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Wedoesday, October 01, 2003

Sub: Testimony for CARES
Mr. Chairman and Members of the Commission

I am Amelia Wheeler, LVN, Steward for AFGE Local 2437. 1 work the Ambulatory Care area at the Dallas
Campus of the North Texas VA Health Care System.

ince 1991, we have had an increase of approximately 50% in our patient load and we anticipate future
increase. The veteran population is aging and as veterans retire many are loosing medication benefits and
seeking to use the VA to avoid the high price of medication. Recent census data shows Texas to be dead last
among the states in health insurance coverage. Uninsured veterans, including veterans that lost their insurance
in the recent economic downturn, arc turning to the VA for help.

As the number of veterans enrolling with the VA has been increasing, our workload, especially in Ambulatory
Care, has been increased by Congressional mandates. We now provide services mandated by Legislation
enacted to promote expansion and improvement of clinical rescarch and preventative health education activilies
of the VA Statistica) methods have delermmcd 22 additional minutes of tu'ne per’ veteran 8 visit are required to

B b aeen

The increased numbers and increased workload per veteran has resulted in our beautiful new Clinical Addition
being utilized to capsacity and beyond. Staff members are complaining of excessive workloads. We are being
told that we will be expected to pick up some of the workload now being seen by other VA's in the area facing
closure. We simply do not have the space, the staff or the budget to handle this increase.

As a matter of principal, we are opposed to any closure of VA facilities that would result in logs of veteran's
semces end of well paying federal jobs. Howcvcr, ever, if you determing that cl that closure of VA facllmes isin the bcst

facilities can be rented or constmcted | end until adequate additional staff can be hired to care for the. nc:cased
workioad. This incréase in workload represents veterans, men and women that were willing to risk their lives

yr their country, men and women thet deserve a VA able to meet their nceds without long delays or waits, men
and women gave their best for American and who deserve the best America can give. We urge you not to
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forget the veteran in discussions of utilizations rates and cost savings, we urge you not to forget the men and
women who man VA's to be realigned, we urge you not to forget the communities where these VA's are
Jocated. Do not doom these communities to economic down turn from loss of jobs. We urge you to remember
the veterans who use the facilities to be realigned, do not doom them to long drives, long waits and reduced
service in over-crowded facilities because you recommend closing before constructing.

That concludes my planned remarks, I would be happy to answer any question the commission might have.

Speal X437
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Commission

Waco Hearing
October 3, 2003

My name is Fredna S. White, President of the American Federation of Govermmen!
Employees (AFL-CIO) Local 1822, representing approximately 680 employecs
employed at the Deparunent of Veterans Affairs Mcdical Center located in Waco, Texas;
which is a part of the Central Texas Veterans Health Care System, headquartered in
Temple, Texas. 1 am also President of the AFGE Tenth District VA Council of local
unions in VA facilities in Texas, Louisiana and Mississippi. My government career
began in 197] at the Temple facility. After 3 ycars there, { transferred to the Waco VA
and retired in 1997 after approximately 27 years as a VA employee.

The Waco facility is an Acuic and Gen-Psychiatric facility that serves & very unique type
of veteran that requircs the skills and cxpertise that our employces possess. Last year we
served approximately 17,000 plus veterans and could have served many more if given the
budget and staff as we do have the necessary facilitics and capacitics to do s0. We have a
BliWumutic Stress Unit and aﬂgggvggpagjsyﬂs.uwﬁ)ﬁ of
approximatcly 250 and that’s due primarily to budgetary constraints.

e AFGE's uver-arching concern is that the recommendations fail to take account of the
fact that the poputation of clderly veterans will grow by 500,000 over the next 7 years
and the number of very elderly veterans (age 85-plus) will triple to over 1.3 million
for at least the nex1 20 years.

» The implication of the CARTS plan is that nonc of these veterans will receive long
term care at VA facilities. Rather, their care will be privatized and they will not have
the benefit of specialiced, Velerans'-only facilives. Providing Veterans care at
Veterans' facilities is a SOLEMN PROMISE that was made to Veterans!

 Closing VA facilities that can be refurbished to meet the long term care needs of the
large ang growig pop! ‘
be used for veterans’ care. Closing the Waco facility would definitely bu u waste of

taxpayer's dollars because there ‘has been approximately $85 million dollurs speat in

this National Historic Site facility.

s T

o7 O EIderly VETErans wasies precion dollars (hat should

renovation, asbestos abatement and refurbishing v

S
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* 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 [acilities are funded, built, and
operational elsewhere risks depletion of the veterans’ system’s capacities. It is much
more cost-eftective to fully utilize this existing facility here at Waco and expand on
the services provided to our veterans.

* The CARRES plan means the destruction of approximatcly 800 goud jobs held
overwhelmingly by veterans  which will increase the nuraber of indigent veterans
needing care and housing. Jobs at veterans® facilitics are some of the best jobs in this
community -~ they have good pensions, health insurance, vepular salary adjustments
truining and career developwment potential. Workforce s diverse. Commitment to
veterans 1s a top motivator of this workforce. The same will not be true in private
facilities where veterans will be a minonty and no unc will consider their special
problems and/or needs.

e The private sector nuwrsing home industry trade association cstimates the cost per
patient for long tenn care will excecd $100,000 per year in the next decade. The not-
for-profit veterans’ systemn can provide superior carc to veterans for a lower cost.
Private nursing homes are notorious for under-staffing and failing to provide any
continuity of care since turnover is very high and morale very low. The constant
pressure for profits in the industry makes patient carc a low priority--msking money
1s the highest prionity. This is not the standard of care our veterans deserve.

¢ If given the budget and staff, the Waco facility could be modificd to provide much
more long term care, nursing home care, adult day care, respite care, expand cur Post-
Traumatic Stress Unit, the Blind Rehabilitation Unit and Acute Psychiatcic Umit. We
wouldn't have a need to send our patients to Scott and White llospital and Providence
Health Care facility because we don't have a bed available to admit and ueal ow
veterans,

e Psychiatric Care seems to be the forgotten as our inpatient beds have been and are
being reduced. The psychiatric care of our veterans is already being reduced and
access 1o care is already being demied due to lack of in-house capacity, The expansion
of the Waco facility, e ., additional beds and space, is what is needed to cstablish and
maintain the ful) continuity of care for psychiatric care and long term care for our
veterans. If given the opportunity, we CAN and Will become and continue to be the
Center of Excellence for Psychiatric and Long-Term Carc for our vetcrans!

In conclusion, the privatization and the displaccment of our veterans here in the Waco
area will cost more and veterans will get lower quality, less continuity, less specialized
care, less commitment, less recognition. Thousands of veterans will lose their jobs.
Taxpayers will lose. Veterans will lose. Federal employees who have devoted their l'ives
to the care of veterans and the promotion of their interesta will lose. But private nursing
home operators will win big!
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Testimony to the Cares Cammission
Regarding Proposed Closure of
the Waco Ueterans Affairs Psychiatric Hospital
October 3, 2883
Waca, Tenas

| am Mary Gibson, vice-chair of the National Alliance for the
Mentally i1 (NARMI) Deterans Committee. My husband is a
veteran with a very serious mental iliness and recelves seruvices
at the Waco Psychiatric Haspital. This testimony has been very
difficult for me to write. | am not a person who cries easily but
every time | have sat at my computer to write | have cried. 1so
want to say the words that would help you see how important
this hospital is to so many patients.

NAMI is the nation’s voice for the mentally ill so |l am here tobe
the voice of the Waco veterans with serious mentally ilinesses. |
have had opportunity to visit with some of the veterans that
receive services in Waco. These men and women cannat stand
here and tell their story but they asked me to do it for them. It
is with deep humility that | in turn tell these stories to you. |
have not added any of my own thoughts but just sat and wrote
what they said. As you hear their staries try to put faces in your
minds and realize that they are reaching out to you as well as
they can.

RIl said that it would be a hardship on them if they were
forced to go to Temple:

1. One reason was that they couldn't drive that far with their
disability,

2. Several were unable to drive on a very busy interstate
highway.

3. Another statement that rang true for each one was that
this is a family made up of all the other patients, the
doctors, nurses, and other staff and they have lost sa much
in their lives since they served in the service and just feel

a2
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that they can not go on if the hospital is closed. The
employees here treat them with dignity and respect even
now with all the uncertain future that thet face.

. B 78-year-old World War Il veteran has just now sought

help; living since 1945 with bad dreams, stress filled days
because he couldn’t take time to get help. He had a family
to feed. Recently his world came crashing down around
him and he wanted ta commit suicide. His family got him
here for help. “l have been treated so well here. tveryone
is so caring and | have advanced so much. | don’t think |
could handle a move-it would set me back so much. | am
afraid everything done will be undone.” He 3lso told me
that he thinks it is a preplanned deal because patients
have been taken away and hidden so they can say the
hospital has not been used enough.

. One veteran has been coming here since April 1974 and

feels safe here. “1 have seen staff with tears in thelr eyes
as they work with me and if thatisn’t family | don’t know
what family is. The ather patients mean sa much to me and
| try to help them in any way | can. To take this place
away from us is Un-American because | know right now if
asked to | would go back and give to this nation as | did
before”. ‘

. One man came from Buffalo, New York because the UR

there told him this is the best place to receive the best
care in the country. To go to Temple would be an unhappy
time since there is no place outside that Is so peaceful as |t
is here.

. | will end with this message from a woman that | felta

close band with because we grew up In the same area of
Texas. She had been at the Dallas UA Hospital. Butlit
wasn’t very good. On a scale from 1 to 18 it ranked a 2. On
this same scale Waco would be a 18+. ’

What plans and goals have the UA made for people with mental
illness? Unfortunately, very littie it appears. Has the UR been
compliant with the mandate of the capacity law? A law about
allacating appropriate resources to meet an explicit statutory
requirement is being ignored. The failure to allocate the
necessary resaurces or even budget for people with serious

a3
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mental illness Is indefensible. The law requlres nothing less than
that UA expand substantially the number and scape of
specialized mental health and substance abuse pragrams as to
afford veterans real access to needed specialized care and
services. This is another very serious reason to keep the (Jaco
Hospital open.

The Undersecretary for Health Robert Roswell said in answer to a
question raised at the American Legion Convention in St. Louis
August 23, “we da not have enough information to address the
long-term care of psychiatric patients. There is no policy”.

NAMI questions how can all these plans to close psychiatric
hospitals be done at a time when no long-range place is in
place? NAMI Veterans Committee Chair June Judge told Mr.
Roswell that those MHICMs were not being funded to the extent
they are needed. She emphasized that the veterans may look
okay but still have the need for support due to cognitive
Impairments, which aften accompany iliness such as
schizophrenia. She stressed the point of rehabilitation and
recovery (not cure) but being able to live a life with dignity. Mr.
Roswell answered by saying they are working on it.

| ask you how can these forced closures of URA psychiatric
hospitals be even considered when a plan is not in place? Time
does not have to be sa short. Let the studies, research, patient
needs as well as community needs be evaluated fully before ANY
ane request closure of even one hospital.

The veteran’s independent budget for 2882 clearly stated that
decisions related to the provision of specialized medical care
must be based on the health-care needs of Individual, not cost.
In the President’s New Freedom Commission on Mental lliness
report states that there is failure to make mental heaith a
natlonal priority.

Thank you for allowing me to bring you this testimony. | request that
this committee study it and realize how very Important the Waco
facliity is and how needs are being met here that cannot be duplicated
in Temple.

84
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Respectfully Submitted by

Mary Glbson, NAMI Veterans Committee
Vice-chalr and VISN 17 Coordinator

355 Elmwood

Waco, Texas 76712



