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FISCAL YEAR 2020 PRESIDENT’S BUDGET: RE-
QUESTS RELATED TO VETERANS READ-
JUSTMENT BENEFITS

Tuesday April 30, 2019

COMMITTEE ON VETERANS’ AFFAIRS,
U. S. HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES,
Washington, D.C.

The Subcommittee met, pursuant to notice, at 2:20 a.m., in Room
2253, Rayburn House Office Building, Hon. Mike Levin [Chairman
of the Subcommittee] presiding.

Present: Representatives Levin, Brindisi, Pappas, Luria, Lee,
Cunningham, Bilirakis, Bergman, and Mueser.

OPENING STATEMENT OF MIKE LEVIN, CHAIRMAN

Mr. LEVIN. Good afternoon. I call this hearing to order. I want
to thank everyone for joining us today in the Veterans Affairs’ Eco-
nomic Opportunity Subcommittee.

This Subcommittee’s responsibility is extensive and reaches all
the programs our veterans depend on as they begin their lives out-
side the Armed Services. Today’s hearing will review the fiscal year
2020 budget for the Department of Veterans Affairs, as well as
other relevant programs such as those within the Departments of
Defense and Labor.

The President’s budget reflects his Administration’s priorities
and there are some areas in which we agree; however, this budget
proposal is not without fault. I have several questions for our wit-
nesses from the Administration regarding the scope of what they
aim to accomplish in the coming fiscal year, and, perhaps more im-
portantly, I would like to discuss whether or not the budget they
are presenting today will give them the necessary resources to
achieve their goals.

I am pleased that the Administration has not proposed cuts to
the overall VA budget as it has to virtually every other Federal
agency. The Department of Veterans Affairs budget before us is an
increase of 9.5 percent over fiscal year 2019 appropriated levels,
but this increase would not apply to all programs across the De-
partment. The Veterans Benefits Administration, which admin-
isters most of the programs within this Subcommittee’s jurisdic-
tion, would receive only a 1.5 percent increase. Some of the pro-
grams within the VBA would remain level or even be cut.

For example, funding for veterans’ homelessness programs,
which are crucial in my congressional district, would remain static.
And for the VA Education Service the budget requests a reduction
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of $6 million, despite projecting a higher volume of claims. This is
especially concerning given the delays in the Forever GI Bill imple-
mentation, as well as the proliferation of school closures.

Last week, this Subcommittee held a joint field hearing in San
Diego where we discussed the harmful impact that predatory edu-
cational institutions are having on our Nation’s veterans. This is
not new, and I want to ensure this budget would do enough to
crack down on these bad actors.

Last Congress, this Committee had to provide over $300 million
to veterans by school closures, and we may need to assist our vet-
erans once again if the VA and the Department of Education do not
improve oversight of these colleges. The VA must be a better stew-
ard of veterans’ resources and taxpayer dollars.

And, lastly, while our Committee’s primary jurisdiction relates to
the Department of Veterans Affairs, we must remember that vet-
erans’ programs do not exist in a vacuum. Funding for every Fed-
eral agency in one way or another impacts our veterans. For in-
stance, cuts to SNAP would affect benefits for 1.7 million veterans.

I am committed to working with my colleagues on the other au-
thorizing committees, as well as the Appropriations Committee, to
protect veterans from harmful proposals in their jurisdictions.

I look forward to hearing our witnesses’ testimony regarding
each aspect of the budget and how it would serve our veterans, but
first I will recognize my friend Ranking Member Bilirakis for 5
minutes for his opening remarks.

OPENING STATEMENT OF GUS M. BILIRAKIS, RANKING
MEMBER

Mr. BILIRAKIS. Thank you, Mr. Chairman, I appreciate it, and I
apologize for being late. You all know when you have that reoccur-
ring dream, maybe it is just me, where you can’t find your class-
room.

[Laughter.]

Mr. BiLIRAKIS. Well, I forgot the number of the room, and it looks
like I will probably have that recurring dream tonight, and I apolo-
gize for being late again. Maybe I am the only one that has that
dream, but in any case—

Mr. LEVIN. No.

Mr. BILIRAKIS [continued]. —it is a nightmare.

Folks—thank you, Mr. Chairman, again—thank you for all of you
being here today. Thanks for being with us for this hearing with
the Subcommittee on Economic Opportunity as we examine the
budget request for fiscal year 2020.

The budget requests $220 billion, a 9.5 percent increase above
fiscal year 2019 budget for all VA. And I know on this Committee
our veterans are our top priority and it is great to see that the Ad-
ministration feels the same way. While the fiscal year 2020 budget
request has grown considerably, I am glad we are here today to
focus on the programs under the Subcommittee’s jurisdiction that
are often overlooked, but do empower veterans’ everyday lives.

Like all of my colleagues here today, I believe the veterans and
their families deserve the best services, benefits, and care that we
can provide to them. However, at the same time I believe in pro-
tecting the American taxpayer and ensuring that our government
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is running efficiently, and there is no—we don’t want to waste tax-
payer dollars where they could be better invested elsewhere, but I
can’t think of a better place to invest them. If we are going to be
spending the money, we need to spend it on our veterans, but it
must be efficient.

The programs we are examining today should be the crown jewel
of the VA benefits and services as empower veterans to lead a more
productive and fulfilling life. While I am supportive of this strong
budget, the proof will be in the details and implementation that at
times in the past has been lacking.

Last year we witnessed VA fail to fully implement the Forever
GI Bill, causing long delays in student housing payments. We also
watched the Office of the Information and Technology spend $12
million a new case management system for VocRehab counselors
that did not work and had to be scrapped entirely. However, I be-
lieve we may have turned a corner with the VocRehab, as I am en-
couraged by the funding that has been provided and requested to
hire additional counselors and improve systems.

With that being said, I am still skeptical of the funding being
provided for the Education Service. This request includes a reduc-
tion of $6.5 million for the Education Service’s budget compared to
fiscal year 2019. I know that the reasoning for this reduction is for
the assumed efficiencies that will come with the changes to the GI
Bill IT system, but, as we saw last year, we should not count on
these systems to always work. I look forward to hearing from our
VA witnesses what their back-up plan is in case of another IT fail-
ure, as we can’t let what happened last year ever happen again.
This is very, very important and we can’t have that happen again.
So we are going to ask the questions and we are going to hold the
VA accountable.

I am also interested in learning what the Department’s plan is
to go back and pay veterans what they are owed from the changes
that were supposed to be implemented on August 1st, 2018. The
other item that I am interested in learning more about today is
how the proposed budget for VA, the Department of Labor, and the
Department of Defense supports the changes to the Transition As-
sistance Program, or TAP, that were enacted as part of the fiscal
year 2019 National Defense Authorization Act. These changes in-
cluded one-on-one transition counseling for transitioning
servicemembers, very important, and an overhaul to the 5-day
structure of TAP that will provide additional choices in training, as
well as other improvements.

And we are going to make more implements, right, Mr. Chair-
man—

Mr. LEVIN. That is right.

Mr. BILIRAKIS [continued]. —to the transition program, but this
was a good start last year.

These changes were the most significant revisions to TAP since
2011, and I am interested to see how this budget will support their
successful implementation when they are supposed to go live in
just 5 short months at the beginning of fiscal year 2020.

Mr. Chairman, before I yield back, I wanted to comment on the
lack of attendance by the U.S. Department of Labor. I share your
frustration with DOL not sending a witness to testify at today’s
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hearing. Congress has a constitutional role in providing oversight
of the Department of Labor and it is unfortunate that today, like
several times last Congress, the Department of Labor has refused
to send a witness.

However, Congress also has a constitutional role in reviewing
and approving nominations submitted by the President. It is my
understanding that the nominee for the Assistant Secretary for
Veterans’ Employment and Training has been languishing in the
Senate for over a year now. The nominee, Mr. John Lowery, III, a
decorated U.S. Marine Corps veteran with a strong track record in
the private industry, was voted out unanimously by the Senate
Committee on Veterans Affairs on June 19th, 2019, and the ap-
proval of his nomination is being held up by at least one Senator
of the minority party. We should expect DOL to do its job and pro-
vide a witness, and we should also expect the Senate to do their
job and make decisions on President Trump’s nominations.

Finally, Mr. Chairman, I would like to take a moment to recog-
nize and welcome back U.S. Marine Corps Reserve Staff Sergeant
Will Hubbard, who is testifying on our second panel. Staff Sergeant
Hubbard just recently completed a tour of duty, serving alongside
the Special Operations Joint Task Force in Kabul City, Afghani-
stan.

Staff Sergeant Hubbard, thank you for your service and welcome
home.

[Applause.]

Mr. BILIRAKIS. Mr. Chairman, it is clear that we have a lot of
work to do, a lot of ground to cover, so I yield back my time and
say again thank you to our witnesses for joining us this afternoon.
And I look forward to working with you and getting a lot done this
year, Mr. Chairman—

Mr. LEVIN. Well, thank you—

Mr. BILIRAKIS [continued]. —and I am very grateful for the time.
I yield back.

Mr. LEVIN. Thank you, Mr. Ranking Member. Staff Sergeant, it
is great to have you here.

We did leave an empty seat for the Department of Labor rep-
resentative, maybe he will show before this is over—probably not.

With that, I would like to introduce our witnesses. Thank you all,
again, for being here.

Appearing on the first panel are Ms. Margarita Devlin, Principal
Deputy Under Secretary at the Veterans Benefits Administration—
good to see you again—who is accompanied by Mr. Dominic
Cussatt—did I get that right or is it Cussatt?

Mr. CUssATT. Cussatt.

Mr. LEVIN. Cussatt. All right, I won’t mess it up again. Principal
Deputy Assistant Secretary in the Office of Information and Tech-
nology at the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs.

Mr. Brian Davis, Director of the Defense Personnel and Family
Support Center at the Department of Defense. Thank you for being
with us, sir.

On behalf of the Independent Budget, we have Mr. Patrick Mur-
ray, Deputy Director of the National Legislative Service for the
Veterans of Foreign Wars, who is accompanied by Steven Henry,
Associate Legislative Director of the Paralyzed Veterans of Amer-
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ica, and Mr. Jeremy Villanueva, Associate National Legislative Di-
rector of Disabled American Veterans.

We also have Mr. Larry Lohmann, Senior Legislative Associate
with The American Legion, and Mr. William Hubbard, Chief of
Staff of the Student Veterans of America.

Finally, we had invited, as Mr. Bilirakis mentioned, the Depart-
ment of Labor to join us to discuss the Veterans’ Employment and
Training Service and, while they did submit testimony for the
record, I am equally disappointed they are not here to answer ques-
tions about their budget. I hope they join us soon, so we can learn
more about how they intend to serve our Nation’s veterans.

Thank you to everyone who is here today to speak with us. You
will each have five minutes, and, without objection, the witnesses’
full statements will be added to the record.

And with that, Ms. Devlin, you are now recognized for 5 minutes.

STATEMENT OF MARGARITA DEVLIN

Ms. DEVLIN. Thank you, Chairman Levin and Ranking Member
Bilirakis, and Members of the Subcommittee. It is my pleasure to
be here to talk about the Veterans Benefits Administration budget,
with a particular emphasis on the economic opportunity programs.

I will specifically address the budgetary request for Education;
Vocational Rehabilitation and Employment, or VETERANS
AFFAIRS&E; Loan Guaranty; and VBA’s newly created Office of
Transition and Economic Development, or TED.

For Education, VBA requested $223.5 million in discretionary
funds to sustain administrative expenses, which include the 1,985
FTE needed to support the delivery of education benefits, including
the new initiatives of VET TEC and STEM. In 2020, we estimate
more than 4.2 million education claims will be processed for over
a million eligible beneficiaries. The funds will further sustain the
continued enactment of Sections 107 and 501 of the Colmery Act.

For VETERANS AFFAIRS&E, VBA requests $245.4 million in
discretionary funds, which will benefit an estimated 124,000 vet-
erans participating in the program, and support our continued ef-
forts to achieve the 1-to-125 hiring ratio. I am happy to report that
out of the 169 new positions we have added, we have filled 160 and
we have seven in the selection process. The budget request will
also support the implementation of the Case Management Solution.
This system is part of VBA’s modernization efforts, which will
allow counselors to efficiently manage their workload and dedicate
more time to working directly with veterans to develop the skills
they need to succeed in the competitive job market.

For Loan Guaranty, VBA requested $200.4 million for loan ad-
ministration to cover the costs of the housing loan programs and
$20.8 million in discretionary funds to cover the Specially-Adapted
Housing Program. This request will provide sufficient funding for
906 FTE to continue administering programs to over 562,000 bene-
ficiaries.

The budget will also support sustainment of the redesigned VA
Loan Electronic Reporting Interface, or VALERI. Phase 1 of the
system redesign launches next month. The redesigned VALERI will
allow VA to monitor veterans who are in loan default and conduct
oversight to ensure servicing activities completed by servicers are
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in the veteran’s best interest. Future phases in 2020 will incor-
porate all aspects of the loan life cycle and will dramatically en-
hance the ability to conduct program oversight, from eligibility to
foreclosed property disposition.

TED is the business line responsible for military-to-civilian tran-
sition, as well as the development of economic initiatives that focus
on empowering veterans to achieve comprehensive well-being. TED
administers VA’s portion of the Interagency Transition Assistance
Program, or TAP. For 2020, VBA requests $82.4 million in the
budget to fund discretionary portions of TED, which will support
adding VA courses throughout the military life cycle, increase VA’s
TAP course from 6 hours to a full day, and conduct a 5-year longi-
tudinal study to obtain data on TAP outcomes.

As discussed in the hearing on April 9th, with the creation of
TED we prioritize transition services not only operationally, but in
our budget. For the first time, VA’s investment in military-to-civil-
ian transition and economic development has a clearly defined
budget, which will provide full transparency into the resources and
outcomes associated with this important mission.

The voluntary course that we administer that is taken by
servicemembers after participating in VA’s TAP course currently
reflects a 96 percent satisfaction rate. We also obtain rich, quali-
tative data by the comments, the open comments that
servicemembers provide.

Recently, a Navy sailor with less than 4 years on Active duty
who participated in the VA TAP briefing in Southern California
commented that our benefit advisers, quote, “Have been amazing.
You can truly tell they are all passionate about their briefings and
are willing to answer any and all questions that we may have.
They are all genuine and truly care about us having an easier tran-
sition out of the military,” end quote.

While my testimony today focused on VBA programs of interest
to this Committee, the 2020 budget supports our holistic approach
to the full complement of veteran benefits, which provide veterans
the opportunity to achieve the American dream, to include over-
coming the effects of illness or injury, and securing financial inde-
pendence for themselves and their families.

VA appreciates the Committee’s support in improving services
and resources offered to servicemembers, veterans, and their fami-
lies through the requested budget. We look forward to working
with the Committee, as well as our Federal and VSO partners, to
maintain our focus on continuous improvement of our economic op-
portunity programs.

Thank you, Chairman Levin and Ranking Member Bilirakis, for
the opportunity to discuss our budget here today, and this con-
cludes my testimony and I look forward to any questions you may
have.

[THE PREPARED STATEMENT OF MARGARITA DEVLIN APPEARS IN
THE APPENDIX]

Mr. LEVIN. Thank you, Ms. Devlin.
Mr. Davis, you are now recognized for 5 minutes.
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STATEMENT OF BRIAN DAVIS

Mr. Davis. Chairman Levin, Ranking Member Bilirakis—

[Audio malfunction in hearing room. |

Mr. DAvis. Did you all hear any of that?

Mr. LEVIN. I heard it.

Mr. DAvis. Oh, okay. The new requirement to start the process
365 days prior to their separation will ensure that our
servicemembers have the appropriate time to focus on a successful
transition. The initial face-to-face session with the TAP counselor
assists the member in completion of a self-assessments and devel-
ops an individual transition plan. Now, the individual transition
plan becomes the roadmap for the servicemember in meeting their
transition goals.

A strong collaboration among the interagency partners, as we
have here today, contributes to the success of our members, and
DoD’s partnership with the Departments of Veterans Affairs,
Labor, Homeland Security, Education, Office of Personnel Manage-
ment, and the Small Business Administration ensure delivery of
TAP resources and services to the member, and this includes prep-
aration for employment, education, vocational training, and entre-
preneurship.

But, most importantly, the program takes into account the well-
being of the member, with the goal of assisting them and their
families in preparation for their new chapter in their civilian life.

As previously stated, the fiscal year 2019 NDAA has driven sig-
nificant changes to TAP, and over the past year the Department
has aggressively engaged with the military components in design
and implementation of the legislation, and we will continue to de-
velop and redesign delivery of TAP services to our transitioning
servicemembers and their families.

Career readiness in transition assistance preparation is an abso-
lute must if servicemembers are going to experience a successful
transition to civilian life. We recognize that preparing
servicemembers through their military life cycle to be career-ready
upon transition is essential to sustaining the all-volunteer force. In
order for DoD to continue to attract the high quality and dedicated
volunteers to serve in our Armed Forces, we must equip this gen-
eration of servicemembers with the ability to positively contribute
to the national workforce and thrive in their military communities.

However, the Department cannot do this alone. We must have
the continued strong collaboration with our interagency partners,
the support and hard work of our military components, collabora-
tion with other external stakeholders, and we need you, the Mem-
bers of Congress.

So, in summary, what I am going to tell you, I will be honest
with you, I have never testified in front of a House Subcommittee
before. So, I am so very pleased and proud and happy to be here
today, and really the word I am looking for is honored.

Just 2 and a half years ago, I retired from the military. I was
in the Air Force, I was a Wing Commander, and I transitioned out.
And I loved my career, I love what I did, I loved my job, but as
I went up the leadership chain, as I took roles of responsibility,
what I became passionate about, it is actually what you are pas-
sionate about, are the people and their families. And today I find
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myself in this really unique position where as the Director of
DFPC—I'm sorry, I couldn’t even say my acronym right—that once
again in my life I get this opportunity, I get this chance to take
care of the people who have taken care of the mission. I mean,
these are the men and women who every day, every day—and I
just met a bunch of veterans back here, but every day they choose,
they choose to put on the uniform, they lace up their boots, and
they go about the very serious business of fighting and winning our
Nation’s wars, and at sometimes a great cost.

So, as I said, it is an honor to be with you today. I look forward
to answering any questions you have and I look forward to your
feedback. Thank you for your time.

[THE PREPARED STATEMENT OF BRIAN DAVIS APPEARS IN THE AP-
PENDIX]

Mr. LEVIN. Thank you, Mr. Davis. It is extremely well said and
thank you for your service too.

Mr. Davis. Thank you.

Mr. LEVIN. I now recognize myself for 5 minutes to begin the
question portion of this hearing, and I will start with Ms. Devlin.

During the Full Committee budget hearing earlier this month, I
asked about VBA’s plan to implement Sections 107 and 501 of the
Forever GI Bill by the spring of 2020. Specifically, I asked how the
Administration is preparing for potential hiccups in the adoptions
of changes to the IT system.

Under Secretary Lawrence stated, and I quote, “Worst-case sce-
nario is we will continue to process it as we have been,” end quote.
However, as I mentioned earlier, VBA is proposing that Congress
eliminate the additional funding we provided in fiscal year 2019 for
the purpose of implementing the Forever GI Bill. Meanwhile, your
written testimony states that the VA has 202 temporary employees
supporting the additional workload associated with implementing
the Forever GI Bill.

So my question to you is, can you explain how VBA is preparing
for unforeseen circumstances to ensure it fully implements the For-
ever GI Bill?

Ms. DEVLIN. Thank you for the question.

We feel confident, first of all, that we will accomplish the mission
and have the Sections 107 and 501 deployed on December 1st, as
promised. I have my IT partner here next to me, we are very com-
mitted. Dr. Lawrence is paying very close attention to this, as is
the CIO. We don’t feel we need a plan B; however, having said
that, in the event that we did not implement by December 1st, we
would continue paying veterans on time at the current rates. And
I believe that’s what Dr. Lawrence was indicating is that this will
not harm veterans should it not come through, but we have 100
percent confidence that it will.

Mr. LEVIN. Thank you for that clarification.

I wanted to turn to an issue that was a subject of the field hear-
ing that I referenced when I was back in the district the last couple
of weeks, along with the Education and Labor Committee. We had
a joint field hearing on the GI Bill and specifically some of the
issues around predatory lending and predatory institutions, you
know, taking advantage of veterans, the 9010 loophole and the like.
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I am concerned about this getting worse, not better. Some of the
oversight that was present may or may not still be present. And
I wanted to ask about Section 4(e) of Executive Order 13607, which
ordered the DoD and the VA to, and I quote, “establish new uni-
form rules and strengthen existing procedures for access to military
installations by educational institutions,” end quote.

Mr. Davis and Ms. Devlin, what is the status of your efforts to
implement this directive?

Ms. DEVLIN. I would have differed with my DoD partners on the
directive as it pertains to military installations.

Mr. DAvis. Let me make sure I understood the question right,
sir.

Mr. LEVIN. Sure.

Mr. DAvis. What you are looking at is predatory—university and
colleges’ predatory practices on the members there and taking their
GI Bill money and they are not getting a degree, is that what—
is that the question?

Mr. LEVIN. Yes, sir, and specifically the section of the Executive
Order 13607 that ordered the DoD and VA both to, and I quote,
“establish new uniform rules and strengthen existing procedures
for access to military installations by educational institutions.”

So I just wanted to ask what the status was of your efforts to
implement that directive.

Mr. DAvis. Okay, I can tell you what we are doing, exactly what
we are doing. So this is why the 365-day TAP governs, we moved
the—you know, moved it out to 365 days for the transitioning
member, that gives us time when they have the face-to-face coun-
seling and they have the self-assessment basically to figure out,
okay, what do I need, what do I need when I transition out. And
it also is on—and I will tell you this just from what I did in a past
life, it is also with the commanders and their unit commanders and
that community that helps them along. So they self—they assess.

So let’s just say that they want to be an electrician. So, what do
I do, what courses do I have to take? And you can take those
through transition assistance and not utilize the GI Bill, but what
you utilize the GI Bill is for your higher education.

So I believe what we are doing through our transition and our
counseling is explain to them, okay, so if you want to be an archi-
tect, these are the things you need to look at. And so it gets them
early on into the process, so they can decide, they can decide what
they have to do. And there are all kinds of benefits and resources
out there, from online to community college, they can prepare
themselves with.

But I hope I answered that question.

Ms. DEVLIN. And if you look—

Mr. LEVIN. Sort of.

Mr. Davis. Okay.

Ms. DEVLIN [continued]. —more information in terms of over-
sight. As you may know, the VA partners with state-approving
agencies who have the, by legislation right—so we don’t have the
authority to approve or disapprove schools in the VA, we partner
with state approving agencies, we provide them with the criteria
based on the legislative authorities and then they administer the
criteria for us.
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So we watch over the state approving agencies, but we partner
with them; we have contracts with them, we have specific and clear
expectations, and we do watch to ensure that they are complying
with their oversight requirements as well.

Mr. LEVIN. Thank you. And I know I am short of time, but if my
colleagues will entertain one more question.

Ms. Devlin, in your written testimony you mention VA will soon
begin a 5-year post-separation TAP longitudinal study. And I am
curious, what metrics will you be tracking in the study and how
will the information be used to improve the TAP program?

Ms. DEVLIN. Thank you. Yes, we are starting it this year. We got
the survey approved by OMB and we will be administering the sur-
vey at three touch points post-transition, at 6 months post-transi-
tion, 1 year and 3 years, so we can really take a look at the out-
comes of TAP.

The domains that we are looking at with the survey include em-
ployment, entrepreneurship, mental and physical health, social re-
lationships, financial situation, and housing.

Mr. LEVIN. Thank you.

Ranking Member Bilirakis is now recognized for 5 minutes.

Mr. BILIRAKIS. Thank you, Mr. Chairman, I appreciate it.

Ms. Devlin, on a scale of 1 to 10, with 1 being complete failure
and 10 being fully functioning, where do you believe the IT system
for full implementation of the Forever GI Bill Section 107 and 501
will be December 1st, 2019—

Ms. DEVLIN. As I indicated—

Mr. BILIRAKIS [continued]. —on a scale from 1 to 10?

Ms. DEVLIN [continued]. —I am 100-percent confident I would
give it a 10.

Mr. BiLIRAKIS. All right. Okay. Well, that is encouraging. We will
check back on the 1st of December.

Ms. Devlin, one of the most important provisions of the Forever
GI Bill are the changes against Section 107 and Section 501 of the
law, which calculated students’ living stipend based on the location
at which the student takes the majority of their classes. How does
this budget support the implementation of this section and when
will the final policy guidelines, the guidance on how VA will go
back and make students impacted by the significant delay in imple-
menting this section whole be released by the Department?

Ms. DEVLIN. Our funding allows for the continuation of the staff-
ing levels, so that we can maintain the human intervention on
claims processing that doesn’t get accomplished by automation. So
our contractor is required to meet the current automation rate,
which is 37 percent, and then our FTE will manage the off-ramped
claims that have to be touched by a human. So our budget supports
that additional FTE.

And also, I just wanted to mention, we are conducting roundtable
discussions with stakeholders in schools to really talk about the im-
pact on schools and the impact on students and make sure that,
as we are developing these policies for the school location for Sec-
tion 107, that we incorporate the feedback of the schools, because
really they are the ones that are going to have to be processing the
paperwork to enable us to pay the student at the correct amount.
So we are working with them, we are getting a lot of great insights
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and, once we implement Sections 107 and 501, our key priority is
going to be to make sure that veteran students get paid on time;
the second priority is going back and retroactively making them
whole for the semesters that they did not get the proper rate, if the
rate would have been higher.

Mr. BiLIRAKIS. Okay, very good.

Okay, Mr. Davis, one of the changes to TAP enacted in last
year's NDAA was the requirement for transitioning
servicemembers to undergo one-on-one transition counseling. The
services have expressed their concern to the Subcommittee staff
that additional resources are needed to complete this requirement.
How does the budget proposal account for this change?

Mr. DAvis. So, sir, to answer that very quickly, the budget—so
it will be the military component who decide their budgets, to man-
age their budgets, how they do that. And I can’t answer that right
now, but I can certainly put, I believe you say, for the record and
get that information to you—

Mr. BILIRAKIS. Yes, please do, because that is so very important.

Mr. DAvis. That is very important. And if I can, if I have got just
a second, I want to go back to the Chairman’s question, because I
didn’t answer it.

Mr. BiLiraKIS. Okay, go ahead. No, no, please.

Mr. DAvis. And I am sorry about that—

Mr. LEVIN. It happens all the time around here.

[Laughter.]

Mr. Davis. I am finding that out.

Mr. BILIRAKIS. But we do want—we want an answer, so go
ahead, please.

Mr. DAvIS. And, sir, I can get you that. And so we will in coordi-
nation with the military components find out, because they control
their budgets and they manage their budgets. But as for us in the
governance of TAP, that is not something we have visibility on, but
we will get it.

But for you, sir, the one question that I want to have answered
is what you asked me, because if universities and colleges are prey-
ing on our veterans, that has got to stop. And so I—okay, that is
for the record, right? I say that is for the record, it is for the record,
and we will get you an answer. I will work to get you an answer.

I was answering his question and then yours.

Mr. BiLIRAKIS. No, no, no, I understand. And we passed legisla-
tion a few years ago to address that issue as well. I would like to
find out how that is working as well with regard to the predatory
practices by some of these for-profit universities. Okay?

Mr. DAVIS. Yes.

Mr. BILIRAKIS. So give us some data on that.

Mr. Davis. Absolutely. And I am completely transparent, I actu-
ally got the opportunity to visit a university about 4 weeks ago in
Florida, which is I believe where you are from—

Mr. BILIRAKIS. Yes.

Mr. DAvis [continued]. —and what a magnificent university,
what a magnificent veterans’ association. They don’t just have a
veterans’ office, they have got a veterans’ suite. And they do what
TAP does and they do what—and you probably know who I am
talking about—
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Mr. BILIRAKIS. I bet I do. It might be in my district.

[Laughter.]

Mr. Davis. Well, I can’t say that, but okay. But that was an
amazing trip for me, and it was an uplifting and enjoying trip and
I got to talk to a lot of veterans that were there, and how that uni-
versity takes care of their students and their veterans was just
amazing. So, if we can get all of our universities to do that—

Mr. BILIRAKIS. Yeah, let’s chat afterwards, because I want to find
out which one it is.

Mr. Davis. Okay, sir—

Mr. BiLiRAKIS. We could use it as a model for the rest of the
country. I think it might be the one that I am thinking of too. All
right, we won’t say.

All right, I guess I better yield back. Thank you, Mr. Chairman.
I appreciate it.

Mr. LEVIN. Thank you.

Mr. Pappas is now recognized for 5 minutes.

Mr. PApPAS. Thank you very much, Mr. Chair, and to the Rank-
ing Member for holding this hearing.

Thank you very much for your testimony, Mr. Davis and Ms.
Devlin, this morning—this afternoon, I guess. I am very encour-
aged by some of the things that I have heard, but continue to have
some concerns about one particular program that I just wanted to
explore a little bit with you, the Vocational Rehabilitation and Edu-
cation Program.

We have learned and I think we will hear a little bit later today
from our VSOs that robust funding is critically important for that
program, it is a lifeline for our veterans. And the coauthors of the
Independent Budget highlighted a drop in the number of disabled
veterans that are utilizing the VETERANS AFFAIRS&E program.
There has been a decline from 2016 to 2018 of 173,000 to 164,000
veterans, a drop of about five percent. VETERANS AFFAIRS&E’s
caseload dropped from 137,000 to about 125,000, an 8.4 percent de-
cline over that same period.

I am wondering if you can explain what led to the decline in uti-
lization of that critical program.

Ms. DEVLIN. Thank you for the question.

We share your concern and we are looking very closely at this.
We don’t know what caused it, but we have been looking at several
factors that we think can impact more veterans participating in the
program. For example, we did see—and this is historical, for quite
a period of time—that veterans tend to not show for their first ap-
pointment for orientation. The process by which we schedule vet-
erans for that first initial appointment is they get a letter with an
appointment date and time. And in order for us to do what most
industry does today with reminder calls to make sure that they
know that their appointment is coming up, we would have to have
people, VocRehab counselors, going through their files, figuring out
who has got an appointment today, and making a phone call. It is
not sustainable, so a lot of times those reminder calls don’t get
made.

We are embarking—we just awarded a contract to conduct artifi-
cial intelligence-type activities to do things like give reminder calls
to veterans when they have their first appointment. Obviously, if



13

a great percentage of them are not showing up for their first ap-
pointment, they are not going to enter into a rehab plan. So that
is one thing we are implementing in short order.

The other thing that we are doing is we are taking a look at how
many veterans who do show up for the first appointment, are found
entitled and eligible, but don’t participate in a plan, and in order
to encourage more VocRehab counselors to work with their vet-
erans to get them in a plan as quickly as is feasible for that vet-
eran, recognizing it is an individualized program and every veteran
has individual needs. We are asking our directors by putting it in
their performance plan of the regional offices to increase the plan
rate, which is the rate of veterans who are found entitled to partici-
pate in a plan, to have them work with their VocRehab officers and
VocRehab counselors to ensure that they are paying attention to
those eligible veterans and figuring out how do we make sure you
actually take advantage of this important program and get into a
plan of services, so we can start serving you.

Mr. PAppAs. Well, thanks for the response.

Disabled veterans experience unemployment at a higher rate
than the veteran population as a whole or the population of Ameri-
cans as a whole, so it is critical that we continue to take steps to
address that. I appreciate your response.

Does the number of counselors at all play into this in terms of
the decreasing utilization of the program?

Ms. DEVLIN. While there isn’t probably a direct correlation, there
may be an indirect correlation, because if you have more veterans
on your caseload to work with you might not have as much time
to spread your attention across that veteran population that you
serve. So we were very excited to be able to fund the 1-to-125 ratio
and we are almost there in getting the people on board.

Mr. PAPPAS. One follow-up. You said reminder calls are an im-
portant way to make sure folks don’t miss appointments. Do you
have text capability, is there another way to make sure we get to
those vets?

Ms. DEVLIN. That is exactly what this artificial intelligence will
enable us to do is text messages, phone calls, both, right? Because
we know a lot of our veterans are using their phones for texting
and would rather receive a text message than a phone call.

Mr. PAPPAS. Great. Thank you.

I yield back.

Mr. LEVIN. Thank you.

Mr. Bergman is recognized for 5 minutes.

Mr. BERGMAN. Thank you, Mr. Chairman, and thanks to the
panel. Good to see you all again.

At the last time we got together, I think, Ms. Devlin, you and
I went back and forth a little bit and I requested some information,
and thank you for providing it, because I think one of my questions
was what is the breakdown percentage-wise between retirees and
people just separating with less than, shall we say, 20 years. So I
guess what I have got here is it is about 20 percent 20-plus-year
retirees and about 80 percent before that time, first-term, second-
term separations.

So it is a norm that has been I think held steady for a long pe-
riod of time, so we can—we really are thinking about in 80 percent
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of the cases getting someone an initial start in their career life
post-military, because the 20-plus-year retirees are—they are start-
ing again, but they are coming out with a pension and they have
got a little bit of a cast cushion to go forward at that point, and
that focus really goes on that 80 percent. So when you are getting
an 80 percent bang for the buck, you are doing pretty well.

And we also talked about, you know, the Guard and Reserve and
how we are looking at that, and I guess there is a different plat-
form.

So I guess my question, you know, today would start with the
Montgomery GI Bill allowed the Selected Reserve up to 36 months
for education benefits. Can you compare the percentage of Selected
Reserve versus Active duty servicemembers using their GI Bill ben-
efits? So, in other words, those who are eligible for the Montgomery
GI Bill, are they using it as much as those leaving Active duty, or
any thoughts? Do you want to take it for the record?

Ms. DEVLIN. Well, I would have to take that one for the record;
I don’t have that data in front of me.

I do believe we capture in our systems the status of the veteran
in terms of Active duty or Reserve, but I am not 100 percent sure.
But, if we do track it, we can get you that data.

Mr. BERGMAN. Well, the relevance of the data is that so many
of our young servicemembers when they leave their service time,
whether it is active or Reserve, they are focused elsewhere, and un-
less we find a way to maintain that contact at whatever loose level.
So when all of a sudden, they wake up one morning and go, oh,
yeah, I think I had education benefits or I think I had this, you
know, how do we tap into that.

And, having said that, what is the VA doing to—if you will, to
be ready to when they do wake up to inform, include, facilitate, you
know, Reserve participation in the GI Bill? I know largely through
TAP it is going to be active; how about the Reserves, how about
the Guard?

Ms. DEVLIN. Well, for all servicemembers, whether Active duty or
Reservists who get called up to Active duty and then participate in
TAP, that point in time later on when you kind of go, okay, I have
been through getting all this information, they say, you know, it is
like through a fire hose, there is just so much information about
my benefits coming at me, wouldn’t it be great if we would reach
out to them afterwards and kind of say, hey, you know, we are just
reaching out to you to make sure you know about your benefits and
what is available to you, we are in the process of standing that ca-
pability up. It was part of the executive order that President
Trump signed a little over a year ago to help—it was in the inter-
est of suicide prevention, to make sure that these servicemembers
once they become veterans, they know that we are there for them
and that we are doing this outreach.

So we are calling it early and consistent outreach. We are setting
up sort of a call-center capability where we will have data from
DoD on when the servicemember exited the military, became a vet-
eran, and we will contact them at consistent periods of time to just
kind of touch base and say, you know, do you have your benefits
all set up, are you interested, do you have any questions, and have
that touch point, because that is the point at which they might go,
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you know, I am not sure. I was curious about this benefit or that
benefit, and we can fill in those blanks and get them connected and
get them applying for those benefits.

Mr. BERGMAN. You know, based on the hearing we had last night
with the Committee as a whole, you may want to include the ques-
tion in there if you are going to reach out to them, how are you
doing? Because sometimes they might be at risk and just that ac-
knowledgment through the phone call, you are calling about some-
thing else, but how are you doing?

Lastly, and I know my time is running short here, last Congress
this Committee uncovered that VA had spent over $12 million on
the creation of a case management system for the VocRehab pro-
gram that had to be scrapped because it wasn’t meeting the needs
of VETERANS AFFAIRS&E counselors. How does your budget in-
vest in programs that will provide this functionality for counselors
and how will you avoid the mistakes of the past?

And I apologize for going over.

Ms. DEVLIN. That is okay. We have actually—we took that as a
very high priority when Dr. Lawrence and I got into our current
positions back in May of 2018.

One of the things that the Committee at that time asked was,
why didn’t you look at industry, to see if industry has off-the-shelf
products that you could procure? Why did you spend all this money
or all this investment in IT development without first looking to
see if industry had products? So we did that research, and we
looked, and we found that industry does in fact have products that
you can either procure off the shelf or services that you can pro-
cure.

So, in working with our IT partners, because there are different
appropriations for IT versus GOE funding, we were able to identify
the ability to pay with GOE dollars for a software as a service. And
in fact just yesterday I signed the acquisition package to get that
request for proposals out on the street and we are well on our way
to get that procurement, so that we can purchase that software as
a service.

Mr. BERGMAN. Okay. Well, thank you.

Mr. Chairman, I yield back.

Mr. LEVIN. Thank you.

We now recognize Ms. Luria for 5 minutes.

Ms. Luria. Thank you. It is nice to see you again, Ms. Devlin.

In your opening statement you said that the VETERANS
AFFAIRS&E 2020 budget request supports performance measures
designed to drive continuous improvement and achieve optimal out-
comes for veterans. In fiscal year 2018, the VA revised the VET-
ERANS AFFAIRS&E’s performance measures to align with agen-
cy’s goals and priorities.

I have recently reviewed the 2019 annual performance plan for
the VA and how many performance measures are in that plan re-
lated to the VETERANS AFFAIRS&E’s program?

Ms. DEVLIN. In the APPR?

Ms. LURIA. In the VA’s annual performance plan.

Ms. DEVLIN. I believe there is one, but I would have to take that
for the record exactly to see which ones of our performance meas-
ures made it to the plan.
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Ms. LuriA. Okay. I bring this up, because I also brought up the
measure in that plan related to last night’s hearing with Dr. Stone
and it appears that that plan has been written, but in his level, not
necessarily being evaluated and used as an actual metric for how
the programs are working, and now I found a parallel in two cases
with that particular instance.

And so there actually were four performance measures that were
then combined into one, so you are correct about that, but what is
concerning to me is that there was actually no performance meas-
ure listed. So, no percentage accomplishment as a benchmark, it
just says TBD in the plan. So for us to go back and evaluate or
ask how you are making progress, there is no measure given in the
plan.

And so, as an oversight Committee, you know, I think that we
need metrics to be able to judge whether, you know, the plans are
being used effectively. And since there is not one listed in there,
I went to this 115-page document, which is the annual report talk-
ing about the VETERANS AFFAIRS&E effectiveness. And as I
read through it, it just seems to lay out trends over an every-2-year
period, but there is really no milestone or metric in here to say
whether it is effective. It just basically gives raw numbers, but
then doesn’t actually use that data to say whether the program is
being effective or not.

So I thought I would just provide that feedback as well on this
document that you have provided each year to Congress.

The last thing I wanted to touch on was the 12-year requirement
that basically says after 12 years someone is no longer eligible for
participating in the VETERANS AFFAIRS&E program. And I have
personally heard from veterans’ groups within my district that
there are some concerns about that and that some veterans could
potentially benefit from this program beyond the 12-year point.
Can you give your feedback on that and have you heard similar re-
marks from veterans about the program?

Ms. DEVLIN. Sure. The 12-year eligibility period begins either
when you transition out of the military or when you get your first
service-connected disability rating that makes you eligible. So, in
some cases, veterans who didn’t pursue their benefits at all and
waited until later after being discharged from the military, their
clock starts for their 12 years much later.

The VETERANS AFFAIRS&E program is unique in that it is
very tailored and individualized. So, while a veteran may have ex-
ceeded his 12-year—his or her 12-year eligibility period, that
doesn’t prevent them from applying and becoming eligible to sit
down and have an evaluation with a rehabilitation counselor. It is
at that point that the rehabilitation counselor makes a decision
based on that veteran’s unique circumstances whether the 12-year
eligibility period can be waived.

The waiver of the period will happen if the veteran is found to
have a serious employment handicap and what that means is, for
any veteran to be entitled to the program, they have to have an
employment handicap. A serious employment handicap would be
employment barriers above and beyond the standard legal require-
ment for an employment handicap.
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So a couple examples would be severe educational deficits, sig-
nificant advancement in age where there might be bias on the part
of employers, a visible disability such as disfigurement or pros-
thetics that might be visible to an employer that might result in
bias. There are a lot of examples in the regulations that allow us
to bypass that 12-year eligibility period.

But if that was not present in that situation for that veteran,
they didn’t have any of those situations, then you are right that we
would not be able to provide services.

Ms. LURIA. So if the 12-year requirement were to be eliminated,
would you require additional resources then to implement the pro-
gram? Do you believe there would be a larger audience of people
attempting to access and use these benefits, and would that require
more resources on your behalf to meet the 1-to-125 requirement
that you are trying to reach?

Ms. DEVLIN. Potentially. When we did the analysis for our cost
estimate, and I don’t have that in front of me, but we did do some
analysis based on the number of veterans who had applied for the
program, were past their 12 years, and were denied access, mean-
ing they did not have a serious employment handicap. While I don’t
have those numbers in front of me, they were not very large, but
we don’t know what the impact of marketing that type of new in-
formation would do in terms of veterans who might not have ap-
plied because they were past their 12 years.

So we would have to evaluate that and in the next budget cycle
we would put in whatever requirement we had.

Ms. LURIA. And, lastly, if someone does apply past the 12-year
point and they are denied, is there any recourse for them to take
that up past that one individual counselor who made that decision?

Ms. DEVLIN. Yes, they have several options under the Appeals
Modernization Act. They can ask for a higher-level review or they
can appeal directly to the Board of Veterans Appeals.

But also, I just want to mention, our rehab counselors are re-
quired by our regulations to also provide them other forms of as-
sistance if they are not eligible for the VETERANS AFFAIRS&E
program. So they work with Department of Labor through a close
partnership, and they work with other non-profits and other orga-
nizations in the area to make sure that veteran gets a referral to
other programs that they might be eligible for.

Ms. LURIA. Thank you.

Mr. LEVIN. Mr. Meuser is now recognized for 5 minutes.

Mr. MEUSER. Thank you, Chairman Levin, Ranking Member Bili-
rakis. Thank you very much to our witnesses and for your impor-
tant work.

I represent Pennsylvania’s 9th Congressional District. We are
home to about 50,000 veterans, the Lebanon VA, as well as Fort
Indian Town Gap. So we have got quite a military and veterans’
presence.

Ms. Devlin, I will ask you this, if I could, please. The VA’s fiscal
years we have mentioned for 2020 budget request contains a $20
million increase for Vocational Rehabilitation Employment pro-
grams. Clearly, this plays a very important, critical role in assist-
ing disabled servicemembers and all veterans to find meaningful
employment. Throughout my district, we have some really terrific
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vo-tech schools and career institutes. Is part of the program an out-
reach or an educational forum, so as veterans, disabled as well as
not disabled within the VA, are they given information so as they
can gain access to these schools, become aware, get introduced, and
funding assistance?

Ms. DEVLIN. Yes. We have several mechanisms for outreach, but
predominantly it is our Transition Assistance Program, which, by
the way, with the ability to increase it to a full day, we know that
one of the areas we need to increase attention to in our TAP class
for VA is vocational rehab.

One of the things I heard consistently from veterans who had re-
cently discharged is that they don’t remember hearing about the
VocRehab program when they were in TAP, even though it was
clearly in the curriculum. So what does that tell us? We weren’t
quite getting it right. So we know we need to work on that.

We are doing a process called human-centered design where we
are meeting individually with servicemembers and veterans to ask
them for their input on how can we do this better. We want this
to work for you. We don’t want you to leave the military and not
understand this amazing benefit that is here for you if you have
service-connected disabilities.

The other thing that we do is we have a program called Vet Suc-
cess on Campus, and we have vocational rehab counselors on many
campuses across the country, not all of them, but we have many
campuses that have these rehab counselors and they provide out-
reach to the entire veteran population on campus, not just the serv-
ice-connected veterans. And the reason that is important is because
there is another program that a lot of people don’t know about, we
tend to call it Chapter 36, it is educational and career counseling,
and any veteran who is eligible for any kind of VA education ben-
efit is eligible for that same rehabilitation counseling experience
that a veteran who is eligible for VocRehab can get. They just don’t
get the funding for the training, because they would get the fund-
ing through their GI Bill or Post-9/11 GI Bill.

So those counselors are out there pounding the pavement, mak-
ing sure that veteran students know about that program.

Mr. MEUSER. And are the VA facilities throughout the country,
as well as in Lebanon, Pennsylvania, made—do you go over that
or do you have a team that assures that this is a regular part of
the training?

Ms. DEVLIN. I would have to look at Pennsylvania to see where
we have VSOC sites, I am not sure off the top of my head, but, yes,
we conduct outreach around the whole country.

Mr. MEUSER. I think they are doing very well at it and maybe
even could be used as a model, as again we have so many strong
vo-tech schools.

Unemployment as a whole with veterans, what would you say
able—or those who are able to work and willing to work veterans,
what would the unemployment rate be approximately?

Ms. DEVLIN. I don’t have the unemployment rate here with me,
but we do partner with DOL and in fact we sent out a VA benefits
bulletin every month, and we connect to the Web site that DOL
uses to put their labor market statistics and we do monitor them
to see any trends. Right now, the trends, as I remember from the
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last time I looked, seemed pretty invest, but that doesn’t mean we
should not invest heavily in employment for veterans, because we
never know when they are going to need assistance and what the
labor market looks like in their specific community, because labor
markets are very localized.

Mr. MEUSER. Right. Are the VAs or any branch of the services
for veterans, do they attend job fairs, and do they participate with
the local chamber of commerce for instance?

Ms. DEVLIN. Yes. In fact, our TED Office conducted their first
ever hiring event with Hiring Our Heroes, which is a chamber of
commerce-sponsored organization in San Juan, Puerto Rico. And
that was an economic initiative designed to bring economic assist-
ance to the veterans in Puerto Rico and it was a huge success, 200
job offers.

Mr. MEUSER. I would encourage you to do your best to have
Members of Congress be made more aware of hiring heroes, that
could be something that we could really help promote quite a bit
effectively.

Ms. DEVLIN. We are happy to invite, and our next event is going
to be in the Puget Sound area.

Mr. MEUSER. All right. Thank you.

I yield back, Mr. Chairman.

Mr. LEVIN. Thank you, Mr. Meuser.

Ms. Lee is now recognized for 5 minutes.

Ms. LEE. Thank you, Mr. Chairman and Ranking Member, for
holding this important hearing. Thank you all as well for being
here and the work that you do.

You know, this is to me an important kink for us to figure out,
especially after we had our hearing yesterday with suicide preven-
tion, making sure that we are identifying and engaging with vet-
erans as early as possible in putting them on a road to success.

So, Mr. Cussatt, I wanted to ask you—I hope I didn’t butcher
that name—I wanted to ask you a question about information tech-
nology. The VFW, the DAV, and Paralyzed Veterans of America
have all expressed concerns with the process for the VBA integra-
tion of the legacy systems into the transformation of several large
programs, notably the Forever GI Bill. The VSOs note that the
VBA must compete with other OI&T priorities for funding and the
VA has asked for an increase of $240 million for OI&T for fiscal
year 2020. I wanted to ask you, what are the priorities with that
funding, how are you going to prioritize that?

Mr. CussaTT. Thank you, Ms. Lee. I appreciate the question.

So we do take a lot of time to prioritize, because, as you know,
the demand is very high, and the supply is limited for our budget.
We have a generous budget, but it certainly can’t get us everything
we need. So we have worked with—we work very closely with VBA.
We do have a prioritized project list for 2019 and 2020.

So it is very clear among both parties where we are setting our
sights, that we are going to declare victory on in any given year,
and we make a commitment to that and focus on that. And then
there are other projects on the list—

Ms. LEE. Can we see that list—

Mr. CUSSATT. Absolutely—

Ms. LEE [continued]. —please? Thank you.
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Mr. CUSSATT [continued]. —we can share that list with you.

Ms. LEE. Yes, just a question. There was concerns about the 202
temporary positions, you know, do you plan on funding those posi-
tions and helping with this workload?

Ms. DEVLIN. We are funding almost all of the positions in our
2020 budget, in the VBA budget. We do have sufficient FTE to
manage the off-ramped or the claims that require human interven-
tion that can’t be processed through automation.

Ms. LEE. Great. Thank you.

Ms. Devlin, the Forever GI Bill provides some really promising
opportunities for veterans in terms of increased education benefits
and, as you know, the VET TEC pilot program will allow veterans
to participate in information sciences, computer programming, you
know, advance in an IT career. And as you mentioned in your testi-
mony, you started to take provider applications and you men-
tioned—do you give sole responsibility to SAAs for vetting those ap-
plications or do you vet them as well?

Ms. DEVLIN. So by statute the SAAs have the authority to do
school approvals. I am going to have to get back to you on the
record on whether VET TEC has any different stipulations in the
legislation, I feel like there might be a bit of a nuance there. But,
yes, we are taking applications for facilities and we have started
taking applications from veteran students, even though it is not of-
ficially live yet for veteran students, we are taking the applications.

Ms. LEE. Great. Yeah, I would like to know, just because it is a
pilot program, whether or not you are putting some guardrails into
place on that.

Ms. Devlin, I also wanted to ask you, I understand that the VBA
wants to round down to the nearest dollar the computation of
COLA, the cost-of-living adjustment for veterans with service-con-
nected disabilities, their survivors, and to those survivors receiving
dependency indemnity compensation. VSOs are adamantly opposed
to thig measure and I have received letters from constituents con-
cerned.

What do you tell veterans who think this is a slippery slope to
the erosion of their other veteran benefits?

Ms. DEVLIN. What I would tell you is that we are focused on tak-
ing care of our veterans and making sure that we don’t at any time
think about cutting benefits. This is a way to continue veterans’
benefits payments consistently, if they are eligible for service-con-
nected disability or death and indemnity compensation, that they
would continue to get those payments, they would just not receive
the cost-of-living increase, which would be not an incredible
amount of an increase in dollar value when you think about the
monthly payments.

Ms. LEE. Okay. Thank you.

Real quickly, Mr. Davis. The American Legion testimony basi-
cally provided a suggestion that the TAP program possibly be im-
plemented through intervals during a servicemember’s career.
Could you quickly comment on like the possibility and the over-
sight of that? And I am running out of time.

Mr. DaAvis. I think I got my microphone on and I will say it just
as quickly as I can talk, and I talk about—I think about as fast
as I talk. But basically what we do is, it is a military life cycle is
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what we are going to, and this is what I really like. So, as a pre-
vious commander, I like the fact that the touch points for the indi-
vidual, as they go through this military life cycle, when they get
to their first base or the installation, they start preparing them for
transition.

And that sounds a little crazy, right? So you are coming into the
military and you are preparing for transition, but it actually makes
perfect sense. You are getting them ready for civilian transition in
life, whether it is 20 years or 30 years, it doesn’t matter. So, if we
talked about predatory schools, we talked about getting prepared
for life, these are life skills.

And so, yes, ma’am, I think I—I hope I answered your question.
Yes, I think that is what they are talking about. So when I talk
to my friends that are in the VFW and those, that is what they are
looking for.

Did that answer your question?

Ms. LEE. Yes, thank you.

I yield.

Mr. LEVIN. Well, thank you to our witnesses, thank you to my
colleagues for your great questions.

With that, I would like to excuse our first panel, and I would like
to invite our second panel to join us.

[Pause.]

Mr. LEVIN. All right. Well, we already introduced you all before,
so we will jump right in.

Mr. Murray, you are recognized for 5 minutes.

STATEMENT OF PATRICK MURRAY

Mr. MURRAY. Chairman Levin, Ranking Member Bilirakis, Mem-
bers of the Subcommittee, on behalf of the authors of the Inde-
pendent Budget, DAV, PVA, and the VFW, we would like to thank
you for the opportunity to present our views on this year’s budget
request specifically related to economic opportunity programs.

Making sure that veterans are being employed in the right ca-
reer for every one of them is incredibly important. One very impor-
tant program veterans can use is the Vocational Rehabilitation and
Employment Program, or VETERANS AFFAIRS&E. It provides
critical counseling and other adjunct services necessary to enable
service-disabled veterans to overcome barriers as they prepare for,
find, and maintain gainful employment. Ensuring veterans achieve
meaningful and prosperous careers will improve their financial sit-
uations, thereby mitigating issues such as unemployment and
homelessness.

VA budget documents state that the VETERANS AFFAIRS&E
program will meet and sustain the congressionally-mandated goal
of 1-to-125 counselor-to-client ratio; however, the latest data in
VA’s budget document also shows that from 2016 to 2018 the num-
ber of participants dropped by more than five percent, and during
that same period the caseload also saw an 8.4 percent decline.

It would appear that VA is able to meet the 1-to-125 goal by
serving fewer veterans. However, it is important and beneficial, the
VETERANS AFFAIRS&E program, for disabled veterans by pro-
viding them with the ability to increase their economic independ-
ence. Why are fewer veterans taking advantage of this program?
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Has VETERANS AFFAIRS&E instituted any new policies or prac-
tices that have deterred disabled veterans from seeking these serv-
ices? What action is VA taking to increase awareness of the avail-
ability of this benefit and service? And we are concerned that
maybe the lack of counselors over the past few years finally caught
uﬁ) to VA and participation in the program had dropped because of
this.

The IB is also concerned about the lower funding request for
VA’s education program. VA requested $6 million less than the
amount appropriated in the previous year and we think that is tak-
ing a step back for this very important office. By VA’s own projec-
tions, they will see an estimated increase of almost 800,000 claims
over the next 2 years. And there are also additions to the GI Bill,
such as the STEM extension and the VET TEC program, along
with implementation of the basic allowance for housing changes
due to roll out in December. VA’s emergency overtime budget was
almost depleted last year due to the challenges with Forever GI
Bill implementation and the IB believes that VA should be ready
for additional overtime during the implementation this time
around as well.

Additionally, VA’s aging IT infrastructure routinely requires ad-
ditional resources and last-minute work-arounds in order to admin-
ister the education benefits. With these challenges, the IB believes
the VA should be seeking more funding to make the necessary
changes, not less.

Each iteration of the GI Bill has come with its own challenges
during implementation and the Forever GI Bill is just another ex-
ample of that. While it is difficult to budget for breakdowns and
failures, the method of planning for the worst and hoping for the
best is something VA should look to do when making changes to
the GI Bill. This lower budget request seems like VA is planning
for the best and hoping for the best, without taking past challenges
into account.

Our organizations are encouraged to see the number of homeless
veterans has decreased over the years, but the challenge is not
over. Many of VA’s programs help get veterans off the streets and
nillany of the other programs aim to keep them from going back
there.

VA’s homeless programs are comprehensive, including medical,
dental, and mental health services, as well as specialized programs
for post-traumatic stress disorder, sexual trauma, substance abuse
disorder, and vocational rehabilitation. VA adopted a model of
housing the veterans first rather than requiring them to be in re-
covery or treatment for mental health or substance abuse prior to
receiving this housing assistance. Homeless prevention coordina-
tors and peer mentors are essential to the success of the program,
and help veterans navigate the system to get the services they
need.

We recommend VA increase the use of peer specialists, particu-
larly those who, you know, went through recovery from substance
abuse or have experienced homelessness. Peers who have had simi-
lar experiences are often able to connect on a more personal level
and can help homeless veterans overcome challenges, actively en-
gage in treatment, and maintain a healthy lifestyle.
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Lastly, we would like to see VA’s adaptive grant programs re-
vised. The adaptive vehicle and housing grants have monetary and
usage caps that don’t align with modern-day users. We would like
these adaptive programs to be revised to allow more flexibility for
disabled veterans to improve their activities of daily living.

Mr. Chairman, this concludes our testimony. Again, the members
of the Independent Budget thank you and the Ranking Member for
the opportunity to testify on these important issues.

[THE PREPARED STATEMENT OF PATRICK MURRAY APPEARS IN THE
APPENDIX]

Mr. LEVIN. Thank you, Mr. Murray.
Mr. Henry, you are now recognized for 5 minutes. Oh, wait—MTr.
Lohmann, you are now recognized for 5 minutes.

STATEMENT OF LARRY LOHMANN

Mr. LOHMANN. Thank you, Chairman.

Chairman Levin, Ranking Member Bilirakis, and distinguished
Members of the Subcommittee, on behalf of National Commander
Brett P. Reistad and the nearly 2 million members of The Amer-
ican Legion, we thank you for the opportunity to testify in this Eco-
nomic Opportunity Subcommittee hearing.

As we said in the Subcommittee’s first hearing of the session, the
115th Congress and the Subcommittee on Economic Opportunity
were very successful passing legislation. The success of this Com-
mittee is due to its commitment to bipartisan cooperation to do
what is right for veterans that have served.

Earlier this month before this Committee, we testified that we
generally support the President’s proposed budget for fiscal year
2020. Support for the proposed budget is not an endorsement that
it is the perfect budget or that there is not more that we should
be doing for our veterans. The American Legion believes it is a
good faith estimate that funds the VA and is responsible to the
American taxpayer.

As VA continues to serve the veterans of this Nation, it is vital
that the Secretary has the necessary tools and resources to ensure
veterans receive timely, professional, and courteous service. The
American Legion calls on this Congress to ensure that funding for
VA is maintained by implementing the President’s budget request.

The American Legion recognizes at a time when most Federal
agencies are experiencing a decrease in their respective budgets
under the President’s proposal, the VA, with assistance from this
critical Subcommittee and the whole Committee, will receive a
much-needed increase.

While the proposed budget is sufficient, The American Legion be-
lieves VA must provide greater focus on the economic concerns of
our veterans and ensure education services meet the standards of
excellence veterans deserve.

The American Legion has long been concerned programs in the
VA that provide assistance related to economic opportunity for vet-
erans, their dependents and survivors have been overlooked. The
landscape of education benefits has evolved rapidly, from the Mont-
gomery GI Bill, Post-9/11 GI Bill, to the present with the essential
implementation requirements of the Harry W. Colmery Veterans
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Educational Assistance Act, named for its author and our past Na-
tional Commander.

More veterans are using VA Educational and Vocational Reha-
bilitation benefits to go to school than a decade ago, which led to
the creation of Vets Success On Campus, or VSOC program to cater
to the growing student veteran population. The American Legion
believes Congress needs to continue investing in on-campus base
support resources for student veterans, to include expansion of the
VSOC program, and other programs reinforcing peer-to-peer sup-
port or grant funds to develop veterans’ centers of excellence.

Congress must also work closely with the Department of Edu-
cation and VA to ensure taxpayer dollars are spent responsibly at
reputable institutions. Legislation addressing the 9010-loophole re-
quiring transparency and regular reporting will ensure student vet-
erans are given the right resources to utilize their benefits prop-
erly, maintaining the fiduciary duty to the American taxpayer.

The American Legion is also pleased to see in VA’s budget pro-
posal the intention to meet the congressional mandate of a 1-to-125
counsel-to-client ratio. The American Legion has sought this com-
pliance associated with VocRehab and employment for some time
and notably at our 2016 National Convention passed a resolution
in support of this goal. However, our optimism is guarded, because
the compliance in part appears to be aided not only by additional
funding, but also by a five-percent decrease in VocRehab partici-
pants.

As we remain concerned with the decrease in participants in this
beneficial program, we urge Congress to pass legislation that would
change the 12-year delimiting date for eligibility to Chapter 31.
The standard period of eligibility for VocRehab benefits is limited
to 12 years from the date of separation from military service or the
date of notification by VA of a service-connected disability rating.
Unfortunately, not all disabled veterans are aware of their possible
eligibility when separating from their service and some may not
need VocRehab until later in their career.

Congress must eliminate the 12-year delimiting period for VA
Chapter 31 services to ensure disabled veterans with employment
handicaps, including those who qualify for independent living serv-
ices, qualify for VETERANS AFFAIRS&E services for the entirety
of their employable lives.

Finally, The American Legion supports VA’s request for the
newly formed Transition and Economic Development Office, to sup-
port the transition from military to civilian life and accelerate the
economic empowerment and development of transitioning
servicemembers, veterans, and their families.

VA established this office to ensure the entire period of military
transition starting from 365 days before separation, the first year
of civilian life is efficient and thorough. TED is intended to ensure
through a coordinated effort that servicemembers leaving the mili-
tary have an understanding and easy access to all benefits and re-
sources they are entitled once they are separated from military
service.

Less than 15 percent of transitioning servicemembers have at-
tended the 2-day courses. In addition to properly funding this pro-
gram, The American Legion recommends that the course be man-
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dated for servicemembers at different intervals of their careers be-
fore separation or transitioning into the civilian sector, along with
pre-counseling for those servicemembers intending to leave the
military.

We recognize not every servicemembers transitions for the same
reason. Servicemembers should be afforded the opportunity to par-
ticipate in training that fits their post-service objectives.

The American Legion appreciates the opportunity to comment on
the budget areas overseen by this Subcommittee and would be
happy to answer any questions you might have.

Thank you.

[THE PREPARED STATEMENT OF LARRY LOHMANN APPEARS IN THE
APPENDIX]

Mr. LEVIN. Thank you, Mr. Lohmann.
Mr. Hubbard, you are now recognized for 5 minutes.

STATEMENT OF WILLIAM HUBBARD

Mr. HUBBARD. Chairman Levin, Ranking Member Bilirakis, and
Members of the Subcommittee, thank you for the very warm wel-
come to start with and thank you for inviting Student Veterans of
American to provide our testimony on the fiscal year 2020 budget
submission of the Department of Veterans Affairs.

Established in 2008, SVA is a national higher education non-
profit founded to empower student veterans as they transition back
to civilian life. With over 1500 campus chapters across the United
States and in four countries overseas, serving 750,000 student vet-
erans, SVA maintains a lifelong commitment to each student’s suc-
cess from campus to employment.

As we often note, we call those who serve student veterans, not
veteran students, because education is the vehicle of empowerment,
not the destination. This distinction is important, because the way
we talk about certain populations has an effect on the influence
and the legislation that ultimately results from those discussions.
In fact, in 2018, the American Enterprise Institute published find-
ings describing this cycle in detail.

There are several topics which I would like to cover in brief, and
I look forward to any questions this Committee may address after-
ward.

To begin, the budget request for VBA’s Education Services. In
VA’s current budget proposal, we noticed a startling reduction in
the request for Education Services funding. Until the Forever GI
Bill is fully implemented and spikes in workload are fully under-
stood, SVA strongly recommends VA to maintain the fiscal year
2019 staffing levels.

Next, VETERANS AFFAIRS&E, short for Vocational Rehabilita-
tion and Employment. This program has significant progress to
make. Currently, VETERANS AFFAIRS&E services provide vet-
erans five tracks to employment, including employment through
long-term services. We are grateful for the hard work of VA on
seeking to achieve the congressionally-mandated counselor-to-stu-
dent ratio, though it is still unclear if this ratio is being met.

More importantly, however, feedback from student veterans indi-
cates the quality of counselors varies widely and ultimately yields
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uneven outcomes. We look forward to continued work with VA and
this Congress on refining the focus of the program on outcomes.
And we appreciate VA’s conscious effort on fielding tele-counseling
technologies.

Turning to the GI Bill Comparison Tool. In VA’s budget justifica-
tion, the Department cites the GI Bill Comparison Tool as an im-
portant resource for prospective and current student veterans. As
it stands, there is a lack of coordination between the Department
of Education and VA, specifically regarding the College Navigator,
College Scorecard, and the GI Bill Comparison Tool, thus reducing
the overall delivery of powerful data to veterans.

Public Law 112-249, mandated in 2013, the statutory require-
ment for VA to launch a centralized mechanism for tracking and
publishing feedback from students, similar to Amazon reviews, yet
this functionality is still missing. We strongly believe that veterans
should be given every opportunity to be informed consumers of
their benefits and these reviews are a missing component of that
decision-making process.

On to economic opportunity at VA. Our overall concerns with the
VA’s budget request has one common denominator. At present, VA
lacks an Under Secretary-level leader exclusively focused on eco-
nomic opportunity. To be clear, this is not a lack of leadership due
to personality, it is instead a structural gap in such programs that
VA’s current enterprise structure has. As such, we strongly support
the establishment of an Undersecretary of Economic Opportunity
at VA, who would report directly to the Secretary and maintain ac-
countability to Congress. This proposal would flatten and stream-
line some of VA’s currently overloaded bureaucracy.

And, finally, the Montgomery GI Bill. Just last week, we re-
affirmed our concerns that the practice of deducting $100 per
month from our newest servicemembers for the Montgomery GI
Bill is still standard practice at basic training, despite the existence
of the modernized Forever GI Bill that is provided at no monetary
cost. In very limited and rare instances, the Montgomery GI Bill
may be a better option for a few individuals, yet the program is
being presented as a lucrative benefit to all new recruits; this
needs to change. For a vast majority of those who do not use the
Montgomery GI Bill, their $1200 is rarely recovered. We hope to
work with this Committee, VA’s transition experts, and the Depart-
ment of Defense to address this disparity undermining the bottom
line for our troops.

We thank the Chairman, the Ranking Member, and the Sub-
committee Members for your time, attention, and devotion to the
cause of veterans in higher education.

Thank you.

[THE PREPARED STATEMENT OF WILLLIAM HUBBARD APPEARS IN
THE APPENDIX]

Mr. LEVIN. Thank you, Mr. Hubbard. Thank you to all our wit-
nesses. I now recognize myself for 5 minutes to begin our ques-
tions.

Mr. Murray, I was glad to meet with you in a group not too long
ago where we discussed some of our priorities for economic oppor-
tunity, and one of the issues we discussed was the VA’s goal of an
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average of 125 students to one counselor, the ratio in the Voca-
tional Rehab and Employment Program, and whether that is ap-
propriate considering the amount of time counselors need to spend
on administrative matters.

The budget maintains level funding for the VETERANS
AFFAIRS&E program. We are moving 127 full-time employees to
management and support. How do you anticipate these factors
would affect the counselor’s workload and their ability to meet vet-
erans’ employment needs?

Mr. MURRAY. So we hope with the addition of the ability to do
basically teleconferencing it might allow the counselors to focus
more on the face-to-face interaction, what they call the knee-to-
knee, providing that valuable feedback. We, again, are a little con-
cerned about the dip in the participation. We would like to see
more up-front kind of information as veterans’ transition.

A lot of feedback we keep hearing from student veterans and vet-
erans that age that they never knew about this program. So we
would like to see, you know, the office kind of form a little bit more
outreach, so that the 1-to-125 ratio with the new abilities they have
maybe can be revisited after their new abilities have kind of been
enacted for a little while.

Mr. LEVIN. I appreciate that, Mr. Murray.

I wanted to ask about the GI Bill Comparison Tool. And it was
launched about 5 years ago and at the time it was a welcome step
forward to help veterans choose an educational institution, but I
am sure, as many of you agree, it could be improved upon.

Mr. Hubbard, in your testimony you made a couple of rec-
ommendations to enhance the tool. The first would be to allow vet-
erans to rate their schools and the second, if I got it right, would
be maintaining data for closed schools. Could you elaborate on the
second suggestion, that is maintaining data for closed schools? And
specifically how do you envision this change could strength vet-
erans’ understanding of their options?

Mr. HUBBARD. Thank you for the question, Mr. Chairman.

It is a really important topic because, as schools close, that data
at present is essentially disappearing from the network, and that
is important for researchers to have, it is important for the wider
community to have. And I think in particular, as we look to
strengthen protections for student veterans, having that ability to
see trends of schools closing is incredibly important.

I will also note that this data is separate from what the Depart-
ment of Education has available. And so if it is not being found on
this tool, it is essentially being lost.

Mr. LEVIN. To the rest of the panel—and, Mr. Hubbard, you can
speak to this as well—what other improvements to the GI Bill
Comparison Tool should we be considering and what would be the
most important factors for prospective student veterans when
choosing where to use their GI Bill benefits?

Mr. MURRAY. Chairman, obviously, a better, more informed con-
sumer up front removes a lot of the clean-up mess, the millions of
dollars wasted on these benefits at poor-performing universities.

One thing that we have discussed is adding different options so
that schools can kind of announce and broadcast the benefits they
have. If they have priority enrollment for veterans, for example,
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not every school has that, that is kind of a recruiting tool. With
some oversight, so that they are not, you know, completely being
fraudulent about what they offer, but if they offer additional serv-
ices that don’t meet the eligibility for the tool, a way that they can
add that in to help promote great benefits they offer.

Mr. LEVIN. Lastly, I wanted to just touch briefly on housing. In
the event of a school closure, many veterans are losing not only
their pursuit of higher learning, but their housing as well, which
is leading to more and more homelessness.

For any on the panel, would you support continuing housing sti-
pend payments to students impacted by school closures? Everybody
is nodding yes.

Mr. HUBBARD. Mr. Chairman, I think for a period of time that
is imperative. The ability to maintain housing while seeking the
next opportunity, whether that is to pursue higher education at a
separate institution or simply to figure out the next step, having
that housing stipend available is absolutely critical.

Mr. LEVIN. Anyone else care to comment?

Mr. MURRAY. We wholeheartedly agree.

[Laughter.]

Mr. LEVIN. Thank you. Well, very good.

I now want to turn my friend Ranking Member Bilirakis, who is
recognize for 5 minutes.

Mﬁ BILIRAKIS. Thank you, Mr. Chairman, I appreciate it very
much.

Okay, this is for the entire panel. If you had a magic wand and
could change one thing about the President’s budget for economic
opportunity programs, what would you change and why? Let’s start
from here, please.

Mr. MURRAY. With my voodoo magic, I would make sure that the
IT systems are fully implemented and fully funded up front, so that
we don’t run into problems we have had in the past.

Mr. BILIRAKIS. Amen to that.

Yes, please, sir.

Mr. HENRY. I would concur with my colleague. I would say that
IT is probably one of the biggest concerns right now.

Mr. BILIRAKIS. Very good.

Mr. VILLANUEVA. And I also concur with my IB partners. And we
would add that the recommendation for the 50 million increase
above baseline would be beneficial, if there could be a change that
we would recommend.

It should be noted that VA, when they were up here previously
had just noted that there was a higher demand for IT resources
than there was funding, and we believe that actually, you know,
concurs with our statement of the recommendation for the 50 mil-
lion increase.

Mr. BILIRAKIS. Very good.

Mr. LOHMANN. I think what important new programs are and
things we would like to see implemented, one of the things we
would like to see is oversight of the TAP program as it is now, just
making sure the money is going to where it is supposed to be, and
TED is stood up properly.

Mr. BILIRAKIS. Very good.

Mr. Hubbard?
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Mr. HUBBARD. Mr. Chairman, I think I am going to join my col-
leagues on the point of IT, but make a specific caveat to that,
which is that in the past, particularly with the implementation of
the Forever GI Bill, we found that the IT resources were in com-
petition. There was nobody necessarily fighting for those IT re-
sources being devoted to the implementation initially; though they
were authorized, they were not appropriated, and they did not find
their way to making that program happen, which was a major con-
tributing factor in the overall challenges that we saw come that se-
mester.

And so I think—well, SVA strongly supports the Independent
Budget’s proposal to have an additional $50 million, but specifically
we would like to see some caveats that ensure that VBA has those
resources devoted to those programs.

Mr. BILIRAKIS. Very good. Thank you.

For the entire panel again. One of the legislative proposals that
are included in the budget request is a proposal to cap the amount
of tuition and fees paid out under the Post-9/11 GI Bill to certain
publilg schools for flight training. What is your view of this pro-
posal’

Let’s start again from here, please.

Mr. MURRAY. Sir, while the GI Bill is a fantastic tool, we don’t
believe it is a blank check, and we see that this is a loophole for
institutions to partner with public organizations and basically
charge the Government whatever they want. We would like to see
that corrected.

Mr. BILIRAKIS. So you are in agreement, we need a cap?

Mr. MURRAY. Yes, sir.

Mr. BILIRAKIS. Okay.

Mr. MURRAY. Or a fix.

Mr. BiLirAKIS. Okay.

Mr. MURRAY. Yes.

Mr. BILIRAKIS. Very good. Thank you.

Mr. HENRY. I also concur with my colleague, we feel the same.

Mr. BILIRAKIS. Yes.

Mr. VILLANUEVA. At DAV, we are a resolutions-based organiza-
tion and we don’t have a resolution that pertains specifically to this
issue, although we have seen it come up, so we don’t take a posi-
tion on that.

Mr. BILIRAKIS. All right. Thank you.

Mr. LoHMANN. We agree, we agree with the provisions for the
caps in the proposal.

Mr. HUBBARD. Mr. Ranking Member, we agree with it. I think
it is important to also realize that it is really more than a flight
loophole, it is actually just a wide-open loophole, because ulti-
mately, whether it is flight programs or other programs, this con-
tract clause that allows schools to take advantage of these pro-
grams and this very generous benefit given to veterans by the
American taxpayers, that needs to be taken a look at.

Mr. BILIRAKIS. Very good. Thank you.

I guess I have about a minute. What steps does VBA—this is for
Mr. Hubbard and Mr. Murray—what steps does VBA need to take
to instill confidence and regain trust of veterans when it comes to
GI Bill payments? Based on what you would know today, do you
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believe the VA will be ready to successfully implement these
changes by December 1st, 2019?

Whoever—well, let’s just go with Mr. Hubbard and Mr. Murray,
if that is okay.

Mr. MURRAY. So, sir, I very much hope they are ready to go, but
I think an outreach campaign to reassure people, whether it is tra-
ditional mailers, email, social media, whatever it might be, to let
them know that they are there, and they are going to take care of
them. A lot of the problem this fall was people just didn’t know.

Mr. BILIRAKIS. Right.

Mr. MURRAY. They were left kind of swinging and they were un-
sure of if they were going to receive their benefits or not. An ag-
gressive outreach campaign to let them know we are here to take
care of you I think would help to mitigate that.

Mr. BILIRAKIS. Yes, Mr. Hubbard?

Mr. HUBBARD. I am encouraged by our colleagues at the VA’s re-
sponses to some of the questions from various Members of the
Committee earlier today. I think that, if we can make sure that
that happens, that would be terrific. I do believe still, though, that
the additional funding would be necessary to ensure that, if only
for a cushion. And if that money goes unutilized, there are many
more things that it should be used for. And so ensuring that they
have the full breadth of resources is imperative, but I do know that
my colleagues at the VA are highly capable and highly skilled, and
I am encouraged by their responses.

Mr. BILIRAKIS. Very good.

I yield back, Mr. Chairman. I appreciate it.

Mr. LEVIN. Thank you, Mr. Ranking Member.

Seeing as though there are no further questions, we can begin to
bring this hearing to a close. However, before I make my closing
statement, I would like to again recognize the Ranking Member for
any remarks he would like to make.

Mr. BILIRAKIS. No, I think we are done, but I appreciate all the
testimony and I look forward to working with you. And please don’t
ever hesitate to reach out, because we are—again, we are all in it
to help our veterans and that is why we sit on this Committee, be-
cause whatever is good for veterans is what we want.

And I appreciate, Mr. Chairman, you holding this hearing and al-
lowing us to ask the appropriate questions. Thank you.

Mr. LEVIN. I thank the Ranking Member, in the spirit of biparti-
sanship that this Committee has a long tradition of and will con-
tinue to have a long tradition of.

I thank our witnesses for joining us today.

The VA, along with the Department of Labor and Department of
Defense, are rapidly implementing the many changes that we have
made to veterans’ benefits. It is not an easy task, and their sched-
ule is ambitious and aggressive. I do remain concerned that the
budget we have considered today would not allow the VA to prop-
erly implement the Forever GI Bill.

That being said, our Committee will continue to conduct over-
sight of the programs that we discussed today, and it is my hope
that agencies will receive every resource they need to meet the de-
mands of our servicemembers and veterans.
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With that, I will say that all Members have 5 legislative days to
revise and extend their remarks, and to include additional re-
marks.

Again, I thank all of you for coming and, without objection, the
Subcommittee stands adjourned.

[Whereupon, at 3:53 p.m., the Subcommittee was adjourned.]






APPENDIX

Prepared Statement of Margarita Devlin

Good morning, Chairman Levin, and distinguished Members of the Committee
and Subcommittee. Thank you for the opportunity to testify today in support of the
President’s Fiscal Year (FY) 2020 Budget for the Veterans Benefits Administration.
Accompanying me today is Dominic Cussatt, Principal Deputy Assistant Secretary,
Office of Information and Technology (OIT).

FY 2020 Budget Request

The President’s FY 2020 Budget requests $3 billion in discretionary funding. The
discretionary request is an increase of $44 million, or 1.5 percent, over the enacted
FY 2019 budget. It will sustain the progress we have made to improve Veterans’
benefits claims processing and the 125:1 Veterans to Vocational Rehabilitation
Counselor ratio and implement the Case Management Solution. This request will
provide additional resources to attack burgeoning issues related to fraud, waste, and
abuse, and expand elements of the Transition Assistance Program. The President’s
FY 2020 Budget also requests $129.5 billion in mandatory advance appropriations
for FY 2021, $6.3 billion or 5 percent over 2020.

With the resources requested in the 2020 Budget, VA will be able to provide:

e Vocational rehabilitation and employment benefits for more than 124,000 dis-
abled Veterans;

. l}Educa‘cion and training assistance for about 877,000 Veterans and family mem-

ers;

e New home loan guaranties for more than 562,000 Veterans, Servicemembers,
surviving spouses, and members of the Reserves and National Guard,;

e Life insurance programs for over 5.9 million Veterans, Servicemembers, and
their families (that is, total lives insured); and

e Transition and economic development assistance to nearly 400,000 Veterans,
Servicemembers, and their families.

The President’s FY 2020 Budget request also includes funding for critical tech-
nology investments and other initiatives necessary to timely provide Veterans, their
families, and survivors with the benefits and services they earned and deserve.

Business Transformation

Business transformation is essential if we are to move beyond
compartmentalization of the past and empower our employees serving Veterans in
the field to provide world-class customer service. This means reforming the systems
responsible for claims, appeals, and GI Bill benefits. OIT is a critical partner and
we collaborating to create the best experience for all Veterans. OIT is a critical part-
ner. We have developed a Business Plan that prioritizes the IT required for success,
and we are addressing governance.

By moving from the Veterans Benefit Management System (VBMS) to the Bene-
fits Integration Platform, OIT will leverage existing architectural designs and de-
liver a modern platform with a cloud-based architecture in which individual compo-
nents are delivered as microservices that can connect with Application Program-
ming Interfaces. This agile approach provides more flexibility and speeds delivery
of changes and improvements.

Forever GI Bill

Since the passage of the Harry W. Colmery Veterans Educational Assistance Act
of 2017 (Colmery Act), VA has implemented 28 of the law’s 34 provisions. Twenty-
two of the law’s 34 provisions require significant changes to VA IT systems, and VA
has 202 temporary employees in the field to support this additional workload.

In accordance with the Forever GI Bill Housing Payment Fulfillment Act of 2018,
VA established a Tiger Team tasked to resolve issues with implementing sections
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107 and 501 of the Forever GI Bill. In February 2019, VA awarded a new contract
to develop the right solution for implementing sections 107 and 501. By the spring
semester of 2020, the Veterans Benefits Administration (VBA) expects that all en-
rollments will be processed according to the Colmery Act. VBA will recalculate bene-
fits based on where Veterans take classes, and we will work with schools to make
payments to which Veterans are entitled under sections 107 and 501 retroactive to
the first day of August 2018, the effective date for those sections.

As VA moves forward with implementation, VBA will continue to regularly update
our Veteran students and their institutions of learning on our progress and what
to expect. VA has already modified its definition of “campus” to comply with statu-
tory requirements and in doing so has lessened the administrative burden on
schools to report housing data to VA.

The FY 2020 Budget request also supports the remaining provisions of the
Colmery Act. The Veteran Employment Through Technology Education Courses
(VET TEC) is a 5-year tuition and housing assistance pilot program that will help
Veterans advance in an IT career. VET TEC pays for Veterans to take classes in
one of five areas: information science, computer programming, data processing,
media applications, and computer software. VA began accepting training provider
applications in March 2019, and we will begin accepting Veteran applications this
month. The implementation of the VET TEC program in 2019 and sections 107 and
501 are projected to increase claims completed for the next 2 years.

Beginning in August 2019, VA will provide up to 9 months of additional Post-9/
11 GI Bill benefits to certain eligible individuals through the Edith Nourse Rogers
STEM scholarship. The additional entitlement will assist qualifying beneficiaries to
obtain degrees in science, technology, engineering, and math; or for graduates of
such programs to obtain a teaching certificate. Priority will be given to individuals
who are entitled to 100 percent of Post-9/11 GI Bill benefits and to those who re-
quire the most credit hours.

The FY 2020 Budget supports VA’s efforts to implement 28 of 34 provisions of the
Colmery Act by August 2020. In August 2020, VA will eliminate the 40-percent ben-
efit level and expand the 60-percent benefit level under the Post 9/11 GI Bill pro-
gram. The remaining provisions, including the extension of the Yellow Ribbon pro-
gram to Active duty Servicemembers, will go into effect in 2022. The FY 2020 Budg-
et request will provide sufficient funding and staffing levels for Education Service
to continue providing access to timely and accurate delivery of education benefits.

Claims and Performance

In 2020, VBA will continue to prioritize Veterans and their families first. VA
strives to complete all rating claims in fewer than 125 days. VBA continues to work
to modernize the disability claims process to increase processing timeliness. It is im-
portant to highlight that VBA will always have an inventory of claims that take
longer than other claims because of complexity and VA’s legal obligations to assist.
VBA has completed over 438,000 claims (within 2 percent of last year) through the
end of January 2019. VBA has completed over 968,000 non-rating disability claims
through January 2019. These claims took an average of 83 days to complete, which
is a 21-percent decrease in the average time to process claims compared to January
2018.

VBA continues to implement technical improvements to improve the speed and ac-
curacy of disability claims while reducing costs. These initiatives include the consoli-
dation of centralized mail processing. Through this technical improvement, mail is
directed to 18 centralized locations where it 1s scanned and becomes part of an elec-
tronic database. This reduces lost files and allows files to be moved and processed
rapidly. VBA’s other sustained improvement falls under the National Work Queue,
which continues to prioritize and distribute claims to regional offices based on their
capacity.

Through these improvements, VBA has reduced the dependency inventory from
87,314 claims in October 2017 to 43,503 claims in January 2019 (50-percent reduc-
tion). VBA achieved this reduction while VBA’s overall inventory and Average Days
Pending have remained relatively static (355,955 and 94.7 days in January 2019,
respectively), despite an increase in overall receipts.

Transition and Economic Development

The Office of Transition and Economic Development (TED) maintains oversight
and management of Military-to-Civilian Transition Services as well as the develop-
ment of economic initiatives that focus on empowering future and current Veterans
to achieve maximum and comprehensive economic well-being. VA requests $82.4
million in budget authority to fund the discretionary portions of TED. The 2020
Budget will support funding for Transition Assistance Program Military Life Cycle
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clisses, a 5-year longitudinal study, and a full day of course instruction from 6 to
8 hours.

VBA created TED in late 2018 to support seamless transition from military serv-
ice to civilian life and accelerate economic empowerment and development for
transitioning Servicemembers (SM), Veterans, and their families. VA is also realign-
ing its Chapter 36 Education and Career Counseling program to focus on increasing
utilization through an improved alignment with military to transition activities and
education beneficiaries.

Since the passage of the Veterans Opportunity to Work to Hire Heroes Act of 2011
(VOW Act) that mandated participation in the TAP by all transitioning SMs (with
a few limited exceptions), VA has been collaborating with its interagency partners,
including the Departments of Defense and Labor, to prepare separating, retiring, or
demobilizing SMs for their transition to Veteran status. By the same token, in Au-
gust 2018, Congress passed, and the President signed, the John S. McCain National
Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2019 (2019 NDAA) that made improve-
ments to TAP, including a mandate for one day of instruction on VA benefits and
services and a requirement that transitioning SMs begin their pre-separation transi-
tion counseling no later than 365-days before the date of separation.

Approximately 226,000 SMs are expected to transition from military service to ci-
vilian life annually over the next 4 years. TED delivers mandatory VA Benefits
Briefings to 100 percent of eligible transitioning SMs at more than 300 military in-
stallations worldwide, as well as provide individual assistance and support to De-
partment of Defense components of Transition Goals, Plans, Success, Military Life
Cycle, and Capstone events.

In 2017, attendance at VA TAP events was about 350,000. With the expansion
of instructional hours in accordance with the 2019 NDAA, as well as deployment
of additional Military Life Cycle courses made available to SMs while still on Active
duty, VA expects an increase in transition assistance workload to approximately
400,000 (an increase of about 15 percent). In order to assess the effectiveness of
these events, in 2019, VA will begin a 5-year post-separation TAP longitudinal study
and evaluation of up to 150,000 recently-separated Veterans to gain insights on
their understanding of, and access to, VA benefits.

Executive Order 13822, “Supporting Our Veterans During Their Transition from
Uniformed Service to Civilian Life,” sets the goal for Veteran suicide prevention in
which VA will begin, for the first time, conducting outbound calls to all Veterans
throughout their first year of transition to inform them of benefits and services
available to them. In FY 2020, VA expects to make more than 600,000 outbound
calls to recently-separated Veterans.

To accelerate economic empowerment and development for transitioning SMs,
Veterans, and their families, VBA has focused leveraging all VA benefits and serv-
ices to holistically support their economic well-being. To address gaps that cannot
be addressed because of statutory or fiscal constraints, VBA has aligned economic
development with transition preparation to foster seamless partnerships through
community-based economic investment initiatives with external organizations so
Veterans and their family members are better positioned economically.

The 2020 Budget requested resource level supports performance measures that
drive continuous improvement and accountability for Veterans, Servicemembers,
and their families.

Loan Guaranty

The 2020 Budget request of $200.4 million from Loan Administration and $20.8
million in General Operating Expenses funds the discretionary costs of the housing
loan programs that help support the mission to provide home loan guaranty benefits
and Specially Adapted Housing grants to help buy, build, repair, retain, or adapt
a home for personal occupancy.

The VA Home Loan program continues to streamline automation efforts to main-
tain parity with the overall mortgage industry. VA is focused on redesigning the
Loan Guaranty Program’s loan servicing system used to ensure, at least to the ex-
tent within VA’s control, that Veterans and Servicemembers retain their homes. The
redesigned VA Loan Electronic Reporting Interface (VALERI) will transform the en-
tire lifecycle for VA loans in three ways. Through “Automation,” VA is developing
a database that will overhaul current program capabilities and will further expand
the system footprint to include loan origination, valuation, property acquisition, and
oversight functions to support Veterans obtaining VA-guaranteed loans. Through
“Collaboration,” the redesigned VALERI will standardize disparate data sources, in-
tegrate third party systems, and connect external stakeholders to create a trans-
parent and holistic view of a loan’s lifecycle. This will enable stakeholders to more
efficiently and more effectively deliver VA’s home loan guaranty benefit to Veterans.
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Finally, the redesigned VALERI will allow “Evaluation” through advanced data ana-
lytics and reporting to support more robust oversight and transparency of lender
and servicer performance. This will enable Veterans to better evaluate loan options
and status, while VA addresses high-risk programmatic challenges with data-driven
solutions. These efforts will allow VA Home Loan participants a more simplified ex-
perience in securing and maintaining a VA-guaranteed loan.

Vocational Rehabilitation and Employment (VR&E)

The VR&E 2020 budget request supports performance measures designed to drive
continuous improvement and achieve optimal outcomes for Veterans. In FY 2018,
VA revised VR&E’s performance measures to align with agency goals and priorities.
Per Public Law 115-244, section 244, VR&E developed a ratio-based field realign-
ment plan to ensure the ratio of Veterans to full-time employment equivalents with-
in any program of rehabilitation conducted under chapter 31 of title 38, United
States Code, does not exceed 125 veterans to one full-time employment equivalent
(FTEE). To date, 157 of the 169 additional VRC FTEEs were hired to reduce the
counselor caseload to 125 to 1.

VR&E Service collaborated with OIT on development of Case Management Solu-
tion System (CMSS) to replace VR&E’s 20-year-old legacy system, Corporate
WINRS. We anticipate releasing a Request for Proposal in mid-FY 2019 to acquire
these capabilities via General Operating Expense Services. Concurrently, VR&E is
pursuing a wide-reaching modernization effort that will include numerous opportu-
nities to incrementally leverage existing people, processes, and technology to more
efficiently prepare us to seamlessly transition into the new CMSS.

As VR&E implements these changes, counselors will be able to manage workload
more efficiently and effectively, allowing more time to provide high-quality coun-
seling and employment services to VR&E participants.

Other VR&E Modernization efforts include the design and deployment of a Cen-
tralized Mail strategy, Virtual Assistant (Artificial Intelligence) tools to streamline
and integrate communications with VR&E program participants, and Electronic
Invoicing (e-Invoicing) also known as Invoice Payment Processing System. Addition-
ally, VR&E deployed the Competency Based Training System in 2019. This system
will deliver competency assessments to experienced counselors, and provide a direct
positive impact to Veterans, as Veterans will receive standardized services from
well-trained and competent employees. This system will need to be maintained for
optimal performance.

VR&E is transforming the Quality Assurance (QA) program. The QA case review
instruments have been revised to focus on specific issues to allow for greater track-
ing and analysis, identification of training needs, and a better reflection of current
performance. The QA Web system, used to record the results of reviews and gen-
erate reports, is being updated with the revised review format to allow for regional
offices to complete Local QA in the system.

VBA continues to execute the congressionally mandated 20-year VR&E Longitu-
dinal Study of Veterans who began VR&E programs in 2010, 2012, and 2014. Re-
ports are submitted to Congress annually on the long-term benefits of participating
in the Chapter 31 program. VR&E will continuously analyze trends among Veterans
receiving services and improve and adapt services to their changing needs.

Conclusion

Thank you for the opportunity to appear before you today to address VBA’s FY
2020 Budget. The resources requested in this budget will ensure VBA remains on
track to meet Congressional intent to serve Veterans’ needs.

The budget request is the blueprint for how VBA will focus resources to mod-
ernize our delivery of benefits and services, become more efficient, leverage partner-
ships to execute our exceptional mission, and fulfill our vision to be a top-tier cus-
tomer-service agency. Mr. Chairman, I look forward to working with you and this
Committee. I am eager to continue building on the successes we have had so far
and to continue to fulfill the President’s promise to provide care to Veterans when
and where they need it. There is significant work ahead of us and we look forward
to building on our reform agenda and delivering an integrated VBA that is agile and
adaptive and delivers on our promises to America’s Veterans.

———

MR. BRIAN S. DAVIS

Chairman Levin, Ranking Member Bilirakis, distinguished members of the Com-
mittee, thank you for the opportunity to appear before you for this oversight hearing
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on “Fiscal Year 2020 President’s Budget: Requests Related to Veterans’ Readjust-
ment Benefits.”

My statement will focus on the implementation of changes made to the Transition
Assistance Program (TAP) as a result of the Fiscal Year 2019 National Defense Au-
thorization Act (FY19 NDAA), and how Service members will continue to flow from
DoD through transition into the Departments of Veterans Affairs (VA) and Labor
(DOL).Each have a primary responsibility for a portion of transition and we will
continue to work together to prepare transitioning Service members for their next
steps post-transition.

The TAP is a collaborative effort among seven federal partners. The federal agen-
cies participating in the TAP are committed to supporting and facilitating transition
success for departing Service members. Through robust interagency coordination,
the program is overseen and monitored via the TAP interagency governance struc-
ture. The TAP interagency governance structure consists of:

e Executive Council (EC): The EC is composed of senior leaders from DoD (includ-
ing the Military Components), VA, DOL, Department of Homeland Security
(DHS), Department of Education (ED), Office of Personnel Management (OPM)
and Small Business Administration (SBA) who collaborate and coordinate the
delivery of transition services to eligible Active and Reserve Component (RC)
Service members. The EC provides oversight and strategic guidance for the TAP
Interagency Governance Structure.

e Senior Steering Group (SSG): The SSG consists of members from DoD (includ-
ing the Military Components), VA, DOL, DHS, ED, OPM, and SBA. The SSG
resolves issues, concerns and friction points among agencies providing transi-
tion assistance; promotes their alignment of effort; measures their progress; ap-
plies synergies and improvements; ensures legal review of proposed actions; and
chordinates with internal agency leaders as appropriate. The SSG reports to the

e Transition Assistance Interagency Work Group (TAIWG): The TAIWG meets
monthly and consists of representatives from all agencies participating in the
TAP. This work group develops procedures and guidance for the operation of the
EC, SSG, and other work groups as well as makes recommendations to the SSG
on matters pertaining to the TAP, which cross the TAP governance domain.
There are five subordinate work groups that report to the TAIWG: the Cur-
riculum, Data Sharing/Information Technology, Performance Management,
Strategic Communications, and the Reserve Component Work Groups.

I will focus the remainder of my statement on the Department’s implementation
of the requirements set in the FY19 NDAA, as it applies to the TAP, and provide
a few updates since the Department last testified about the TAP before this Com-
mittee in November 2017. The Department places heavy emphasis on the TAP being
an adaptive, evidence-based program.

Accordingly, we continuously seek to improve the program to ensure it meets the
needs of our transitioning Service members and aligns with a changing military en-
vironment and population.

I will highlight some of the improvements, which build upon the original core ob-
jectives of the TAP, and the efforts currently underway to make changes to the TAP
in compliance with requirements laid out in the FY19 NDAA. The Department and
our interagency partners continue to strengthen the TAP to be a more robust out-
come-based program that bolsters opportunities, services, and training for
transitioning Service members and their eligible family members in their prepara-
tion to meet their post-transition goals.

The mandatory components of the TAP are applicable for all Service members
who have served 180 continuous days or more on Active duty under Title 10 status.
This includes members of the National Guard and Reserve transitioning or being
released from Active duty.

This raises the obvious question,” What will TAP look like in the future in accord-
ance with the FY19 NDAA?” The changes mandated in the FY19 NDAA will be im-
plemented starting October 2019.

First, the transition from military to civilian life will begin no later than 365 days
prior to transition for those who are separating or retiring. It is recommended retir-
ees begin the transition process at least two years prior to retirement.

Second, the TAP will include an individualized initial counseling between the
Service member and a TAP counselor. This will be done one-on-one, face-to-face or,
in very limited situations that preclude a face-to-face meeting, via video conference.
During the initial counseling session, Service members will complete their personal
self-assessment /Individual Transition Plan (ITP) to identify and discuss their
unique needs of the transition process and their post-transition goals. The self-
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assessment/ ITP is criterion based and includes the following: Health Care, Current
Housing Expenses and Relocation Costs, Exceptional Family Member Program, as-
sessment for a Post-Transition Housing Plan, Post-Transition Transportation, Post-
Transition Peer Support, Availability of confidential mental health services through
DoD inTransition Program, Military OneSource, VA Vet Centers, and VA Medical
Treatment Facilities. In addition, the counselor takes the following factors into ac-
count when performing initial counseling:

- rank,

- term of Service,

- gender,

- whether the member was affiliated with an active or reserve component of an
Armed Force,

- disability,

- character of discharge (including expedited discharge and discharge under condi-
tions other than honorable),

- health (including mental health),

- military occupational code (specialty code),

- whether the member intends, after separation, retirement, or discharge, to:

(1) seek employment;

(2) enroll in a program, of higher education;

(3) enroll in a program of vocational training; or

(4) become an entrepreneur,

- the educational history of the member,

- the employment history of the member and

- whether the member has secured

(1) employment,

(2) enrollment in a program of education; or

(3) enrolled in a program of vocational training.

Also during the initial counseling session, the counselor will assist the Service
member in determining their transition goal(s) and the best pathway to achieve his/
her desired goal(s).

Based on the initial counseling session’s identified goals, plans, challenges and
barriers, etc., the Secretaries concerned have identified three pathways Service
members will be placed in as they move forward through the transition process: Tier
1, Tier II, and Tier III. Tier I is for those who need little assistance, such as some-
one who already has employment confirmed or plans to completely retire and not
work. Tier II would provide more assistance than Tier 1 such as those who may
have employment but are not satisfied with that option, or have an idea of the in-
dustry but are unsure of the next steps. Tier III would be for those who have no
post-transition plans or goals and thus need the most transition assistance.

Once the individual counseling is completed, Service members are required to
complete pre-separation counseling, which must also commence no later than 365
days prior to transition. Pre-separation counseling is an overview of benefits, entitle-
ments, services, training and resources for eligible transitioning Service members.
Caregivers of Service members with disabilities are especially encouraged to attend
this pre-separation counseling session.

Next, Service members will attend the mandatory one day pre-separation training
specific to the Military Component concerned. This portion of the TAP includes cur-
riculum modules on managing your own transition, provides an in-depth overview
of the TAP and building resiliency as you transition, a Military Occupational Code
(MOC) Crosswalk to help define and translate military skills, and a module on fi-
nancially planning for transition, which fulfills the financial literacy requirements
in statute. On day two, DOL will provide one day of instruction regarding prepara-
tion for employment. Then on day three, the VA will conduct one day of instruction
regarding the various benefits available under the laws administered by the Sec-
retary of VA.

Other changes in the TAP include Service members choosing one of the following
twg— day courses of instruction on: Employment, Education, Vocational Training,
an

Entrepreneurship. The Service member may elect one or more of these tracks dur-
ing initial counseling to support their ITP and post-transition goals.

The Capstone event is the culminating activity where commanders verify achieve-
ment of career readiness standards and a viable ITP. This must occur no later than
90 days prior to separation, retirement or discharge.

DoD’s Transition to Veterans Program Office is pursuing an enterprise system ca-
pability to support and document the FY19 NDAA requirements and long term out-
comes. It will be a single-source data collection tool to support and streamline the
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TAP enrollment, participation, and compliance. The tool includes, but is not limited
to, an Enterprise Client Tracking System (CTS), which will provide the Military
Components an IT platform to execute statutory requirements. The secure CTS will
capture reported data as defined in the new statute (Self- assessment/ITP informa-
tion, etc), enable seamless management of Service member transition across all Mili-
tary Components and installations, and provide Installation and Unit Commanders
performance reports to all Military Components and other Federal Agencies. Cur-
rently, for those Service members who do not meet career readiness standards (e.g.,
do not have employment, acceptance to an institution of higher learning, have not
secured housing, or transportation) a “warm-handover” is provided to an appropriate
agency such as VA or DOL. The current system documents that a “warm-handover”
was provided as well as the agency or organization receiving the warm handover
for action. The enhanced system will “close the loop”, with information documenting
the “warm-handover” and information on services provided. For example, what serv-
ices were provided to the Service member by VA? Was housing secured? Was a re-
ferral made for mental health care?

CURRICULUM AND OTHER ENHANCEMENTS ACROSS THE MILITARY
LIFE CYCLE (MLC)

Two core objectives of the original TAP redesign were to implement a revamped
TAP curriculum and implement a MLC transition model. While both original objec-
tives were achieved, the Department has continued to make advancements in these
two areas.

The Department and our partners are committed to continuously updating and
improving the TAP curriculum across the MLC. The TAP interagency governance
has established a regular 2-year battle rhythm for reviewing, assessing and updat-
ing the curriculum, alternating between an in-depth and technical review. The an-
nual process uses feedback provided by Service members through the Transition
Participant Assessment, facilitators, subject matter experts, and other key stake-
holders. This systematic review process is critical if we are to stay ahead of the
changing needs of our transitioning Service members. In turn, we are providing a
“pipeline” of skilled talent to industry and the public sector.

The TAP interagency governance is currently conducting an in-depth curriculum
review, with revised curriculum to be implemented in FY20. The Department identi-
fied improvements to be made in all four DoD modules for Preseparation Training
Day: Resilient Transitions (renamed Managing Your Transition), Financial Planning
for Transition, MOC Crosswalk, and the Preparing for Education track. Based on
Service member feedback, recent legislative changes, and recent research on chal-
lenges transitioning Service members face in their first 12 months post-separation,
more substantial revisions are planned for the MOC Crosswalk and Preparing for
Education modules this year. Note that the Managing Your Transition (Resilient
Transition) and Financial Planning for Transition curriculum were substantially re-
vised during the last annual review.

In terms of this year’s review, the improved MOC Crosswalk module, will focus
on determining the hard and soft skills a Service member attained while in the
service and utilizing those skills in the civilian sector. In terms of the Preparation
for Education track, this module will incorporate information the Service member
needs to be successful in gaining admittance and as a student in an institute of
higher education.

These proposed DoD revisions, which includes the FY19 NDAA changes are sched-
uled to be piloted this summer with planned deployment for October 2019. This
planned deployment is for the whole of the Transition Assistance curriculum to in-
clude modules in revision by VA, DOL, and SBA.

We recognize Service members may not always know at 365 days prior to separa-
tion where they will live post-separation. Therefore, the TAP teaches transitioning
Service members where to find geographic location specific information about bene-
fits and services at a number of points throughout the curriculum. Beginning with
preseparation counseling, and again during VA’s benefits briefing, Service members
navigate to VA’s website, in class, with links to the VA facilities in each state, a
link to every state level veteran’s affairs page for state specific programs and bene-
fits, and access a page with information on Veterans Service Organizations. This
same information 1s replicated across multiple platforms, i.e., Military OneSource
and the National Resource Directory. DOL advises attendees on how to access
American Job Centers, embedded in nearly 5,000 neighborhoods across the country.
DOL also provides facilitated classroom instruction for TAP attendees to research
career and education options by location, online.

Service members research the potential growth of specific career fields in a given
geographic area, pay differences for that career field in different locations, education
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availability to support that career field, and certification and licensing requirements
for that career per state. Service members also research the impact of taxes on civil-
ian pay versus military pay and how individual states treat retirement pay with re-
spect to taxes. Currently, Service members may elect to have DD-214 information
provided to their state upon issuance of the DD-214 at the time of separation. Be-
ginning in October 2019, Service members will be able to elect to have their contact
information forwarded to their State Department of Veteran Affairs much earlier,
as they complete initial counseling.

While the TAP interagency governance continues to improve the curriculum at the
final touchpoint - Transition - within a service member’'s MLC, we are also making
advances across other areas of the MLC. Through implementation of the MLC tran-
sition model, service members are engaging in the career preparation and transition
assistance planning much earlier in their careers - starting at their first permanent
duty station or home station for the National Guard and Reserves. This represents
a significant, yet critical, cultural shift for the Department. For example, at the first
permanent duty station, Service members create an Individual Development Plan
(IDP), which documents professional and personal goals, as well as the training, cer-
tifications, and higher education needed to achieve those goals. Service members are
also provided information on apprenticeships, instruction on resumes and financial
preparedness, and they register for eBenefits. As their career progresses, their IDP
is continuously updated with current certifications, technical training, and docu-
mentation of higher education. At significant life events, such as promotion, military
occupational change and/or marriage, Service members are provided updated infor-
mation on impacts to financial readiness and career opportunities, among other key
touchpoint activities. The intent is to ensure thoughtful career planning and prepa-
ration across one’s military career.

The Air Force (AF) and VA Health Administration (VHA) have been piloting a
Women’s Health Initiative which targets female transitioning Service members. The
four hour brief provides information on women’s healthcare services currently avail-
able at the VHA. Following the brief, if available, an in-person tour is provided for
the workshop attendees to a local VA Women’s Health Care Center. Funding for the
pilot has been provided by a grant via the VA, and AF has supported the initiative
by providing marketing, enrollment for the Workshop, manpower and facilities. To
support all female transitioning Service members across the enterprise, the Transi-
tion to Veterans Program Office has recommended to the Initiative Team to develop
a virtual capability of the project information, to include a video tour of a VA Wom-
en’s Health Center. This will ensure those female Veterans no matter their location,
those separating OCONUS and those at remote and isolated locations, will have the
awareness of the services provided by VA to female Veterans.

CAPSTONE EVENT AND ASSISTING AT RISK SERVICE MEMBERS

The third core objective of the original TAP redesign was to implement a Cap-
stone event to ensure: Service members complete the VOW Act requirements; meet
the CRS, and have a viable ITP, to include employment or school acceptance/enroll-
ment or a post-transition housing and transportation plan.

The DoD and VA continue to collaborate in the examining of other ‘at risk’ popu-
lations that may be better served during their military-to-civilian transition. This
has had implications for changes to the TAP curriculum and/or “warm handover”
processes. For example, one effort has been in support of the Executive Order 13822,
a joint effort between DoD, VA, and DHS, geared toward suicide prevention of Serv-
ice members and veterans. The focus has been on identifying the population at risk
for suicide following a military-to-civilian transition and determining ways in which
to better support this high risk population prior to separation.

Finally, the Department continues to take an important look at whether we are
providing the National Guard (Air and Army National Guard) and the Reserves
(Army, Navy, Air Force, Marine Corps and Coast Guard Reserve) the time, re-
sources, and support to plan for transitions unique to those populations. Specifically,
the Department is leveraging the Status of Forces Survey (SOFS) to pulse RC mem-
bers’ perceptions of the TAP and how perceptions may be changing over time. The
Department recently commissioned the RAND Corporation to conduct a research
study, entitled “Needs Assessment of Reserve Component Member Transitions,” in
order to more comprehensively investigate the current needs of transitioning RC
members and to provide recommendations regarding any updates needed to the
TAP. Study findings are expected in FY20. In short, the Department continues to
conduct research, gather feedback from RC members, and consider potential
chanlg)es to policy within current law to address any identified unique needs of RC
members.
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The Department remains fully committed to collaborating with Federal, state, in-
dustry, education, and community stakeholders to ensure continuous coordination
and information sharing, while protecting the privacy and personal information of
all our Service members. This ensures Service members receive access to education,
training, and opportunities that best prepare them for their military-to-civilian tran-
sition. Private and public engagements with employers and agencies directly sup-
port and enhance stakeholder commitments that support successful transition of our
service members.

Over the past nine months DoD, with the TAP interagency partners, hosted two
Military Service Organizations (MSOs)/Veterans Service Organizations (VSOs)
events. The forums were an opportunity for the TAP interagency partners to share
with the MSO/VSO representatives what has changed in the TAP and what is com-
ing in FY20. Both events were well attended, and the TAP governance received
great feedback with very useful information in shaping the way ahead.

GAO REPORT

Additionally, I would like to share some of the improvements already in place as
a result of the released 2017 GAO Report which was discussed with this Committee
on November 8, 2017. The GAO Report 18-23, “Transitioning Veterans - DoD Needs
to Improve Performance Reporting and Monitoring for the Transition Assistance
Program,” released November 2017, provided the TAP governance an opportunity to
receive external feedback on ways in which to further advance TAP.

Congress asked GAO to examine various aspects of the program’s implementation.

GAO surveyed 181 DoD Military installations; analyzed DoD participation data
for Fiscal Year 2016; reviewed and analyzed TAP data reports and performance
measures; and interviewed officials at DoD, the Military Components, Service mem-
bers, and our interagency partners.

GAO also visited seven installations (two from Army, Navy, Air Force and one
Marine Corps). The audit was conducted from February 2016 to September 2017.
As a result, GAO made six recommendations, including that DoD improve trans-
parency in reporting the TAP participation and career readiness rates and monitor
certain key areas of the TAP implementation, including timeliness of participation
and access to supplemental 2-day classes. I would like to provide you a progress up-
date on the recommendations from the Report.

The Transition to Veterans Program Office in partnership with the Military Com-
ponents has successfully had GAO approve two recommendations as “implemented
and closed” of the six recommendations noted.

RECOMMENDATION 1: DoD provides performance and career readiness attain-
ment for ALL TAP-eligible service members and members of the National Guard
and Reserve. A report is provided quarterly on the publically available
DoDTAP.MIL website, on VOW compliance and information on missing or incom-
plete forms is included.

RECOMMENDATION 3: GAO recommends that the Secretary of Defense mon-
itor and report on the extent to which service members who elect to receive supple-
mentary 2-day classes are able to receive training. DoD produces a quarterly report
on self-reported barriers to attending the two-day classes. The report can be
accessed specific to a Military Department, a Component, an installation, or a Unit.
The Military Components have been provided training on how to access the informa-
tion as well as provided the tools to accomplish the report.

GAO approved both recommendations as “implemented and closed” in October
2018.

The remaining four recommendations will be presented to GAO for closure in the
Spring/Summer 2019.

CONCLUSION

The FY19 NDAA has driven significant changes to the TAP. These changes will
require substantial adjustments in resource requirements for the Military Depart-
ments. The Secretaries of the Military Departments are developing implementation
plans for the legislative change and will include in the plan any requirements for
additional funding and manpower.

Career readiness and transition assistance preparation is an absolute must if
Service members are going to have a successful transition to civilian life. We recog-
nize that preparing Service members throughout their MLC to be career-ready upon
transition is essential to sustaining the All-Volunteer Force. In order for DoD to con-
tinue to attract the high quality and dedicated volunteers to serve in our Armed
Forces, we must return this generation of Service members to the Nation with the
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ability to positively contribute to the national workforce and thrive within their ci-
vilian communities.

The Department cannot do this alone. It must have the continued strong collabo-
ration with our interagency partners, the support and hard work of our Military
Components, especially at the installation level, and collaborations with other exter-
nal stakeholders and you, the members of Congress. The TAP interagency govern-
ance is vibrant, effective, responsive, and committed, as evidenced by the 2016 sign-
ing of our national Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) regarding the “Transi-
tion Assistance Program for Service Members Transitioning from Active Duty.” As
stated in the MOU, “The parties will support and advance the ongoing implementa-
tion, assessment, and enhancement of TAP. This collaboration will serve to support
Service members in pursuing employment, higher education, skills and career train-
ing, credentialing, and entrepreneurship.”

In closing, Mr. Chairman, I thank you, the Ranking Member, and the members
of this Subcommittee for your outstanding and continuing support of the men and
women who proudly wear the uniform in defense of our great Nation.

———

JOINT STATEMENT OF THE CO-AUTHORS OF THE INDEPENDENT
BUDGET: DISABLED AMERICAN VETERANS, PARALYZED VETERANS
OF AMERICA, VETERANS OF FOREIGN WARS

Chairman Levin, Ranking Member Bilirakis, and members of the Subcommittee,
the co-authors of The Independent Budget (IB) - Disabled American Veterans
(DAV), Paralyzed Veterans of America (PVA), and the Veterans of Foreign Wars
(VFW) - are pleased to present our views regarding the President’s funding request
for the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) for Fiscal Year (FY) 2020, including ad-
vance appropriations for FY 2021.

VR&E Program

The Vocational Rehabilitation and Employment (VR&E) program, provides critical
counseling and other adjunct services necessary to enable service-disabled veterans
to overcome barriers as they prepare for, find, and maintain gainful employment.
An extension for the delivery of VR&E assistance at a key transition point for vet-
erans is the VetSuccess on Campus program, deployed at 104 college campuses.
VetSuccess offers services on five tracks: re-employment, rapid access to employ-
ment, self-employment, employment through long-term services, and independent
living. Additional VR&E services are provided at 71 select military installations for
Active duty service members undergoing medical separations through the Depart-
ment of Defense (DoD) and VA’s joint Integrated Disability Evaluation System
(IDES). In 2016, Congress enacted legislation (P.L. 114-223) that included a provi-
sion recognizing the need to provide a sufficient client-to-counselor ratio to appro-
priately align veterans’ demand for VR&E services. Section 254 of that law author-
izes the Secretary of Veterans Affairs to use appropriated funds to ensure the ratio
of veterans to vocational rehabilitation counselors does not exceed 125 veterans to
one full-time employee (FTE) equivalent. For FY 2019, VR&E was authorized to
hire an additional 174 FTEs. Congress needs to closely review how VR&E is imple-
menting this workforce increase and carefully review the Administration’s FY 2020
budget for VR&E now that it has been presented.

VA budget documents state that the VR&E program will meet and sustain the
congressionally mandated goal of 1:125 counselor-to client ratio. However, the latest
data in the VA budget document also shows that from 2016 to 2018, the number
of VR&E participants fell from 173,606 to 164,355—more than a five percent de-
crease. During that same period, VR&E’s caseload also dropped from 137,097 to
125,513—an 8.4 percent decline. It would appear that VR&E is able to meet the
1:125 goal by serving fewer veterans. Given how important and beneficial the VR&E
program is for disabled veterans by providing many of them with the ability to in-
crease their economic independence, why are fewer veterans taking advantage of
this program? Is the lack of counselors impacting veteran utilization? Has VR&E
instituted any new policies or practices that have deterred disabled veterans from
seeking these services? What action is VA taking to increase awareness of the avail-
ability and benefits of VR&E services? We are concerned that the lack of counselors
over the years has finally caught up to VA and participation in VR&E has dropped
because of this.

VA Education Services
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The IB veterans service organizations (IBVSOs) are concerned about the lower
funding request for VA’s Education Program. VA requested $6 million less than the
amount appropriated the previous year, and we think that is taking a step back-
wards for this incredibly important office. By VA’s own projections, they will see an
estimated increase of almost 800,000 claims over the next two years. There are also
additions to the GI Bill, such as the STEM extension and the VET TEC program,
along with implementation of the Basic Allowance for Housing changes due to roll
out in December. VA’s emergency overtime budget was almost depleted due to chal-
lenges with Forever GI Bill implementation, and the IBVSOs believe VA should be
ready for additional overtime for implementation this time around as well. Addition-
ally, VA’s aging infrastructure routinely requires additional resources and last
minute workarounds in order to administer education benefits. With these chal-
lenges, the IBVSOs believe VA should be seeking more funding to make the nec-
essary changes, not less. Historically, VA has struggled to implement GI Bill
changes on time and under budget dating back to the original inception of the GI
Bill in 1944. Each iteration of the GI Bill has come with its own challenges during
implementation, and the Forever GI Bill is just another example of that. While it
is difficult to budget for breakdowns and failures, the method of planning for the
worst and hoping for the best is something VA should look to do when making
changes to the GI Bill. This lower budget request seems like VA is planning for the
best, and hoping for the best, without taking past challenges into account.

Information Technology

Over the past several years, the Veterans Benefits Administration (VBA) has de-
veloped and implemented new IT systems to support several program trans-
formations, including the Veterans Benefits Management System, National Work
Queue, Case Flow, and eBenefits. Unfortunately, VBA must compete with other of-
fices and agencies within VA for the limited IT funding available each year, delay-
ing development and deployment of critical IT systems and programming. As a re-
sult, critical IT systems are rarely fully developed before business process changes
are implemented. Instead, they are phased in over several years, forcing VBA to rely
on an inconsistent mix of old and new IT systems, as well as an endless stream of
suboptimal workaround solutions. While it may be understandable from a purely
budgetary view to stretch out development and deployment of new IT systems, it
is a failure from a functional perspective. Providing only partial IT solutions inevi-
tably results in a loss of productivity, and often leads to lower quality and less accu-
rate decisions on claims and appeals by veterans. For example, similar problems
caused by inadequately developed technology can be seen in the VR&E’s $12 million
IT debacle and the education service’s continuing problems in making accurate pay-
ments under the new GI Bill program.

Unfortunately, VBA has a long list of pending IT funding requests, forcing it to
prioritize and, thereby, delay many IT projects that could have led to better, more
timely outcomes for veterans. In order to achieve the fullest gains of both produc-
tivity and quality possible, the IBVSOs recommend that Congress provide VBA with
full funding upfront to develop new IT systems and reprogram existing ones. For
FY 2020, the IBVSOs recommend that an additional $50 million be added to the
IT budget to accelerate critical IT projects, particularly those related to programs
within VBA.

Homeless Issues

VA’s homeless programs are comprehensive including medical, dental, and mental
health services, as well as specialized programs for post-traumatic stress disorder,
sexual trauma, substance use disorder (SUD), and vocational rehabilitation. VA
adopted a model of housing veterans first, rather than requiring them to be in re-
covery or treatment for mental health or SUDs prior to receiving housing assistance.
Homeless prevention coordinators and peer mentors are essential to the success of
the program and help veterans navigate the system to get the services they need.
VA should consider increasing the use of peer specialists, particularly those who are
in recovery from SUDs and/or have experienced homelessness. Peers who have had
similar experiences are often able to connect on a more personal level and can help
homeless veterans overcome challenges, actively engage in treatment, and maintain
healthy, sober lifestyles. While VA’s comprehensive services, efforts, and approach
to ending homelessness among veterans is effective overall, the National Coalition
for Homeless Veterans recommends increased funding for the Supportive Services
for Veterans Families program - the only program targeted at those at risk of losing
housing. This would allow VA to maintain these prevention efforts, expand the pro-
gram to new communities, and focus on innovative approaches to prevent more vet-
erans from becoming homeless. The IBVSOs recommend that VA address the unique
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risks associated with subpopulations of homeless veterans, particularly women, mi-
norities, those with serious, chronic mental illness or traumatic brain injuries, and
aging veterans. VA should also continue to develop relationships with community
providers that supplement current services and ensure its programs remain effective
and flexible. The IBVSOs commend VA and the Department of Housing and Urban
Development (HUD) for establishing a new pilot program to provide grants to make
housing more accessible for low-income veterans with physical disabilities. VA
should continue to grow its Enhanced Use Lease program, and work in partnership
with HUD on project-based HUD-Veterans Affairs Supportive Housing vouchers, in
order to spur the construction of critically needed affordable housing for homeless
veterans with the highest needs.

Special Adaptive Housing

VA’s Specially Adaptive Housing (SAH) grant program helps veterans with cer-
tain service-connected disabilities to live independently in a barrier-free environ-
ment by providing critical housing adaptations. The accessibility provided through
this program greatly increases the quality of life for these veterans, but to qualify,
the individuals must endure a lengthy and cumbersome process. The controlling au-
thorities governing the program are outlined in title 38 United States Code 1717,
38 Code of Federal Regulation (CFR) 17.150 and CFR 17.3100 - 17.3130. Veterans
Health Administration (VHA) Directive 1173.14 entitled, “Home Improvements and
Structural Alterations Program,” establishes uniform policy, processes, and proce-
dures governing VA’s Home Improvements and Structural Alteration program.

The IBVSOs’ first concern with the SAH program is a veteran’s inability to locate
a responsible and experienced contractor to complete SAH modifications. One of the
complicating factors with the program is that a veteran must submit three bids to
VA as part of the SAH process. Normally, this would not be difficult for a home-
owner who is completing a typical project. However, there are very few contractors
who have experience making home modifications for disability access. If a veteran
resides in a rural area, it is even more difficult to find an appropriate contractor.

SAH requires a lot of paperwork and procedures, all of which can lead to frustra-
tions and delays. VA will often ask repeatedly for the same paperwork making the
process very redundant. Consequently, many contractors are not willing to work
with VA. Furthermore, VA is known to take a long time to pay SAH contractors,
so they must complete the work before being compensated. This results in contrac-
tors having to carry construction costs on their own. Normally, contractors have a
payment schedule, so they are not forced to do this. To improve the relationship be-
tween contractors and VA, we recommend that VA work more closely with building
associations to educate their members about SAH. Such relationships would not
only ensure that contractors have more knowledge about the required paperwork,
but they could also lead to improved processes as VA learns more from contractors
about how to facilitate their participation.

The IBVSOs’ second concern is the timeliness of modifications. Our field employ-
ees say many veterans are waiting an average of 6-8 months (up to two years in
some cases) to have the modifications completed. The ability to safely live independ-
ently is a common goal of SAH eligible veterans and any processes that foster delays
must be addressed.

For example, the average person diagnosed with ALS (Lou Gehrig’s disease) gen-
erally lives two to five years after diagnosis. Many veterans represented by our or-
ganizations rarely live past one year after diagnosis. Therefore, timely completion
of SAH modifications is imperative. There have been instances where veterans have
passed away before the modifications have been completed. The very nature of ALS
presents different circumstances than those present for many other SAH eligible
veterans. For veterans who have been diagnosed with ALS, their health declines so
quickly it is imperative they receive modifications as soon as possible to improve the
quality of what life they have left. The IBVSOs believe that the cases of veterans
with terminal illnesses, like ALS, should be prioritized. If VA is unwilling to do so,
then Congress must pass legislation directing it.

Finally, the IBVSOs are concerned about consistency in the administration of the
SAH program. Often the quality and speed of the work seems to depend entirely
on the geographic location of the veteran. This is troubling based on the fact that
compared to other programs, SAH is very small. It should not be as difficult for VA
to maintain a standard across the board. Veterans should not be punished for where
they choose to live. Instead, they should be able to receive quality service regardless
of the location of their residence.

Veteran Unemployment
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Veterans with disabilities continue to struggle in the job market with lower labor
force participation rates compared to veterans without disabilities. Employment
challenges are even greater for veterans with the highest disability ratings. Vet-
erans who have a disability rating of less than 30 percent were about 40 percent
more likely to be engaged in the workforce than veterans with a 60 percent or high-
er disability rating. Only about four in every ten veterans with a 60 percent or high-
er disability rating participated in the labor force in 2017. This growing labor force
participation disparity exists for veterans (Gulf War-era II) who have served on Ac-
tive duty since September of 2001. Bureau of Labor Statistics data showed that Gulf
War-era II veterans without a disability were 12 percent more likely to be in the
labor force than Gulf War-era II veterans with disabilities.

Fourth Administration

In order to further strengthen VA’s education/economic opportunities and transi-
tion programs, the IBVSOs support the Veterans’ Education Transition, and Oppor-
tunity Prioritization Plan Act of 2019 (VET OPP Act) which would separate from
the VBA programs under the purview of the Office of Economic Opportunity (OEO)
and elevate them by creating a new fourth administration within VA with a new
Under Secretary for Economic Opportunity and Transition. The new Veterans Eco-
nomic Opportunity and Transition Administration (VEOTA) would include critical
programs such as VR&E, the GI Bill, and the Transition Assistance Program (TAP)
for transitioning service members.

At present, VA is comprised of three administrations: VBA, the VHA, and the Na-
tional Cemetery Administration. VBA includes not only compensation and pension
programs for veterans, but also education programs, VR&E, home loan, veteran-
owned business programs, and the broadly defined transition program, which is
shared with DoD and the Departments of Labor (DOL) and Homeland Security. All
of these programs are currently overseen by the OEO which is to be led by a Deputy
Under Secretary. However, that position has been left vacant for years and it does
not appear that the vacancy will be filled any time soon.

Currently, the OEO programs inside VBA must compete for resources and focus
with the Compensation, Pension and Insurance programs, of which compensation is
by far the largest and tends to dominate the attention of VBA leadership and per-
sonnel. Because of the scale and scope of the claims and appeals processing reforms
in recent years, it has too often been hard for VA’s economic opportunity (EO) pro-
grams to compete for adequate funding, specialized resources, and other
prioritization. For example, while VBA has boosted resources to support the mod-
ernization and streamlining of the claims and appeals process for the past several
years, other important programs such as VR&E have actually seen a stagnation of
resources and oversight. Between 2014 and 2018, VR&E participation increased by
approximately 17 percent while the funding rose less than two percent.

We understand that this type of transformation needs to be done carefully, and
there are a few concerns that still need to be addressed. We question the need to
place an arbitrary cap on staffing for the new VEOTA in the legislation. In recent
years, the IBVSOs have often joined other advocates calling for an increase in the
staffing levels of the VR&E service to help achieve the 1:125 counselor-to-client ratio
mandated by Congress. While the bill’s FTE cap of 23,692 may be sufficient, we be-
lieve staffing and funding requests should be based on need, not arbitrary caps.

We understand that VA remains opposed to this legislation. However, given the
recent management and oversight issues involving implementation of the Forever
GI Bill, and VR&E IT management, we believe the creation of the VEOTA could
strengthen VA’s oversight of EO programs. In addition, there still remain unan-
swered questions about how VA should reorganize the new VEOTA in order to
maximize resource sharing between employees at VA Regional Offices, minimize du-
plication of services and management, and ensure clear lines of authority and over-
sight. We would recommend that VA be required to put forward a comprehensive
organizational and operations plan, with measurable milestones, prior to the
changeover in order to ensure a smooth transition.

Department of Labor Veterans’ Employment and Training Service (VETS)

The Department of Labor Veterans’ Employment and Training Service (VETS)
prepares transitioning service members for civilian careers through the TAP em-
ployment workshops. More than 6,000 workshops are conducted each fiscal year and
VETS works closely with the DoD, VA, and other stakeholders to help meet the em-
ployment needs of transitioning service members and their spouses. TAP employ-
ment workshops are provided on military installations, both domestically and
abroad, and are facilitated by an all-contract staff. If fully funded, VETS plans to
deliver services to approximately 150,000 transitioning service members and
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spouses in FY2020 - a rate that is expected to remain fairly constant for several
years.

FY 2020 will be the first full year implementing changes to TAP enacted in the
FY 2019 National Defense Authorization Act, and extra resources were requested
in both TAP and federal administration budgets to oversee these improvements. The
additional funding would enhance the quality of employment support services for
transitioning service members, with a focus on improved outcomes. It also allows
VETS to develop and implement a course curriculum to help military spouses which,
in turn, would help reduce the number of military families that are at risk for
homelessness. At a minimum, Congress should fund DOL’s FY2020 request of
$29,379,000 for the VETS program, but additional resources may be warranted upon
closer examination of the program and its planned expansion projects.

Many veterans who served honorably and were discharged in good health, later
acquire significant disabilities. As a consequence, eligible veterans qualify for the
VA nonservice-connected pension. VA pension is often likened to Supplemental Se-
curity Income (SSI) under Social Security. However, SSI recipients have access to
a work incentive program whereby their public benefit is gradually reduced as their
earned income rises. Unlike SSI recipients, VA pensioners face a “cash cliff” in
which benefits are terminated once an individual crosses an established earnings
limit. Because of a modest work record, many of these veterans or their surviving
spouses may also receive a small Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) benefit
that supplements their VA pension. If these individuals attempt to return to the
workforce, not only is their SSDI benefit terminated, but their VA pension benefits
are reduced dollar for dollar by their earnings.

In 1984, under Public Law 98-543, Congress authorized VA to establish a four-
year pilot program of vocational training for veterans awarded a VA pension. Mod-
eled on the Social Security Administration’s trial work period, veterans in the pilot
program were allowed to retain eligibility for VA pension up to 12 months after ob-
taining employment. Also, they remained eligible for VA health care up to three
years after their pension terminated because of employment. The pilot program ran
from 1985 to 1989, and achieved some modest success. However, the pilot was dis-
continued before VA implemented eligibility reform, because most catastrophically
disabled veterans were reluctant to risk their access to VA health care by working.
The VA Office of Policy, Planning, and Preparedness examined the VA pension pro-
gram in 2002 and, though small in number, seven percent of unemployed veterans
on a pension and nine percent of veteran spouses on a pension cited the dollar-for-
dollar reduction in VA pension benefits as a disincentive to work. Now that veterans
with catastrophic nonservice-connected disabilities retain access to VA health care,
loss of access to medical care is no longer an impediment to work, but the VA pen-
sion cash cliff remains a barrier. Congress should reexamine work disincentives in
the VA pension program, and policies toward earnings should be changed to parallel
those in the SSI program.

Proposed Legislation

Finally the IBVSOs would like to address some of the proposed legislation from
VA contained within this year’s budget request.

VA is proposing to expand the scope of VA’s EUL authority to include projects
that provide supportive housing, and projects that provide services and/or mixed
uses, which incorporate other important benefits to veterans. The IBVSOs support
expansion of EUL in any substantive efforts to curb the homeless veterans issue fac-
ing far too many of our brothers and sisters. Expanding VA’s EUL authority to
allow for redevelopment of other types of facilities will allow VA to attract private
financing to address its infrastructure needs.

VA is seeking to amend title 38 U.S.C. § 3699 to extend the restoration of entitle-
ment to educational assistance for veterans affected by school closure or dis-
approval, implemented by section 109 of the Howard W. Colmery Veterans Edu-
cational Assistance Act of 2017 (Forever GI Bill), to apply to vocational rehabilita-
tion programs provided under chapter 31. The IBVSOs believe any veteran affected
by sudden school closures should have their benefits restored, and supports the in-
clusion of Chapter 31 benefits to section 109 of the Forever GI Bill.

Lastly, the IBVSOs strongly oppose all legislative proposals included in the budg-
et that would reduce benefits to veterans that were earned through their service.
The round down of the cost of living adjustment for five years proposal is a not an
acceptable option. Veterans earn their benefits from years of service to our nation,
and decreasing those benefits to balance a budget is a proposal that the IBVSOs
oppose. The federal budget should not seek financial savings at the expense of bene-
fits earned by veterans and their families.
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Mr. Chairman, this concludes our testimony. Again, the IBVSOs thank you and
the Ranking Member for the opportunity to testify on these important issues before
this Subcommittee. We are prepared to take any questions you or the Subcommittee
members may have.

——

STATEMENT OF LARRY L. LOHMANN

Chairman Levin, Ranking Member Bilirakis, and Members of the Committee; on
behalf of Brett P. Reistad, National Commander of the largest veteran service orga-
nization in the United States representing nearly two million members; we welcome
the opportunity to comment on specific funding programs of the Department of Vet-
erans Affairs (VA) in the federal budget.

The American Legion is a resolution-based organization directed and driven by ac-
tive Legionnaires who dedicate their money, time, and resources to the continued
service of veterans and their families. Our positions are guided by 100 years of ad-
vocacy and resolutions that originate at the grassroots level of the organization -
local American Legion posts and veterans in every congressional district across the
United States. The headquarters staff of The American Legion works daily on behalf
of veterans, military personnel, and our communities through our roughly 20 na-
tional programs and thousands of outreach programs led by our posts across the
country.

As VA continues to serve the veterans of this nation, it is vital the Secretary has
the necessary tools and resources to ensure they receive timely, professional, and
courteous service - they have earned it. The American Legion calls on this Congress
to ensure that funding for VA is maintained by implementing the president’s budget
request. At a time when most federal agencies are experiencing a decrease in their
respective budgets, the hope of The American Legion is that VA, with assistance
from these critical committees, receive a much-needed increase.

Education

VA requests $223.5 million in budget authority to fund discretionary portions of
Education Service to include administrative expenses for 1,985 FTE.

The American Legion supports the President’s FY 2020 Budget request for Edu-
cation. Though the President’s budget requests $6.1 million less (-2.7%) than the
2019 current estimate; this request will provide sufficient funding and staffing lev-
els for Education Service to continue providing access to timely and accurate deliv-
ery of education benefits.

Since the passage of the Harry W. Colmery Veterans Educational Assistance Act
of 2017, VBA hired an additional 202 temporary employees to implement multiple
provisions of the bill. The additional Full-Time Employees (FTE) primarily focused
on processing claims resulting from significant changes to eligibility criteria and ex-
panding program usage. In the summer of 2018, problems began when VA’s benefit-
processing system buckled under complex new formulas for GI Bill students. As a
result, scores of veterans waited weeks or months to be paid and fell victim to VA’s
decades-old technology that The American Legion and lawmakers warned for
months would do what it did, fail.

To address these IT issues, VA determined additional FTE would be required for
the entirety of 2019. This change increased FTE by 65, which is the net effect of
having the 202 employees onboard longer throughout 2019 than initially planned.
Recognizing the temporary necessity of these additional FTE, The American Legion
does not see an issue with the 2.7% decrease for education funding in FY 2020.

While the proposed budget is sufficient, The American Legion shares the senti-
ment of many in Congress and among the major stakeholders that VA must provide
greater focus on the economic concerns of our veterans, and ensure education serv-
ices meet the standards of excellence veterans deserve.

The American Legion has long been concerned programs in the VA that provide
assistance related to economic opportunity to veterans, their dependents, and sur-
vivors have been overlooked. The landscape of education benefits has evolved rap-
idly from the Montgomery to the Post-9/11 GI Bill and the essential implementation
requirements of the Harry W. Colmery Veterans Educational Assistance Act.

More veterans are using VA educational and vocational rehabilitation benefits to
go to school than a decade ago, which led to the creation of VetSuccess on Campus
(VSOC) to cater to the growing student veteran population. Congress needs to con-
tinue investing on campus-based support resources for student veterans to include
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expansion of the VSOC program or additional programs reinforcing peer-to-peer
support or grant funds to develop Veteran Centers of Excellence.

Congress must also work closely with the Department of Education and VA to en-
sure taxpayer dollars are spent responsibly at reputable institutions. Legislation ad-
dressing the 90/10 loophole, requiring transparency, and regular reporting will en-
sure student veterans are given the right resources to utilize their benefits properly,
maintaining the fiduciary duty to the American taxpayer.

Housing

VA requests $154.0 million in reimbursement authority from credit administration
accounts, $441 thousand in reimbursements from the United States Department of
Agriculture (USDA), and $20.8 million in budget authority to fund the discre-
tionary portion of the Specially Adapted Housing (SAH) program.

The American Legion supports the President’s FY 2020 Budget request for hous-
ing, but requests Congress review procedures. Too many of our veterans and their
families face significant housing challenges, aggravated by issues like unemploy-
ment, age, and service-related disabilities. The Special Housing Adaptation (SHA)
grant and Special Adaptive Housing (SAH) grant processes have many require-
ments. Some requirements have cumbersome and lengthy procedures.

Once eligibility has been established, VA assigns a SAH agent to each veteran to
provide guidance and assistance in preparing and collecting required documents and
exhibits. After the grant is approved, SAH agents deliver the SAH grant benefit by
meeting with veterans at their existing or desired future residence to provide an
overview of the grant process. SAH staff members assess the residences and provide
hands-on guidance and suggestions for incorporating home modifications to improve
mobility and promote independence. The primary focus of the grant program is to
provide safe and reliable options for getting in and out of the home, provide acces-
sible bathroom and shower facilities, and ensure the home has adequate space in
passageways (doors, open areas, hallways, etc.) for accessible entry and exit to and
from the home. Other adaptations can be incorporated based on the veteran’s dis-
ability.

After identifying the needs of the veteran, SAH staff provide guidance and over-
sight for new or existing home construction to ensure the completion of required ad-
aptations. SAH staff manages projects during ongoing development and serves as
a liaison between the veteran and the contractor completing the construction. SAH
staff completes the project by conducting final field reviews to assess the outcome
and ensure the veteran’s unique mobility needs were addressed.

Unfortunately, the SAH grant and the SHA grant processes may take a consider-
able amount of time. Veterans with terminal illnesses and severely restricting dis-
abilities do not have time to wait. Veterans with terminal illnesses often do not sur-
vive long enough to receive the SAH benefits they have earned.

Although VA will expedite the claims for veterans who have terminal illnesses,
they do not prioritize cases. Congress should pass legislation to provide VA with the
authority to prioritize the SAH claims of terminally ill veterans. Further, through
Resolution No. 357, Support Veterans Housing Repair and Modification for Pilot
Program, The American Legion urges Congress to create a veterans housing pilot
program for home rehabilitation and modification to augment programs like the
Specially Adaptive Housing Program, to allow veterans service organizations and
housing nonprofits to combine their resources with other federal funding by apply-
ing for grants through the Department of Housing and Urban Development. !

Through partnerships and hands-on volunteering, The American Legion works
hard every day to improve the lives of veterans and their families. Through partner-
ships like Team Depot, a collaboration with The Home Depot, volunteer Legion-
naires, as well as other stakeholders, devote thousands of hours each year to build-
ing and repairing homes for those who have served. Instituting a pilot program that
allows veterans service organizations to help veterans who are low-income or dis-
abled and who own their homes or are living in the owner-occupied home of a family
member would be beneficial to local communities and the country as a whole.

1The American Legion Resolution No. 357: Support Veterans Housing Repair and Modifica-
tion Pilot Program (Aug 2016)
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Employment Benefits

VA requests $245.4 million in budget authority to fund discretionary portions of the
VR&E Program to include administrative expenses for 1,663 FTE.

The American Legion supports the President’s FY 2020 Budget request for Em-
ployment benefits. The Vocational Rehabilitation and Employment (VR&E) Program
provides comprehensive services and assistance enabling veterans with service-con-
nected disabilities and employment handicaps to achieve maximum independence in
daily living, become employable, and maintain suitable employment. After a veteran
is found to be entitled to VR&E, a vocational rehabilitation counselor helps the vet-
eran identify a proper employment goal and determines the appropriate services
necessary to achieve their goal. Once a veteran’s claim has been adjudicated
through the appeals process, the next step is approval and access to utilize the
VR&E program.

The American Legion is pleased to see in VA’s budget proposal the intention to
meet the congressional mandate of a 1:125 counselor-to-client ratio. The American
Legion has sought this compliance associated with VR&E for some time and notably
at our 2016 National Convention passed Resolution No. 345: Support for Vocational
Rehabilitation and Employment Program Hiring More Counselors and Employment
Coordinators. 2 However, our optimism is guarded because the compliance, in part
appears to be aided not only by additional funding but also by a 5% decrease in
VR&E participants. 3

The American Legion is thankful and proud to have worked closely with this com-
mittee and others in Congress to reach this goal. We remain concerned with the de-
crease in participants in the program as it is a beneficial program for disabled vet-
erans. In the same vein, we urge Congress through Resolution No. 336 to Support
Legislation that Would Change the 12—Year Delimiting Date for Eligibility to Chap-
ter 31 Benefits, to eliminate the 12-year expiration date for chapter 31 benefits. 4

The standard period of eligibility for VR&E benefits is limited to 12-years from
the date of separation from military service or the date of notification by VA of a
service-connected disability rating. Unfortunately, not all disabled veterans are
aware of their possible eligibility when separating from their service and some may
not need VR&E until later in their career. Congress must eliminate the 12-year de-
limiting period for VA Chapter 31 Vocational Rehabilitation and Employment
(VR&E) services to ensure disabled veterans with employment handicaps, including
those who qualify for independent living services, qualify for VR&E services for the
entirety of their employable lives.

Assisting Homeless Veterans

VA requests $1.8 billion for homeless programs, maintaining the significant funding
provided in 2019 and increasing funds by $179 million above the 2018 level, to
provide the type of resources most needed where they are most needed across the
country.

The American Legion believes that homeless veteran programs should be granted
sufficient funding to provide supportive services such as, but not limited to: out-
reach, healthcare, rehabilitation, case management, personal finance planning,
transportation, vocational counseling, employment, and education. In that vein, we
support the proposed funding in the president’s budget and urge Congress to appro-
priate the funds.

Furthermore, The American Legion continues to place particular priority on the
issue of veteran homelessness. With veterans making up approximately 9% of our
nation’s total adult homeless population, there is plenty of reason to give this issue
special attention. Along with various community partners, The American Legion re-
mains committed to seeing VA’s goal of ending veteran homelessness come to fru-
ition. Our goal is to ensure that every community across America has programs and
services in place to get homeless veterans into housing (along with necessary

2The American Legion Resolution No. 345: Support for Vocational Rehabilitation and Employ-
ment Program Hiring More Counselors and Employment Coordinators (Aug 2016)

3Volume III Benefits and Burial Programs and Departmental Administration, U.S Depart-
ment of Veteran Affairs, https:/www.va. gov/budget/docs/summary/
fy202OVAbudgetvolumeIIIbeneﬁtsBumalProgramsAndDeptmentalAdmlmstratlon pdf (last vis-
ited Apr 26, 2019).

4The American Legion Resolution No. 336: Support Legislation that Would Change the 12—
Year Delimiting Date for Eligibility to Chapter 31 Benefits (VA’s Vocational Rehabilitation and
Employment Program) (Aug 2016)
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healthcare/treatment) while connecting those at-risk veterans with the local services
and resources they need. We hope to see that with the expansion of assistance af-
forded to homeless veterans and their dependents, there will also be an increase in
funding to support. We estimate that an additional $10 million annually will be suf-
ficient to accomplish this goal.

Additionally, we have concerns about cuts to the Supplemental Nutritional Assist-
ance Program (SNAP). SNAP is the largest nutritional assistance program adminis-
tered by the United States Department of Agriculture and serves as a critical social
safety net program in the United States. While veterans’ homelessness programs re-
main unchanged in the FY20 budget, many other programs outside of VA have seen
proposed reductions in their funding. Almost 1.4 million veterans live in households
that participate in SNAP, according to the analysis of data performed by the Center
on Budget and Policy Priorities from the Census Bureau’s American Community
Survey.® While not intended to impact veterans directly, cuts across the social net-
work could make a negative impact contributing to veterans’ quality of life and
homelessness.

Transitioning Programs

VA requests $82.4 million in budget authority to fund the discretionary portions of
TED to include administrative expenses for 37 FTE.

The American Legion supports VA’s request for $82.4 million but urges Congress
to exercise its oversight powers to ensure appropriate spending. VA’s Transition and
Economic Development (TED) office was newly established in 2018 to support the
transition from military-to-civilian life and accelerate the economic empowerment
and development of transitioning servicemembers, veterans, and their families. VA
established this office to ensure the entire period of military transition readiness,
from 365 days before separation through the first year of civilian life is efficient and
thorough. TED is intended to ensure through a coordinated effort that
servicemembers leaving the military have an understanding of, and easy access to,
all benefits and resources they are entitled once they have separated from military
service.

A key area of focus for TED is the Transition Assistance Program (TAP), a joint
program administered by the U.S. Departments of Defense (DoD), Department of
Labor (DoL) and VA. TAP is charged with providing veterans a successful transition
from military to civilian life. The American Legion supports the President’s pro-
posed budget, however, is still wary about whether TED is sufficiently staffed as the
budget equates to approximately $2.4 million per FTE. We urge Congress to exercise
its oversight powers to ensure prudent management of taxpayer dollars.

Further, we urge Congress to pass legislation optimizing the TAP program. As
stated, the goal of TAP is to ease the adjustment of separating servicemembers dur-
ing the difficult transition from Active duty into civilian life by offering job search
assistance, medical/health services, the advising of available benefits, and other re-
lated counseling. The American Legion believes TAP represents an essential step to-
ward providing transitioning servicemembers, and their families, with the informa-
tion they need to transition into civilian life successfully.

TAP is now mandated for all servicemembers and optional for their spouses. How-
ever, TAP provides a tremendous amount of information, which at times can be in-
credibly intricate, overwhelming, or even excessive to a particular participant. DoL’s
portion, which is three-days long, is responsible for most of that information. The
American Legion recommends that the course be mandated for servicemembers at
different intervals of their careers before separation or transitioning into the civilian
sector along with pre-counseling for those servicemembers intending to leave the
military.

The American Legion recognizes the vast difference between a transitioning
servicemember who served one enlistment in contrast to a transitioning
servicemember who is retiring after 20 years of service. This difference includes, but
is not limited to, servicemembers who are being separated for medical reasons and
other unexpected reasons. TAP is presently five-days long with an optional two-day
class. According to a November 2017 GAO report, less than 15 percent of
transitioning servicemembers have attended the two-day courses. Not every

5Brynne K Jennings , SNAP Helps Almost 1.4 Million Low-Income Veterans, Including Thou-
sands in Every State Center on Budget and Policy Priorities (2018), https://www.cbpp.org/re-
search/food-assistance/snap-helps-almost-14-million-low-income-veterans-including-thousands-
in#—ftnl (last visited Apr 26, 2019).
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servicemember transitions for the same reason, servicemembers should be afforded
the opportunity to participate in training that fits their post-service objectives.

Conclusion

The American Legion thanks this committee for the opportunity to elucidate the
position of the nearly 2 million veteran members of this organization. For additional
information regarding this testimony, please contact Mr. Larry Lohmann, Senior As-
sociate of The American Legion Legislative Division at (202) 861-2700 or
llohmann@legion.org.

———

WILLIAM HUBBARD
Chairman Levin, Ranking Member Bilirakis and Members of the Subcommittee:

Thank you for inviting Student Veterans of America (SVA) to submit our testi-
mony on the fiscal year 2020 budget submission of the Department of Veterans Af-
fairs (VA). Established in 2008, SVA is a national nonprofit founded to empower
student veterans as they transition to civilian life by providing them with the re-
sources, network support, and advocacy needed to succeed in higher education.

With over 1,500 Campus Chapters across the U.S. and in four countries overseas,
serving over 750,000 student veterans and military-connected students, SVA estab-
lishes a lifelong commitment to each student’s success, from campus life to employ-
ment, through local leadership workshops, national conferences, and top-tier em-
ployer relations. As the largest chapter-based student organization in America, we
are a force and voice for the interests of veterans in higher education, and SVA
places the student veteran at the top of our organizational pyramid.

Edward Everett, our nation’s 20th Secretary of State, and the former President
of Harvard University was famously quoted as stating, “Education is a better safe-
guard of liberty than a standing army.” While we have the finest military that the
world has ever known, the sentiment remains; the importance of education to our
nation’s national security continues to be critical.

We will discuss our general concerns with the current budgetary process’ impact
on student veterans, concerns specific to VA’s budget request, and suggestions to
strengthen how VA supports student veterans.

The Current Budget Process

Concerns with the lack of regular order around the budget and appropriations
processes are consistent talking points among the larger veteran advocacy commu-
nity, and even more broadly throughout Washington; nevertheless, the need for con-
sistent and predictable government funding is more than worth reiterating. Even
with VA’s robust advance appropriation funding cycle, the step-and-repeat of con-
tinuing resolutions and looming threats of government shutdowns leave student vet-
erans with many questions and uncertainty, with recent examples demonstrating
the timeliness of these discussions.!

Student veterans and their families frequently interact with multiple government
agencies, which makes the need for reliable government funding an issue that tran-
scends the silos of VA. The need for regular order is especially apparent when con-
sidering the cycle of GI Bill payments, which typically ebb and flow in conjunction
with the beginning of each semester. The ability of the Veterans Benefits Adminis-
tration (VBA) to project upcoming increases in demand for GI Bill approvals is indi-
rectly linked to appropriate IT funding, as we publicly witnessed during the rollout
of several crucial provisions of the Forever GI 2Bill 3.

1Emily Wax-Thibodeaux, 11,000 disabled student veterans left without rent and expense
money due to computer glitch, THE WASHINGTON POST, Feb. 2, 2018, https:/
www.washingtonpost.com/news/checkpoint/wp/2018/02/02/11000-disabled-student-veterans-left-
without-rent-and-expense-money-due-to-computer-glitch/?utm—term=.4cf294f50380.

2Wentling, Nikki, “Federal watchdog: VA leadership failures are to blame for GI Bill payment
issues,” March 21, 2019, https:/www.stripes.com/federal-watchdog-va-leadership-failures-are-to-
blame-for-gi-bill-payment-issues-1.573672

3 Natalie Gross, Here’s what a government shutdown could mean for GI Bill users, MILITARY
TIMES, Jan. 19, 2018, https:/www.militarytimes.com/education-transition/education/2018/01/19/
heres-what-a-government-shutdown-could-mean-for-gi-bill-users/.
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SVA supports the recommendation of the Independent Budget to include an addi-
tional $50 million for IT infrastructure.4 We applaud the full committee’s continued
commitment to ensure VA’s budget, and the programs and services veterans use
across government, remains a priority for the whole of Congress.

Readjustment Benefits and Education Services in VA’s Budget Request

Through a combination of funding sources, the majority of which is newly appro-
priated funds, VA’s budget request calls for an estimated $14.06 billion in Readjust-
ment Benefits obligations in 2020 and $12.58 billion in Readjustment Benefits obli-
gations in 2021.5 These figures do not include discretionary funds necessary to ad-
minister these benefits.

Largely comprised of the education benefits which VA’s Education Services man-
ages, Readjustment Benefits serve as some of the most proactive and empowering
benefits available to veterans and their families. Readjustment benefits equip vet-
erans to return to the civilian workforce as the leaders and problem-solvers upon
which the future of our country’s economic prosperity desperately depends.

SVA acknowledges VA’s justification for reducing their baseline personal services
budget line item from $190.5 million in 2019 to $183.8 million in the 2020 request
due to a cut in Forever GI Bill implementation support staff. However, until the
new law is fully implemented, we encourage VA, and this congress, to provide the
full resources necessary, as the Department historically lacked the appropriate sup-
port and resulted in unacceptable late payments. 6

Through increased access to and participation in these benefits, budget obligations
should naturally continue to increase. We encourage the Subcommittee to think of
Readjustment Benefits as an integral part of the whole of VA when advocating for
appropriated funds-a macroeconomic net benefit in the truest sense of the concept.
While healthcare and disability compensation make up part of VA’s foundational
services, Readjustment Benefits are also a cornerstone of VA’s foundation.

As we noted during the Joint Veterans Committee annual hearing on policy prior-
ities for 2019, student veterans have led the way for all non-traditional students in
higher education, and this unique population is succeeding at remarkable rates.? In
many ways, the original GI Bill democratized higher education to all Americans.
Prior to 1944, the most Americans interested in pursuing higher education faced un-
realistic prospects; less than seven percent of Americans in 1944 had a bachelor’s
degree at the time. The GI Bill changed that by educating 49 percent of returning
World War II veterans from Europe and the Pacific.

These amazing women and men returned to the college campuses on the GI Bill
and led the democratization of higher education.® The Readjustment Benefits in
place today build on that storied history. They are at the core of what VA does best
for veterans and this country; we strongly encourage Congress to remember the im-
portance of Readjustment Benefits and Education Services when defining priorities
and aligning resources.

Vocational Rehabilitation and Education (VR&E) in VA’s Budget Request

The VR&E program provides services to veterans with service-connected disabil-
ities to prepare, find, and maintain employment. Currently, VR&E rehabilitation
services provide veterans five tracks to employment, including employment through
long-term services. This track largely focuses on the necessary training and edu-
cation needed to meet a veteran’s employment goals.® According to VA’s budget re-
quest, the VR&E program will see an increase in program participation and admin-
istration resource needs over the next two years. 10

SVA tracks student veterans concerns and feedback associated with the VR&E
program to better understand how the program could be strengthened. Themes

4The Independent Budget: Budget Recommendations Fiscal Years 2020 and 2021, Feb. 11,
2019. http:/www.independentbudget.org/pdf/funding.pdf

5U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, Office of Budget. FY 2020 Budget Submission. Avail-
able: https:/www.va.gov/budget/products.asp

6 Stewart, Emily. Vox. The VA’s latest issues paying student veterans their benefits, ex-
plained. Dec. 11, 2018. https://www.vox.com/policy-and-politics/2018/12/7/18129508/forever-gi-
bill-student-veterans-housing-wilkie

7Jared Lyon, Student Veterans of America Legislative Priorities of 2019, March 7, 2019,
htg;ﬁ://www.veterans.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/5%20—%208VA%20Testimony%2003.07.19.pdf

9U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, Eligibility and Entitlement, VOCATIONAL REHA-
BILITATION AND EMPLOYMENT (VR&E), https://www.benefits.va.gov/vocrehab/eligibility—
and—entitlement.asp.

107.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, Office of Budget. FY 2020 Budget Submission. Avail-
able: https:/www.va.gov/budget/products.asp
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within this feedback collected included: the large caseloads Vocational Rehabilita-
tion Counselors (VRC) must manage, the inconsistent VRC decisions, and frequent
turnover of VRCs. 11 We believe it is necessary to meet the current appropriations
demand that VA outlined; however, congress could also address some of the under-
lying resource issues that are contributing to those concerns and proactively im-
prove the VR&E program. 12

Given the highly individualized nature of the program, there is strong need to en-
sure proper VRC to veteran ratios as mandated in Public Law 114-223, which re-
quires one full-time employment equivalent (FTEE) for every 125 veterans.13 It is
unclear if those ratios are being met currently, and we encourage this Subcommittee
to hold VA accountable to that ratio in their budget request, though we appreciate
VA’s focus on achieving this target over the past fiscal year. Also, we continue to
urge this committee to encourage VA to increase the capped pay of VRCs to match
higher salary caps of similar Department of Education (ED) positions to aid in the
turnover of 14VRCs. 15

Forever GI Bill Implementation in VA’s Budget Request

In 2017, SVA led a coalition of more than 60 organizations to pass the most ex-
pansive higher education legislation in nearly a decade, and also the largest im-
provement of the Post-9/11 GI Bill-the Forever GI Bill. Signed into law on August
16th that year, the Forever GI Bill, officially titled the Harry W. Colmery Veterans
Education Assistance Act, made history thanks to this committee and the current
16congress 17.

The Forever GI Bill includes dozens of provisions that increase access to higher
education, reduce inequities within the benefit, and turn the GI Bill into a benefit
of service far beyond the current generation. Nearly all of the law’s provisions are
already in effect and benefiting student veterans across the country. While SVA was
proud to work alongside many members of this Subcommittee and their staffs to
pass the Forever GI Bill, we remain concerned about the success of the law’s ongo-
ing implementation, which must include sufficient appropriations and continued vig-
ilance to the implementation process. 18 The fall 2019 semester will be a crucial indi-
cator of this process, as many of the technically complex provisions should have
taken effect by this date.

In several oversight hearings this committee held last year, senior VA officials as-
sured the nation’s student veterans and this congress that late payments and fail-
ures associated with a lack of accountability at VA have been sufficiently ad-
dressed. 12 At the time, student veterans expressed the dire straits of the situation,
noting, “I'm about to lose everything that I own and become homeless. I don’t want

11Paul R. Varela, “A Review of VA’s Vocational Rehabilitation and Employment Program,”
HOUSE COMMITTEE ON VETERANS’ AFFAIRS SUBCOMMITTEE ON ECONOMIC OPPOR-
TUNITY, July 8, 2015, https:/www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/CHRG-114hhrg98685/pdf/CHRG—
114hhrg98685.pdf (turnover discussion on pg. 18).

12Benjamin L. Krause, J.D., National Association of Veterans Program Administrators
(NAVPA) Statement for Hearing - “A Review of VA’s Vocational Rehabilitation and Employment
Program,” HOUSE COMMITTEE ON VETERANS’ AFFAIRS, July 8, 2015, https:/archives-vet-
erans.house.gov/submission-for-the-record/mr-benjamin-l-krause-jd.

13 Continuing Appropriations and Military Construction, Veterans Affairs, and Related Agen-
cies Appropriations Act, 2017” Public Law 114-223, https://www.congress.gov/114/plaws/publ223/
PLAW-114publ223.pdf.

14 Glassdoor, US Department of Veterans Affairs Vocational Rehabilitation Counselor Salaries,
https://www.glassdoor.com/Salary/US-Department-of-Veterans-Affairs-Vocational-Rehabilitation-
Counselor-Salaries-E41429—D—KO034,69.htm (Indicating range of salaries from $49,799-
$95,000 based on salary reports and statistical methods).

15See generally National Association of Veterans’ Program Administrators, 2017 NAVPA Leg-
islative Agenda, http://www.navpa.org/2017-navpa-legislative-agenda/.

16Harry W. Colmery Veterans Education Assistance Act of 2017. Pub. L 115-48. 16 August
2017. Available: https://www.congress.gov/bill/115th-congress/house-bill/3218

17Gross, Natalie (2017). Military Times. “Trump signed the ‘Forever GI Bill.” Here are 11
things you should know”, https://www.militarytimes.com/education-transition/education/2017/08/
16/trump-signed-the-forever-gi-bill-here-are-11-things-you-should-know/

18 Hubbard, William, Testimony for Legislative Hearing on the Topic Of “An Update on the
Implementation of the Forever GI Bill,” Dec. 12, 2017, HOUSE COMMITTEE ON VETERANS’
AFFAIRS SUBCOMMITTEE ON ECONOMIC OPPORTUNITY, http:/docs.house.gov/meetings/
VR/VR10/20171212/106695/HHRG-115-VR10-Wstate-HubbardW-20171212.pdf.

19Wentling, Nikki, “Federal watchdog: VA leadership failures are to blame for GI Bill pay-
ment issues,” March 21, 2019, https://www.stripes.com/federal-watchdog-va-leadership-failures-
are-to-blame-for-gi-bill-payment-issues-1.573672
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to be that veteran on the street begging for change because I haven’t received what
I was promised.” 20

SVA commends VA and its staff for public outreach efforts to spread awareness,
and we commend the obvious dedication to successfully implementing the Forever
GI Bill; we remind all stakeholders that students, administrators, and advocates all
have a vested interest in transparent and timely communication. Most recently,
school administrators have communicated a lack of information from VA on how
these changes will affect the schools, and we encourage congress to work with VA
on addressing this crucial gap.

As detailed in VA’s budget request, the Department needs sufficient resources ap-
propriated to meet that goal.2! Specifically, while we appreciated the Forever GI
Bill’s language authorizing funds to meet some of the IT needs to implement the
new law, these funds have yet to be appropriated. We encourage the inclusion of
such appropriations to meet that need as soon as possible given the short implemen-
tation window student veterans face.

Improving the GI Bill Comparison Tool

In VA’s budget justification, the Department cites the GI Bill Comparison tool as
an important resource for prospective and current student veterans.22 Since incep-
tion in 2014, the GI Bill Comparison Tool has proved to be an invaluable source
of information for veterans trying to understand the value of their GI Bill as they
considered different education options. There are, however, important improvements
that would make the process of considering education options significantly better.
Additional IT budget resources should be devoted to implementing important con-
gressional mandates, and the GI Bill Comparison Tool is no exception.

As it stands, there is a lack of coordination between ED and VA with the College
Navigator, College Scorecard, and GI Comparison Tool, reducing the overall delivery
of powerful data 23to 24veterans.25 The Comparison Tool has unique and important
data, necessitating a separate tool from ED’s current options; no less, the underlying
data is not being effectively shared to deliver prospective students a complete view
of their options.

The current data running the Comparison Tool is largely limited to VA’s inter-
nally available data, which is severely limited, notably excluding many student vet-
erans who run out of benefits or elect alternative funding sources. Student veterans
should be able to rate their schools, thereby affording future student veterans direct
consumer feedback similar to Amazon’s verified user rating system.

In 2013, Public Law 112-249 mandated the statutory requirement for VA to
launch, “centralized mechanism for tracking and publishing feedback from stu-
dents,” similar to ‘Amazon reviews,” yet this functionality is still missing. 26 SVA ap-
preciates the continued availability to the raw data powering the GI Bill Compari-
son Tool, which affords external entities to run complementary research and anal-
ysis to support additional feedback to VA and policymakers.

Finally, we encourage VA to develop a mechanism to maintain closed schools
within the tool, versus having them merely disappear. This disappearance of schools
from the tool also applies to associated data, leaving significant gaps in the overall
picture.

Strengthening VA to Support Student Veterans

SVA is a solution-oriented organization and we appreciate the willingness to col-
laboratively address our concerns alongside the members of this Subcommittee. Our
concerns with VA’s budget request have a common dominator: at present, VA is
lacking dedicated Under Secretary-level leadership on behalf of economic oppor-
tunity programs. To be clear, this 1s not a lack of leadership due to personality, but
instead a void of a sufficient leadership role for such programs in VA’s current en-

20 McCausland, Phil, NBC News, Veterans haven’t received GI Bill benefits for months due
to ongoing IT issues at VA, Nov. 11, 2018, https:/www.nbcnews.com/news/us-news/veterans-
haven-t-receive-gi-bill-benefits-months-due-ongoing-n934696

21 Department of Veterans Affairs, Office of Budget. FY 2020 Budget Submission. Available:
htggsi{/www.va.gov/budget/products.asp

I

23 College Navigator, National Center for Education Statistics, US Department of Education,
https:/nces.ed.gov/collegenavigator/, Accessed 01 March 2019

24 College Scorecard, US Department of Education, https:/collegescorecard.ed.gov/, Accessed
01 March 2019

25 GI Bill Comparison Tool, US Department of Veterans Affairs, https:/collegescorecard.ed.gov/
, Accessed 01 March 2019

26 Public Law 112-249, “Comprehensive Veterans Education Information Policy”, https:/
www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/PLAW-112publ249/pdf/PLAW-112publ249.pdf
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terprise structure. In other words, the VA bureaucracy is not currently designed to
properly support programs of future-focused empowerment.

Economic opportunity programs, largely comprised of readjustment benefits,
should be thought of as an integral part of the empowering, whole health model of
care VA prioritizes. Programs encompassed under the economic opportunity um-
brella, like the GI Bill and home loan guarantees, are proven success stories that
not only benefit veterans but the larger American economy. Specifically looking at
the GI Bill, in 2017 SVA released the National Veteran Education Success Tracker
(NVEST) in partnership with VA, which focuses on outcomes of student veterans
and demonstrates the return on investment of student veterans.27 The first of its
kind, it studied 854,000 individual records - every Post-9/11 GI Bill user from 2009
until the summer of 2015 - and showed the success of student veterans on campus.

NVEST outlines the many ways student veterans outperform their peers on cam-
pus. From higher grade point averages, a higher success rate, and a propensity to
obtain degrees in high demand fields, the data makes clear student veterans are
worth the investment America has made in them through the GI Bill. 28 Based on
this research, we support aligning economic opportunity-focused programs into a
distinct lane within VA known as the Economic Opportunity and Transition Admin-
istration. Presently, economic opportunity programs such as the GI Bill, home loan
guaranty, and many other empowering programs for veterans are buried within the
bureaucracy of VBA and functionally in competition against disability compensation
policy for internal resources.

On their public data site, VA proudly and rightly pronounces, “Economic competi-
tiveness isn’t just about employment; it encompasses overall employment, wealth,
independent living, housing, career mobility and educational attainment. VA is
proud to work alongside employment experts at the Department of Labor and policy
leaders in DoD to ensure we are in alignment with relevant trends and services
they offer to transitioning service members and veterans.”29 With economic oppor-
tunity as a stated priority of VA, we strongly support the establishment of an Under
Secretary of Economic Opportunity at VA, who would report directly to the Sec-
retary.

These programs are buried within the bureaucracy of VA and lack a true cham-
pion at the level of leadership these programs warrant, as demonstrated this past
year in VA’s failure to successfully implement the congressional mandates of the
Forever GI Bill a timely and transparent manner. SVA appreciates the recent cre-
ation of the Office of Transition and Economic Development (TED) within VBA, yet
this step further demonstrates VA’s lack of commitment to providing economic op-
portunity programs an Under Secretary-level leader to administer these programs
for veterans.

Over the past century, VA evolved to focus on compensating veterans for loss,
which worked for previous generations of veterans, but fails to address the future
needs of veterans, nor those of our nation. The reality of the 21st century and be-
yond demands the additional goal of empowering veterans to excel post-service.
Critically, this will further advance our nation’s goals of enhancing economic com-
petitiveness; a focus on veteran contributions to business and industry, to govern-
ments, to non-profit organizations, and to communities, and preparation through the
best education programs in our country will result in imperative returns on the tax-
payer’s investments.

To truly achieve “whole health” for veterans in the future economy, it is essential
we afford VA the opportunity to enrich the lives of veterans through the primacy
of VA’s economic opportunity programs, which may also play an important role as
a gateway to VA through exceptional interactions and services in programs impor-
tant to the future of veterans post-service. During several House Committee on Vet-
erans’ Affairs hearings in the last Congress, we've articulated our commitment to
elevating the economic opportunity programs at VA and identified the need to ad-

27 Cate, C. A., Lyon, J. S., Schmeling, J., & Bogue, B. Y. (2017). National Veteran Education
Success Tracker: A report on the academic success of student-veterans using the Post-9/11 GI
Bill. Washington, D.C.

281d.

29 Department of Veterans Affairs, “Understanding Economic Competitiveness in Relation to
Their Non-Veteran Counterparts.” Accessed March 16, 2018. https:/www.data.va.gov/story/eco-
nomic-opportunities-veterans.
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dress a lack of resource-focus on economic opportunity programs within the greater
scope of the overall 3°VA 3lpudget. 32

This proposal would flatten and streamline some of the bureaucracy of VA. With
proper safeguards in place, it would curb any expansion of government while pro-
viding economic opportunity and transition programs an accountable champion, re-
sulting in abundant improvements to support veterans:

e Increases Accountability. This proposal would provide for greater account-
ability and access to issues that empower veterans. It further prevents these
issues from being reduced in priority with shifting VBA leadership. At present,
the VBA leadership team has shown a commitment to economic opportunity
programs, but that support is tied to existing leadership. The creation of an
Economic Opportunity and Transition Administration would cement the impor-
tance of such programs with guaranteed leadership and accountability.

e Elevates Economic Opportunity Issues. Directly relevant to President
Trump’s Executive Order 13822, “Supporting Our Veterans during Their Tran-
sition from Uniformed Services to Civilian Life”, this proposal supports the im-
portance of transition, education, employment, and well-being33. Further, it
sends a strong message to veterans and the American public that economic op-
portunity issues truly matter and are important enough to have the leadership
of an Under Secretary. Giving a national voice to issues like home ownership,
education, training, and employment is a critically important measure. Further,
it provides a champion to engage with the Department of Education (DoEd) in
advancing higher education interests for veterans.

e Reduces Bureaucracy. Bureaucracy at VA has historically led to serious na-
tional challenges, and keeping economic opportunity issues buried at the bottom
of VBA is not the answer. This proposal flattens the bureaucracy of VA in favor
of the veteran, versus creating additional layers in the current structure or
overloading the structure. This was painfully apparent during the initially
botched implementation of certain provisions of the Forever GI Bill, as a lack
Ofl; lleadership within VBA resulted in technical failures and a dearth of account-
ability.

o Establishes Direct Counterpart. The Department of Labor (DoL) and the De-
partment of Defense (DoD) presently lack a direct and dedicated counterpart
within VA’s Under Secretary leadership for the programs that overlap the agen-
cies-any significant initiative must achieve multiple layers of approval before
reaching the customers: our country’s veterans. This proposal provides DoD and
DoL with a political appointee who can move important programs into the mod-
ern age, while supporting their missions more broadly for positive, holistic
interagency solutions.

e Supports “Whole Health.” A tragically elastic narrative exists around vet-
erans as either “broken or damaged.” In reality, veterans are fundamentally the
same as all other Americans-hard-working, community-oriented neighbors who
want what’s best for their families, and who thrive in higher education and ca-
reer when they have opportunity to access economic opportunity programs. Cre-
ation of an Under Secretary of Economic Opportunity will empower veterans to
be successful as they transition through improved education programs and bet-
ter employment opportunities. One of the major challenges facing veterans
today is “transition stress,” an issue an Under Secretary of Economic Oppor-
tunity would be keen to address via a robust portfolio of programs and services
veterans can rely on during transition to advance their, and our country’s, eco-

30 Hubbard, William. Testimony for Legislative Hearing on the Topic of “Legislative Hearing
on H.R. 1206, H.R. 3023, H.R. 3940, H.R. 4451, H.R. 4830, H.R. 4835, H.R. 5044, and a draft
bill entitled, ‘VA Home Loan Improvement Act of 2018’.” March 20, 2018, House Committee on
Veterans’ Affairs Subcommittee on Economic Opportunity, https:/docs.house.gov/meetings/VR/
VR10/20180320/108011/HHRG-115-VR10-Wstate-Hubbard W-20180320.pdf.

31 Augustine, Lauren. Testimony for Legislative Hearing on the Topic of “U.S. Department of
Veterans Affairs Fiscal Year 2019 Budget: Veterans Benefits Administration and the Board of
Veterans’ Appeals.” March 15, 2018, House Committee on Veterans’ Affairs Subcommittees on
Disability Assistance and Memorial Affairs, Economic Opportunity, http:/docs.house.gov/meet-
ings/VR/VR09/20180315/106968/HHRG-115-VR09-Wstate-AugustineL-20180315.pdf.

32Vangellow, Cassandra. Testimony for Oversight Hearing on the Topic of “A Review of VA’s
Vocational Rehabilitation and Employment Program.” May 17, 2018, House Committee on Vet-
erans’ Affairs Subcommittee on Economic Opportunity, https:/veterans.house.gov/calendar/
eventsingle.aspx?EventID=2160.

33 Executive Order 13822. Supporting Our Veterans During Their Transition From Uniformed
Service to Civilian Life. January 9, 2018. https:/www.federalregister.gov/documents/2018/01/12/
2018-00630/supporting-our-veterans-during-their-transition-from-uniformed-service-to-civilian-
life
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nomic interests.34 With better service and stronger outcomes, more veterans
will be apt to actually “Choose VA.”

We unabashedly recognize that bold initiatives are required to ensure our country
delivers the best outcomes possible for veterans, yet some apparently continue to
prefer to the status quo of heavily layered bureaucracy. Some have cited concerns
regarding “increased resource costs and creation of redundant roles.” Uniquely, this
proposal achieves the exact opposite outcome as it will streamline these programs
given a dedicated leader. Others have argued for continuing to give current leaders
at VA the chance to address and elevate these issues through their own work. For
decades VA has had the opportunity to elevate economic opportunity issues.

The approach of “wait and see” is really not an approach at all, but instead a
waiting game meant to guard the current system which continues to miss the mark
on providing veterans the level of service they deserve for the benefits they earned.
Waiting for the bureaucracy to change itself is ultimately misguided and unaccept-
ably short-sighted, as personality-dependent success is not a long-term solution to
these structural challenges.

Veterans’ organizations came out in force to support this overall concept when it
was previously introduced in congress, including: The Disabled American Veterans
(DAV), The Veterans of Foreign Wars (VFW), Vietnam Veterans of America (VVA),
and Iraq and Afghanistan Veterans of America (IAVA).35 Today, the current pro-
posal further simplifies the proposal of a Veteran Economic Opportunity and Transi-
tion Administration with no intention of statutorily affecting the DoL. VETS pro-
gram, a valued partner for transition and employment programs like VR&E. The
Independent Budget, an authoritative annual presentation of recommended funding
levels produced by American Veterans (AMVETS), DAV, Paralyzed Veterans of
America (PVA), and VFW has called for this change for years. 36

Last year, the American Enterprise Institute (AEI) published a compelling argu-
ment for restructuring VA in a piece titled, “Economic Opportunity, Transition As-
sistance, and the 21st-Century Veteran: The Case for a Fourth VA Administra-
tion.”37 AEI’s research concluded legislative language related to veterans creates a
powerful and sustained narrative related to this population; notably, language con-
sistent with a “deficit model;” words such as ‘broken’, ‘wounded’, ‘helpless’, etc.,
damage overall perceptions of this population wreaking further havoc on a wider au-
dience of veterans.

Conversely, language consistent with an “asset model,” such as ‘civic asset,” ‘suc-
cessful,” ‘leaders,’ etc., has the effect of improving the likelihood of achieving positive
transition and long-range experiences. This proposal is strongly in favor of a positive
narrative of veterans, as it proposes elevating issue areas the public widely views
as empowering such as education, employment, home ownership, and others.

We encourage this committee to consider investing significant data authorities in
this office to be able to effectively track, and one day project, the true impact em-
powered veterans have on the country’s economic health. For example, it’s known
that the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944, known as the original GI Bill, had
an economic output of $7 for every $1 dollar invested in that program. 38 Ins1ghts
such as these will be vital to establishing the long-term understanding of these pro-
grams. Further, we recommend this office produce a consolidated annual report re-
viewing program efficacy, tracking key metrics tied to outcomes instead of outputs.

VA publicly declares they, “lhave] a mission to help veterans maximize their eco-
nomic competitiveness and thus, increase the number of economic opportunities for
veterans and their families.” 39 This proposal will maximize the notion VA publicly

34Clark, James. For Most Vets, PTSD Isn’t the Problem, ‘Transition Stress’ Is. Here’s What
It Means, January 25, 2018, http: //taskandpurpose com/what-is-transition-stress/

35 United States. Cong House. Committee on Veterans Affairs. Legislative Hearing on H.R.
356; H.R. 832; H.R. 1994; H.R. 2133; H.R. 2275; H.R. 2344; H.R. 2360; H.R. 2361; and a draft
bill. Hearings, June 2, 2007. 114th Cong. 1st sess.

36 The Independent Budget for the Department of Veterans Affairs Budget (FY2012), 112th
Congress, http://www.independentbudget.org/2012/IB—FY2012.pdf

37 Burgess, Rebecca. American Enterprise Institute (2018). “Economic Opportunity, Transmon
Assistance, and the 21st-Century Veteran: The Case for a Fourth VA Administration,” http:/
www.aei. org/wp content/uploads/2018/03/Economic-Opportunity-Transition-Assistance- and-the-
21st-Century-Veteran.pdf.

38100th United States Congress, Joint Economic Committee, Subcommittee on Education and
Health of the Joint Economic Committee. “A Cost-Benefit Analysis of Government Investment
in Post-Secondary Education Under the World War II GI Bill,” December 14, 1988.

39 Department of Veterans Affairs, Understanding Economic Competitiveness in Relation to
Their Non-Veteran Counterparts. Accessed March 16, 2018. https:/www.data.va.gov/story/eco-
nomic-opportunities-veterans.
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espouses in empowering veterans to lead successful lives. Further demonstrating
this idea, the 1996 Congressional Commission on Servicemembers and Veterans
Transition Assistance once stated, “If employment is the door to a successful transi-
tion to civilian life, education will be the key to employment in the information
age.” 40 Future generations of veterans are counting on the success of this proposal,
and we are eager to work with this Congress and the White House to make it a
reality.

In addition to the proposed points for consideration outlined above, SVA supports
VA’s interest in amending 38 U.S.C. § 3699 to extend the restoration of entitlement
to educational assistance for Veterans affected by school closure or disapproval, im-
plemented by Section 109 of the Forever GI Bill, to apply to VR&E programs pro-
vided under 4'Chapter 4231. Any veteran affected by sudden school closures should
have their benefits restored to afford them the opportunity for continued success.

We thank the Chairman, Ranking Member, and the Subcommittee members for
your time, attention, and devotion to the cause of veterans in higher education. As
always, we welcome your feedback and questions, and we look forward to continuing
to work with this Subcommittee, the House Veterans’ Affairs Committee, and the
entire Congress to ensure the success of all generations of veterans through edu-
cation.

——

SAM SHELLENBERGER DEPUTY ASSISTANT SECRETARY

VETERANS' EMPLOYMENT AND TRAINING SERVICE
U.S. DEPARTMENT OF LABOR STATEMENT FOR THE RECORD

Introduction

Chairman Levin, Ranking Member Bilirakis, and distinguished Members of the
Subcommittee, thank you for the opportunity to provide a statement for the record
for this hearing, “Fiscal Year (FY) 2020 President’s Budget: Requests Related to
Veterans’ Readjustment Benefits.” I commend the Committee for its efforts to en-
sure that America fulfills its obligations to its veterans, their families, and their
caregivers. The Department of Labor (DOL or Department) provides training, em-
ployment services, and information related to the economic health of all workers
within an integrated network that continues to generate positive employment out-
comes for the men and women who have served our country.

The President’s FY 2020 budget reflects the Administration’s priorities to support
the American workforce. The President’s vision for America and the American work-
force is to empower our economy to each day create jobs that are safe and family
sustaining. The Department is working hard to: keep Americans safe in the work-
place; prevent discriminatory employment practices; safeguard retirement savings;
increase employment opportunities for all Americans; level the playing field for
working Americans through fair trade; collect, analyze, and disseminate essential
economic information; promote private-sector union democracy and financial integ-
rity; protect the interest of workers, and their families, who were injured or became
ill on the job; and ensure workers are paid what they have earned.

Veterans’ Employment and Training Service

The Veterans’ Employment and Training Service (VETS) is an integral part of the
Department and a budget priority for the Secretary. VETS mission is to prepare
America’s veterans, service members, spouses, and caregivers for meaningful ca-
reers, provide them with employment resources and expertise, protect their employ-
ment rights, and promote their employment opportunities. The new HIRE Vets Me-
dallion Program will encourage more employers to recruit, hire, and retain veterans.
Expanded apprenticeship opportunities will assist veterans in finding meaningful
and family-sustaining careers. VETS employees are dedicated to the mission of pro-
viding transitioning service members, veterans, and their spouses the employment
services they deserve.

40 https:/ntrl.ntis.gov/NTRL/dashboard/searchResults/titleDetail/PB2006113212.xhtml

4138 U.S. Code § 3699. Effects of closure or disapproval of educational institution, https:/
www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/text/38/3699

42Public Law 115-48, Section 109, https://www.congress.gov/115/plaws/publ48/PLAW—
115publ48.pdf
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In March, the Department’s Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) released its annual
report on the “Employment Situation of Veterans.” Some highlights from the report
include:

e The unemployment rate for all veterans fell to an 18-year low of 3.5 percent
in 2018.

e Unemployment for veterans who served on Active duty in the U.S. Armed
Forces since September 2001 dropped from 4.5 percent in 2017, to 3.8 percent
in 2018-the lowest rate recorded since BLS began collecting the data in 2006.

e The unemployment rate for women veterans fell to 3.0 percent in 2018.1

Unfortunately, military spouse unemployment is estimated to be at least two
times higher than the national average, and in a survey conducted in 2017, 50 per-
cent of military and recent veteran spouse respondents who were working part time
indicated a desire to work full time.2 Even with more than 7 million open jobs in
the country right now, these reports suggest well- qualified and credentialed mili-
tary spouses encounter challenges both with maintaining careers and transferring
their industry-recognized credentials between states.3 The Administration, includ-
ing the Department, are working to improve the employment prospects for these
spouses.

Recognizing that the veteran unemployment rate continues to reach historic lows,
the budget would provide an opportunity to modernize the ways we address the em-
ployment needs of transitioning service members, veterans, their spouses, and care-
givers by providing more targeted and tailored delivery of employment services.

For FY 2020, VETS is requesting $306,041,000, an increase of $6,000,000 from
the FY 2019 enacted level. The requested funding by program is:

o $29,379,000 for Transition Assistance Program

e $180,000,000 for Jobs for Veterans State Grants

e $3,414,000 for the National Veterans’ Training Institute

e $50,000,000 for Homeless Veterans’ Reintegration Program

o $43,248,000 for Federal Administration-USERRA Enforcement

TRANSITION ASSISTANCE PROGRAM (TAP)

Transitioning service members are a valuable resource to American communities,
and they bring the technical skills and leadership traits that employers look for. The
TAP for separating and retiring service members and their spouses, provided under
10 U.S.C. 1144, helps to smooth the transition from Active duty to civilian life. TAP
is a cooperative effort among DOL, the Department of Defense (DoD), the Depart-
ment of Education, the Department of Homeland Security, the Department of Vet-
erans Affairs (VA), the Small Business Administration, and the Office of Personnel
Management.

VETS estimates that approximately 150,000 transitioning service members will
attend the DOL Employment Workshops this year. In FY 2018, VETS provided
5,769 DOL Employment Workshops, both domestic and overseas, to 154,580
transitioning service members and their spouses.

To improve TAP, President Trump signed H.R. 5515, the “John S. McCain Na-
tional Defense Authorization Act (NDAA) for Fiscal Year 2019,” (Pub-Law 115-232),
into law on August 13, 2018. DOL will alter the delivery of employment-related
workshops in FY 2020 to align with the new legislative requirements. VETS would
also provide additional employment related services to transitioning service mem-
bers beyond the classroom and those services could include career counseling, re-
sume preparation, and job search assistance. For example, VETS FY 2020 budget
requests additional funding to revise the course curriculum to provide one-day em-
ployment preparation that is mandatory for all transitioning service members, an
optional two- day workshop for apprenticeship/technical career preparation, and an
optional general employment preparation. These changes to TAP are designed to
help transitioning service members make the best career choices among those avail-
able to them, taking into account individual skills and high-demand career fields.
Better matching veterans to career opportunities prior to transition could reduce job
turnover rates among recently-transitioned veterans.

1Bureau of Labor Statistics. “Employment Situation of Veterans.” March 2019. https:/
www.bls.gov/news.release/vet.nr0.htm.4

2The Council of Economic Advisors. “Military Spouses in the Labor Market”. https:/
www.whitehouse.gov/wp- content/uploads/2018/05/Military-Spouses-in-the-Labor-Market.pdf.

3 Bureau of labor Statistics. Job Openings and Labor Turnover Survey Results, February 2019.
https://www.bls.gov/news.release/jolts.htm.
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Additional funding would enhance the quality of employment support services for
transitioning service members, with a focus on improved outcomes.

VETS will also administer the Veteran Apprenticeship Pilot, funded in the FY
2019 appropriation. This pilot will prepare transitioning service members to qualify
for and enter into high quality apprenticeship programs. This initiative supports the
Administration’s priority to expand apprenticeship opportunities by connecting serv-
ice members to prospective employers before their transition through apprenticeship
placement counselors. Intended outcomes include more transitioning service mem-
bers embarking in high-paying careers, while employers gain veterans as valuable
employees.

The requested funding would also allow VETS to develop and implement a course
curriculum specific to military spouses who are transitioning with their service
member out of the service or to another installation. The course curriculum would
use components of the current curriculum for military members, such as resume de-
velopment and interviewing techniques. It could also include components more spe-
cific to the needs of military spouses as a result of their frequent moves and the
complexities associated with state licensing and credentialing requirements. As an
example, last year, DOL developed a military spouse web portal where military
spouses can efficiently search for specific points of contact, guidelines, and state
laws on professional licensing, including information on how occupational licenses
from one state can be recognized in another. While developing the new course cur-
riculum, VETS will evaluate delivery options with DoD to determine the most effec-
tive and efficient format, likely hybrid models that allow face-to- face programming
and digital delivery. This investment would help military spouses build careers.

The President’s FY 2020 Budget includes a legislative proposal to provide the De-
partment with broader access to National Directory of New Hires (NDNH) data that
would enable VETS, in collaboration with the Department’s Chief Evaluation Office,
to track the employment outcomes of transitioning service members. Meanwhile,
VETS receives data on transitioning service members daily from DoD. This growing
database contains demographic information, highest education level achieved, mili-
tary base geographic data, and a full list of all the courses each service member par-
ticipated in during the transition process.

JOBS FOR VETERANS STATE GRANTS (JVSG)

VETS funds employment and training services for veterans at State Workforce
Agencies nationwide through JVSG, as authorized under 38 U.S.C. 4102A(b)(5).
This program assists veterans with significant barriers to employment and other eli-
gible individuals to help them attain family-sustaining careers, and to assist em-
ployers in filling their workforce needs with job-seeking veterans. VETS awards
JVSG grant funds by formula to each state, the District of Columbia, Guam, Puerto
Rico, and the U.S. Virgin Islands. The formula, governed under 38 U.S.C.
4102A(c)(2) and the implementing regulations, is based on the following factors:

e The number of unemployed individuals in the general population in each state,
compared with the total number of unemployed individuals in the general popu-
lation across all states; and

e The number of veterans in the civilian labor force in each state, compared with
the total number of veterans in the civilian labor force across all states.

VETS provides JVSG funds to states to support three types of staff positions: Dis-
abled Veterans’ Outreach Program (DVOP) specialists, Local Veterans’ Employment
Representatives (LVER) staff, and Consolidated Positions (positions which perform
the functions of both the preceding staff positions).

The primary duty of DVOP specialists is to provide specialized services to vet-
erans and eligible spouses with significant barriers to employment that are designed
to mitigate an individual’s particular barriers to employment. Since FY 2014, appro-
priation language has allowed DVOP specialists to provide services to transitioning
service members who have participated in TAP and are in need of intensive services
and to wounded, ill, or injured service members and their caretakers. These inten-
sive services, now referred to as individualized career services under the Workforce
Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA), include comprehensive and specialized job
readiness assessments, interview preparation, development of individual employ-
ment plans, and career guidance through group or individual counseling. From July
2017 to June 2018, 99,296 eligible veterans received services from DVOP specialists.
Nearly 60 percent of these individuals were employed within ninety days of service.

LVER staff promote veteran hiring through outreach activities that build relation-
ships with local employers with the goal of connecting employers across the country
with career-ready veterans. LVERSs coordinate with DVOP specialists and other AJC
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staff to transition veteran clients into employment in the local community. Consoli-
dated positions allow states flexibility to provide appropriate employment services
for veterans and employer support in areas currently underserved or where the as-
signment of only full-time DVOP specialists or LVER staff would be impractical.

The FY 2020 budget requests $180,000,000 for the JVSG program to continue pro-
viding employment and training services at American Job Centers (AJCs) nation-
wide. The JVSG program will continue to fund DVOP specialists to assist veterans
with significant barriers to employment and other eligible individuals, to help them
attain family-sustaining careers, and to fund LVER staff to assist employers in fill-
ing their workforce needs with job-seeking veterans. Within the funding request,
JVSG staff will be able to expand the awareness of the HIRE Vets Medallion Pro-
gram (HVMP).

NATIONAL VETERANS' EMPLOYMENT AND TRAINING INSTITUTE (NVTI)

The NVTI was established in 1986 to increase the level of proficiency and training
of staff that provide employment services to veterans. NVTI provides training to vet-
eran service providers and Federal staff, including DVOP specialists and LVER staff
who provide or oversee grant services, and Federal staff who perform compliance
and enforcement activities under the Uniformed Services Employment and Reem-
ployment Rights Act of 1994 (USERRA) and the Veterans’ Employment Opportuni-
ties Act. At the requested level, NVTI will maintain the current curriculum, in-
crease digital delivery, and train veteran service providers in order to meet the
training requirements at 38 USC 4102A(c)(8)(A).

HOMELESS VETERANS’ REINTEGRATION PROGRAM (HVRP)

The Homeless Veterans’ Reintegration Program (HVRP), authorized under 38
U.S.C. 2021, provides services to help veterans experiencing homelessness obtain
meaningful employment and to develop effective service delivery systems to address
the complex problems they encounter. Funds are awarded on a competitive basis to
eligible applicants, including: state and local Workforce Development Boards, public
agencies, for-profit/commercial entities, and nonprofit organizations, including faith-
and community-based organizations.

The FY 2020 budget requests $50,000,000 to allow HVRP grantees to provide em-
ployment and training services that help thousands of homeless veterans success-
fully re-enter the labor force. Direct services include placement in employment,
skills training, job development, career counseling, and resume writing. Support
services may include clothing, referral to medical substance abuse treatment and
housing, and transportation assistance. As a member of the United States Inter-
agency Counsel on Homelessness, DOL collaborates with the VA, as well as other
Federal and local entities serving homeless veterans. In FY 2018, HVRP provided
services to 17,958 homeless veterans and of those veterans who obtained employ-
ment, their average wage was $13.50 per hour.

VETS also provides HVRP funding for “Stand Down” events in local communities.
A “Stand Down” event is a community-based event in which organizations come to-
gether to serve veterans who are experiencing homelessness, connecting them with
support services to help them reenter the workforce, gain permanent housing, and
access healthcare services.

President Trump signed S. 2248, the “Veterans Benefits and Transition Act of
2018,” (Pub-Law 115-407) into law on December 31, 2018. This bill covered a range
of veterans’ issues, including provisions that would increase veterans’ benefits and
those that would improve the transition process from military to civilian life. Spe-
cific to DOL, Pub-Law 115-407 amends Section 2021(a) of title 38, U.S.C., by ex-
panding eligible participants under HVRP. VETS included these additional popu-
lations in the grant announcement which closed on April 26.

FEDERAL ADMINISTRATION- UNIFORMED SERVICES EMPLOYMENT AND REEMPLOYMENT
RiGHTS AcT (USERRA) ENFORCEMENT

The FY 2020 budget requests $43,248,000 for Federal Administration. The re-
quested amount would provide for the salary and benefits, travel, and training for
all of VETS’ current staff in the national office, six regional offices, and offices in
each state, the District of Columbia, and Puerto Rico.

VETS is responsible for administering, interpreting, and helping enforce the
USERRA, pursuant to 38 U.S.C. 4301, et seq. VETS staff conduct formal investiga-
tions of complaints received from individuals who believe their employment or reem-
ployment rights were violated. Upon completion of an investigation, if the evidence
supports the allegations raised in the complaint, VETS will work with both the em-
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ployer and complainant to obtain the appropriate relief under the law. If the com-
plainant is dissatisfied with the results of the investigation, he or she may request
that the case be referred to either the U.S. Department of Justice for non- Federal
cases, or to the U.S. Office of Special Counsel for Federal cases for consideration
of representation in either U.S. District Court or before the Merit Systems Protec-
tion Board, as appropriate.

VETS is also responsible for investigating complaints received from preference-eli-
gible veterans who allege that their veterans’ preference rights in Federal employ-
ment were violated, pursuant to the Veterans’ Employment Opportunities Act of
1998 (VEOA), 5 U.S.C. 3330a, et seq. In addition, VETS receives and collects Fed-
eral contractor data reporting pursuant to the Vietnam Era Veterans Readjustment
Assistance Act. In-depth summaries of VETS’ USERRA enforcement activities, in-
cluding data on cases opened during the last fiscal year, are provided in the Depart-
ment’s USERRA Annual Report to Congress. 4

VETS conducts public outreach to educate service members, employers, and oth-
ers on their rights and responsibilities under USERRA. At the requested funding
level, VETS provides an online USERRA advisory tool to assist veterans in under-
standing employee eligibility, job entitlements, and obligations, as well as benefits,
remedies, and employer obligations under USERRA.5 This electronic advisory tool
helps veterans determine the types of preferences and benefits to which they may
be entitled, explains the process for filing a complaint, and provides an electronic
claim form.

HIRE VETS MEDALLION PROGRAM

The Honoring Investments in Recruiting and Employing (HIRE) American Mili-
tary Veterans Act of 2017, P.L. 115-31 (Division O) (HIRE Vets), required DOL to
establish a program to recognize employer efforts to recruit, employ, and retain vet-
erans. The HIRE Vets Medallion Award is the only Federal-level veterans’ employ-
ment award that recognizes a company or organization’s commitment to veteran hir-
ing and retention. As set forth in the Act, the program is intended to be entirely
fee-funded and comprises different award criteria for large employers (500-plus em-
ployees), medium employers (51-499 employees), and small employers (50 or fewer
employees). This is a fee-funded program and participants pay a non-refundable ap-
plication fee. On November 13, 2017, the Department published the Final Rule es-
tablishing the HIRE Vets Medallion Program, at 82 FR 52186, and is actively pro-
moting the program, including providing guidance and technical assistance to the
public workforce system in order to ensure that local employers are aware of this
opportunity for recognition.

In 2018, VETS established the standard operating procedures and criteria for the
HIRE Vets Medallion Program through a demonstration project, developed new IT
systems to capture and analyze the applications, selected the awardees for the dem-
onstration project, and presented the demonstration medallions to the recipients at
a ceremony on November 9th. The demonstration was limited to 300 applicants, 239
of which met the eligibility requirements to receive a demonstration award. The
demonstration award recipient list, along with additional information about the pro-
gram is available at www.hirevets.gov. Full implementation of the program began
in January of this year and the open application period closes this month. We look
forward to announcing the award recipients on a date to coincide with Veterans’
Day.

Conclusion

The Department looks forward to working with the Subcommittee to ensure that
our transitioning service members, veterans, their spouses, and care providers have
the resources and training they need to be successful in the civilian workforce. The
improving employment situation for veterans is a testament to the nationwide rec-
ognition from stakeholders-both public and private, at the national level and within
local communities-of the value that veterans bring to the civilian workforce. Chair-
man Levin, Ranking Member Bilirakis, and members of the Subcommittee, this con-
cludes my statement for the record. Thank you for the opportunity to provide this
statement for the record.

4 https://www.dol.gov/vets/programs/userra/index.htm.
5http:/www.dol.gov/elaws/userra.htm.
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STATEMENT FOR THE RECORD

U.S. DEPARTMENT OF HOUSING AND URBAN DEVELOPMENT
Introduction

Chairman Levin, Ranking Member Bilirakis, and members of the Subcommittee,
the Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) appreciates the oppor-
tunity to provide a written statement on HUD’s Fiscal Year 2020 budget request
for programs aimed at ending veteran homelessness in the United States.

General HUD Homeless Assistance Programs

HUD’s Office of Community Planning and Development (CPD) provides about $2.4
billion annually to communities to help end homelessness. Funding is primarily
used for permanent supportive housing, which successfully houses people with long
histories of homelessness and significant disabilities. Permanent supportive housing
has proven to reduce hospitalization and emergency room utilization while dramati-
cally improving the well-being of the people it serves.

HUD also provides funding for rapid re-housing, a cost-effective strategy that
helps people move quickly into housing. This strategy combines short-term financial
assistance and supportive services to help the formerly homeless stabilize in their
housing, increase their employment and income, and connect to community sup-
ports. HUD also supports emergency shelter, transitional housing, and many other
types of assistance dedicated to ending homelessness.

In 2017, the last year for which data is available, approximately 17,000 veterans
were served using $97 million through HUD’s Continuum of Care (CoC) program.
Most of that funding is for permanent supportive housing that houses approximately
10,000 veterans with disabilities.

Thousands more veterans are served with rapid re-housing, emergency shelter,
and other assistance.

HUD-Veterans’ Affairs Supportive Housing (HUD-VASH)

The HUD-VASH program, administered by HUD’s Office of Public and Indian
Housing (PIH), is dedicated to housing homeless veterans.

HUD-VASH has been successful in its approach to addressing veteran homeless-
ness by providing long-term housing assistance to the most vulnerable veterans ex-
periencing homelessness. It combines housing choice voucher (HCV) rental assist-
ance for homeless veterans with case management and clinical services provided by
the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA). VA provides these services for partici-
plating veterans at VA medical centers (VAMCs) and community-based outreach
clinics.

In the HUD-VASH program, the local VA case managers screen and determine
veteran eligibility for the program. Eligible veterans are then referred to the
partnering Public Housing Authority (PHA) to receive their housing voucher assist-
ance. By agreeing to administer the HUD-VASH program, the PHA is relinquishing
its authority to determine the eligibility of families in accordance with regular Hous-
ing Choice Voucher program rules and PHA policies with one exception: PHAs are
required to prohibit admission of any member of the household subject to a lifetime
registration requirement under a state sex offender registration program.

To date, Congress has appropriated $755 million in HUD-VASH funding. HUD-
VASH vouchers are renewed based on actual leasing, as with the HCV program gen-
erally. When a household leaves the program, their voucher is reissued to another
eligible household.

Every year since 2008, HUD and VA have collaboratively awarded new HUD-
VASH vouchers based on a community’s geographic need (meaning the size of its
eligible veteran population) and administrative capacity. A total of 97,576 HUD-
VASH vouchers have been awarded to PHAs between 2008 and 2018. Of these,
about 4,700 were awarded through a competitive set- aside as project-based vouch-
ers (PBV), in which the rental subsidy is assigned to a specific housing unit rather
than provided to a veteran to find a unit in the private market to rent. PBVs have
proven to be an effective tool to help address the need for HUD-VASH in high-cost
rental markets or where there is a lack of affordable housing stock. In addition to
the HUD-VASH vouchers specifically awarded as PBV, PHAs, with the support of
their local VA partners, have the ability to convert any of their existing HUD-VASH
vouchers to PBV.

HUD will be awarding approximately 5,000 new HUD-VASH vouchers with the
additional $40 million in HUD-VASH funding that was appropriated in FY2019.
HUD is working with VA and United States Interagency Council on Homelessness
(USICH) to determine the processes and priorities for this award.
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HUD did not request new HUD-VASH vouchers in FY 2020 because, based on
an analysis conducted jointly by HUD and the VA, the turnover of these existing
HUD-VASH vouchers and the FY 2019 appropriation of $40 million is enough to
meet the demand of current referrals of VA eligible veterans who are experiencing
hom(}ellessness and require the intensive services and support of a HUD-VASH
voucher.

To fulfill our shared commitment to ending veteran homelessness, it is important
to remember that HUD must serve all veterans experiencing homelessness, includ-
ing those not eligible for VA services. To achieve this, HUD has been working with
VA and CoC-funded local supportive service providers to create a process that allows
PHAs to partner with local, VA-designated service-providers and use a portion of
their existing HUD-VASH vouchers to assist those homeless veterans with an
other-than-dishonorable discharge who do not qualify for VA healthcare. This flexi-
bility also helps communities better maximize the utilization of their HUD- VASH
resources.

These efforts around HUD-VASH demonstrate HUD’s commitment to optimize
the effectiveness of the HUD-VASH program and allow for local flexibility in ad-
dressing the homeless veteran population. HUD is also exploring options to ensure
maximum utilization of these vouchers to ensure the highest number of veterans are
being served across the country.

Congress has provided HUD flexible authority to design the HUD-VASH program
in ways that would best serve homeless veterans. As HUD-VASH is a joint program
between HUD and the VA, both Departments are working collaboratively on this
reallocation effort to ensure that existing HUD-VASH resources are being used as
efficiently and effectively as possible to serve the maximum number of eligible vet-
erans across the country. Therefore, HUD and VA are focusing on changes to maxi-
mize effectiveness in the allocation of new vouchers and supporting PHAs in their
efforts to improve utilization, as opposed to the recapture and reallocation of exist-
ing vouchers.

Tribal HUD-VASH

The Tribal HUD-VASH pilot program provides rental assistance and supportive
services to veterans who are Native American and experiencing homelessness, or at
risk of homelessness, while living on or near a reservation or other Indian areas.
Veterans participating in this program are provided housing assistance through
HUD and supportive services through VA to foster long-term stability and prevent
a return to homelessness.

The pilot was first authorized in the Consolidated and Further Continuing Appro-
priations Act, 2015 (Public Law 113-235) - and Congress has continued its support
in subsequent years by enacting funds for renewal grants and modest expansion.
In all, 26 Indian tribes or tribally designated housing entities (TDHE) currently par-
ticipate in the program. These recipients were initially awarded grants totaling $5.9
million based on their level of need and administrative capacity. HUD provided a
first round of renewal funding to these recipients in 2018 and expects to do so again
in 2019. HUD will also award additional funding to expand the program using funds
provided in the Consolidated Appropriations Act of 2017.

Implementation of the program is overseen by HUD’s Office of Native American
Programs (ONAP) within PIH, and VA is responsible for providing case manage-
ment services and referring eligible veterans for housing assistance. As of April
2019, approximately 400 veterans have received case management services, and of
those, 330 veterans are also currently being housed under the Tribal HUD-VASH
program. The program is producing tangible results, housing Native American vet-
erans and their families who were living in severely inadequate units - without run-
ning water, heat or electricity - or in overcrowded living conditions.

The President’s Budget for FY 2020 requests authority to set aside up to $4 mil-
lion of Tenant Based Rental Assistance funds for necessary renewal funding for the
Tribal HUD-VASH program. While HUD believes there is sufficient carryover fund-
ing appropriated in previous years to provide renewal grants, this authority will
allow the Department to ensure that all veterans remain stably housed in the event
that renewal funding needs are higher than anticipated.

Continued Collaboration with VA and USICH

HUD has worked closely with VA for many years administering HUD-VASH. To-
gether, HUD, VA and the USICH have implemented a joint decision-making struc-
ture known as Solving Veterans Homelessness as One (SVHO) where the agencies
jointly administer the programs and policies related to veteran homelessness and
develop and implement a range of strategies for preventing and ending veteran
homelessness. This structure allows us to jointly review data on HUD-VASH and
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other programs and to coordinate policymaking to ensure our assistance is inte-
grated and impactful.

This collaboration has also helped us improve utilization in the HUD-VASH pro-
gram, coordinate the implementation of the Tribal HUD-VASH program, better tar-
get available assistance to those with the highest needs, and ensure resources are
prioritized for communities with greater numbers of veterans experiencing home-
lessness.

HUD, VA and USICH have also used the structure of SVHO to jointly create
standards for evaluating whether communities have ended veteran homelessness.
Since 2014, more than 880 mayors, city and county officials, and governors have set
a goal of ending veteran homelessness in their communities. As of April 17, 2019,
71 communities across 30 states have achieved the goal.

The agencies also collaborate on the implementation of Coordinated Entry Sys-
tems, meaning a system that is easy for veterans and other persons experiencing
homelessness to access. Coordinated Entry ensures that a homeless person has sim-
ple access to housing and other homelessness resources. The collaboration between
HUD and VA ensures that veterans have access to all the resources in a community,
including VA dedicated resources, no matter where and how they access assistance.

Technical Assistance for Communities

Because the ability of any community to end veteran homelessness depends on the
strength of each community’s leadership and successful implementation of proven
strategies, HUD and its federal partners are committed to helping communities get
there. In addition to providing homeless assistance funds, HUD supports several
technical assistance initiatives that have helped reduce veteran homelessness. The
Built for Zero and Vets@Home initiatives help communities implement best prac-
tices and learn from the successes of other communities. Both initiatives were de-
signed with the explicit goal of helping communities end veteran homelessness.

In 2012, HUD and VA partnered with the 100K Homes Campaign and Rapid Re-
sults Institute to hold “bootcamps” for 13 HUD-VASH communities. The events
brought together PHA, VA, CoC, and HUD staff as community-centered groups to
map their processes and identify creative and collaborative ways to improve them.
These bootcamps were extremely successful and helped to get the HUD-VASH pro-
gram utilization to where it is today. This bootcamp model has since been used to
inform the continuing collaborative process for HUD-VASH and the roll out of Trib-
al HUD-VASH.

Some best practices have included incorporating HUD-VASH in a larger coordi-
nated entry system to ensure there are multiple access points for veterans seeking
help, coordinated outreach efforts to locate all veterans in need of assistance, and
better data sharing across systems to ensure veterans do not fall through the
cracks.

HUD has worked with our partners to identify specific strategies for utilizing
HUD-VASH vouchers in high-cost, low-vacancy communities. These are often the
same communities with the greatest need. In addition to converting HUD-VASH to
project based vouchers, PHAs have used their flexibility to increase their payment
standard, including the adoption of exception payment standards, to be competitive
in the private market. Another strategy has been intensive landlord outreach and
maintaining landlord relationships. PHAs have also been able to connect with local
service providers that assist veterans in their housing search.

HUD continues to help communities with targeted assistance. HUD has launched
a technical assistance initiative focused on helping communities with high numbers
of unsheltered people experiencing homelessness, including high numbers of
unsheltered veterans. The initiative focuses on helping those communities imple-
ment best practices that have helped end veteran homelessness in cities such as
Houston, New Orleans, and Las Vegas. HUD is also providing assistance to rural
communities to help increase their capacity and address challenges unique to vet-
erans living in rural areas, such as access to transportation.

Results

Each year, communities across the country conduct point in time counts of people
experiencing homelessness. The count, held annually in January, includes people
living in shelters as well as people sleeping on sidewalks, in parks, in cars, or in
other places not meant for human habitation. Based on the 2018 count, veteran
homelessness decreased by 5.4 percent between 2017 and 2018 bringing the overall
decline in veteran homeless to 49 percent (a decrease of 36,209 veterans) since 2010.
This kind of reduction is historic, and HUD-VASH has been a primary reason for
this progress.
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A robust body of evidence shows that the combination of permanent supportive
housing, rapid re-housing, and other targeted interventions can indeed end home-
lessness. The long-term national trend and the results in the many communities
that have ended veteran homelessness show the positive results of a coordinated ef-
fort.

Conclusion

A great deal of progress has been made in the way HUD works with other agen-
cies to address veteran homelessness. The HUD-VASH program continues to be a
model for interagency collaboration and one of the best tools for ending veteran
homelessness. Nonetheless, HUD must continue to find ways to maximize the effec-
tiveness of the HUD-VASH program, while also assisting communities in utilizing
all available homeless assistance resources.

Thank you again for this opportunity to discuss HUD’s efforts to end veteran
homelessness.

O



